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  Chapter 1: A Shitty Day
A moment was all it took to cross the line; a day was more than enough to turn someone into a villain.
『An old proverb from the Deep Tower』

* * *
“This world is not real.”
Said the ‘customer’, who had come to the cleaning site, out of the blue.
“It looks like the inside of a game I used to play, but that might not be it either. This place looks pretty similar to the comics, movies, novels, games from the franchise universe that dabbled in all forms of media, like an octopus.”
No matter how much he babbled, the janitors didn’t stop working as they had an unusually large amount to clean that day.
Two commie elves, four smugglers, and even some back alley thugs who were the smugglers’ escorts.
The janitors bagged their bodies in plastic bags before they became maggot food and sprayed chemicals all over the blood-stained floor.
Perhaps he didn’t even expect an answer, as the customer kept chattering while sitting in front of the janitor’s truck.
“Actually, I didn’t think much about it, but I suddenly had this thought—Perhaps besides me, there are more people who have fallen into this world.”
“You know, like the author who writes side story novels based on the fictional universe or even the commercial director.”
“People like that wouldn’t have become a game character like me… So, how did they get here? Transmigration? Reincarnation?”
His half-joking babbling lacked coherence and logic.
His voice, heard amidst the laughter, sounded like the ramblings of a madman one might hear in the corridor of a mental hospital.
A voice that was… somehow ominous and unsettling.
By then, a few janitors started observing that customer rather noticeably and warily.
Of course, none of the janitors took any action.
After all, no one wanted to fight a crazed murderer who had single handedly slaughtered over forty people, including elves.
Instead, they simply moved their hands and feet busily, hoping to finish the cleaning a bit faster.
“It looks like I’m the only one doing the talking here.”
Did he pick up on the atmosphere? Because that babbling customer suddenly shut his mouth.
However, the silence didn’t last for long.
Just as the janitors were about to toss the last plastic bag into the truck, the customer suddenly raised his hand and pointed at one of them.
“Hey, you there.”
The one that the customer was pointing at was the janitor who was mopping the floor with a filthy mop.
Just like the other janitors, this one was also wearing thick work clothes and a gas mask over his face. He turned to look at the customer.
“Yeah, you. Let me ask you a question.”
“…A question?”
The voice of a young man emerged from the gas mask worn by the janitor holding a filthy mop.
“Well, it’s not a difficult question. If someone comes into this world through reincarnation, they’re called a reincarnator, and if through transmigration, they’re called a transmigrator, right? Then what should I be called since I became a game character?”
The janitor glanced at the other janitors before answering the customer.
“Maybe… a protagonist?”
“A protagonist? Why do you think so?”
“Uh, you said you entered the world of a game. Don’t you think that someone who experiences something extraordinary like that deserves to be called a protagonist?”
The customer smirked on hearing the janitor’s answer. However, it was more of a sneer than a satisfied smile.
“You might think so, but you’re wrong. This universe has another protagonist, you know.”
“…Is that so?”
“I already told you, this is a franchise universe. How can some random game character be the protagonist? Think of another term. What comes to mind when you think of games?”
Even though the series of questions were unrelated to cleaning, the janitor holding the filthy mop pondered over it quite seriously.
Or at least he pretended to.
He kept doing so until his quick-witted colleagues snatched the filthy mop from him and cleaned up the remaining traces.
As soon as one of the janitors glanced at him to signal that the cleaning was done, he spoke up.
“…Player. How about that?”
“Player? Oh, I like that! Player, player…”
Seemingly satisfied with the answer, the customer rolled the word ‘player’ around on his tongue several times and eventually smiled.
Then, he stood up after a moment and spoke.
“Since you’ve come up with a pretty good moniker, you’ll be the last one.”
“…The last one? What do you mean by that?”
Instead of answering him, the customer ‘grabbed’ something out of thin air.
Then, as if it had always been there, a long steel sword appeared in the customer’s hand.
“W-wait a moment…!”
Seeing the sword, one of the quick-witted janitors tried to pull out a gun. However, the customer was faster.
“Damn it! Run!”
“Alarm! Hit the alarm!”
“Arrrgh!“
A series of screams erupted, followed by the splattering of blood.
James, who was the first to draw his gun, fell without even letting out a scream.
Deokbae, who tried to press the emergency alarm, was sliced across his chest, and Chunsik, who was beside him, collapsed with nothing but a scream that wasn’t even a dying wish.
With the deaths of those three as the start, the rest of the janitors were ruthlessly slaughtered. It was swift and brutal, like taking out the trash.
“Why… isn’t the alarm…”
The foreman was the last to fall. He kept pressing the unresponsive alarm desperately until his last breath.
It was clear that the signal had been sent, but no sound came from the alarm.
“Of course, it won’t ring. I’ve already settled the payments for your lives a long time ago.”
Seemingly amused by something, the customer smirked and stomped on the foreman’s corpse until the freshly cleaned floor was stained with blood once more.
Only after the foreman’s upper body was mangled beyond recognition did he stop and turn his head. The janitor, who had given him the moniker, was trembling as he stared at him.
“Wh-why did you…?”
“Oh, don’t misunderstand. It’s not like I have a grudge against you guys or anything.”
“…”
“I was slightly short of the XP I needed to level up.”
The player laughed as he wiped the blood splattered on his cheek.
“…XP.”
“And since I have just started with the prologue, it’s better to be a level 10 than a level 9. That will allow me to unlock attributes and learn new skills… After all, progressing through the academy route becomes easier if I start strong.”
The customer shook his sword clean while nonchalantly rambling like a madman. Drops of blood spattered on the floor.
“As promised, you’re the last one. And it looks like the XP will be just about right.”
The player approached him, but the remaining janitor didn’t even attempt to flee. He simply stood there, glaring at the customer—no, the player silently.
Was it because of courage or was it because he had given up, knowing he couldn’t escape? Well, it didn’t matter to the player.
“Hey, what’s your name?”
The player asked as he pressed the sword against the janitor’s neck.
“…Dung Beetle.”
“Ha! Are you called a dung beetle because you handle crap? You have a terrific naming sense!”
The player applied a bit of pressure to the sword. The blade dug into Dung Beetle’s neck, and blood trickled down.
“So Dung Beetle, any last words? I’ll listen to them, in honor of reaching level 10.”
“…How much was it?”
“What?”
“The price for our lives.”
“The payment? It was cheaper than I thought. 250,000 won1 for each of you. Perhaps he would receive the rest from your wages.”
Dung Beetle clenched his fists tight, his body trembling. He bit his lip and held his breath to stifle a scream.
“…Shit.”
He tried his best to come to terms with reality. Their boss himself had sold them out. Just to save on labor costs.
…Was this truly reality?
No matter how much he questioned it, reality remained harsh. His fellow janitors, with whom he had been through thick and thin, now lay as nothing but blood and filth on the floor. And soon, he, too, would meet the same fate.
“Don’t think too badly of it. Isn’t that what mobs are?”
“Mobs? You’re calling us mobs? You! The ones you have killed… Did those people look like mobs to you?”
As Dung Beetle spat out those words, the player snickered and responded.
“Mobs are something that drop XP and items when you kill them. Can you even consider them to be people?”
“You insane, psychopathic son of a… keugh!”
The sword passed through his neck, Dung Beetle’s last words were cut off; and instead of his final words, blood gushed out.
Then, the headless body and the head wearing a gas mask fell to the ground.
“Level up.”
The player didn’t even glance at the pile of corpses he had just created.
He fiddled with the empty air as if something was there, mumbling about strength and agility, and then left the scene.
Thus ended the act of slaughter in the dead of night. No witnesses, no survivors; it was a quiet ending.
…However, the story didn’t end there.
From the spot where the player had left, the headless corpse rose.
Unable to find direction, the corpse wandered aimlessly for a while, circling the same spot. Groping around the floor with its cold, dead hands, desperately searching for something.
Splat.
After wandering around for some time, the corpse found what it was looking for in a pool of blood; its cleanly severed head.
The corpse lifted the head carefully and placed it where it belonged.
Hisss—
As the head settled back onto the neck, black smoke rose from the wound caused by the blade. Then, the flesh and blood began to reattach.
While it seemed to be miraculous, the corpse remained just that—a corpse. The lifeless body, with its stopped heart, remained cold and did not breathe.
However, it wouldn’t take long.
The dead janitor would soon come back to life. He would become stronger than before and more… lively.
『Oh, my Chosen One.』

At the place where the player had scattered death, ‘it’ laughed silently.
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  Chapter 2: A Shitty Day (2)
* * *
- O Child, forgive me for forcing such a heavy burden on you.
Saying so, the radiant angel placed her hand on my shoulder. Her touch felt warm and gentle.
- However, please understand that this is a necessary sacrifice. That thing must remain sealed.
The angel’s voice was as quiet as a whisper, and her body appeared so faint as if she would disappear at any moment.
I didn’t realize it back then, but I understood now. The angel was dying. She had used up all her strength, even the power meant for herself, to create the seal.
- If it is released, it will lead to a catastrophe far greater than the tragedy that occurred in this city today…
- O Child.
- Please, protect the seal. The path will be one of suffering, where the seal will press upon your flesh and torment your mind… But you should understand; this is the right path for the sake of the world.
With those words, the angel pushed me deep into the ground. She buried me deep underground, beneath the ruins of the city, to hide the existence of the seal inside me from the rest of the world.
Perhaps that was the angel’s final arrangement. Because when sealing something, the best way was to ensure that no one knew where it had been sealed.
Angel...
Naturally, it was obvious, but the seal wasn’t something I, who was just a boy, could endure.
I couldn’t even see what was right in front of my nose in the cramped darkness nor was I able to move a finger in that dreadful prison.
No means to find comfort from the intense fear and loneliness inside. And whenever I felt unbearably agonized, I remembered the angel’s final plea.
- Please, protect the seal for the sake of the world.
It was the beacon in my heart, my only solace. And when it seemed impossible to bear even with that, I simply stopped thinking.
Because by emptying my mind and becoming like a tree or a stone, time passed by smoothly.
However, no matter how long I endured… it did not disappear.
On the contrary, the underground seal was the first to disappear.
I couldn’t blame the angel because she herself would have never expected the seal would be broken in this manner.
A large excavator digging through the subway tore the seal apart.
- Hyung1-nim! Over here! Please come here!
- Holy shit… it’s a kid’s body.
- It seems like someone left a body at a construction site. We should report this to the police first.
- Man, we have to deal with a dead body as soon as we finish lunch… Huh? Hyung-nim, this kid is breathing!
The janitors clearing the construction site were the first to discover me after I was freed from the seal.
The dwellers on the bottom-rung, who would clean anything, from household trash to corpses for money.
- He has no ID, can’t speak, nor does he even know his name. Was this kid a victim of human trafficking?
- Ah! Can’t you tell by the color of his eyes? They are as yellow as gold; this child was obviously abducted from beyond the dimensional portal!
- Hyung-nim, what should we do about him? Should we hand him over to the police or an orphanage?
- No, we’ll take care of him ourselves.
- But Hyung-nim, we are already struggling to feed nine mouths as it is…
- If we send him to an orphanage, he’ll definitely be sold off to warm some rich old man’s bed. Since we are the ones who rescued him and if no one cared from the start… we should take responsibility.
The janitors could have simply left me in the garbage pile or sent me to an orphanage.
If they were greedy, they could have sold me to human traffickers and taken a cut for themselves.
However, they didn’t. And even though I had nothing, they accepted me as their brother. That was how they became my family.
There was James-hyung, who was always kind to me; old man Deokbae, who would take me to various internet cafes and billiard halls; Chunsik-hyung, who shared his comic books with me; and even the foreman, who taught me so much about life…
They weren’t my blood relatives, but the kindness they showed me was thicker than blood. Looking back, the time I spent with them was perhaps the happiest moment of my life.
Yet, I couldn’t even repay a tenth of the happiness they had given me.
It was because of what the angel had sealed inside me…
『That is some effing long flashback.』

After the underground seal broke, it began to target me vigilantly. It tried to break from its seal and seize my body.
『When will this end?』

Nevertheless, the seal left by the angel who sacrificed herself to prepare remained strong. And no matter how much it wrenched my body and the seal, it never fell apart.
Yet it didn’t cease. Instead it persisted with its tedious and agonizing struggle, as if determined to seize my body. It stole my senses, deprived me of sleep, and inflicted agony…
Years went by, the boy had now become a young man. And as I grew accustomed to its torture, we both arrived at the same conclusion.
As long as I remained alive, the seal would never break.
『For someone with such a strong attachment to life, why do you insist on living such a boring life?』

Upon realizing that fact, it began changing its approach. It no longer attacked the seal, instead, it tried to influence me.
Just like the snake that tempted Adam and Eve, it dug into the gaps within my heart and poured out vulgar temptations.
Money, fame, power…
I struggled to resist its temptations. Yet each time, its temptations became more specific.
- Do you wish for gold? Serve me. I shall build you a gold mine.
- Do you wish to kill that rude one? Kneel before me. I’ll give you unmatched strength.
- Do you desire those women on TV? Offer more sacrifices. Then all women will be beneath you.
At times, when life felt too harsh, there were moments when I was almost tempted to give in. However, I resisted until the very end.
In order to live up to the courage of the angel who sacrificed herself and the goodwill of my colleagues who took me in, for the sake of the wor—
『Enough.』
『It’s time to open your eyes…』
『My Chosen One.』

***
The cool night air brushed against his face.
His neck felt stiff, as if he had just awoken from a long nap. And then…
…A rotten smell?
Dung Beetle raised his heavy eyelids. It was still dark, as if morning had not yet come.
“Where is this… Chief? James-hyung? Where is everyone?”
He tried to get up by pushing his hand against the ground, but he froze in place.
The sensation under his fingertips… was all too familiar, and he instinctively looked down.
Damn it.
Only then did Dung Beetle realize he was lying on a pile of corpses.
Swallowing back his fright, he got to his feet.
As his eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness, he began to inspect his surroundings.
The place looked like a large warehouse with an enormous number of corpses cramped inside. It looked like there were at least hundreds or possibly over a thousand.
…Why am I here?
Dung Beetle continued to rack his brain, trying to get a grasp of the situation. Where was this place, why was he here, and where were his colleagues?
I can’t remember anything. What was I doing before I lost consciousness?
His memories were hazy, like the broken film reel. Yet, it didn’t seem like thinking any further would yield any answers.
So, he decided to first get off the pile of corpses and escape this place. Or at least, he tried to.
As he grabbed onto the corpse’s hand to climb down, something caught his eye. Dung Beetle gazed at it intently.
There was a gold ring on the corpse’s finger.
“This…”
It looked just like the ring Uncle2 Deokbae wore, the one he cherished as his mother’s keepsake.
“…It probably just looks similar.”
The familiar uniform and the gas mask that was identical to his own…
“No way.”
Muttering that he couldn’t believe his eyes, Dung Beetle lifted the corpse.
The corpse was light. Judging by its weight, it couldn’t have been Uncle Deokbae, who could easily devour five servings of meat in a single sitting.
However, only after lifting the entire body, did Dung Beetle realize that the corpse had been cut in half.
No.
Denying all the evidence before his eyes, Dung Beetle carefully removed the corpse’s gas mask. And as soon as he did that, a horrifying truth stared right back at him.
“Uncle Deokbae…?”
It was the face of the perpetually smiling Uncle Deokbae. However, his face was currently frozen in rigor mortis, devoid of its usual smile.
Fear and pain—The emotions he must have felt just before dying, were preserved on his face.
“…”
And before he realized it, Dung Beetle began checking the surrounding corpses as well. Strewn around the place he had awoken, were the bodies of janitors clad in gas masks and work uniforms.
“James-hyung? Chunsik-hyung…?”
As he approached the corpses and removed their gas masks, familiar faces appeared.
James’s corpse with a hole in the neck.
Chunsik-hyung, with his chest slashed, and the foreman’s body was… too horrific to describe.
“I-is this a dream? T-this is a dream, right?”
For some reason, he suddenly felt cold. Dung Beetle hugged himself tightly, desperately wishing for the dream to end.
“Tomorrow is payday. I need to wake up soon…”
However, no matter how long he waited, the dream didn’t end.
“…Ah.”
Only after some time did the deeply buried memories resurface.
The director, who was especially irritable today, the tragic scene at the site, the bodies of the commie elves and the thugs, and then…
The face that sneered at him, without bothering to wipe the blood splattered across his cheek.
“…Player.”
The shock hit him as if someone had just whacked the back of his head with a hammer.
The superhuman movements he had only seen on TV, the screams of his colleagues, the alarm that didn’t ring, and the blade that slashed his neck.
The last memory before death pierced Dung Beetle’s brain like shards of broken pottery.
“B-but didn’t I die as well…?”
Recalling the final moment, Dung Beetle fumbled around his neck.
But all he found were dried blood scabs. He couldn’t feel any wound from being sliced by the blade.
It was as if his neck had never been cut in the first place.
“What is… going on…?”
…Here?
He couldn’t finish his sentence because he heard the sound of footsteps approaching, along with an unfamiliar presence.
Feeling a bad premonition run down his spine, Dung Beetle shut his mouth and carefully hid his body among the pile of corpses.
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  Chapter 3: A Shitty Day (3)
* * *
As he paid attention, the sound of footsteps got even clearer. From the sound of their heavy footsteps, it seemed like they were wearing thick shoes.
As the footsteps got closer, Dung Beetle realized it wasn’t just one set of footsteps but two.
“Ah, we’re finally done.”
As expected, two men emerged from the darkness.
Familiar gas masks, familiar uniforms… they were undoubtedly janitors who belonged to the same Janitor Guild as him.
“Damn, I never thought that there’d be a day when janitors have to clean up other janitors.”
The two men were dragging a corpse wearing the same uniform as theirs. Each held one leg, and because of that, they left a long trail of blood behind them.
…Could it be that those bastards were the ones who dragged the corpses here? Dung Beetle held his breath and moved away from their line of sight.
Just as he barely managed to move out of the janitors’ line of sight, the two janitors threw the corpse they were dragging into the pile of bodies.
Splat! Blood and filth splattered from the stacked bodies. Their actions showed no respect for the dead.
Dung Beetle frowned and fled from their sight. He hadn’t forgotten what the player said before killing him… that their boss was the one who sold them out.
If that was true, then those janitors were potentially enemies.
…I’ll hide for now and secretly follow them when they leave.
While Dung Beetle was busily devising his escape plan, the two janitors turned on their flashlights and approached the pile of bodies. They began inspecting the corpses, moving their lights back and forth.
Of all things, they were moving towards Dung Beetle’s hiding place.
Could it be… did they catch sight of me?
Fortunately, his worry was unfounded. The two janitors stopped just short of Dung Beetle’s hiding place and started talking to each other.
“Hey, don’t we have some time to spare? How about a quick snatch?”
“Snatch? Well… we do have about 40 minutes left.”
“Man, we’re already working overtime here; don’t you think that we should at least take something?”
Dung Beetle felt nauseous as soon as he heard them say ‘Snatch.’
Snatch. It was the secret code that janitors used when they wanted to steal anything of some value from the corpses.
Snatch, my ass. Disgusting bastards.
A filthy act; legally and morally unforgivable.
He really hated the term. Snatching, you said? It was such a hypocritical term that was made to sound trivial and harmless.
As evident by the term, people other than janitors referred to ‘snatch’ by.
Maggot work.
Because of some indecent janitors who did that, the image of janitors as a whole was worsening day by day. His foreman and colleagues never engaged in snatching during their lifetimes because they were janitors, not maggots.
In that sense, those two were maggots.
Maggots who had no respect for the dead; having forsaken their last shred of humanity, blinded by money.
How are those shameless bastards still alive while we…
Dung Beetle chewed on his lower lip as he watched the janitors rummage through the corpses. When he thought of his dead colleagues, he felt as if something was churning within his chest.
However, he had to hold himself back for now. Let’s endure and think about everything else after getting out of here. Escape, revenge—all that could be done later. For now, he had to stay hidden.
As Dung Beetle reminded himself to stay hidden in the darkness, those bastards began sifting through the corpses, looking for anything valuable.
“Damn, these scumbags. How come we can’t even find a single gold tooth?”
“Do you think that anyone with money would be acting like a thug in Incheon? They’d be in Kaesong1 or Busan if they had any skills. The only things in this damned city are outcasts and corpses.”
“Yeah, you’re right. I know that.”
And seeing how they skillfully stole from selected corpses, it was definitely not their first time doing this. They pried open mouths to extract gold teeth, stripped off clothes, and emptied pockets…
Soon, they reached where Dung Beetle’s colleagues’ bodies lay.
Please, just pass by.
Dung Beetle pleaded silently, but the bastards didn’t walk past his colleagues’ bodies.
Those disgusting bastards were maggots wearing the uniform of a janitor.
“Oh my, this old man… even when he died, he did it cleanly.”
They stood in front of the foreman’s body, pointing their flashlights at it. The brutally trampled corpse was exposed, but there was no sign of respect or courtesy on their faces. They prodded the body with their feet, spouting mocking remarks.
“Tsk, tsk, he made such a fuss about not snatching. Look at him now. He completely turned into ground meat.”
“It was because he kept making a fuss that he ended up like this. Don’t you know his whole team was marked by the higher-ups?”
“By the higher-ups? How did that happen? This old man was really good at his job.”
“The Director asked him to secretly hoard a few bodies, and he refused and confronted him. Well, he said something about not dishonoring the dead.”
“Wow, what a great guy. Did he think he was some sort of priest? Dishonor my ass, a corpse is just a corpse.”
Watching this, Dung Beetle gritted his teeth hard. His blood ran cold, and it felt like his head was about to explode.
“Now that I think about it, didn’t this old man save up some money? And he had no family, right?”
“That money’s going straight into the Director’s pocket, so don’t even think about it. Do you want to end up as a corpse as well?”
“Hmmm, what about the others then? There was that guy on his team, what was his name, uh… Deokbae? Didn’t that bastard always wear a rather big gold ring?”
“A gold ring?”
As soon as Uncle Deokbae’s name was brought up, Dung Beetle shut his eyes.
If he saw them desecrate the bodies of his colleagues… if he saw them desecrate Uncle Deokbae, he felt like he wouldn’t be able to tolerate it any longer.
Don’t look. Don’t look and endure… I must endure.
Dung Beetle curled up even more and searched for the angel within his heart.
Angel, oh, Angel. Why is this happening?
Why can that madman who merely saw people as XP prance around so confidently?
Why did my colleagues have to die instead of that damn Director, who sold his subordinates for only 250,000 won?
Why do my colleagues have to be humiliated and disgraced even after death?
O’ Angel, O’ God beyond the dimensional portal, please, answer me.
If goodness truly exists, then why is this world so unfair and cruel?
…However, there was no answer. Just like usual, it never came.
“Oh, I found it! The gold ring!”
“Finally, something valuable!”
As Dung Beetle desperately averted his gaze, the excited voices of those bastards reached his ears.
Unable to hold back, Dung Beetle raised his head.
…Ah.
He saw them twist Uncle Deokbae’s finger, remove the gold ring, and then toss the body aside.
Thud! Uncle Deokbae’s upper body rolled on the floor. For a very brief moment, Dung Beetle met his eyes as the corpse rolled.
There were tears of blood flowing from Uncle Deokbae’s eyes.
…At that moment, something inside Dung Beetle snapped.
“This bastard wasn’t even married; why the hell did he go around wearing a gold ring?”
“For us to snatch it?”
“Ehehehe, right. He wore it to fill our pockets.”
Unaware of what was happening in the darkness, the bastards continued rejoicing as they rummaged through the other corpses.
“Hey, we don’t have much time left. Let’s finish up and get out of here.”
“Didn’t they say there was an elf as well? You should go check the elf, and I’ll check the janitors a bit more.”
The one who took Uncle Deokbae’s gold ring moved towards Dung Beetle, while the other moved away towards the elf’s body.
Instinctively realized this was his chance, Dung Beetle quietly took off his blood-soaked work uniform.
This uniform was cheap and other than being tough and durable, it was nothing special.
However, at that moment, that was more than enough for Dung Beetle. He rolled the uniform into a long, rope-like strip.
Clutching the rolled-up uniform in both hands, he silently approached the bastard, who had taken the gold ring, from behind.
And then…
“Just one more thing to gra… kgh!”
He wrapped the rolled-up uniform around the bastard’s neck and tightened it. Squeezing with all his might, he used his legs to cling to that person’s body, to ensure he couldn’t escape.
“Ghk, kh, khk.”
The ambushed bastard grasped at his neck as he struggled. He twisted his body, kicked his legs, and flailed his arms.
However, it was all in vain.
The despicable maggot, who did nothing but desecrate the dead, was unable to escape the noose.
It didn’t take much time for the bastard’s body to go limp. Dung Beetle swallowed hard as he stared at the maggot fallen at his feet.
Ah.
His strength deserted him, and his mind cooled down. Murder… yes, this was murder.
I killed someone.
Yet… something didn’t feel right. For some reason, he felt nothing.
No sense of achievement or guilt. It simply felt like he was doing something obvious… like drinking water when thirsty or stepping on a maggot when he saw one.
However, murder was still murder. Dung Beetle was shocked by how he felt nothing even after killing the bastard.
Why do I feel nothing?
Suddenly, the voice of the bastard stripping the elf’s corpse reached his ears.
“Hey! We’ve hit a jackpot! There’s a necklace on this elf’s body!”
As the bastard called out to his coworker, he naturally shone his flashlight in this direction…
“Huh… What the hell…?”
However, what he saw was Dung Beetle strangling the maggot.
Dung Beetle turned towards the light, and their eyes met. They say eyes are the windows of the soul. Even though they were both wearing gas masks, they could instantly understand each other’s thoughts.
Kill!
This crazy bastard.
A very brief silence filled the space and then, it vanished.
The maggot bastard was the first to make his move. He turned and ran without hesitation. Dung Beetle pushed the dead maggot aside and chased after him.
The chase didn’t last long.
“Aagh, damn it!”
Crash! Ironically, the bastard tripped over the very corpse he had tossed earlier. The dead body had no sense of injustice, and the heavens remained silent, but he was now paying the price for his desecration.
“Damn it! Stay back! Don’t come any closer!”
As the bastard flailed over the filth oozing from the corpse, Dung Beetle pounced on him.
The maggot bastard struggled to avoid being pinned down, but he couldn’t hold out for long against the higher ground. Dung Beetle mounted him and used his knees to pin his shoulders and solar plexus.
“Wa— kgh, wait, argh!”
The moment he gained the upper hand, Dung Beetle immediately thrust his fist down. He showed no hesitation while delivering the blows. After all, this was the man who had mocked the foreman and desecrated Uncle Deokbae’s corpse.
“P-please, spare me! Please, st- kh! Stop!”
The bastard flailed his arms, screaming desperately, but the punches didn’t stop.
Whack! Whack! Whack! The gas mask tore off, blood splattered, and eventually, the sound of something breaking rang. Dung Beetle abandoned himself to the raw violence and instinct.
He could no longer tell if he was hitting someone’s head or if this was something he had been suppressing all this time. However, he didn’t even want to know.
Dung Beetle kept punching until he could punch no more.
And when he finally stopped…
『Finally.』

‘It’ spoke to him.
『You’ve crossed the line.』


 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Kaesong is a special city in the southern part of North Korea (formerly in North Hwanghae Province) and was a part of South Korea between 1945 and 1950. It was also the capital of Korea during the Taebong kingdom and subsequent Goryeo dynasty.


   

  Chapter 4: A Shitty Day (4)
* * *
The Korean Environmental Beautification Union, no one really used its original name; they simply called it the Janitor Guild. And after all the staff had left for the day, a small party was taking place in the quiet office.
However, the party had only one participant. Just like how the union was never addressed by its original name, he was usually referred to as the operations director rather than his name. The middle-aged man poured himself some whiskey he had prepared for special occasions.
Clunk!
The Director, who had only drunk soju all his life, savored the aroma of whiskey before gulping it straight from the bottle. The sensation of alcohol over 30 degrees Celsius flowing down his throat was fantastic.
Could he call this the taste of satisfaction, from having taken care of it so meticulously?
Anyway, after cleansing his insides with whiskey, the Director sank into his chair.
It was a perfect night.
The towering stack of money sitting on his desk was his reward for resolving a long-standing issue. Moreover, it wasn’t Korean won with the face of President Lee Seungbaek1, but a bundle of U.S. $100 bills featuring Benjamin Franklin instead.
The Director picked up a bundle and sniffed it. The musty scent of cash was much sweeter drinking accompaniment than any side dish in the world.
“How nice, very nice.”
All this was thanks to the crazed killer who was recently making a big commotion everywhere.
Three days ago, without providing any context, that killer demanded for exactly ten people to kill.
It was a demand typical of a deranged killer. The issue was, the Director was unable to identify ten people to be killed. For heaven’s sake, he was the Director of the Janitor Guild, not a human trafficker!
However, he couldn’t simply deny his request as that lunatic had already turned too many people into corpses.
In the end, he sent a request for help to the higher-ups. The request was made to stop that mad killer, but the higher-ups resolved the problem in a completely unexpected manner.
- *Ten employees? Just send ‘them’ to him, problem solved. After all, don’t we happen to have some guys that need to be killed?*
The Director realized who the ‘some guys that need to be killed’ were.
The impudent foreman who had the audacity to talk back to the higher-ups, and the foolish janitors who blindly sided with their foreman. Hence, the higher-ups suggested to use this opportunity to get rid of that foreman this time. Coincidentally, there were exactly ten of them.
The Director didn’t shrink in fear or feel guilty; instead, he faithfully followed the orders from above. Thankfully, his higher-ups didn’t say anything about the bribe he received while handling the job.
After all, wasn’t there a saying: silence is golden? Hence, he interpreted his higher-ups’ silence in this manner:
Just handle it and keep it all for yourself.
And the Director gladly complied.
From the janitor’s monthly wages, to the paltry sum the crazed killer paid for their lives… and even the assets the foreman owned. In just one night, an enormous amount of money had fallen into the Director’s hands.
Among them, the foreman’s assets made up a major chunk of the amount he gained. Rumors about him being very well-off were widespread, but the Director never imagined that it would be this much.
Well, seeing that he had that much money, it makes sense that he had the courage to challenge the higher-ups.
However…
He should have known his place. Not only did he not understand his position, but he also acted as he pleased and only wanted to be good towards others. But, isn’t he also dead now?
The Director raised the whisky again, filled with condolence and gratitude. The strong buzz enveloping him provided a pleasant sensation.
Without resisting the intoxication, he savored the moment.
After about ten minutes, he rose from his seat and pulled out a large bag and a bunch of smaller bags from under his desk. They were cheap market bags without any adornments or labels.
However, the value of the bags could be judged from their content.
He then began stuffing bundles of bills into the bags. His reason for using those bags instead of a sturdy safe was simple.
Having too much money like this will cause problems if I keep it all to myself.
This money was like lifeblood, but it could never be more important than the blood flowing through his veins. The rule of thumb was simple: when you obtain dirty money like that, you should spread it around in advance to avoid any problems that might make you spill blood.
After a short while, money for the higher-ups, the public officials backing him, and the police were neatly packed into the bag. And even though he had only moved some bundles of cash, sweat was already trickling down his forehead, probably due to the alcohol.
After transferring around half the bundles of money, the Director straightened his back and wiped his sweat with a look of satisfaction on his face. Like a farmer who had just reaped the fruits of honest labor, he looked at the bags of money with a proud expression. The thought that they were all his lifelines brought a smile to his face.
The moment he reached out to put his share in the largest bag…
Clink— a sudden noise, as if something was broken, came from behind.
The Director turned around in surprise and saw something coming through the window.
What madness is this? This is the fourth floor.
Was that crazed killer coming for him as well?
The Director hurriedly took out a pistol from the desk drawer. Standing unsteadily, he pointed at the figure climbing through the window.
However… the figure’s appearance was way too familiar. Even though he was covered in blood and filth, he was wearing the janitor guild’s uniform and a gas mask.
“Director.”
“W-what the hell are you doing?”
“Why did you do that?”
The janitor who broke through the window suddenly began spouting incomprehensible words. The Director wondered if he should run away, but his eyes caught sight of the bags of money piled on the desk.
That money gave him the courage he didn’t have before. Grabbing the gun with both hands, he shouted at the janitor approaching him.
“You bastard! Who the hell are you!”
“Why did you sell us to that crazy bastard?”
Sell us? Realizing the meaning hidden in those words, the Director scrunched his eyebrows.
“…Foreman?”
There was no reply. The Director continued to ponder over it.
Could it be…? Did one of the janitors he handed over to the crazed killer manage to survive?
No, someone undoubtedly survived; that was why this man was causing such a commotion.
That moronic killer. All this trouble because he couldn’t even kill one janitor properly?
He tried to guess which of the janitors he sold would be bold enough to act like this.
The foreman was too old, and the ones around Deokbae’s age didn’t have the guts to do something like this.
So that narrowed it down to the young ones… being a foreigner, James had a unique accent, and the youngest, Dung Beetle, was too quiet to cause trouble like this.
Naturally, the only one who remained, in his opinion, was Chunsik.
Arriving at that conclusion, the Director licked his parched lips before opening his mouth again.
“Chunsik, a man who’s alive should think about staying alive. Hah, where do you think we are now? How dare you come in here.”
Sweat gathered in his palm holding the gun. Unsure when that man would rush at him, the Director tensed up. However, that man didn’t charge at him immediately. In a choked up voice, he continued to speak.
“Answer the question! Why the hell did you sell us?”
“Why did I sell you, you ask? This motherfucker! Don’t you remember the orders your foreman received from the higher-ups? If you’re maggots cleaning up corpses, you should behave like maggots. Did you really believe that something like this would never happen?”
“Just because of that…?”
“Just because of that? Do you know how much we’ve lost simply because you refused to strip the corpses bare before handing them over?”
Bang! The Director fired the pistol. The janitor was hit in the thigh and collapsed to the ground.
“I-I! I was a top marksman in the army. You know that, you motherfucker?”
He didn’t mention that the bullet hit his thigh even though he was aiming for the janitor’s head.
Sigh, Damn it! Regaining his composure, the Director reached for the bottle of whisky as he tried to steady his breath.
“You stupid bastard, is money a joke to you? At this very moment, numerous people in Africa and beyond the dimensional portal are dying because of money, you know!”
Right from the start, the Director’s words were nothing but sophistry. If the Director himself didn’t believe his own words, what more could be said?
However, what did that have to do with anything?
The important thing was that the Director stood unharmed, while that guy was on the ground after being hit by a bullet.
“…At least, there’s one thing we can agree on.”
The janitor lying on the floor didn’t bother to counter his sophistry nor did show any signs of anger.
He only sighed deeply before giving him a ferocious glare that could pierce through the gas mask.
“Well, do you mean that you are now dead?”
The gun and the whiskey boosted the Director’s courage. Taking a sip of whiskey, he approached the guy confidently.
“That some people die because of money.”
“This motherfucker… Ha, it looks like you still don’t understand the situation. You came back from the brink of death, and you still see nothing?”
The Director approached the man with absolute confidence that he would never miss and aimed at his head. Thoughts about how to dispose of the body and how much he would need to pay off the police who would respond to the gunshot crossed his mind, but such trivial matters were of no concern.
“Go die now.”
Just as the Director pulled the trigger, the man suddenly sprang to his feet.
“Ugh…?!”
The Director was unable to react to the unexpected ambush.
Bang! The bullet the Director fired with all his might whizzed through the air, while the janitor slammed his head into his chin.
Crack! Accompanied by the sound of a broken jaw and teeth, the Director’s head spun.
N-no. If I lose consciousness like this…
The Director’s thoughts didn’t continue beyond that.
Smack!
Excruciating pain engulfed him as something struck his head again.
Then, his consciousness plummeted into deep darkness.
***
“Keugh, ugh…”
The Director awakened, whining like a puppy soaked in rain. The place where he was hit still hurt, and he tossed and turned for a while without opening his eyes.
“Please help… help me.”
No one responded to his pitiful cry. The Director tried to raise his hand to rub his eyes, but it was difficult to even move his head as all his limbs were tied up.
Eventually, the Director opened his eyes and it took him several more minutes to regain his senses.
“Are you awake?”
The first thing he saw through his blurry vision was a black gas mask commonly worn by janitors.
“W-who… who are you?”
“Why? Are you so surprised that I’m not Chunsik?”
“A-are you… Deokbae? Deokbae, this is all a misunderstanding. I can explain everything.”
“Uncle Deokbae… How dare you mention that name.”
He slowly took off the gas mask as he said that.
What first emerged was the jawline of a young man who wasn’t fully matured. Black hair soaked in blood and sweat flowed down, and finally, the eyes hidden behind the strands of hair came into sight.
“Golden eyes…?”
Eyes glistening with a gruesome golden hue akin to melted gold. And as far as he knew, only one janitor had eyes like that.
“Dung Beetle, how did you…?”
“Why? Am I someone who is not supposed to be alive?”
“…”
The Director shook his head desperately. What could he do to survive? Should he appeal to his emotions or resort to threats?
“Y-you crazy bastard!”
He chose the latter.
“Do you know what you’ve done? Do you know who you’re messing with right now?”
From what the Director recalled, Dung Beetle was someone with a dutiful temperament, always willing to do dirty work as long as he was ordered to do so. Perhaps this young man was perhaps out of his mind temporarily, but if he shouted a few times…
“W-Wait a minute. This motherfucker, what the hell are you doing?”
Contrary to the Director’s expectations, Dung Beetle didn’t shrink back.
Instead, he did something more terrifying. He pulled out a large canister of gasoline from behind his back and approached the Director with big strides.
“Wait! Just wait!”
Dung Beetle opened the lid and poured the gasoline directly over the Director’s head. The horrid smell of gasoline, causing a chill to run down his spine, enveloped him.
“…”
It was only then that the Director took in his surroundings. Through the dim darkness, he could see a place with corpses piled up like mountains.
It was the massive warehouse where the janitors secretly stored the corpses they had ‘cleaned’.
The Director realized something was profoundly wrong. Was it really possible for someone who was just shot in the thigh to drag an unconscious adult male from his office all the way here? Did that make any sense?
As he struggled to grasp reality, Dung Beetle spoke.
“Director, I’m going to give you an opportunity.”
“Opportunity? What opportunity?”
“An opportunity not to get burnt and die here.”
Dung Beetle took out a lighter from his pocket.
“It’s not something difficult. I’ll ask the questions, and you just need to give me an answer.”
“…”
Click, click. Dung Beetle silently flicked the lighter on and off.
Gripped with fear, the director agreed to it without saying a word. Seeing that, Dung Beetle spoke first.
“Your first question. Was this job ordered by the higher-ups?”
“T-that… that’s right. When that deranged killer made the demand to hand over someone for him to kill, they thought that was a good opportunity, so they ordered me… to send your team to that killer. Believe me! I-I just did as I was told.”
“…”
The Director swallowed hard. The golden eyes of Dung Beetle staring at him looked too menacing.
“…Then, the second question. What is this corpse warehouse?”
The Director shut his eyes tight. This wasn’t a question he could answer. Even if answering him could save his life for now, he would certainly pay the price later, as the higher-ups would never spare him for revealing the truth.
However, if he didn’t give him an answer, he would die.
A liquid trickled between the wrinkles around the Director’s eyes; no one could tell if it was tears or gasoline.
“This warehouse… is the raison d’être for the Janitor Guild’s existence.”
“The raison d’être?”
“’You must have heard the urban legends about the Janitor Guild.”
“That nonsense that the guild is operating a human flesh factory and supplying corpses to Necromancers?”
“Yes, those false rumors. Half of them are true.”
Half were true? Dung Beetle furrowed his brows.
Needless to say, a human flesh factory was undoubtedly nonsense. Butchery was surprisingly delicate work, requiring large-scale slaughterhouses and refrigeration facilities.
It made no sense to talk about supplying human flesh when these people were just stacking corpses in a warehouse. They were lucky that the guild didn’t supply rotten meat.
Then, there was only one answer: they supplied corpses to Necromancers. But… that was just as nonsensical.
“Are you really asking me to believe that?”
When Dung Beetle voiced his opinion, the Director looked at him warily as he opened his mouth.
“I know that it’s hard to believe. But that’s the truth without a single falsehood. I can swear to it.”
“Isn’t the Janitor Guild under the government? Are you saying that they’ve teamed up with people who’ve been designated as terrorists by the United States?”
The Director pulled his neck and body backwards as Dung Beetle stepped forward with the lighter.
“We’re living in an era where big-eared commies brazenly meet with the U.S. president. Is it really strange for the Korean government to team up with a terrorist organization?”
He kept talking as he cautiously moved his body as far as he could, just in case the lighter’s flame reached him.
“I can’t really tell you about how far the government’s influence extends to. I’m just someone at the bottom of the hierarchy, responsible for delivering the goods. But one thing I can say for sure is that the Janitor Guild has been doing this for at least 20 years.”
“Lies. What does the government have to gain from people like Necromancers?”
With a click, he moved the lighter closer. The Director screamed as if he were shrieking.
“The Awakening Potion! They receive the Awakening Potion!”
“The Awakening Potion?”
“Hell yes, damn it! It’s an elixir that has a 20% chance of turning an Earthian into a mana user when you drink it! The Necromancers supply it to the government.”
“…”
“He.. hehe… If not, how does this tiny country have more mages than all of South America? Did they build Hogwarts or something?”
It was a plausible story. It was true that South Korea produced more mages than any other country.
The government said it was due to a dimensional portal that opened in the Kaesong area, but… well, a contract with Necromancers made more sense.
“…Evidence? Do you have any evidence?”
“Damn it! This warehouse is the evidence! Does this look like a normal warehouse to you? What I’m saying is that this place has preservation spells to keep corpses from decaying easily and seals to prevent the smell from escaping!”
As the Director shouted, Dung Beetle looked around the warehouse with a new perspective.
Indeed, if so many corpses were decaying in here, the stench should have permeated the entire area. A single gas mask would be unable to withstand the overwhelming stench. The situation was beyond explanation—unless magic was involved.
“If they weren’t Necromancers, why would they build a facility like this? Please, please believe me. I-I mean, is there any reason for me to lie after coming all the way here?”
The Director pleaded in a desperate voice. He wanted to stay alive—there were too many assets he hadn’t used and things he hadn’t enjoyed. He couldn’t just die like this.
However, looking at Dung Beetle’s gaze, he realized that the young man didn’t fully believe him. Those narrowed eyes were staring at the Director, calculating whether his words were true or false.
“If what you say is true, when will the Necromancer arrive? There must be a schedule for collecting corpses.”
“In three days. They’ll come to collect the corpses in three days, as they do regularly. T-The secret meeting place is the closed Incheon Port Pier 13!”
The Director divulged confidential information without hesitation. It might have gone unnoticed if he hadn’t said anything, but he had already disclosed way too much to remain silent now.
“Three days…”
Dung Beetle shut his mouth and remained silent. The lingering silence made the Director even more afraid.
“D-do you have any more questions? I will tell you everything I know; just spare my life.”
“I have no more questions. I don’t think you really know everything.”
“Then… you will spare me, right?”
Dung Beetle stared down without responding. Tangled with disgust and hatred, the gold eyes met the Director’s gaze head-on.
In the brief moment of silence, the gasoline on the Director’s cheek mingled with the cold sweat trickling down. As if resolving himself, Dung Beetle clenched his fist tightly before putting the lighter back into his pocket.
“As promised. I will spare you.”
The Director sighed with relief. Simultaneously, he mocked Dung Beetle in his mind. Stupid bastard, you are calling this sparing me?
“Thank you. Thank you very much…”
Yet he feigned weakness and misery outwardly. There was no need to cause unnecessary trouble.
As long as he survived now, there would be plenty of opportunities for revenge. Although he would likely lose his position as a Director and have to flee from the South Korean government.
Regardless, Dung Beetle abandoned the Director, walked toward the warehouse entrance, and disappeared from his sight.
Only once the sound of Dung Beetle’s footsteps disappeared did the Director finally relax. He sighed, clutching his pounding chest.
“Damn it, he could have released my arms and legs before he left.”
He tried to untie his bound limbs while groaning. As he freed one arm, a strange smell tickled his nose.
It smelt… like burning meat…
“Oh my… damn it…”
The smell wafted from the direction Dung Beetle had left. As the Director turned his head, black smoke and rising flames met his eyes.
“This… this…”
There was no space in the warehouse to avoid the fire, and there was no escape route. For the sake of flawless magic, there were no windows, let alone ventilation holes.
Maybe he could break through the entrance and escape before the flames grew larger.
However, it was a death sentence for the Director, who was drenched in gasoline from head to toe.
“You damn bastard!!!”
The Director sat quietly, realizing that all he could do was wait to be burnt to death in despair.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The only president whose face has ever been featured on Korean banknotes is Syngman Rhee or Lee Seungman, the first President of South Korea from 1948 to 1960. Therefore, the name is a twist on his. In 1950-1952, his portrait appeared on 1,000-won banknotes, which were the highest denomination at that time.

But if we consider the setting to be modern times, currently, the highest denomination was 50,000 won.




   

  Chapter 5: A Coincidence For The Protagonist
* * *
Step, step…
The sound of someone climbing stairs echoed.
Step, step…
Was this what the footsteps of hell would sound like? With each step, the strong scent of blood and burning flesh filled the air.
Ah…
The moment its footsteps ceased, Dung Beetle instinctively realized that it had reached the peak.
『 Awaken.』
A sweet yet familiar voice rang out.
Dung Beetle opened his eyes slowly.
The first thing that came into view was a pyramid with a massive step-like structure.
Built by stacking rectangles upon rectangles, it was a primitive and simple pyramid.
However, as Dung Beetle looked up, the word that came to mind was not ‘pyramid.’
…Prison?
Dark iron bars were fixed all over the surface of the pyramid.
『Dung Beetle.』
While he was still in a daze, a voice called out to him from the top of the pyramid.
『At last, we finally meet face to face.』
Dung Beetle raised his head to look at the top. At the summit, covered in iron bars, darkness in the form of a human was looking down at him.
It looked like a silhouette of a lady, wearing a dress that revealed its feminine figure, standing at the peak of the pyramid in an alluring pose.
Dung Beetle wanted to know what in the world was happening. However, he couldn’t open his mouth.
He had no mouth.
Other than his eyes, nose, and ears, everything else was covered by shadows, as if only they were permitted in this world.
Is this… still a dream?
The pyramid was covered in iron bars, and the seductively dressed figure …
Everything was an imaginary shadow; something shouldn’t exist in reality, a metaphor of memory.
However, even after realizing it was a dream, Dung Beetle was still unable to wake up.
Because this was not his dream.
『It is likely that you have many things you wish to say. Yet, I shall not permit it.』
The figure laughed silently as it looked down at Dung Beetle.
The pyramid trembled violently as if trying to silence its laughter, but the figure didn’t even flinch.
『For now, simply observe and listen. That is your duty for today.』
The pyramid’s vibration intensified. It was so intense that even Dung Beetle beneath the pyramid felt the tremors.
However, the next moment, as the figure pulled something from under its foot, the pyramid fell silent, as if it were dead.
『Are you aware of how long I have awaited this day? I have been patiently anticipating the moment when you would offer me a sacrifice.』
What the figure pulled out were two bodies: one with a long, protruding tongue and the other with a shattered head.
Dung Beetle swallowed hard as he stared at the bodies. They were all too familiar to him.
How could he forget? After all, they were the first people he had ever killed.
『The first is always of exceptional significance, for it is one of a kind. Thus, I shall celebrate with great jubilation today.』
With joyous shouts, the figure tossed the bodies in its hands under the pyramid.
The bodies rolled between the iron bars. Thump, thump. The sound of metal colliding with flesh echoed, and a long trail of blood formed on the pyramid.
The moment the bodies fell to the ground, they vanished beneath the pyramid, just like a shadow.
It was an incomprehensible sight. Dung Beetle racked his brain intensely, trying to comprehend the situation.
How did a being that had been sealed away, summon him into a dream, and why did it call the janitors he killed an offering?
Why did this happen?
『Pray, do not feign ignorance. Have not you discerned it already?』
It then whispered as if reading Dung Beetle’s mind.
『How can a decapitated body be raised from the dead?』
『How can an ordinary human, no superhuman, remain unharmed even after being shot? Furthermore, how did you manage to walk for kilometers in such a condition, dragging an unconscious person to the warehouse?』
『There is only one answer, Dung Beetle.』
As if the height difference between the bottom and top of the pyramid didn’t matter, the being’s voice resonated in Dung Beetle’s ears as if it were right beside him.
『I am the one responsible. I reached beyond the seal to revive you. I bestowed you with a body that remains unaffected by bullets and endowed you with endless stamina.』
The dream world, composed of a pyramid and darkness, trembled.
If the voice he had been listening to all this time had been like the whispering wind, the voice he now heard was as loud as a typhoon.
Dung Beetle struggled with the urge to block his ears.
…Why? Weren’t you planning on killing me to be released from this seal?
—That was what he was about to say, but the words wouldn’t come out. He was unable to say anything here.
However, even if his mouth was blocked, he still could move his eyes. Dung Beetle looked at the figure with a gaze that couldn’t become words.
Why-in-the-world-did-you-do-this-me…?
However, the figure didn’t reply. Also, it was now the time for it to speak, not Dung Beetle.
『Did you not find it delightful?』
『When you eliminated the janitors who disgraced your colleagues.』
『When you let the Director, who betrayed you, be consumed by flames.』
Dung Beetle thought about the revenge he had exacted just yesterday. He did not find it enjoyable in the slightest.
Revenge was a series of pains: the pain of losing his colleagues and the pain inflicted upon his enemies.
No, I didn’t seek revenge for such lowly emotions. I…
『It was indeed enjoyable, was it not?』
As it said this, it swung its arms proudly.
Darkness surged accompanying the movement of its arms, revealing what was hidden beneath the pyramid.
Whoosh!
They were piles of burning corpses.
Under the pyramid stairs, a tremendous quantity of burning corpses suddenly sprang forth. The bodies burned with a disgusting odor, emitting smoke.
Dung Beetle unintentionally inspected the corpses and on seeing a familiar face, he widened his eyes.
The Director… that disgusting excuse of a human, who had sold him and his colleagues, was burning amidst the flames.
Could it be…? That all the bodies from the warehouse he had burned last night were now in this dream?
Dung Beetle felt an uncanny premonition and turned his gaze back to the top of the pyramid. Standing in its place, it spread its arms wide and declared.
『Joy—that is the sole thing I seek and the reason I chose you. Through you, I shall attain the joy I desire.』
『I shall partake in the enjoyment of all that you eat, drink, obtain, and feel.』
『And everything you kill and destroy… I shall receive it as an offering.』
With a voice full of joy, it reached below the pyramid. As it did so, the ground trembled, and shadows burst forth from beneath the piles of burning corpses.
Like mud in a nightmare, the shadows began to engulf everything in their surroundings.
There were no exceptions. The bodies, the flames, and even the iron bars on the pyramid.
The shadows grew in size as they engulfed everything within their reach.
Rumble!
And in no time at all, the shadows had swelled to the point of engulfing the entire pyramid.
『Two janitors, 987 bodies, and one soul burnt to death while cursing you…』
As it swung its arm once more, the shadows, which were swelling without any order, moved according to its gesture.
It was an overwhelming and bizarre sight.
Just like a snake, the gigantic shadows stretched its maws to envelop the pyramid. And what followed was the unreal sight of the shadows flowing back towards the top of the pyramid.
Zing! Zing!
As if trying to resist the shadows, the pyramid shook violently. However, like prey entrapped by a snake, it was unable to stop it.
『I shall accept the first offering you have prepared with joy.』
Following that declaration, the shadows were instantly sucked into its hand.
Kwaaa!
It was like a tsunami crashing into a dam. The iron bars holding steady at the top of the pyramid did not last for long.
Clang! Clang! Starting with the sound of steel breaking, the iron bars were swept away, crushed, and swept away by the shadows.
Eventually, as it absorbed all the shadows, the top of the pyramid was dented, as if it had been struck by artillery fire.
『Ah, what sweet deaths these are.』
Now, at the top of the pyramid, where only traces remained, it opened its mouth and spoke with a satisfied tone.
『You can look forward to it, my Chosen One. For I am a being unlike the rotten gods of this world, who only hope. I shall bestow a corresponding boon for all offerings.』
Click. Clack.
Just like when it climbed the pyramid, it began to descend the steps leisurely.
One step, another step… With each step, an unprecedented force pressed down on Dung Beetle’s body.
And thus, when it stood right before him, Dung Beetle could not even raise his head as he knelt on the ground.
He desperately tried to lift his head, but all he could see was the hem of a dress made entirely of darkness.
『Dung Beetle, my Chosen One.』
It reached out and placed its hand over Dung beetle’s head. A gentle touch, but the difference in the existence it conveyed was immense.
Dung Beetle gritted his teeth as he struggled to withstand the pressure on his head.
『As a reward for your offering, I shall bestow upon you that which you most require.』
Immediately, something poured onto Dung Beetle’s head.
Shoosh
Following the strange sound, as if it was suddenly raining, shadows cascaded like a waterfall.
『Talent. I shall bestow upon you a gift so formidable that no human can rival it—a talent to exact revenge and claim more lives.』
I don’t need… such talents!
『You shall wield the body and talents I have bestowed as a weapon to exact revenge according to your will. The Janitor Guild, the Necromancers, and the life of the Player… you shall offer all of them to me.』
Its last words were faint, as if the voice was whispering to him. Was it whispering? No, it wasn’t.
It seemed like Dung Bettle’s senses were awakening from the dream, unable to withstand the pressure.
『Alas, I can no longer take up any more of your time. It seems that I have stirred you too much.』
It brushed Dung Beetle’s cheek as it lowered its hand from his head.
『My Chosen One, for the final part, I shall reveal my name. From now on, call me not ‘it’, but by my name.』
Its touch dissolved into sticky darkness, like melted sugar flowing down Dung Beetle’s cheek.
『Mignium. That is the name you must worship.』
And with those words, Dung Beetle felt as if he had fainted, only to suddenly awaken from the dream.
***
On the mountainside where MacArthur1 overlooked downtown Incheon.
Gag.
Dung Beetle woke up feeling nauseated. His stomach was empty from not eating for a whole day, thus only air and gastric juice gushed out.
“Gasp… gasp…”
After retching for a while, Dung Beetle was finally able to catch his breath with much difficulty.
However, his mind was still in a haze.
He could barely feel his surroundings as he tried to regain his senses, which were lost amidst a sensation of floating somewhere between reality and dreams.
After staggering around for a while, he found a water bottle lying in the distance.
With trembling hands, he opened the lid and gulped down the water. His sore throat felt as if it were on fire.
“…Sssp.”
He emptied the bottle in an instant, but it hardly soothed his insides.
Because his issue was more of a mental one than a physical one.
That was how shocking the truth revealed in his dream was. Offering, the Chosen One, and…
Mignium.
Recollecting what he had seen and heard in his dream, Dung Beetle crushed the water bottle.
There wasn’t much he could understand.
The fact that Mignium, who had tried to kill him, had revived him instead, was something far beyond his comprehension.
Why on earth?
Why would the calamity warned by the Angel… revive and choose him?
Was it out of sympathy or innate goodness? Absolutely not.
He couldn’t feel an ounce of kindness from Mignium, who simply sucked bodies and souls in the dream.
Mignium was undoubtedly pure evil. If she was not evil, what was evil?
However… was there a reason for him to refuse the power bestowed by Mignium?
Wasn’t Earth already overflowing with evil beings?
For instance, one such being was the Player who killed him, as were the corporations on Earth exploiting Asha beyond the dimensional portal and the corrupt politicians.
Could Mignium, the being sealed within him, be more evil than them?
Perhaps the Angel had tricked him…
…Enough.
Feeling that he might have crossed a line there, Dung Beetle stopped thinking. Such rumination was meaningless.
Even if I ponder alone… it’s a problem without a solution.
Before talking about faith, this was a problem related to skill.
No matter how much he doubted it, he couldn’t understand the sincerity of the Angel or why Mignium had chosen him.
Therefore, Dung Beetle pushed all the confusion to the back of his mind and focused only on one solid truth.
Revenge.

He wanted to take revenge… on everyone and everything that had caused the death of colleagues who were like family to him.
Be it Mignium or the Angel, it didn’t matter. The burning desire for revenge was solely his.
The Janitor Guild, which betrayed his colleagues, the Player who wielded his sword merely to level up, and the Necromancers and South Korean government the Director had revealed before his death.
Until he had avenged them, the Angel’s plea and Mignium’s temptation… all were secondary to him.
This is just the beginning.
With that in mind, Dung Beetle touched his cheek and turned to look to his side.
“Isn’t that right, Hyung-nims?”
There were nine graves lined up in a row beside the spot where he lay.
These were the graves he had created the day before by moving each of his colleagues’ bodies into the mountains.
It would have been difficult for an ordinary person to carry one body, but he managed to transport nine bodies up the mountainside, dig the ground, and build the grave mounds.
There were no funeral rites for these hastily made graves, no gravestones or memorial tablets.
They were graves known only to Dung Beetle and would only be remembered by him in this world.
Fortunately, it was also a great spot with a view overlooking the downtown below.
Dung Beetle glanced at the graves for a moment before getting back on his feet. He felt that if he didn’t leave now, he might never be able to.
He suppressed something welling up inside and bit his lower lip.
“I will definitely… return after I have taken my revenge.”
The sorrow was prolonged, but the time spent coming up with the resolution was brief.
Dung Beetle bowed deeply towards the graves and turned his back as he began to descend the mountain.
He looked back several times as he descended, but there was nothing to hold him back.
Amidst the cold, shimmering moonlight, the shadow of nine graves cast a long night shadow on Dung Beetle’s back.
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	1. It refers to a statue of General Douglas MacArthur. He was a prominent U.S. military leader during World War II and the Korean War. In Liberty Park, South Korea, he is honored with a statue and memorial due to his significant role in the Korean War, particularly for his leadership during the Incheon Landing, which was a pivotal moment in the war.


   

  Chapter 6: A Coincidence For The Protagonist (2)
* * *
Incheon at dawn was no different from any other city in South Korea.
As the entertainment districts and gambling dens began to close, people worn out by life and alcohol spilled into the streets. All the trash that had accumulated overnight was being kicked around, accompanying them on their way back home.
The only ones moving busily were the market merchants, street vendors, and janitors.
Avoiding their gazes, Dung Beetle blended into the crowded streets of dawn.
The first place he headed to was an alley no one passed by. He then stopped in front of a dirty trash can and a clothing collection box.
He removed his work uniform, stained with blood and dirt, and threw it into the trash can. He then grabbed whatever clothes he could from the clothing collection box and put them on.
What he took was a saggy turtleneck shirt and short-length jeans.
It wasn’t suitable attire for the season that was gradually growing hotter, but as long as it didn’t attract attention, it didn’t really matter.
After changing his clothes, Dung Beetle returned to the street, heading towards his next destination.
Worried that someone might recognize him, he kept his head down and lowered his gaze the entire time.
Even without that concern, his golden eyes would inevitably stand out.
Fortunately, the indifference of the people of Incheon exceeded his expectations.
Everyone who passed by didn’t even glance at him, let alone make eye contact.
…I arrived sooner than expected.
Dung Beetle raised his head slightly to look at his destination.
Incheon Market, also known as MacArthur Market due to the huge MacArthur statue standing at the entrance.
Matching his pace with the other merchants entering the market, Dung Beetle blended in naturally.
The smell of fish and food hit him as soon as he entered the market, but his destination lay in the opposite direction.
Deep within the market, in a small alley that even the merchants didn’t visit, was a tiny bar.
Making his way through the winding market alleys, Dung Beetle entered the bar. However, the owner, who was cleaning tables, didn’t even spare him a glance as he spoke.
“We’re closed for the day.”
“Mr. Jang Man”
Only after Dung Beetle called his name did the owner finally turn his head.
“…Dung Beetle? What are you doing here at this hour?”
The bar owner, Jang Man, was an impressive old man who had the characteristic tanned skin of a sailor.
It was said that he used to be a dominant figure among the sailors when the Incheon Port was still around, and anyone would nod in agreement on seeing his robust build.
“Did that old Foreman of yours send you on an errand for liquor or something?”
“…The Foreman has passed away.”
“What?”
As soon as he heard Dung Beetle’s answer, Jang Man stopped wiping the table and furrowed his brow.
“What are you talking about? The old man who just bought liquor a few days ago, died?”
“…Have you heard about the incident where all the smugglers and elves were killed at their secret meeting place?”
“Well, sort of. It happened just two days ago, didn’t it? That news is still going around.”
Two days. Did it take him a day to resurrect after becoming a corpse? Dung Beetle thought about the time he had been dead before continuing.
“…The perpetrator of that incident requested a cleanup, and our team was assigned the job.”
“Could it be…? Was the perpetrator the crazed killer himself?”
“Yes, as soon as we were done with the cleanup, that man turned his sword on our team.”
“…The Janitor Guild is not a fool. Are you saying that they have sent you without taking any precautions?”
“The Janitor Guild were the ones who sold us to that crazed killer.”
“…Huh.”
Jang Man touched his forehead as if he couldn’t believe it.
“The Foreman worked for the Janitor Guild for over twenty years. I can’t believe this… they treated someone like him as if they were disposable.”
He pondered for a moment before staring at Dung Beetle.
“Did anyone else from the team survive?”
“No, I am… the sole survivor.”
Feeling sorry, Jang Man shook his head in regret. He then stood up and retrieved a bottle of liquor from the display cabinet behind the table.
“I’m glad that you survived. At least there’s still someone left to take care of their funerals.”
“…Sir.”
“I’ll look into a place for you to live abroad. How about starting fresh in Australia or Thailand…”
“…Sir.”
Dung Beetle looked back and forth between Jang Man and the bottle of liquor. Seeing the resolve in the young man’s golden eyes, Jang Man sighed and opened the bottle.
“Give up on revenge. Catching crazed killers is the job of the police, not yours.”
“That bastard… he’s a Superhuman who wields mana. The police won’t be able to catch him.”
“And you think you can? It’s the same with the Janitor Guild. How do you plan to take revenge on a government organization? Do you plan on becoming a terrorist?”
Jang Man took a rough swig of liquor and stared at Dung Beetle with a sullen expression.
“I can’t help you. How can I push you to a place where you’re certain to die in vain? How am I supposed to face my friend, the Foreman, in the afterlife?”
He took another swig. Or at least he tried to.
As Jang Man raised the bottle, Dung Beetle strode over and grabbed it from his hand.
Jang Man looked at Dung Beetle with a bewildered look, as if to question what he was doing. Dung Beetle didn’t respond, instead he wrapped his hand around the bottle…
Crack.
The bottle shattered, spilling its contents. Jang Man furrowed his brow at the sight of the spilled liquor, broken glass, and blood.
Tch, being young is really…
However…
When Dung Beetle unclenched his hand, Jang Man furrowed his brows for a different reason.
“I don’t intend to die in vain.”
Dung Beetle’s hand was healing in real-time. A few seconds was all it took for the bleeding to stop, and for new flesh grew over the wound.
“Regenerate? You… Could it be… mana?”
Mana.
It was the power that humanity on Earth had dreamed of the moment the Nazis opened a dimensional portal and crossed over.
It took two brief wars and a long period of plunder for humanity on Earth to finally manage to wield that power in modern times.
Mages, superhumans, heroes, hunters, blessed ones—The terms varied depending on the public’s jealousy and expectations, but in the end, they all referred to the same thing.
They were the ones who could wield mana purely through their body and mind, without the aid of machines or tools.
Realizing that the janitor before him had become such a being, Jang Man couldn’t help but become speechless.
“How on earth… No, you probably have no idea either.”
As of now, there were only four ‘official’ methods to utilize mana: innate talent, special bloodlines, divine blessings, and consuming certain drugs.
Of course, there were ‘unofficial’ methods, but… none of them were feasible for an ordinary cleaner.
Is it a miracle? If it’s not…
With that thought, Jang Man kicked the broken bottle on the floor aside and pulled out a new one.
“Alright, I see that you’re not going to die in vain. But how can I help you?”
“Sir, I’m not asking for direct help. It’s just… could you introduce me to someone, for old times’ sake?”
“Someone? It’s true that I have a wide network, but how would the connections of a bar owner help?”
Jang Man shook his head.
He opened the new bottle, took a glass from under the table, and poured the liquor. The scent of cheap rum filled the space between them.
“A smuggler. I heard you were the best in that field.”
Jang Man flinched, his hand stopping mid-air as he poured the drink. He looked at Dung Beetle with a hardened expression.
“Hah, that Foreman… That old man sure told you a lot. He wasn’t really a talkative man.”
He did not deny being a smuggler in the past.
“So, what do you want to buy from a smuggler?”
“…Weapons.”
“Dung beetle, I don’t know how much you value this old man’s advice, but I need to make this clear.”
Jang Man continued with an even more serious expression.
“Real weapons are not like the toys you see in action movies. The same goes for mana. Why do you think those powerful countries have established academies to train Superhumans?”
The issue was too serious to be dismissed as mere youthful bravado. Determined to persuade him, Jang Man took out another glass and placed it on the table.
“Right now, you’re nothing. Once people discover that you’re a Superhuman, forget about getting revenge; the underworld will be desperate to capture you.”
“…”
“And once they catch you? They’ll obviously chop your body into pieces, sell you to various labs, and your liver will end up on the dining table of some rich person.”
Jang Man recounted one of the numerous urban legends commonly heard.
- *Eating the liver of a mana user allows one to use mana.*
The United States had officially debunked the rumor, but from another perspective, it also implied that some did indeed try it.
Despite the grim warning, Dung Beetle’s gaze didn’t waver.
“I’ve been prepared for that from the start.”
“Prepared? Prepared, you say… You speak too lightly about matters of life and death.”
“I’m speaking like this because this is a matter of life and death. It’s the only choice I have left.”
“…Hah.”
Jang Man sighed, but it was unclear whether it was out of admiration or lamentation. The resolve of youth might be seen as mere bravado, but determination was different.
For both the old and the young, resolve remained just that—resolve. Life was equal for everyone; each person had only one.
“To live or to die. 1It was no different from Hamlet.”
He stared at his glass, lost in thought.
As dawn broke and the sun began to rise, gentle ripples formed in the rum inside the glass. At that moment, Jang Man looked up at Dung Beetle’s resolute face and nodded.
“If a young man is determined, the old man can’t help but follow along.”
Jang Man filled the glass he had prepared to persuade the young man and handed it to Dung Beetle.
The light brown hue of the cheap military rum reflected Dung Beetle’s impassive face.
“Fine, I’ll personally introduce you to someone reliable.”
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	1. Actual line paraphrase "To be, or not to be"


   

  Chapter 7: A Coincidence For The Protagonist (3)
* * *
After China became an inaccessible zone, Incheon began to decline rapidly.
Companies that were hit by the wave of economic slump1 either went under or escaped to other cities.
Half of the port was shut down and vacant houses and slums kept increasing by the year as numerous people migrated to big cities like Kaesong or Busan.
The city with the title of the third most dazzling city in Korea, following Busan and Kaesong, had long become a crude joke mocking the old days.
Well, that was how it looked, at least on the surface.
From the perspective of an insider, Incheon was thriving even more than before.
“Military supplies siphoned from the Manchurian Rift, monster remains, goods smuggled through the Kaesong dimensional portal, and drugs and weapons pouring in from Southeast Asia and Australia… There’s nothing you can’t find in Incheon’s black market.”
As Jang Man said this, he added one more thing.
“You can’t really say that it’s thriving, though.”
He explained that the current situation of Incheon was similar to the bloated belly of a dead animal.
It only looked big because of the filth, maggots, and gas filling it instead of the blood and flesh t.
Eventually, the rotten belly would burst open, and all sorts of disgusting things would spill out.
And undoubtedly, the citizens of Incheon would be the first victims.
“…That sounds terrible.”
“Yes, it is terrible.”
Jang Man and Dung Beetle had this conversation while walking through the distribution center of the closed port.
Dung Beetle followed Jang Man as he led the way, but Jang Man kept glancing back whenever he got the chance.
There wasn’t any significant reason, but the large sports bag Dung Beetle was carrying had somehow caught his eye.
The bag was filled with rectangular shaped objects sticking out here and there, which anyone with a keen eye would recognize as bundles of cash.
As they neared their destination, Jang Man was unable to hold back his curiosity any longer and asked.
“Where did you get that bag of money from?”
“It is the Director’s money.”
“…Director? The Janitor Guild’s operations director?”
“Yes.”
Understanding the implication, Jang Man simply shook his head.
His revenge must have started long ago.
With that last thought, they had arrived at their destination.
It was a deserted warehouse at the outermost of the distribution center, with its roof torn off.
“This is…?”
“This is a secret entrance to a secret market. Let me warn you, just in case, do not ever think of coming here alone. You could lose your head.”
Jang Man entered the warehouse without hesitation.
Just like the outside, the inside was also overgrown with weeds. Jang Man strode over the weeds and crossed the warehouse.
He walked towards the wall opposite the entrance and began to grope around it.
“It should be somewhere around here… Ah, found it.”
When he pressed a spot in the middle of the wall, the wall next to the button opened along with a creaking sound.
Beyond the opened wall was a feeble staircase that led underground.
“It’s rustier than last time. It might collapse, so be careful as you descend.”
Saying this, Jang Man went down the stairs first. Readjusting the bag he carried over his shoulder, Dung Beetle followed him down the stairs.
Creak, creak.
With each step they took, the old iron stairs creaked, shedding rust.
Uncertain if the creaky, old stairs would remain intact, Dung Beetle continued for about a hundred more steps.
Only after descending to a depth equivalent of about three stories, did the ground finally reveal itself.
…A warehouse?
Contrary to the nervous Dung Beetle’s expectations, the area below the stairs was just like a warehouse cluttered with various boxes.
From snack boxes of famous brands to gun boxes stamped with the U.S. military mark.
Although it was impossible to tell what kind of warehouse this space was, and without offering any further explanation, Jang Man began rummaging through various boxes.
After about a minute, Jang Man approached Dung Beetle with a box full of masks.
“Choose a mask from here and wear it.”
With that, Jang Man chose a snake mask and put it on his face.
“A mask? Is this some kind of black market rule?”
“It’s more of an unspoken rule rather than an official one. After all, this isn’t something you do with your face openly showing.”
Thinking that it made sense, Dung Beetle pulled out a dusty sun-shaped mask from the top of the box.
“…Are there other unspoken rules by any chance?”
Dung Beetle asked as he brushed off the dust from the mask and Jang Man shrugged in response.
“Do not kill, do not steal… However, given the nature of this place, not many people follow the other rules.”
“…It sounds like a mess.”
“Yes, it’s a mess.”
On confirming that Dung Beetle had put on the mask, Jang Man promptly opened the gate to the warehouse.
Creak.
The worn-out iron gate spat out rust as it was pushed open. Beyond the gate, a bright light and the smell of the sea welcomed them. `
And what greeted them next …
Clang.
“Who are you? Who gave you permission to come in through the back door?”
Were three gun barrels pointing at them.
***
The moment they came face-to-face with the three men in black suits pointing their guns at them, Dung Beetle reflexively threw the money bag.
“Dung Beetle! Wait–!”
However, before Jang Man could finish his sentence, Dung Beetle was already running towards the men.
Whack! The guy in front fell as he was hit by the bag. And without wasting a moment, Dung Beetle was already rushing towards the guy behind him.
His speed was beyond that of an ordinary person, but even so, it wasn’t possible to outrun a gun.
However, the brief distraction caused by throwing the bag, combined with the gatekeepers’ bewilderment at the unexpected attack, provided just enough respite.
In that short span of time, Smack! Dung Beetle struck the second man in the jaw as his eyes rolled back and his legs went limp.
Grabbing the back of the falling man’s head, Dung Beetle used him as a shield to charge at the last man. His movements flowed naturally, just like water.
“Stop! Dung Beetle! Stop it!”
Just as Dung Beetle was about to rush at the last guy with a human shield, Jang Man stopped him.
After glancing back and forth between the unconscious gatekeepers and the gatekeeper aiming the gun with surprise, he sighed.
“Huff, let’s start with a conversation first…”
“W-who are you guys?! How dare you attack us and think you can get away with it!?”
The gatekeeper, who had seemingly regained his composure for a moment, raised his gun and yelled. Jang Man, who had just managed to stop the fight, furrowed again.
“Shut up, you moron! How dare you point a gun at a customer?! Did Joseph teach you that?”
Joseph.
As soon as that name was brought up, the gatekeeper’s expression changed noticeably. The guy holding the gun glanced at Dung Beetle from the corner of his eye and hesitantly asked.
“I-is he a customer of Joseph-nim2?”
“If not, do you think he’s a thief? Call Joseph here.”
“But you can’t just meet Joseph-nim without an appointment…”
Smack!
Jang Man stepped forward and smacked the guy’s cheek with a slap filled with emotion.
With his cheek now red and swollen, the gatekeeper still was still unable to grasp the situation, but he instinctively placed his hand over his stinging cheek.
“Consider your rudeness forgiven with this. But there won’t be a second time.”
“…”
“Go now and tell Joseph that ‘a customer has arrived at the back door.’ The judgment isn’t yours to make; it’s Joseph’s. Got it?”
Nodding with a puzzled expression, the gatekeeper quickly took out his phone and made a call, and what followed were a string of terrible curses that could be heard faintly from the other end.
Hearing those curses, the gatekeeper’s expression turned pale. And fortunately for him or perhaps unfortunately, the call didn’t last long.
As soon as the call ended, he hurried back to Jang Man and bowed slightly.
“Joseph-nim said that he will come to meet you personally.”
“Where?”
“At the weapon market. I-I will personally guide you there.”
Despite the gatekeeper speaking with an earnest expression, Jang Man’s response remained cold.
“There’s no need for a guide. I know the market well enough. Just take care of those morons.”
Jang Man turned away from the bowing gatekeeper and looked at Dung Beetle.
Picking up the money bag beside the unconscious gatekeeper, Dung Beetle slung it over his shoulder before following the old man heading towards the black market.
***
As they passed the alley in front of the warehouse and turned into a narrow path, the black market unfolded before their eyes.
True to its name, the scene here was unlike any ordinary market.
Rather than food, the stalls here were selling the remains of unidentifiable monsters and weapons.
And instead of merchants, armed individuals with submachine guns were standing guard, scanning the surroundings vigilantly.
And the most striking sight were… the foreign races.
Foreign races, such as dwarves and orcs, which he had only seen on TV, caught Dung Beetle’s eye.
Is this really the Incheon I know?
It was true that he indeed had seen elves a few days ago, but they were all dead.
So, this was his first time seeing living ‘Foreign Races’, shouting and bargaining like humans. A sight that wasn’t really common in Korea or the United States.
Seeing Dung Beetle watching his surroundings keenly, Jang Man, who was walking by his side, opened his mouth.
“It turns out that you can fight pretty well. Have you learned martial arts before?”
It was a question with a lot of hidden implications. However, Dung Beetle simply shook his head.
“I haven’t learned any martial arts before.”
“So, are you saying that all those movements came to you instinctively? Hoho, a Superhuman is indeed a Superhuman.”
A Superhuman—if only it were that simple.
The moment the gatekeeper pointed the gun at him, his body reacted instinctively.
From his hair to his toes, every cell in his body moved at a speed that outpaced his thoughts.
Was that something any Superhuman could do?
As he was lost in his thoughts. Mignium’s voice rang in his head.
- *Talent. I shall bestow upon you a gift so formidable that no human can rival it—a talent to exact revenge and claim more lives.*
That was the talent that Mignium had bestowed upon Dung Beetle.
Was this what she meant by talent?
However, that meant she had the authority to bestow a talent like that upon someone. Something even the gods beyond the dimensional portal could not do.
If this talent truly stemmed from Mignium’s power, then who exactly was Mignium…?
As Dung Beetle was deep in thought, Jang Man stopped.
Dung Beetle turned his head and followed Jang Man’s gaze. At the entrance of a large shopping building in the distance, someone was looking directly at Jang Man.
And even without anyone telling him, Dung Beetle could tell he was the ‘Joseph’ Jang Man had spoken about.
It was because he had a distinctive feature that was different from everyone else around him.
He wasn’t wearing a mask and was boldly revealing his face, while leading over ten burly men armed with submachine guns.
“Old man! It’s been a long time since you last came through the back door!”
Joseph, who took no time to reach them, spread his arms wide and shared a reunion hug with Jang Man.
“Joseph, you’ve become even more handsome since we last met. Have you been well?”
“Don’t even talk about it. Following the terrorist incident at the Lord Howe Academy in Australia last month, weapons can no longer be smuggled to the country. At this rate, I won’t even be able to feed my men. So, what’s going on?”
While exchanging words with Jang Man, Joseph glanced at Dung Beetle.
“Is he your new luggage porter, Old Man? He looks very weak.”
At Joseph’s blatant remark, Jang Man cleared his throat briefly.
“Hmm, he’s not my porter; he’s a customer.”
“Customer? A customer brought by the Old Man himself…”
Joseph’s expression immediately changed. Although he appeared to be a mere town thug just moments ago, he now resembled a seasoned merchant with decades of experience.
“What is he here to buy?”
“…Weapons.”
The answer didn’t come from Jang Man, but from Dung Beetle. Joseph smiled broadly, even showing his gums.
“Weapons? You’ve come to the right place. I’m Joseph, the best arms dealer in Incheon! Guns, bombs, mana weapons from beyond the dimensional portal! Just tell me what you need.”
Joseph spoke confidently. Even though he was someone who sold items meant to kill people, he had an overly cheerful demeanor, but Dung Beetle didn’t mind.
After all, this wasn’t the first time he’d seen a guy with a loose screw.
After a brief pause, Dung Beetle stated the item he wanted.
“Necromancer…”
No, he tried to say it.
“Do you have anything to deal with a Necromancer?”
A clear, elegant voice cut him off before he could complete his sentence.
Dung Beetle frowned at the abrupt interruption, and everyone in the group turned their heads simultaneously.
“You’re Joseph, right? The best arms dealer in this market.”
Right behind the burly guys, was a woman in a black dog mask with her arms crossed .
“I’ve been waiting for two days after requesting an appointment, but it’s ridiculously difficult to see you.”
While everyone remained silent at the sudden intrusion, Joseph responded with a friendly smile.
“Ma’am, there are many excellent arms dealers in this market besides me.”
“I’m not interested in regular military supplies. And you’re the only one who sells weapons smuggled from beyond the dimensional portal. “
From her casual manner of speaking and actions, to the strange sense of immaturity—Dung Beetle guessed the woman in the black dog mask was young. At best, she might be twenty or even younger.
“I’m sorry, but we only sell mana weapons to verified individuals.”
“Then, are these guys who cut in line must be your so-called verified customers? The old man and that Stupid Ondal3 with the money bag?”
It was a cheap provocation. And no one here would fall for a taunt like that. However, her provocation actually gave them a reason.
“Ma’am, causing a dispute in the black market could be used as grounds for expulsion.”
With a snap of Joseph’s fingers, the burly men around them raised their submachine guns simultaneously. It was a clear sign that he wanted her to leave.
The woman in the dog mask did not panic nor did she try to run away. She glanced between Joseph and the submachine guns, then asked in a low voice.
“Is this how the black market treats their customers?”
“It’s the unwritten rule of how to deal with rude customers in the black market.”
“Rude customer? Then what do you call an arms dealer who attends to other customers when someone has been waiting for two days? A son of a bitch?”
‘Son of a bitch,’ Dung Beetle let out a hollow laugh at that blunt remark. Joseph simply rubbed his forehead as if he found this ridiculous.
“Sigh, guys! It looks like this customer had a bit too much to drink during the day. You should escort her to the entrance.”
As soon as Joseph finished speaking, three burly men pointed their guns to the back of her head.
They looked ready to shoot if she made a wrong move. She raised her arms calmly.
“I don’t need an escort. I’ll leave on my own.”
With those parting words, the woman in the dog mask disappeared into the crowd without looking back.
…What was that?
Watching the woman disappear from his sight, Dung Beetle had a strange feeling.
Something tickled inside his chest, and his mind felt tangled. It was something… like a strange premonition.
An odd premonition that he would soon see that woman again.
“Now, let’s put that unpleasant incident behind us and return to our business. So, what kind of weapon are you looking for, Sir?”
Regardless of Dung Beetle’s premonition, Joseph picked up from where they left as he returned to his merchant persona.
Dung Beetle was silent for a moment to quell the rising premonition before answering Joseph.
“The same thing the woman who just got kicked out was looking for.”
“Oh?”
“Do you have a weapon to go against the Great Necromancer?”
Joseph raised his eyebrow. Two customers looking for a weapon to go against the Great Necromancer?
His mercantile instincts were piqued, but he suppressed his curiosity because the deal at hand was a merchant’s priority.
“Hmm, Sir. That kind of weapon is quite expensive, you know…”
As soon as Joseph trailed off, Dung Beetle placed the bag he was carrying on the ground and unzipped it.
Ziiiip.
Bundles of $100 banknotes were revealed as soon as the bag was opened, each adorned with Benjamin Franklin’s face.
“I have another bag like this. Is it enough?”
Watching Dung Beetle zip the bag back up, Joseph grinned and replied.
“A bag full of cash, it seems like you are someone who really knows how to do business, don’t you?”
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	1. In economic terms, slump usually refers to the beginning of a recession. A recession is not officially declared until several months of declining activity have passed, so the months leading up to the declaration of recession are simply described as a prolonged economic slump.
	2. A polite form of addressing someone with respect. It is more respectful than -ssi.
	3. Basically she is calling him looking like stupid. It came from the story of 'Princess Pyeong Gang and On Dal'.

On Dal (died 590) was a Goguryeo General and the husband of Princess Pyeonggang. The tale begins in the royal palace of King Pyeongwon of Goguryeo, who ruled from 559 to 590. Among his children was Princess Pyeonggang, a chronic crybaby whose crying was so persistent and got on the king’s nerves so much that he often threatened to marry her off to On Dal the Idiot if she didn’t stop. On Dal was an infamous beggar who lived outside the palace gates and was reportedly as ugly as a donkey. He was often seen begging for food for himself and his blind mother. His ugliness, dirty clothes, and seemingly foolish behavior earned him the ridicule of everyone who knew him, as well as the nickname “The Idiot.”




   

  Chapter 8: A Coincidence For The Protagonist (4)
* * *  

“Can you wait a moment? It takes us a while to retrieve the high-quality items from the vault.”
Joseph said this as he led Jang Man and Dung Beetle to a luxurious room.
The faint perfume smell emanated from the entrance, and the floor was covered with a carpet made from the hide of a monster Dung Beetle had never seen before.
It was reminiscent of the luxurious homes of the conglomerates one could occasionally see on TV. However, Dung Beetle frowned as soon as they entered the room.
Amid the scent of perfume… was the smell of blood and oil that hadn’t been masked completely.
The pungent odor had a different type of intensity from the chilling smell Dung Beetle had encountered in the dream with Mignium.
Dung Beetle glanced at Joseph and Jang Man, but it seemed that neither of them had noticed the smell.
This meant that only he could smell it…
Is it because I have the ability to wield mana?
- *We can see things that ordinary people cannot see, hear sounds they cannot hear, and smell things they cannot smell.*
The explanation from a Superhuman documentary he had watched with his colleagues a while back came to mind.
Feeling curious, Dung Beetle focused on his ears instead of his nose.
- *Move quickly! Get them out… from the underground vault!*
- Bring the silver bullets! If we miss the opportunity to sell them now…
- GP… the tracker! We can’t lose…
The faint footsteps and shouts of the staff outside the room were clearly audible.
Even though he could hear the sounds with his own ears, Dung Beetle still couldn’t believe it as he tilted his head in confusion.
Is it really this easy?
Using mana to enhance your senses was much trickier than simply increasing muscle strength.
He remembered that the Superhuman in the documentary said it took years of training to enhance senses.
Then, what was this supposed to mean?
All Dung Beetle had to do was just focus on his senses, and he could hear sounds coming from a distance without much effort.
Was the documentary lying? If not, then was it because of Mignium’s…
“Old Man, you still don’t drink tea, do you?”
Joseph’s remark interrupted Dung Beetle’s train of thought. Perhaps feeling awkward while they were waiting, Joseph took out the kettle and began brewing some tea.
“Haa… How can a sailor drink tea… Water and booze are more than enough.”
“Haha, I thought so. What about this customer of mine?”
“I’m fine too.”
“Well, that’s a pity. These are quite good tea leaves.”
Joseph poured water into the teapot. The scent of black tea wafted with the steam from the kettle.
The strong aroma of the black tea was enough to mask the smell of blood and oil.
Briefly relieved from the pungent smell, Dung Beetle examined each of his senses.
Eyes, nose, ears…
And just like that, once he finished experimenting with his newfound sensing ability and as Joseph finished his cup of tea…
Clunk!
The door opened, and ten subordinates carrying various bags entered the room.
“Haha, we’ve kept our customers waiting for too long. I assure you, the wait will be worth it.”
Joseph’s subordinates quickly set up a makeshift stage as they installed platforms and lighting fixtures while lining up the ten boxes.
Joseph stood up from his seat and turned his back to the boxes. He bowed exaggeratedly, like a home shopping host, and greeted Jang Man and Dung Beetle.
“Shall we start with the guns first?”
He began his explanation as he opened the bag on the far left.
“Isn’t it better to start with something light? The M2311! An improved version of the M162 Koreans are more familiar with.”
Inside the bag was a gun that looked like a shortened version of the M16 assault rifle, slightly longer than a forearm.
“It may look small and light, but it’s deadly enough. Why do you think more than a hundred mages have fallen victim to this guy throughout history? Koreans all know about its high reliability and familiar grip! There’s nothing better than this for sneaking a bullet in the back of the head of a mage.”
Joseph continued with his lively explanation, like a real show host. He even held the gun in a shooting stance and quickly disassembled it to show the inside.
Jang Man, who had been watching the excited Joseph, sighed and interrupted him.
“Joseph.”
“Yes, what is it, Old Man?”
“This guy hasn’t served in the military.”
Joseph’s face twisted for a moment, but as if it had been a lie,  it quickly returned to normal and he spoke with a smile on his face.
“So, you haven’t received any shooting training…?”
“…Never.”
“Aha, then there’s no need to use Korean military equipment.”
As soon as he heard Dung Beetle’s answer, Joseph turned around and gestured to his subordinates who had been waiting.
His subordinates moved without a single complaint and quickly took away the first to the sixth bags from the room.
Six of the bags were just military equipment?
Seeing only four bags left, for the first time, Dung Beetle felt regretful that he hadn’t served in the military.
“Don’t feel too disappointed. The real deal always comes last, doesn’t it? All the remaining weapons are far superior to the military supplies that came out earlier.”
Joseph, seemingly trying to change the somber mood, immediately opened the seventh bag.
This time, a gun that was slightly bigger than an adult’s forearm appeared.
In other words, it was too big to be a pistol and too small to be a rifle.
“Remington MH7503. An upgraded version of the pump-action shotgun, loved all over the world, modified for use against magic users.”
A shotgun? Seeing Dung Beetle’s interest was piqued, Joseph continued with his explanation.
“Although the cost of specially treated silver bullets is high, no other weapon is more effective against Necromancers who can reanimate corpses. It’s so easy to use and reload, that even a child can handle it.”
Clack, Joseph kindly demonstrated how to load the bullets. Even though the magazine could only hold three rounds, each shell contained a massive amount of buckshot pellets.
Seeing Dung Beetle engrossed, Joseph grinned and opened the next bag.
“Next is the EK-33 grenade. One of the finest masterpieces made by the U.S. military. The best available grenade for non-professionals.”
Inside this bag were grenades the size of fists lined up in a row.
“If you throw this at the Necromancer beyond the zombie wall, you’ll literally see the Necromancer die merrily.”
A modified shotgun and grenades—Joseph, who had introduced two weapons fitting for an illegal smuggler, stood in front of the ninth bag. He paused for a moment before speaking up.
“From here on, I’ll be showing you some special weapons.”
Clunk! Unlike the previous bags, the means of securing this one were stricter.
And the item inside this box was completely different from the previous weapons.
A sword.
Inside the box lay a long steel sword.
“This sword was  supplied to the knights of the empire during the last war. It is made from a special ore that cannot be found on Earth.”
“…”
“It may seem like a sturdy steel sword to ordinary people, but when it cuts through the shields of mages, its power is comparable to that of a bazooka.”
Joseph continued with his explanation, but Dung Beetle was unable to take his eyes off the sword.
Was it because it was beautiful? Or was it because he wanted it? No, it was neither.
That sword… was the same one the Player had.
It wasn’t just a similar sword.
The image of the Player wielding the identical sword was imprinted on his retina like a brand.
It was once a supply used by the knights of the empire.…?
He had stumbled upon a clue to track down that damn Player.
Faced with this unexpected fortune, Dung Beetle resolved to obtain that sword no matter what.
“It seems you really like this sword. Well, unlike those on Earth, weapons that come from beyond the dimensional portal are special.”
Seemingly misinterpreting Dung Beetle’s gaze, Joseph grinned as if he was certain that the deal was as good as closed and added.
“If you like this item, you will certainly like the final item.”
Joseph then approached the last bag.
Unlike the previous ones, this one was long and horizontal, somewhat resembling a scabbard.
But for some reason, Joseph, who was standing right in front of the bag, didn’t open the bag right away. Instead, he briefly made eye contact with Jang Man.
Jang Man gave him a small nod, and taking that as a cue, Joseph opened the final bag.
Whoosh—
As the bag opened with a puff of smoke, what appeared inside was…
A rod…?
The glowing ivory-colored rod with carvings of horse-like figures at both ends and wave patterns etched into the body in a consistent design.
It looked more like an exquisite piece of art instead of a weapon.
“Don’t let its appearance fool you. The true value of this item lies elsewhere.”
Joseph didn’t touch the item. When he raised his hand, a subordinate approached him and handed him a pair of white gloves.
It didn’t seem like it was just for show because Joseph’s face was serious as he lifted the rod cautiously.
“This item was crafted by a dwarf. And not just any dwarf, but a master craftsman. It seems that they intended to use it as a handle for an axe or a hammer, but unfortunately, Stalin released poison gas at Gubongsan, so only the handle could be completed.”
A handle? Dung Beetle now understood why the rod looked like that. And at the same time, a question popped into his mind.
How could a handle be considered to be a weapon?
As if answering Dung Beetle’s question, Joseph continued.
“However, since it was made during the days of Gubongsan4, it holds immense value on its own. Would you like to try holding it?”
Joseph handed the rod to Dung Beetle carefully.
Dung Beetle hesitated, wondering if it was okay to hold such a precious item without gloves, but since it would be strange to refuse, he grabbed the rod.
And at that moment, something spoke to Dung Beetle in his mind.
[Oh, a perfect virgin who’s never even held a woman’s hand. But your soul reeks of corpses and fire. Are you cursed?]
Dung Beetle was startled and looked at Joseph, who was smiling broadly.
“Did you hear the voice? As expected, you’re Superhuman. I guessed as much since the Old Man brought you here personally.”
He assumed that I was indeed a Superhuman? Though the remark was puzzling, Dung Beetle asked him about the rod first.
“…What exactly is this?”
“That item is made from the horn of a unicorn.”
“…”
“I don’t know about the technique used, but it’s a unicorn horn imbued with the unicorn’s thoughts. Because of that, it speaks to those who possess mana at times.”
“…So, you are saying it’s a possessed item?”
“At the same time, it grants resistance to all sorts of contamination and poisons.”
Joseph continued his explanation proudly.
“It might not block radioactivity or hydrochloric acid, but it’s highly effective against mana-based poisonous gases and curses. I can guarantee  that against a Necromancer, this is more effective than ten priests.”
Perhaps feeling displeased with Joseph’s explanation, the rod added more details in Dung Beetle’s mind.
[O Virgin who is holding me, do not be mistaken. There is no contamination that the Holiness of this Horn cannot block! I may not know what radioactivity is, but I assure you that it can block that as well.]
Dung Beetle glanced back and forth between the rod and Joseph, and as the rod seemed to be on the verge of uttering another “O Virgin…”, he quickly handed it back to Joseph.
“So, what do you think? With the items I just showed you, you should have no trouble dealing with any Necromancer.”
A modified shotgun, grenades, an anti-magic sword, and a unicorn’s horn— Even with his limited knowledge about Necromancers, Dung Beetle could tell that each of these weapons would be highly effective against them.
The problem was…
“I’m not sure if I can afford all four items.”
“Haha, don’t worry about the price. I wouldn’t dream of ripping off the Old Man’s customer.”
It sounded like he was fine with ripping off other customers, but Dung Beetle didn’t bother to point that out.
“I’ll give you all four weapons for both of the money bags you offered initially. How about it?”
A wide smile spread across Joseph’s face.
“I’ll also ensure that you have plenty of grenades and ammunition.”
Joseph demanded his entire fortune without even blinking.
Dung Beetle considered negotiating, but looking at Jang Man sitting next to him, he abandoned the thought.
Without Jang Man, he wouldn’t have even known about this place.
Jang Man, who had introduced him to this person, had not even made any comment about this… so negotiating now could be considered as an insult to his honor.
“Both money bags, deal.”
“Haha, as expected. You truly act like how the Old Man’s customer should!”
Dung Beetle put down the bag he was carrying and promised to send the other bag, which wasn’t with him, through a messenger.
Although it was enough money to live off for several years, he didn’t regret his decision.
Because it wasn’t the money that mattered to him.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The M231 Firing Port Weapon (FPW) is an adapted version of the M16 assault rifle for shooting from firing ports on the M2 Bradley. The M16, standard infantry weapon of the time, was too long for use in a "buttoned up" APC, so the FPW was developed to provide a suitable weapon for this role.
	2. The M16 rifle is a family of assault rifles adapted from the ArmaLite AR-15 rifle for the United States military. The original M16 rifle was a 5.56×45mm automatic rifle with a 20-round magazine. oreans are more familiar with the M16 as it is one of the weapons used in South Korean Army.
	3. The Remington Model 750 was a semi-automatic rifle and successor to earlier semi-automatic rifles Remington Model 740, Remington Model 742 and Remington Model 7400. 

Magazines up to 10 rounds are available.

	4. A mountain in Jeollabuk-do, western South Korea.



   

  Chapter 9: A Coincidence For The Protagonist (5)
* * *
On the path leading to the black market’s exit.
Instead of a bag of money, Dung Beetle was now pulling a carrier filled with weapons. As they were walking, Jang Man spoke to him.
“If you’re thinking of using those weapons in the city, you should first think about your escape route. It will become a hassle if the police start trailing you after a fight.”
He didn’t pry for more details. He didn’t ask about the necromancers or about his revenge.
“All the weapons you bought have short ranges. If possible, it would be better to finish the fight in close combat, as quickly as possible.”
The old man offered him advice, talking about it casually, as if carried by the flowing wind.
It wasn’t detailed, but it was filled with concerns and wisdom of his own.
Perhaps this was Jang Man’s way of showing consideration.
Thinking so, Dung Beetle followed Jang Man quietly.
…And so,Jang Man spoke and Dung Beetle listened while they retraced their steps.
When they finally arrived at the warehouse entrance, which they had descended via the rusty stairs, someone with a familiar mask greeted them.
“Hello? We meet again.”
It was the woman wearing a black dog mask.
Having crushed the three gatekeepers guarding the warehouse entrance, she was sitting over them in a relaxed manner.
“Tsk, what a persistent young lady.”
Jang Man clicked his tongue, and Dung Beetle set the carrier down quietly.
“Excuse me. Sir, I don’t have any intention of starting a fight. These people ended up like this due to a small misunderstanding.”
“Is that so? Then, since there’s nothing to misunderstand, can we leave now?”
“Ei, don’t be like that. The reason I’ve been waiting here was because of you, Sir.”
The woman wearing a dog mask hopped down from atop the gatekeeper’s body.
“Shall we make a deal?”
“And if I refuse?”
“I do understand that you might misunderstand me because of the situation, but really, it’s not a bad deal. In fact, it’s a great deal where you can fill your pockets nicely as compared to your current work.”
Even though she said that, Dung Beetle could sense something flowing through the body of the woman with the dog mask.
It was strange to feel something flowing through someone else’s body.
However, regardless of Dung Beetle’s new sensation, Jang Man and the masked woman continued with their conversation.
“Would you like to hear it?”
“I have no intention of talking to a mad person.”
“Hmm… That’s a reasonable response, but it can’t be helped. I’m also in a hurry.”
Without any warning, the woman stomped her foot.
With a short jump, she charged towards Jang Man at a dizzying speed.
In an instant, Dung Beetle reflexively threw himself in front of Jang Man to block her attack.
Whack!
The initial attack was a kick. Dung Beetle raised his right arm to block it, but he was unable to withstand the force. In the next moment, his body was lifted off the ground and flung sideways.
What a lunatic.
The thrown Dung Beetle bounced twice and was able to land back on the ground only after hitting the alley wall.
Zzzzzziiiing—
The kick was so powerful that his right ear, which was hit, rang with tinnitus.
“Encountering two superhumans in a day… I don’t know if I’m lucky or unlucky.”
The moment Jang Man’s voice reached her ear, the woman with the dog mask charged towards Dung Beetle again.
Thud!
Before Dung Beetle could even react, a kick hit his side. However, unlike the first hit, this one didn’t end after a single strike.
Abdomen, thigh, then the side again, shoulder, and… chin.
WHAM!
The sound of heavy impact resounded following those precise, continuous attacks. She then landed the perfect finishing kick on Dung Beetle.
“Huff.”
After Dung Beetle fell to the ground, the woman with the black dog mask turned around leisurely and looked at Jang Man.
“Have you changed your mind about making a deal with me now?”
“No, not yet.”
“Not yet?”
Suddenly, her senses reacted to something.
As she jumped back immediately, creating some distance, Dung Beetle’s hand, which was trying to grab her ankle, sliced through the air.
“…How could?”
Seeing Dung Beetle get up, the woman with the dog mask tilted her head.
Even a superhuman would usually faint after receiving such attacks.
“Huh? Your endurance is unbelievably good. Did you eat something special?”
Spit, Dung Beetle spat out the blood pooling in his mouth. Though his head was still throbbing from the attacks, he raised his hands and took a fighting stance.
“Enough talk, come at me.”
“If you insist.”
The woman with the mask kicked the ground again. And this time, she moved at a speed that couldn’t be followed. However, something had changed.
And they were Dung Beetle’s eyes.
Focusing only on his sight, the trajectory of the incoming kick appeared as a long line in Dung Beetle’s vision.
I can see it.
Dung Beetle twisted his waist to avoid the trajectory. Although his speed was undoubtedly slower than hers, it was enough to create a small opening.
Swish! The kick aimed at his chin barely brushed past his hair.
He immediately followed up with an attack of his own.
Dung Beetle twisted his waist in the opposite direction and swung a punch towards her face.
However, just as his punch was about to connect, she narrowly avoided his attack with an unusual foot movement.
“…You’re quite something.”
This time, Dung Beetle took the initiative. Unlike her, his attack was just him swinging his fists crudely, but he was a superhuman.
Of course, the opponent was also a superhuman.
Dung Beetle’s fists cut through the air with a fierce sound, but none of them hit the woman with the mask.
All because of the strange footwork she used.
No matter how Dung Beetle attacked, she managed to escape his attack range with just a single movement of her foot.
Instead, she took advantage of the openings to deliver short kicks and piled damage on Dung Beetle.
That was the difference between a person flying across the ground and a person trudging along.
What’s this?
However, at some point, the woman with the dog mask began to furrow her brows. The level of the opponent she was facing was changing too rapidly.
When she landed the first attack, the opponent was just a novice. Every movement felt awkward. He was unable to even execute a proper landing technique.
Yet, right after he fell, something changed.
His reaction to her kicks became faster and faster, and his method of swinging fists and foot movements became more refined.
As she extended her foot, his hand was already flying towards the spot, and when she kicked the ground, he started running towards her supposed destination.
It was like he knew exactly how she would move.
Is he countering me in real time?
She felt both interest and irritation.
Interest in an opponent who could counter the techniques she had struggled to learn in real-time, and irritation at the opponent’s endurance, who could persist even after taking repeated kicks.
It would be possible for her to gain the upper hand if she used a different technique, but…
This is a matter of pride.
The ensuing exchange of attacks continued along similar lines.
Dung Beetle kept charging forward relentlessly, despite taking a barrage of kicks, and the woman with the dog mask continued to kick while keeping her distance.
However, the balance was broken once Dung Beetle started mimicking her footwork.
“…!”
Though it was closer to a push-off footwork rather than a bounce, it was enough to narrow the difference in speed.
The woman with the mask gritted her teeth and moved her feet even faster.
Until then, she was confident of her victory. She had landed dozens of kicks and blows on Dung Beetle, and she still had plenty of stamina left.
In this situation, she was confident she wouldn’t lose to someone who was not even a hero candidate but just a novice superhuman.
…And she was proven wrong.…
Amidst their monotonous exchange, Dung Beetle suddenly dove between her steps.
“Huh?”
The timing was perfect, making it impossible for her to avoid it.
“Damn it…!”
By the time she realized it, it was already too late. Dung Beetle caught her kick and tossed her.
Thud! The woman with the mask crashed into the alley wall Dung Beetle had been thrown against earlier.
Dust flew up. The mask she was wearing was knocked off, and flew far away.
“Ugh…”
After rolling on the ground a couple of times, she briefly groaned as she got up.
“That fucking hurts…”
As she struggled to raise her head, her face hidden beneath the mask was revealed.
A beauty.
At the very least, she was the most beautiful woman Dung Beetle had ever seen.
With facial features as if crafted by the gods, her long ebony hair flowed down her forehead. Through the silky, cascading hair, her cold blue eyes met Dung Beetle’s gaze.
“You’re… quite something, huh?”
After two breaths and pushing off the ground, she charged at Dung Beetle again.
This time, her kicks mixed with that strange footwork were aimed at Dung Beetle’s head, but his eyes had already become accustomed to her attacks.
Dung Beetle nimbly moved out of the trajectory of the long kick.
And in that short interval, he mimicked the kick she had just shown.
His whip kick was aimed at her torso.
With a loud thud, her body was hit by the kick. Just like when Dung Beetle was first kicked by her, she lost her balance and flew through the air.
However, unlike Dung Beetle, who didn’t even know how to land properly, she quickly regained her posture and stared at him with a look of disbelief.
“My Flying Kick1 technique! How did you manage to replicate it in such a short time?”
“Flying Kick technique?”
“…The name’s pretty corny, isn’t it? I think so too.”
She sighed deeply and swept her hair back. She then noticed blood trickling from her nose, perhaps due to a burst microvessel.
“Ah, it’s been a while since I’ve had a nosebleed.”
She wiped her nose with the back of her hand with a baffled expression. It seemed like the sight of blood had really irritated her as she furrowed her pretty forehead.
“Anyway, the name might be corny, but the Flying Kick technique isn’t some low-difficulty technique. I can’t believe this; you were able to steal such a technique in real-time… Sheesh, I can’t even…”
She muttered something, starting with “sh—“ while looking down at the ground, then raised her head again.
“Alright, I’m lagging behind in a hand-to-hand fight. I admit it! But if I pull out a weapon… one of us would have to die. How about we settle this with a conversation?”
Her question was directed at Dung Beetle. He frowned and clenched his fists. Since they had already started, they should see it through to the end, right?
However, before he could answer her, an unexpected response came from elsewhere.
“Conversation, huh? Not a bad idea. But, just make sure you don’t move anything other than your mouth.”
Click.
Holding the submachine gun that the fallen guards had missed, Jang Man was now pointing the gun at her.
She only gave the gun a slight glance before responding confidently.
“Well, that’s fine. My request won’t be a loss for you.”
“Go ahead.”
“I want to buy a certain item from Joseph, but it seems like he’s not willing to deal with me.”
“It’s only natural that someone like him will not accept a greenhorn.”
“Yes, well, it’s a bit unfair for a novice who’s listening.”
She sighed exaggeratedly and continued.
“From the looks of it, I guess that you’re close with Joseph, Sir. If you could get the item on my behalf, I’ll make sure to not only give you the item’s price but a hefty commission as well.”
“Commission?”
“Aside from the item’s price, a commission of 500 million won. And I can give you even more if the item is cheaper than I expected. How does that sound?”
500 million?
Dung Beetle, who still had the janitor’s sense of money, raised an eyebrow at her offer of such a large commission.
“The better the offer, the greater the risk. What item are we talking about?”
“It’s an item that doesn’t look like a weapon. Hmm, how should I describe it…”
She paused for a moment as if trying to recall something, then spoke again.
“A rod made from a unicorn’s horn…? That’s the best description I can give you. It doesn’t really match its original name.”
As soon as she finished speaking, Jang Man and Dung Beetle looked at each other simultaneously.
Through the snake and sun masks, strange looks were exchanged. The girl who had been excluded from their conversation tilted her head in confusion.
“…What’s with this atmosphere? Perhaps, you’re not thinking of something strange, are you?”
Although her guess was slightly off, that ‘perhaps’ was indeed correct.
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	1. Bi Gak Sool is the art of Taekkyeon's spectacular kicking techniques, symbolizing the practice of Kyeollyeon Taekkyeon where practitioners exchange kicks in sparring. It is also sometimes used to describe the aerial kicks of Taekwondo. It is an art of specialized kicking skills practised by Hwarang warriors (a technique that has been traditionally favored by the Koreans).


   

  Chapter 10: A Suitable Destiny For The Prologue Boss
My apprentice, after observing countless destinies over the years, I've come to one ultimate realization.
What is it, Master?
In this world, there is no such thing as events flowing according to plan.
『Excerpt from the British Museum Collection - Stele for a Young Dragon』

* * *
“First, let’s go outside and talk.”
As Jang Man pulled back his gun and spoke, the woman wearing the black dog mask… or rather, the girl accepted his suggestion.
From that point on, a silent journey, with no conversation, began. The group did not exchange a single word as they left the black market, passed through the abandoned distribution center, and returned to Incheon Market.
To begin with, Jang Man was not a talkative person, and Dung Beetle believed that talking now might only lead to more fighting. So, he decided to focus on organizing his thoughts from the earlier fight.
Naturally, the girl also kept her words to a minimum.
After following the two men in silence, she broke the silence when they arrived at Jang Man’s bar.
“So, when can I get the item? I can pay at any time.”
Although the girl spoke to Jang Man, the old man pretended not to hear her and simply took out some alcohol from the display cabinet.
“I don’t have a problem paying the full amount in cash either. But it would take about a week.”
Again, there was no reply.
Jang Man sipped on his drink while Dung Beetle began checking the weapons inside the carrier.
It was only then that the girl realized that something was off.
“Excuse me…? Sir? Are we not going to make a deal?”
“The deal should be made with him, not me.”
As Jang Man gestured with his chin, the girl’s gaze shifted to Dung Beetle.
“…With him? Why?”
“Because it would be faster to get the item you’re looking for if you speak with him.”
What did he mean by that? One of the girl’s eyebrows arched gracefully, but Dung Beetle remained silent as he focused on his own business.
“Um, excuse me?”
Eventually, the girl was the one who started the conversation first. When it seemed like Dung Beetle didn’t hear her, she leaned closer to the carrier.
“Excuse me? Excuse me? Excuse me? Excuse me? Excuse me?”
Dung Beetle, who was taking out a shotgun, sighed briefly and responded.
“Why do you want a weapon to deal with Necromancers?”
“Pardon?”
“Did you not tell Joseph that you are looking for a weapon to deal with Necromancers? Was that just an excuse to find the rod, or are Necromancers your real target?”
“…It seems like my answer might determine whether the deal goes through or falls apart. Am I right?”
“Probably.”
The girl squinted slightly at Dung Beetle. Other than his golden eyes, his face was nothing special. Neither his expression nor his appearance stood out.
She shifted her gaze to glance at Dung Beetle’s carrier, then sat beside him as if she had just realized something.
“Grenades and a shotgun… You’re planning to fight a Necromancer, right? Am I correct?”
Dung Beetle did not answer her and continued reading the shotgun’s manual.
“Hmm, a big shot old man from the black market and a noob Superhuman chasing a Necromancer. This would get criticized as a cliché if it were made into a movie, wouldn’t it?”
“…Stop with the nonsense and answer the question.”
“Should we introduce ourselves?”
Still searching for the answer, the girl made a desperate attempt to change the topic of the conversation.
“No.”
Dung Beetle responded rather bluntly, nonetheless, the girl started introducing herself.
“My name is… Ho—, I mean it’s Park Seti. I’m Korean, but if you were to ask me why my eyes are blue and why am I named Seti…? You should ask my dad instead because I also get the urge to ask him that at times.”
“…”
“Since I’ve revealed my name, shouldn’t you reveal yours as well to be fair?”
Park Seti stared at Dung Beetle intensely. After a moment of silence, Dung Beetle raised the white flag.
“…I’m Dung Beetle.”
Park Seti’s delicate eyebrow twitched a little.
“…Since I’ve revealed my real name, isn’t it only fair for you to reveal yours?”
“That is my real name.”
“…?”
Wondering if she should laugh, she examined Dung Beetle’s expression once more. However, not a trace of humor was found on his face.
“Wow… I didn’t expect to come across someone even more serious than my dad. Are your parents named Mr. and Mrs. Dung1?”
“No, I’m an orphan.”
“Oh… um…”
“There’s no need to apologize. I don’t even know what my parents look like.”
Well, knowing that made her feel even more sorry. However, she swallowed back the words that had already risen to her throat.
After fidgeting with her fingers for a while in the brief silence, she sighed and decided to come clean with her story.
“The Handle of the Uragan… I mean, the reason I need that rod isn’t to fight any Necromancer. It’s for my younger sister. There was an accident a month ago.”
She also added an unasked detail that her sister was cursed in place of her.
At the mention of a month ago, Jang Man briefly glanced over but did not intrude into their conversation.
“500 million won is more than enough to admit her to a top hospital or even summon a high-ranking priest.”
Said Dung Beetle.
“They didn’t work. Even renowned doctors and high-ranking priests of the Ulthvati Church were unable to cure her.”
“I don’t think that ‘that’ rod can heal something even a high-ranking priest was unable to.”
“…Yes, there is no guarantee that it will work. However, you know, unicorns’ souls and horns have been known to overcome all curses since ancient times, right? That’s why I want to give it a try.”
As soon as she finished speaking, Dung Beetle simply took a long box from the carrier and placed it on the table without saying a word.
The girl in front of him might not have imagined it, but inside that box was the very rod made from the horn of a unicorn that she had been desperately searching for.
What should I do?
Dung Beetle pondered over it.
The girl’s sincere desire to save her family was certainly touching, but that was all.
He was not the same Dung Beetle from before his death, nor was he a janitor moved by small acts of kindness.
He had no intention of giving up the weapon to fight the Necromancer just because of a touching backstory. There was neither a need nor a reason to do so.
What he was contemplating about were the benefits further down the line, after defeating the Necromancer.
Would it be more advantageous for him to help her and build a small connection, or ignore her?
Park Seti.
She was a Superhuman he had never heard of before. And as a result, the questions in his mind multiplied endlessly.
In a modern society obsessed with appearances, was it even possible for a female Superhuman with such looks to remain unknown?
As long as the paparazzi and social media existed, it was an impossible scenario.
Thus, only two possibilities remained.
She was either a Superhuman who was hiding her abilities thoroughly or a student at an academy for people with such abilities.
Given her youthful appearance and immature behavior, the latter seemed more likely.
Naturally, she should have been a student at the academy…
However, if he were to assume that she was an academy student, then every action she had taken so far meant a great deal.
The financial capability to generously offer 500 million won, the skill to expertly use the mysterious Flying Kick technique, and the information network to find the location of the black market.
These simple facts were more than enough to make it clear that she had a background that surpassed ordinary people or even Superhumans.
She must belong to some high-ranking family or an apprentice of someone so prominent that ordinary people rarely even get to see them.
Weighing the pros and cons in his mind, Dung Beetle reached a conclusion.
Would it be beneficial to befriend her or not?
The scale tipped towards ‘yes.’
Having made his decision, Dung Beetle pushed the bag with the rod slightly and spoke.
“…Three days.”
“Pardon?”
“Bring the money in three days. I will hand over the rod then.”
“Really?”
Unaware of Dung Beetle’s true intentions, Seti smiled brightly.
“Thank you! Dung Beetle-ssi2.”
* * *
“Is it okay?”
Jang Man asked while sipping on his drink after Park Seti had left the bar.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m asking if you’re okay with letting her go that easily. She seemed pretty suspicious to me.”
“That’s true.”
“But why? There’s a possibility that she might be connected to your enemies, and there’s also the risk of her leaking what the two of you discussed here.”
It was an undeniable argument. However, Dung Beetle simply shook his head.
“…It doesn’t matter.”
“Have you fallen for her or something? Well, it’s true that a pretty girl like her isn’t common.”
“It is not like that.”
“Then?”
“Since I received something that belongs to hers without her consent, I thought it was worth the risk.”
“Received something?”
Flying Kick Technique—The mysterious footwork used by Park Seti.
Dung Beetle didn’t explain how he ‘received’ it because he didn’t even know how to explain it himself.
And since Jang Man wasn’t particularly interested in an explanation, their conversation ended there.
* * *
The following day.
Dung Beetle had departed from Jang Man’s bar and was headed towards the closed Pier 13.
According to the dead operations director, this was the place where the janitors handed over the corpses they had collected to the Necromancer.
In the most secluded part of the closed ports, which represented the decline of Incheon.
Dragging his weapon carrier,Dung Beetle had arrived at a scene that reeked of abandoned land.
Thick layers of dust piled up, with garbage and containers scattered in disorder…
The landscape was neither worth admiring nor did it possess any aesthetic value. And the first thing Dung Beetle did was climb on top of a container to check the pier’s terrain.
Only one entrance, but it looks like there are multiple hiding spots, thanks to the containers…
Close combat would be unavoidable on such a terrain and for him, who was armed only with a shotgun and grenades, it wasn’t a bad setup.
After surveying the area, Dung Beetle settled on top of the container and sat down.
As he looked at the sea from a high vantage point, the sea breeze, mixed with the smell of iron, tickled his nose.
He savored the sea breeze for a moment before recalling Park Seti.
To be precise, he recalled the Flying Kick technique she used.
The true Superhuman martial art.
Although the exchange between her and Dung Beetle was brief, what she had shown him was more than words could express.
How far could one extend their movements and control of their body using mana?
For Dung Beetle, who experienced a new world just by enhancing his senses before his trade with Joseph, seeing her was a shock in itself.
If he used mana to enhance his lower body muscles for increased durability and power, could his kick become as strong as a sledgehammer?
And if mana were infused into the jogger’s heel of his soles to maximize elasticity, could he bounce around like a spring?
Every kick and foot movement she demonstrated was a revolutionary revelation for Dung Beetle, akin to the Copernican Revolution3 in his thinking.
Of course, the most surprising part was that he had understood it all just by observing her.
Is this… because of the talent bestowed by Mignium?
There was no other way to explain the situation. Or, could it be that his inherent talent was finally blooming?
No, that seemed impossible.
Not once in his life did he think of himself as talented.
After all, it had taken him over three years just to learn the janitor’s job, so he was actually quite lacking in talent.
Talent, talent…
The talent bestowed by Mignium was too broad to be classified by a single word. He was yet to begin to grasp the essence of the talent he had received.
Was it simply the talent to handle mana well? Or perhaps talent in Superhuman martial arts? Maybe it was both.
Having thought that far, Dung Beetle stood up and focused on each muscle of his lower body.
A kind of power from within his body… surely mana, followed according to his thoughts, wrapping around his thigh muscles and moving down to his lower body.
From the thighs to the back of his knees, through his calves, past the soleus muscle, and down to the soles of the feet.
When the mana reached the jogger’s heel, responsible for the elasticity, at the bottom of his feet, every muscle felt as if it were in his hand.
Seeing that Park Seti had maintained this state while performing the Flying Kick technique, this was probably the basis of the technique.
Dung Beetle recalled the trajectory of each of the kicks she had shown.
A powerful spinning kick executed by bending low to the waist, a flying kick cutting through the air, a short side kick, and a front kick…
And the strange footwork that supported all of these.
Dung Beetle tried to mimic the same postures awkwardly.
The first attempt was awkward.
On the second attempt, he realized that the awkwardness in the first attempt was due to the difference in physique between him and Seti.
By the third attempt, it had become somewhat similar.
By the fourth attempt, he was able to bounce off the ground at the same level as Seti.
Yet, the fifth attempt yielded no results.
He suddenly realized that to achieve anything beyond this, it wasn’t enough to solely rely on the parts of the Flying Kick technique he had seen yesterday.
Perhaps it might have been different if he had seen the training process of the Flying Kick technique or a martial arts manual…
Is this the limit for now?
The key point or core of martial arts.
It seemed like he was on the verge of grasping something in his mind, but he still couldn’t understand what it was.
However, he was able to realize something else.
His talent… no, the talent bestowed to him by Mignium was real.
A talent that allowed him to master the control of his senses, which others needed years to acquire, in an instant and to steal techniques after a single skirmish.
Ha…
The feeling he had right after the realization was neither discomfort nor joy.
It was a sense of chill.
The same chilling sensation he felt when holding a sharp knife or a loaded gun, was coursing through his body.
There was no way he could not use this talent. Revenge had to be achieved, even if it cost him everything he had.
…
Looking up at the sky, he saw that the sunset had already stretched long across the sea.
Using the same footwork as Seti, Dung Beetle jumped down from the container lightly.
Though it was almost a height of 6 meters4, the sound when he landed was no different from a feather falling to the ground.
“I need to prepare to meet the guests.”
The time for learning the technique he had secretly stolen was over. It was now time to prepare for battle.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. In Korean Dung Beetle is 쇠똥구리 (Soeddungguri). What Seti actually says is "Then, is your parents' surname Soe?"
	2. This is something similar to Mister or Miss and is added as a suffix to be polite
	3. The Copernican Revolution was the paradigm shift from the Ptolemaic model of the heavens, which described the cosmos as having Earth stationary at the center of the universe, to the heliocentric model with the Sun at the center of the Solar System— articulated by the Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus in the 16th century.
	4. Around 20 ft.


   

  Chapter 11: A Suitable Destiny For The Prologue Boss (2)
* * *
Early dawn, three days after Dung Beetle had burned down the corpse warehouse, and two days after he had purchased the weapons.
Hidden beneath the veil of the darkness of the night, a black sedan approached Pier 13.
The sedan, which was clearly expensive by anyone’s standards, made its way deep into the pier before coming to a stop.
In the darkness of the pier, where even the moonlight avoided casting its light, the sedan’s headlights shone bleakly.
It was almost 30 minutes before anyone got out of the sedan, which had been parked for quite some time.
Two armed men and a man in a suit.
The man in the suit, looking extremely uneasy, was sweating profusely with a scowl on his face.
Is he from the government, or…?
Still unsure, Dung Beetle watched them from a distance. Werethey really the people the operations director had mentioned?
Was the government really running the Janitor Guild to sell corpses to Necromancers?
Using the same method as Park Seti, Dung Beetle began using the Flying Kick technique. Mana gathered under his feet, and then, he leaped from one container to another container.
- *Damn… those fucking janitors… the warehouse… couldn’t even… job properly…*
As he reached the container directly behind the sedan, he could hear the voices that weren’t audible from a distance.
…Sir… the potions… received… public official… hero…
Pouring mana into his ears and focusing on his hearing, Dung Beetle couldn’t help but scoff in disbelief.
Janitor, warehouse, public official, potions.
Yes, they were indeed government officials.
Dung Beetle fidgeted with his shotgun at his waist as the cold touch of the gun cooled his head.
Now, the Necromancer will also arrive.
Dung Beetle didn’t even have to wait for long. As soon as he took his position, the loud noise of an exhaust could be heard from the only entryway to the pier.
The first thing that caught his eye were the headlights, which were higher than most cars—and it was not just one pair, but five of them.
Trailers?
Five enormous trucks, each hauling containers similar in size to those at the pier, entered.
Although the combination seemed too conspicuous for a Necromancer, seeing the suited man look almost tearful and restless, confirmed that the vehicles did indeed belong to the Necromancer.
And on top of that, the smell…
As the trucks drew closer, the stench he had often encountered during his janitor days grew stronger.
It smells like rotting corpses…
Creak!
At some point, the trucks had reached deep inside the pier and lined up in front of the sedan. Then, the door of the middle truck opened.
“It’s been a while, Secretary.”
The person who stepped out of the truck was a man dressed in a neat formal suit.
His skin so white that it was practically pale, and the truck headlights shining behind him, he almost looked like a corpse.
“Y-yes, i-i-it’s been a while, Master Buzum. You’ve really, um, grown quite distinguished since we last met.”
The man in the suit bowed so deeply that it almost seemed obsequious.
The armed guards behind him also looked somewhat subdued, as if it were a meeting between a debtor and a creditor rather than a transaction scene.
And it seemed that even the Necromancer found this attitude strange as he narrowed his eyes and asked.
“Secretary, where are the goods? Have they not arrived yet?”
“Well, the thing is…”
“The thing is…?”
“There’s been a bit of a problem… So, the delivery… will be slightly delayed this time.”
As soon as the suited secretary finished speaking, the air around them turned frigid.
Even Dung Beetle, watching from atop a container, felt the chill.
“…Is there some sort of problem?”
“Well, due to an unforeseen accident… the corpse warehouse… w-was completely burnt down.”
“Burnt down? Are you saying everything caught fire?”
“Yes, that’s… what happened.”
“Sigh, I can’t believe this…”
Annoyance flashed across the Necromancer Buzum’s pale face for a brief moment.
“You must have a reason for coming here even though you don’t have the goods, right? You must have one!”
“Y-yes! Of course! The higher-ups are very apologetic about this situation.”
“And?”
“F-For the next transaction, we promise to deliver an additional 700 corpses along with the ones we weren’t able to deliver this time.”
“Next time. ‘Next time’, you say, huh…?”
The Necromancer scanned the secretary from top to bottom with a cold expression.
“Did you come here hoping that you could take the goods first this time?”
“M-Master Buzum, you can… understand our situation, right? Just one more mage during this enrollment season…”
Just as the secretary was about to bash his forehead against the ground, Buzum waved his hand to cut him off.
“You can stop right there, Secretary. If we were to quibble over it, this situation isn’t entirely your fault now, is it?”
“…”
“And it isn’t like we’ve been trading with each other for just a year or two; it’s been more than a few years already. So, we should at least be able to understand the difficulties you’re facing.”
As Buzum snapped his fingers, something walked out from the container at the back of the truck.
Rooooaaar…..
Was once human and still resembled humans, but was no longer human.
Zombies.
As if escorting it, they brought a carefully packaged box to the Necromancer.
Despite the disgusting sight of the zombies, which clearly were Korean corpses, there was no sign of revulsion or fear on the secretary’s face.
“Oh…”
It was because his eyes were fixed on the box the zombies were carrying.
“Please check.”
The zombies carefully opened the box they were holding. And inside it were three vials of potion, each emitting a brilliant glow.
“Awakening Potions… They are truly beautiful, no matter how many times you see them.”
The secretary inspected the vials, which were slightly smaller than a soju bottle, with the same care one would use while handling jewels.
At that moment, Dung Beetle, positioned above them, had the last of his doubts dispelled.
No, he was finally certain.
Although it was the Janitor Guild that had been gathering corpses for Necromancers, the Korean government was the one giving the orders.
All because of that damn potion…
His colleagues were killed. Although it was the player who wielded the sword, in the end, it was the government that had pushed them to their death.
As his suspicion turned into certainty, Dung Beetle pulled a grenade from his waist.
A brief moment was all it took for his anger to turn to rage, but his actions were swift.
He pulled the pin and tossed the grenade down.
By the time the Necromancer and the government officials looked up on hearing something fall, the grenade’s fuse had already detonated.
BOOM!!
It exploded just above their heads. The two armed men were swept away by the explosion before they could even let out a scream.
However, the Necromancer and the suited man managed to narrowly escape the blast thanks to the small secretary badge, which emitted a protective shield that barely shielded them, on the suited man’s clothes.
“It looks like we have an uninvited guest.”
The Necromancer turned to the secretary.
“I hope this isn’t a trap set up by the Korean government.”
“No way, Sir! Why would the government do something like this… O-over there!”
However, they were unable to finish their conversation as two grenades were falling towards them this time.
“Undead, block them!”
Following Buzum’s order, the surrounding zombies immediately threw themselves at the grenades.
BOOM! BOOOM!!!
When the two grenades exploded, the zombies swept away by the blast were sent flying. The firepower was simply excessive for just two grenades.
“…This isn’t an ordinary bomb.”
Buzum frowned as he stared at the spot where the grenades had exploded. The zombies that had thrown themselves at the grenades had died with ‘only’ their limbs blown off.
Since it couldn’t be a grenade blessed by the gods, it had to be an anti-magic grenade that was hard to come by.
“Does the Korean government have its tail followed?”
No, the important thing wasn’t about who was being tailed; the real issue was that there was a lunatic throwing grenades from right above them.
Buzum shook his head and began chanting a spell.
“Arise, Undead!”
Clunk, following his call, the sound of something happening beyond the container door at the back of the truck could be heard, and then the door creaked open with a screeching sound.
Rooooaaar…
Kkkeeuuu…
And beyond the door were newly awakened corpses, or rather, zombies.
“Protect your master.”
The zombies, packed tightly inside the container, crawled out one by one. And in no time, a barricade of zombies had formed around the Necromancer.
“I don’t know who you are, but you’ve picked the wrong opponent to mess with. Do you know who the hell I am?”
“A maggot feeding on corpses.”
Dung Beetle replied as he jumped down from the container. He landed as softly as a feather, and the Necromancer’s pale face contorted.
“A Superhuman?”
An anti-magic grenade and an unidentified Superhuman—The Necromancer quickly arrived at a conclusion.
“…It seems like information regarding the potion has been leaked.”
Dung Beetle didn’t respond and simply rushed towards him. The Necromancer immediately pulled out a wand from his robe.
The bizarre wand with a raven skull emitted a green light as he pointed at Dung Beetle.
“Are you an amateur? Your method is too crude. What can a single Superhuman even do?”
Buzum channeled his mana into the wand and swung it. Flash! The magic contained within the wand reacted, causing a green liquid to spew out.
Dung Beetle instinctively avoided the liquid and changed directions.
Sssss! As the liquid passed by Dung Beetle and hit the ground, the concrete floor of the pier melted like butter.
“Those destined to die, bring death!”
Seemingly anticipating that the acidic magic would miss, Buzum immediately gave orders to the zombies.
The first to respond to his command were the zombies whose legs hadn’t decayed yet.
Kieeeek!
They charged at Dung Beetle fiercely, like beasts that had lost all reason.
And without any hesitation, Dung Beetle swung his foot toward them.
He executed the clean spinning kick demonstrated by Park Seti, causing the zombies rushing from the front to fall one after another.
However, taking out a few of them with a kick was just a minor setback. More and more zombies surged forward, trampling over the fallen ones.
Kyaaaak!
Dung Beetle distanced himself to avoid the flood of zombies. The zombies weren’t even able to graze his clothes as he moved using the Flying Kick Technique. However, the real problem was the Necromancer.
Dung Beetle frowned as he gauged the distance between them. Like a driven hunt, the zombies seemed to keep him away from the Necromancer.
Is this a delay tactic?
Zombies could never defeat a Superhuman.
No matter how much they bit at them or clawed with their decayed bodies, it was impossible to inflict any fatal damage on a Superhuman.
This was common knowledge, proven in the Miami terror attack that took place over thirty years ago, where hundreds of Necromancers were slaughtered.
And it was impossible that the Necromancer would be unaware of something that even Dung Beetle, who had become a Superhuman just three days ago, knew.
Dung Beetle used the Flying Kick technique to leap up and once he rose to about twice his height, he spotted the Necromancer hiding behind the zombies.
As expected, he was holding a wand with his eyes closed, muttering something.
So, he’s buying time to complete the spell.
Having confirmed what the Necromancer was doing, there was only one thing left for him to do.
Dung Beetle took a grenade from his belt, pulled the pin… and threw it.
Seeing the grenade arc through the sky, the zombies hastily hurled themselves at the Necromancer.
BOOOOMM!
With a deafening explosion, a massive number of zombies were swept away.
Although the Necromancer wasn’t hit by the explosion, the hurried movement of the zombies interrupted his spell.
He glared at Dung Beetle with a fierce look in his eyes and said.
“Those bombs won’t last forever. Let me see for how long you can keep struggling.”
“It’s me who wants to see how long you can keep struggling with your precious zombies.”
Dung Beetle sprang towards the zombies as soon as he landed on the ground.
Kyaaaak!
Rooooaaar…
Dung Beetle let himself crash into the zombies charging at him.
As the zombie at the front opened its mouth to bite, he smashed its head.
Another zombie flew through the air, reaching out to grab Dung Beetle. Dung Beetle caught the arm of the zombie swinging its claws and tore it off.
Scratch, bite, hug… The zombies’ attacks were simple.
However, there were too many of them and they continued to surge towards Dung Beetle, like a swamp he couldn’t escape from.
“What a fool. Has he lost his mind?”
As Buzum prepared another spell, he laughed at Dung Beetle’s actions.
He was worried that the man might escape because of the slow zombies, but he was now charging at them.
The Necromancer felt like a fool for having been concerned about the number of grenades that remained.
“You filthy maggot. If you want to die so badly, fine. I’ll grant you that wish…”
Just as Buzum was about to say that, a loud gunshot interrupted him.
BANG!
One by one, the zombies collapsed in the wake of the gunshot.
“…A shotgun?”
Seeing that the zombies he had carefully prepared were being swept away, it was clear that this shotgun, like the grenades, was no ordinary weapon.
“Crazy bastard, you really came prepared.”
Buzum’s voice grew grave as he prepared his spell, and the moment the zombies rushed in to fill the gaps, the Remington MH750 in Dung Beetle’s hand fired once again.

 
    

  Chapter 12: A Suitable Destiny For The Prologue Boss (3)
* * *
“Oh.”
The ‘Author’ marveled as he observed the auditorium where the entrance ceremony would take place.
The facility, with its vast space capable of seating tens of thousands, was built using the latest construction methods and was liberal with the high-quality materials used, including the seating on both sides.
It was so impressive that it would have been believable if he called it a World Cup stadium instead of an auditorium.
After all, there was even a setting where it would actually be used as a stadium during sporting events.
However, that was the end of his admiration. It was an interesting experience to see the space he had only described in writing in person, but it was also a place he had seen countless times before.
Lost in thought, the Author wandered around the auditorium aimlessly.
Prologue.
Although it was referred to as such outside the work, within the context of the universe, it would come to be known as the ‘Bloody Entrance Ceremony.’
It was a tragedy where depending on the work, hundreds or maybe even thousands of people would die.
Hundreds or thousands, huh…
Although it was an enormous number, it didn’t really affect him because—how minor characters with no lines died— meant nothing to him.
The Author paused for a moment and sat in one of the audience seats, looking back at the setting.
All these problems began with a prophecy given to a Necromancer by a prophet.

	You will die at the hands of a person several hundred years younger than you, and that person will enter the Lord Howe Academy in five years.




After receiving the prophecy, rather than fleeing in fear, the Necromancer came up with a rather Necromancer-like solution.

	Why not kill the enemy of the prophecy before he kills me?




It was a relatively simple solution, but then, he encountered another problem.
Would it even be possible for him to find and kill his destined enemy from among the new students of Lord Howe Academy, where all types of support, from various countries on this savage and powerful Earth, would converge?
The Necromancer pondered over it for a long time while he continued to build up his strength and grow his hatred.
And the conclusion he arrived at was as simple as it was horrifying.

	I should just kill everyone.




Wouldn’t the problem be resolved if he killed all the new students attending the entrance ceremony?
Unfortunately, the Necromancer had both the will and the ability to carry out such an insane plan.
Well, it would ultimately become a self-fulfilling prophecy…
As a result of his actions, he would die at the hands of the protagonist after attacking the entrance ceremony of Lord Howe Academy.
Thanks to that, the protagonist would become famous worldwide, and it became the starting point where he was swept up in various incidents.
The problem was…
Who exactly is the protagonist?
The Author bit on his thumbnail as he glanced down at the auditorium.
Even though this world resembled the one he had written about in his novel, it was not exactly the same.
While the general aspects were similar, some parts were completely different, non-existent, or even beyond his understanding.
It is clear that it was a fusion of various works…
In fact, he was not the sole Author who created this world.
This was a franchise universe… so what it meant was that the person who created this world was someone else entirely, and he was a writer who had been hired to write a novel that was set in that world.
Of course, being a creator himself, he didn’t just write using what he was given. He created an original protagonist and came up with a setting that the fans loved.
However, that was also the case with the director of the movie adaptations, the comic artist, and the game producer.
Let’s make the protagonists a bit more consistent with each other.

The Author thought about the head of the world-building committee he had seen before—A nouveau riche bastard who allowed creators as much freedom as possible as long as they preserved the original world.
Thanks to that bastard, the protagonists in each version were of different genders and even races.
It was a handsome male actor in the movie version; while in the comic, it was a beautiful girl drawn with the artist’s wholehearted effort; and in the game version…
What’s the use of knowing all that? After all, none of them are in this world.
The Author cut off the useless thoughts. After coming into this world and tracking down all sorts of protagonists, he was unable to find any of the ones he knew of.
He even entertained the hope that he might be the protagonist himself, but seeing that he had transmigrated into a body that was only good for being from a wealthy family with otherwise pathetic skills, that didn’t seem to be the case.
What if the protagonist doesn’t show up by then?
At that point, another worry arose. What if there was still no protagonist even after the prologue started?
Don’t tell me that the prologue will end with the Necromancer killing everyone. The end of the story!
It sounded ridiculous, but in the first place, wasn’t the fact that he had been transmigrated into the world of the novel even more ridiculous?
…Should I just not participate in the entrance ceremony?
Because once he participated, there would be no escaping. The prologue boss, the Necromancer, would use the undead he had amassed over the five years to surround the auditorium, and the horde of undead would use their bodies to block all the exits.
With so many civilians in attendance, it would be impossible to expect high-level magic or large-scale support fire.
Only the students and a few skilled individuals participating in the entrance ceremony would be able to provide support.
Of course, if that were the case, he might manage to somehow protect himself.
But the real problem here is the second phase…
The Necromancer. Although the Necromancer was weak in the novel, as a prologue boss should be… just thinking about the game or movie version made him break into a cold sweat.
A nauseating and terrifying feast of flesh.
Maybe I should just skip the entrance ceremony altogether.
He looked around the auditorium where the new students would gather and shook his head.
No, that won’t do. If I run away right at the start, I won’t have any chance to get involved in the story.
For the sake of the future, it was only right to get involved in the story. And it would be even better if he could help the protagonist and build connections in the process.
By following the story and taking advantage of hidden elements or the strange fateful encounters that the protagonist would usually come across… he could live a life that was completely different from his life in reality, a glamorous and wealthy life.
Since I plan on participating, should I make an impression on the heroines and deal with the supporting characters I don’t like?
With that grim and brutal fantasy as the last thought, the Author turned around and walked towards the exit of the auditorium.
The darkness of the silent auditorium extended long behind him.
* * *
Dung Beetle took several breaths.
With the first breath, he fired the shotgun and swept away the zombies blocking the path ahead.
With the second breath, he gathered mana in his feet.
With the third breath, he kicked off the ground and leaped over the heads of the zombies.
And by the fourth breath, he was already flying over the heads of the zombies.
However, the wall of zombies was too wide for him to leap over in one go.
Even after jumping over dozens of zombies, he once again fell back into the crowd of zombies.
Or rather, he almost fell.
Thud! Stepping on a zombie’s head instead of the ground, Dung Beetle jumped again. The zombies tried to grab him with their rotten hands, but they failed.
The zombies at the rear began to pile up their bodies belatedly, creating a repulsive barrier with rotting flesh overlapping.
At that moment, light burst from the shotgun in Dung Beetle’s hand.
Bang!
A lead bullet, coated with silver through magic, struck the wall of flesh.
Covered in bits of flesh and rotten blood, the nauseating stench stung Dung Beetle’s nose, and his clothes were stained.
However, that did not stop him. Once he confirmed that he was indeed getting closer to the Necromancer, he saw that the Necromancer, with a desperate look on his face, was channeling mana into his wand.
“O King of the Undead! The one who even kills death!”
The moment Dung Beetle stepped on the head of the last zombie and leaped, the Necromancer managed to complete his spell.
Zaaaaaaap!
The wand emitted light. A revolting green light that defied natural order flew toward Dung Beetle.
A precise strike that aimed for the moment he was defenseless in midair. Seeing that, a content smile spread across the Necromancer’s pale face.
However, that same smile disappeared in less than a second.
The moment the spell collided with Dung Beetle, a radiant multicolored light burst from his waist.
[The Curse of Decay! I can’t believe that this repulsive curse still exists in this world!]
At that moment, a noble voice… echoed in Dung Beetle’s mind.
[O Virgin! I shall protect you!]
As soon as he heard the word ‘virgin,’ Dung Beetle barely managed to resist the urge to let go of the unicorn horn he was holding.
Still mid-air, he twisted his waist and stretched his leg toward the Necromancer. It was a heavy flying kick, completely different from what Park Seti had shown him.
“A unicorn’s horn?! What kind of grudge do you—ugh!”
Dung Beetle struck the Necromancer squarely in the back as he turned to flee.
It was a superhuman kick driven by a surge of intense feelings. The Necromancer flew a short distance like a person hit by a car, before crashing to the ground.
As soon as Dung Beetle landed, he kicked off toward the Necromancer again. He didn’t give him any time to get back up.
“Keugh, wai— cough!”
Grabbing the Necromancer crawling on the ground by his neck, Dung Beetle lifted him up. His golden eyes pierced through the Necromancer’s pale face.
Without offering him any proposal, he tightened his grip on the Necromancer’s neck. The sound of cracking bones echoed, and the Necromancer’s body went limp.
Dung Beetle tossed the Necromancer he was holding. The body of the one who mocked the dead fell to the ground lifelessly.
[O Virgin! We have won—]
Dung Beetle let go of the rod he was holding in his left hand and turned his gaze toward the path leading outside the pier.
Beyond the truck holding the Necromancer’s corpse, there was something crawling on the ground.
“Hey.”
Dung Beetle approached it while swinging his arms. As the footsteps drew closer, the thing crawling on the ground suddenly stood up and bolted.
Unfortunately, he wasn’t fast enough. After taking a single step, Dung Beetle reached out and grabbed him by the back of the neck.
He flailed with all his might, desperately trying to escape. Realizing it was futile, he began to plead with Dung Beetle.
“P-Please spare me! I-I don’t know anything!”
Meeting Dung Beetle’s gaze, the middle-aged Secretary, clutching a bag of awakening potions, began to tremble.
“I haven’t even asked you anything.”
“T-Then ask me anything! If it’s something I know, I-I’ll tell you everything! E-everything”
Even though his words were contradictory, Dung Beetle didn’t mind and asked.
“Who gave the order for this transaction?”
“…”
“Yeouido1? Gyeongmudae2? How deep does the connection with the Necromancer go?”
The Secretary’s face contorted. He shut his eyes tight and replied in a trembling voice.
“I-If I tell you, w-will you… spare me?”
“No.”
Dung Beetle’s reply was immediate. He tightened his grip around the Secretary’s neck and added.
“But your family will live.”
The Secretary’s face turned deathly pale. His gaze wandered aimlessly before settling on the Necromancer’s corpse.
Seeing the corpse with a broken neck, he sighed deeply, as if he had made a resolution.
“The, the ones who championed this deal… are the Patriots.”
“The Patriots?”
“The people who sacrificed everything for our country and nation.”
Country and nation? Dung Beetle frowned at the unexpected words that came out in succession.
“Explain clearly. Who are the Patriots? Are they a group, an organization? Or…”
“I-I don’t know why you killed the Necromancer, but you’re Korean, right?”
The Secretary interrupted Dung Beetle’s question with another question.
“…So what?”
“Then, c-could you just back off? Not for my sake, but… f-for the sake of our country and nation.”
The Secretary looked down at the bag he was clutching with unfocused eyes. Dung Beetle instinctively followed his gaze.
Dung Beetle knew well what was inside that bag.
Awakening Potion—A dream-like potion, which was said to have a small chance of awakening the user who took it as a mage.
Because of that damn potion, the Janitor Guild siphoned corpses and sold them to the Necromancer.
Because of that damn potion, the government killed and dishonored his colleagues.
And he was saying that the people who committed such acts called themselves… the Patriots, and they did this for the sake of the nation and country?
It was ridiculous.
It was so ridiculous that he had to ask again.
“Is the trashy act of selling the corpses of your own people for the sake of the nation and the country?”
“H-How did you know… Ugh!”
The hand around the Secretary’s neck tightened. Dung Bettle felt an overwhelming urge to snap the man’s neck right then and there.
“Enough with your nonsense. If you want a peaceful death, just tell me who the hell these Patriots really are.”
Struggling against the pain crushing his neck, the Secretary barely managed to answer him.
“T-the Patriots are… the, the temporary governm—beyond the dimensional por—”
[You wretch!]
Something interrupted the Secretary’s words. Recognizing the voice as the Necromancer’s, Dung Beetle turned his head.
He could still see the Necromancer’s corpse. Instead, something was defying gravity as it rose into the sky above the truck he had brought.
It was a dark red rectangular box.
It was a coffin with such an intuitive appearance that one could immediately tell that it was a coffin, and it was currently floating mid-air.
[How dare you! My neck! You filthy maggot!!]
Creak! The coffin opened, revealing something inside.
A skeleton with no lower body, with only the upper torso remaining.
And from the skeleton’s eyes, the same repulsive green light as the wand the Necromancer had been holding was glowing.
“So, the main body is somewhere else huh.”
No wonder it felt like things went too smoothly.
Dung Beetle tossed the Secretary aside and loaded shells into the shotgun.
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	1. Yeouido is home to critical national facilities such as the National Assembly, the Financial Supervisory Service, and KBS. It once held strong symbolic significance, to the extent that 'Yeouido' was sometimes used to refer to South Korea’s political, economic, and broadcasting sectors.
	2. The previous name of Cheong Wa Dae a.k.a Blue House, the Presidential Office and Residence.

In July 1939, Japan built an official residence/office for the governor-general on the site of Cheong Wa Dae. Even after liberation, this location was used as his official residence by the U.S. Military Government's John Haji.

However, after the establishment of the Korean government in 1948, Syngman Rhee named the Governor-General's residence Gyeongmudae 경무대; 景武臺; lit. Scenery–force Pavilion), which was the name of one of the few old buildings for former official residence there. He used it as his office and residence. President Yun Bo-seon changed the name to "Cheong Wa Dae" after he was inaugurated in 1960.




   

  Chapter 13: A Suitable Destiny For The Prologue Boss (4)
* * *
[You maggot! I swear by this body! I won’t even allow you to die!]
Right after the Necromancer roared, a massive wave of mana spread out.
The zombies that Dung Beetle had destroyed, the corpses of the Secretary’s bodyguards, and the still-standing zombies were all drawn towards the Necromancer.
Just like a magnet attracting iron; bones, flesh, and blood began to swirl and coalesce around the Necromancer.
By the time Dung Beetle managed to reload his shotgun, the mass had already become larger than a truck.
[O Death, defy your course! O Death, amass!]
The writhing mass soon began to transform into the shape of a massive giant.
The flesh and bones of the zombies formed arms as massive as containers, and its face made from the tangled corpses was hideous, like something out of a nightmare.
Dung Beetle pulled the pin and threw a grenade at the monster’s yet-to-be-completed lower body.
The monster, which was just starting to form its legs, toppled pathetically, but that was it.
Other corpses rushed towards the gaping hole in the lower body, quickly mending the wound.
[Do you think that a mere grenade can bring down my Titan? Bestowed by the King of the Undead, this is the great—Damn it! Block it!]
Switching his target, Dung Beetle threw a grenade towards the coffin that contained Necromancer’s main body. The incomplete giant hastily reached out and grabbed the grenade, which then exploded within its fist.
The only visible damage caused by the grenade was the rotten blood seeping through the monster’s fingers.
[Kill him! Kill that wretch!]
Roaaar!
Following the command, the corpse giant’s fist rushed towards Dung Beetle.
The massive fist, descending at an incredible speed unbefitting its size, struck both Dung Beetle and the container behind him, with a force matching its enormous size.
KABOOM!!
The falling container towers produced a noise far louder than the grenade explosion.
It’s so fast.
Caught off guard by the unexpected blow, Dung Beetle gasped for breath amidst the fallen containers.
The arm that he had used to block the Titan’s fist felt numb, and judging by the blood pooling in his throat, it seemed that he had broken a few ribs as well.
Spitting out the blood pooling in his mouth, he got back on his feet. The now-complete massive Titan and the floating coffin were looking down at him.
[Maggot, you’re much tougher than I thought.]
Not bothering to reply, Dung Beetle deftly sprang from his spot just before the Titan’s fist came crashing down.
Thump, thump, thump!
As Dung Beetle ran, the Titan’s fists chased after him.
[Huahaha! Are you trying to play tag like a real maggot?]
Glancing behind, Dung Beetle gauged the distance to the Necromancer.
It’s impossible to bring down the Titan with grenades and a shotgun. I have to target the main body.
He stopped running and gathered mana in his thighs. Taking advantage of the moment, the Titan swung its fist at him. Or rather, it almost did.
Dung Beetle jumped, narrowly dodging the fist, and ran up the Titan’s arm towards its shoulder.
He reached the Titan’s shoulder in an instant and aimed his shotgun at the Necromancer’s main body when—
Flash!
An eerie green light burst out from between the Titan’s flesh as the curse struck Dung Beetle’s body.
[Be careful, O Virgin! While I can block the curse, I am unable to absorb the impact on your behalf!]
Having grabbed the unicorn’s horn at the very last minute, Dung Beetle thankfully avoided getting cursed. However, he was unable to stop himself from rolling off the Titan’s shoulder.
Perhaps the Necromancer had also heard the unicorn’s telepathic warning, because as soon as Dung Beetle hit the ground, the Titan swung its fist at him.
Whack! Hit squarely by the fist, Dung Beetle lost his balance and was sent flying as he rolled across the concrete floor of the pier.
[Oh my! O Virgin, are you alright?]
Gritting his teeth, Dung Beetle steadied himself. Even though he had only taken two hits, his bones and organs were screaming in agony.
[Your endurance is truly remarkable. Hehehe, thanks to you, I can have a good practice session before the main event!]
The Necromancer’s taunts echoed loudly, but Dung Beetle focused all his attention on dodging the Titan’s attacks.
…There is no chance of winning.
Neither the shotgun nor the grenades couldn’t reach it. The unicorn’s horn could only serve as an amulet, and even his superhuman body was reaching its limits.
I was too complacent.
His original plan was simple: a surprise attack using grenades.
He thought it was a simple but effective plan. No matter how great the Necromancer was, he wouldn’t be able to block a grenade flying in the dark.
It was arrogance.
He should have planned this more meticulously. He should have prepared more than he did.
If only he had prepared anti-tank missiles or landmines… then he might have stood a chance against the Titan.
Should I retreat?
BANG!
Firing his shotgun at the incoming fist, Dung Beetle ruminated over it. The Titan was forced to halt briefly but it quickly recovered and continued its charge.
Two shells in the shotgun, five grenades, and twenty bullets.
It seems… hard to win.
Even if he were to use all his remaining ammunition, it would be nearly impossible to bring down the Necromancer.
Retreat.
Dung Beetle thought of that word once again.
If one was unable to see the path to victory, retreating was a viable option.
One step back, two steps forward— a perfectly rational and sensible decision.
However…
No, I can’t.
Dung Beetle gritted his teeth.
Beyond the thought of retreat, were the faces of his fallen colleagues.
His colleagues had died unjustly, and it had only been three days since he dug their graves.
Having buried their bodies in the ground and sworn not to return until he had exacted revenge, the blood he shed at that time had not even dried.
Retreat is definitely not an option.
He knew it was an irrational decision.
But just as there was no common sense in a raging fire, there was no common sense in revenge.
Once he chose revenge, he was left with only two options.
“To die, or to kill.”

Dung Beetle began retracing his steps, heading back up the path he had fled. The Titan, which had been chasing him like a cat chasing a mouse, stopped, and the Necromancer mocked him.
[Maggot, have you given up on playing tag?]
Dung Beetle did not reply. Instead, he recalled Park Seti’s Flying Kick technique, her movements, the muscles she used, and the mana flowing along those muscles.
Following the memory of Park Seti were the movements the Titan had shown so far. The strength and speed stemming from its overwhelming size… resulted in simple movements.
As the two memories mixed, they led to one question.
If it were Park Seti… how would she have fought against that monster?
But before he could find the answer to that question, the Titan resumed its attacks.
[That’s enough amusement. Now, face eternal pain!]
The Titan’s fist cut through the air and thrust toward the ground with full force. It was a simple yet powerful downward strike.
!!!!!!
The impact struck the ground before the sound. Clouds of dust erupted from the pier as the ground was hollowed out.
However, Dung Beetle remained standing.
One Step. He was just a step away from the fist, gazing up at the Necromancer.
[What the hell are you doing? Kill him!]
The Necromancer moved the Titan’s fists again. The enormous hands made of corpses struck down over Dung Beetle’s head, pounding the ground again and again, creating hollows all over the pier.
However, Dung Beetle still remained standing.
The Necromancer’s skull rattled in shock. His senses, which felt mana instead of flesh and nerves, could perceive that Dung Beetle had done something.
He had evaded all the attacks like a feather swept by the wind.
Dung Beetle had managed to weave through the physical fists, finding the gaps between consecutive strikes and the flow of shockwaves, avoiding all attacks.
However, a human was not a feather. No, even a real feather would not be able to escape that unscathed.
[…What have you done?]
While the Necromancer was still baffled by the incomprehensible reality unfolding before his eyes, Dung Beetle leaped into the air.
* * *
“Wow, what’s that?”
Seti, who was watching the fight through a telescope, muttered without realizing it.
Beyond her telescope, at Pier 13, the battle between David and Goliath1 was being reenacted.
Although the Goliath here was a massive giant made of hundreds of corpses.
What was it called again? Undead Titan? It was a monster created by a rare magic that could only be seen in history books.
Originally, it was a spell that required thousands, even tens of thousands, of corpses to create a giant larger than a rampart, and there was even a record of the famous B-29 bomber taking down such a monster.
Although the one rampaging at the pier now didn’t feel as overwhelming, perhaps due to a relatively insufficient number of the corpses it devoured…
It still didn’t seem like something a superhuman could handle all by themselves.
Seti smacked her lips and turned her gaze from Goliath to its opponent, David, who was dodging its attacks.
It was a level of movement that was hard to believe that the superhuman was a novice she had seen just a few days ago.
No, could she even call him a novice?
Simply considering his Feather Step from the Flying Kick Technique, he was probably more superior than the instructor who taught her, wasn’t he?
“To think he only had to observe it once to reach that level of mastery…”
Watching Dung Beetle dodge the Titan’s fist by a hair’s breadth, Seti let out a bitter laugh.
Of course, it wasn’t like the Feather Step was a particularly difficult technique to learn. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t impossible to learn simply by watching.
However, learning something and mastering it were completely different things. After all, it would not be called a secret art if it were a technique that could be mastered in just two days.
“The world is vast, and there are many gifted people.”
Even though she had seen it with her own eyes, it was still hard to believe. However, if all that was truly the result of his talent… she could confidently say that his talent was overwhelming even among the top five people she had ever come across.
And in some ways, even more than those so-called hero candidates—
Flash!
While Seti was distracted momentarily, a green light flashed above the Titan’s head.
A curse, released by the Titan and the Necromancer simultaneously, enveloped the superhuman.
However, the curse did not affect him. An ivory barrier enveloping his body deflected the green curse, and the Necromancer swore upon seeing that.
The Handle of Uragan. So, he does have it.
Seti recalled what he had said before they parted ways.
He said that he would ‘hand over‘ the Handle of Uragan to her, not ‘retrieve‘ it.
She had some suspicions, and indeed it was as she thought.
She felt a twinge for being deceived, but it didn’t last for long.
Well, he was going to sell it to me anyway.
Seeing the handle of Uragan block all kinds of curses from the Necromancer, she was secretly looking forward to getting her hands on it.
“Oh, is he finally switching to the offensive?”
The battle between David and Goliath was reaching its climax. Dung Beetle, who had been focused on evading, started attacking the Titan and Necromancer.
“But that still won’t be enough.”
She thought as she fiddled with the weapon next to her.
A shotgun, grenades, and kicks.
Although they were all decent modes of attack, they lacked the decisive factor that David’s slingshot had against Goliath.
Without a definitive strike, Dung Beetle would be the first to tire out.
Should I help?
She put down the telescope and picked up her weapon. The weapon she truly disliked was commonly called a War Hammer; a hammer used for battle. The heavy feeling of the metal lump traveled up her hand.
She didn’t know how much longer the fight would last, but what she did know was that if she didn’t intervene, Dung Beetle would die.
Park Seti arrived at that conclusion through logical and rational judgment.
However, then…
KABOOM!
A heavy sound that originated at Pier 13 reached her, blowing past and brushing her hair.
“…Huh?”
The Titan was falling. The gigantic body tried to grab a container tower to keep itself from losing balance, but both came crashing down together.
How?
Seti picked up the telescope again and scanned Pier 13.
She could see Dung Beetle standing atop the fallen Titan’s head.
His appearance was far from normal. His mouth was blood-red as if he had coughed up blood, his entire body was trembling faintly, and it looked as if his muscles had reached their limits.
However, despite all that, he stood there.
What on earth did he do?
It was neither a grenade nor was it a shotgun. So, was it the Flying Kick technique? But the Flying Kick technique didn’t have a technique that was powerful enough to bring down a monster like that.
As if to answer her curiosity, Dung Beetle moved. He lifted his trembling foot.
With his foot raised above his knee, he took several short breaths, his eyes filled with determination.
Then, his foot came down on the Titan’s head.
Thwack!
A short impact, a long scream from the Titan, and rotting flesh and filth flying up as if it had burst.
Seeing that, Seti stood up without realizing it.
“…Quake Stomp?”
By focusing the mana in the soles of his feet to amplify the Reflective Force2, he reinforced his body and executed a simple yet powerful downward kick.
How much training and insight did it require to imbue such simplicity with meaning and power? How many candidates must have despaired, unable to overcome the high wall of the Quake Stomp?
And from what she could remember, her father and countless others who had failed were the same. Even she herself found the technique difficult to master.
Yet, Dung Beetle managed to execute Quake Stomp effortlessly, without anyone’s guidance or help.
“Ah…”
Once the aftermath of Foot Stomp passed, the Titan’s head, hollowed out as if hit by a cannonball, was revealed.
Unlike with the grenades and shotgun, that wound did not regenerate.
The impact had surpassed its Regeneration ability and had broken the spell itself.
Seti stared at the scene blankly and then closed her mouth as she looked at Dung Beetle standing atop the Titan’s head.
He looked like a half-dead man. No, as if he was barely alive.
The recoil was too great.
His body and mana were unable to keep up with the technique’s recoil. And at this moment, it was likely that he was unable to move a finger.
And Seti was not the only one who had noticed Dung Beetle’s state.
The Necromancer hidden within the dark red coffin floating in the sky began to wave his hands, casting a spell.
I can’t let him die like this.
After checking Dung Beetle and the Necromancer, Seti kicked off the ground and raised the War Hammer.
The War Hammer in her hands gleamed with a silvery white sheen as she soared through the darkness by the pier.

 
 Translator's Note
 A few minor but somewhat important revisions have been made to chapters 1 and 12 of this novel.
We encourage the readers to read those two chapters again due the changes made.
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	1. According to 1 Samuel 17, Goliath, a heavily armed Philistine giant, challenged Saul for 40 days to send out a man to fight him. No one came forward until David, a shepherd boy, armed only with a sling and five stones, volunteered. David hit the giant in the forehead with a stone and killed him.

In modern usage, the phrase "David and Goliath" has taken on a more popular meaning denoting an underdog situation, a contest wherein a smaller, weaker opponent faces a much bigger, stronger adversary.

	2. This concept describes the ability to deflect or reflect attacks, such as arrows or throwing weapons, using one's inner energy or a protective shield. As martial arts fiction evolved, it also came to imply the power to reflect attacks back at the attacker.



   

  Chapter 14: The Inevitable Fate of Trash Mobs
It doesn’t matter how much you hammer iron, you cannot turn it into gold.
『Ma Uragan』

* * *

[I’m surprised. This is truly surprising]
The Necromancer, Buzum, exclaimed in astonishment from atop the Titan’s head.
Beneath his coffin, over the Titan’s hollowed head, he could see Dung Beetle, dripping with blood and filth, glaring at him with a murderous gaze.
Buzum, who had walked the path of mana for a long time, could tell instinctively. The human before him had performed a miracle—A miracle born from immense willpower and talent.
[I apologize for treating you as a mere maggot. You have fought magnificently and were defeated remarkably.]
He reached out to the Titan and began casting a spell. The spells inside the Titan were already destroyed, but the Necromancer was a master of recycling.
As the remnants of mana still moved according to his will, lumps of flesh squirmed and clumped together over the Titan’s remains.
Soon, something like pus burst forth from the mass of flesh.
It was a corpse slime, loosely stitched together from the flesh and bile.
Though it was a lowly creature, barely in the form of a human, even that would be a tough opponent for the severely wounded Dung Beetle.
[Do not be ashamed of your defeat. It is just that the fate destined for me did not allow me to be defeated by you.]
“Bull…shit….”
After struggling to say those words, Dung Beetle vomited blood. It had become a harbinger of his death.
[I can’t believe this; to obtain a raw gem like you right before the important event. This, too, is a sign that fate is on my side.]
The corpse slimes controlled by Buzum slowly surrounded and closed in on Dung Beetle.
The foremost slime touched Dung Beetle’s foot. Unable to resist it, Dung Beetle surrendered one of his feet to the slime.
With that as the starting signal, the slimes began to engulf his body.
[Death will never be the end. I will personally sculpt your corpse and turn you into a Death Knight.]
Watching the slime bury Dung Beetle, Buzum descended slowly. He wanted to hear Dung Beetle’s final breath himself.
[The newly reborn you will accompany me to drench the academy in blood …?!]
As Buzum got closer, Dung Beetle pushed away the slimes and reached out. In his hand was a shotgun slightly longer than his forearm.
BANG!!
He pulled the trigger. Buzum hastily closed his coffin lid, but the silver bullets pierced the impure magic protecting the wooden coffin and struck his body.
[Gahhh!]
Pain he hadn’t felt in a long time enveloped him, and his bones touched by the silver bullets began to crumble.
However… it wasn’t fatal.
None of the shotgun pellets managed to penetrate Buzum’s skull.
It was not something that could be described by the word ‘luck’ alone, but could only be deemed a miracle.
[Heuhahaha! Too bad, O Raw Gem! My destined enemy is someone else, so you cannot kill me!]
Dung Beetle did not dispute his words. He had mustered the last of his strength, searching for an opportunity to kill the Necromancer.
However, the Necromancer simply scoffed at him, his coffin floating high in the sky.
Buzum rose to a height where neither shotgun nor grenade could reach and coldly declared.
[Now, face your death!]
The slimes began to strangle Dung Beetle delicately, like a hunter’s noose around a tiger’s neck to obtain a clean hide.
Dung Beetle’s breath grew faint, and the murderous gleam in his eyes began to fade and blur.
Then, all of a sudden, his retinas reflected light from afar.
Something was flying through the sky… a lightning bolt?
[What?]
When Buzum sensed the fluctuating mana and turned his head, he saw that a large, glowing object was already descending—no, plummeting towards him.
“GO DIEEEEEEEEE!”
It was the War Hammer, emitting a blinding light, crashing down from the sky like a lightning bolt, and the girl wielding it.
As Buzum instinctively moved his coffin to the optimal route to avoid the War Hammer that was flying towards him, Dung Beetle mustered his last bit of strength.
He shook off the slime and leaped off the ground.
Even though his broken leg was screaming in pain and it felt like his heart would burst, he still jumped.
Feather step. With the same footwork he used to dodge the Titan’s fist, he leaped up and kicked the coffin.
Thud—
Although his kick didn’t have enough power to break the coffin, it was more than enough to push the fleeing coffin back to its original position.
[This is… my fate…!]
Without even allowing Buzum to leave any last words, the War Hammer pierced the coffin and shattered his skull.
However, the War Hammer didn’t stop even after it crushed Buzum. The lightning continued to strike the concrete floor of the pier.
KABOOOMMMMM!
A deafening roar, like a hundred grenades exploding simultaneously, shook the surroundings.
* * *

Swept away by the shockwave, Dung Beetle rolled on the ground ceaselessly before finally coming to a stop after hitting a collapsed container.
“…Ssssshhhh.”
The back of his head throbbed after crashing into the container as it seemed like a mild concussion had set in, but since neither his body nor his limbs were left unscathed, this pain was not worse than the others.
Shaking his head to clear the concussion, Dung Beetle turned his gaze towards the source of the loud noise.
There, he saw a girl in jeans and a coat, holding a long hammer.
Her black, straight hair swayed lightly, as if the God-level power she had just demonstrated was all a lie.
The girl who had been standing silently with her hammer suddenly shifted her gaze. Her blue eyes locked with the golden eyes of Dung Beetle, who had been observing her quietly.
“Dung beetle-ssi, we meet again!”
Tucking her hair behind her ear, Park Seti broke the silence and asked Dung Beetle.
“How’s your body? Are you okay?”
“…As you can see, I’m fine.”
His broken ribs jabbed at his chest, and blood surged and gushed from deep within his stomach, but for some reason, he didn’t feel like he had any fatal wounds.
After all, this was the same body that had been resurrected after being decapitated. And he could already feel the misaligned bones returning to their places.
“Judging by that expression of yours, it seems that you have many questions. So, how about we play a game of questions? It’s simple: we take turns asking and answering. What do you think?”
“Do I have the option to refuse?”
“Well, of course, you do. But I’m not sure if the police will give you the same option.”
Hearing the blatant threat, Dung Beetle hesitated for a moment before nodding his head.
“…Fine, but I’ll go first.”
“Go ahead. After all, it’s not like the order really matters in this game.”
Dung Beetle looked directly into Seti’s smiling eyes and asked his first question.
“…Who are you?”
“Huh, a philosophical question right from the start? Hmm… Should I answer in a Hegelian way or a Nietzschean way1?”
“…”
“Just kidding. You don’t need to make such a face.”
Using the War Hammer’s handle, which reached up to her waist, as support, Park Seti leaned sideways.
“My name is Seti. I was born on October 31st in Research Complex No. 2 at Kaesong, and my family name is Hong from Hamhung2.”
“…Hamhung Hong?”
“Oh, right. Park isn’t my real surname; it’s Hong. But my first name really is Seti. Hong Seti. Ugh, it sounds like the name of a drug or something weird, right?”
She shrugged her shoulders and continued.
“Ahem, occupation… hmm, I’m scheduled to enter Lord Howe Academy through a special admission quota, and I hate silver and beans. That’s all I can think of for now.”
“…Did it look like I was expecting that kind of answer when I asked the question?”
“Then you should be more specific next time. Now, it’s my turn to ask, right?”
Dung Beetle moved his right hand, which was gradually regaining its sensation, to his waist.
Seeing that he had two grenades left, he tried to calculate to see if it would be possible to escape from Park Seti… no, Hong Seti, using those two grenades.
Impossible.
Perhaps it may have been possible if his body were in better condition. But with a broken leg, it was impossible, especially after he had seen her flying and swinging that gleaming War Hammer.
After contemplating briefly, Dung Beetle decided to continue with this strange conversation, at least until his broken leg healed.
“…Alright, what do you want to know?”
“Do you remember either your mother or father’s faces? Was either of them non-human?”
…What? The unexpected, rude question made Dung Beetle frown slightly.
“Oh, uh… I phrased that rather poorly. I mean, do you have any special lineage?”
“Special lineage? What are you talking about?”
“Celestials, monsters, beastfolk, elves, and so on… foreign races from beyond the dimensional portal. Well, it certainly doesn’t look like you have any dwarven blood…”
Dung Beetle couldn’t think of a response on being asked whether his parents were non-human or if they had conceived him with a non-human.
After a brief silence, he sighed and answered.
“I don’t know. As I said at the bar, I’ve never met my parents.”
“Jeez, so I wasted my question.”
Hong Seti spoke insincerely. The frivolous smile on her face was bone-chilling.
“…Now it’s my turn.”
Dung Beetle thought of a question to buy time. After a moment, he asked a rather provocative one.
“What kind of people are your parents?”
“My parents?”
“Yes, they can’t be ordinary parents seeing that they named their daughter Seti.”
Upon hearing that question, Seti smiled widely. It was a sly smile, similar to that of a girlfriend who discovered a dirty magazine in her boyfriend’s drawer.
“My parents are… well, simply put, they’re pathetic.”
“…What?”
First, a rude question, now self-deprecating humor? Dung Beetle blinked in disbelief.
“I won’t tell you to love your family, but you shouldn’t speak that… badly about them. Insulting your own family often comes back to bite you.”
Although it wasn’t his original intention, Dung Beetle gave her sincere advice, but Hong Seti just shrugged.
“My parents are a drug addict and a prostitute. Don’t you think that calling them pathetic is putting it mildly?”
“…”
Dung Beetle’s expression twisted at once. He wasn’t used to having vulgar conversations like this with a woman.
“Now it’s my turn, right?”
While Dung Beetle was still reeling from her self-deprecation, Seti continued with a straight look on his face.
“Why did you kill the government agents?”
“…”
“If you were only after the Necromancer, there was no need to throw a grenade at the government agents as well, right?”
Realizing the implication of her question, Dung Beetle snapped back to his senses.
“…So, it looks like you were watching me from the very start.”
“Of course, anyone can do it if they have a telescope and enough patience.”
Seeing Seti boldly admit to stalking, Dung Beetle swallowed his sigh.
And the fact that he hadn’t noticed her following him was more shocking than the stalking itself.
I acted too hastily.
However, the regret didn’t last for long. He could take his time learning lessons from his mistakes later. For now, it was more important to figure out her true intentions.
“Why are you curious about me killing the government agents? Regardless, murder is just murder.”
“Answering a question with a question is against the game rules.”
“…It’s better than telling a lie.”
“Dung Beetle-ssi, you’re ruining the point of this question game.”
Hong Seti raised the corner of her lips, as if she found the situation amusing.
“I’m telling you this just in case you misunderstand me. I’m not asking this to take the government’s side. I don’t get along with them either.”
“…Everyone who pays taxes says that.”
“I’m a student, so I don’t pay taxes.”
She said this and then turned to look in the opposite direction of Dung Beetle.
“Hmm… how about this? I’ll show you why I dislike the government. And if you find me trustworthy, you should answer my question properly.”
At the only entrance to Pier 13; the only place untouched by the Titan’s destruction.
Following her gaze, Dung Beetle also looked in that direction and unconsciously squinted his eyes.
From beyond the darkness of the night, he could see car headlights approaching the pier.
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	1. Hegel is a systematic philosopher who places his faith in the rigorous and methodical unfolding of dialectical reason, whereas Nietzsche is an unsystematic, highly literary writer, the champion of brilliant isolated perceptions and colourful, arresting metaphors.

So, when Seti refers to answering in a "Hegelian" or "Nietzschean" way, she is asking whether she has to provide a detailed, systematic answer or a more personal, metaphorical one.

	2. Hamhung is North Korea's second-most populous city, and the capital of South Hamgyong Province.
Korea has approximately 288 family names, fewer than other countries. Hence, there are some popular family names to be used, such as Lee, Kim, Park, etc. However, they could be from different family clans. To distinguish one family name from another, they commonly state the ancestor of the family clan originated. They call this bongwan (본관).




   

  Chapter 15: The Inevitable Fate of Trash Mobs (2)
* * *
Screech—
A heavy van came to a stop at the entrance of the pier.
“You arrived sooner than I expected.”
As soon as Seti finished speaking, the van’s door opened. And contrary to its size, only one person stepped out of the van.
Dung Beetle gathered his mana to his eyes to observe the person who had gotten out, and he frowned immediately.
…What is this?
The person who got out of the van was a man in a neat suit. The problem was that his head was a bit… bizarre.
Pig’s head?
Instead of an ordinary human face, there was a pig’s head that one might usually see on a ritual table1 on his shoulders.
And seeing that there was no gap between his head and neck, it wasn’t a pig mask or some type of disguise.
He had either hollowed out a real pig’s head and was wearing it… or that was his real head.
Either way, it was equally grotesque.
The pig-headed figure sniffed the air for a moment before walking towards Seti and Dung Beetle.
Seeing that, Dung Beetle gestured with his chin and shot Seti a questioning look as if to ask, ‘What the hell is that?’
Seti simply shrugged and answered.
“He’s a shepherd as well as a shepherd dog sent by the government to chase after me. He looks a bit strange, doesn’t he?”
“…Is he a Beastfolk?”
“Would there be a Beastfolk outside Africa or the conservation zones? He’s just a… modified human.”
“…Human?”
Judging by his appearance, it would have been more believable if she told him that the man was a monster from beyond the dimensional portal.
However, Dung Beetle swallowed his words. On second thought, it wasn’t particularly strange.
After all, wasn’t the government being discussed here also the one that built a corpse storage facility to trade with necromancers? Adding one more monster didn’t make much difference.
“…So, is that pig-headed figure the one you wanted to show me? Is he the reason you hate the government?”
“He’s one of the many reasons. I’ll show you the real reason soon. Hmm… But before that, you should hide for a bit…”
“Now? Where can I hide here…”
Before Dung Beetle could finish speaking, Seti dragged a bent iron plate from the ground and approached him.
Dung Beetle said nothing until she covered him with the iron plate.
“Hmm, this should be sufficient.”
“…Is this what you call hiding?”
“Yes, you look exactly like a corpse crushed under an iron plate.”
“…”
“Stay here and rest for a while.”
Dung Beetle didn’t refuse Seti’s suggestion. After all, the reason he had started this pointless question game was to buy time to recover.
With their conversation brought to a pause, Dung Beetle focused on the sensation in his legs.
Pain slowly rose from his toes and knees, signaling that his broken bones and nerves were starting to find their place.
By the time his body had somewhat recovered, the pig-headed figure’s footsteps had reached right in front of him.
Stopping one step away from him, the pig-headed began scanning the surroundings quietly.
The filthy ground, the remnants of an explosion, the corpse of the Titan… and finally, Hong Seti leaning against a War Hammer.
After a brief silence, the pig-headed figure finally spoke to Seti.
“Cadet, you have engaged in combat without permission. This is against regulations.”
The pig-headed figure looked more ordinary than expected. However, Dung Beetle frowned the moment he heard the man’s voice. It was because he sensed mana in the voice.
Although he was not well-versed in magic to explain it precisely… the mana mingling with the man’s voice felt similar to a Necromancer’s curse.
In other words, it felt repulsive.
“You also used the Thunder Hammer without authorization. Cadet, you have broken two rules. Are these rules a joke to you?”
“…”
“Explain what exactly happened here.”
“I refuse.”
“…What did you say?”
“I said I refuse.”
“Regulation 15. A cadet cannot refuse a shepherd’s request. Regulations exist to be followed, Cadet.”
Listening to their strange exchange, Dung Beetle pondered over what kind of conversation was taking place.
Shepherd, regulations, cadet.
It was a string of words that made no sense to him, but he was sure of one thing.
For some reason… Seti had resolved to show him this scene.
And if that wasn’t the case, there was no other explanation for the deep emotion blazing in her blue eyes.
“Answer me, Cadet.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Regulation 29 states that disobedience of orders is considered as a deviation. Regulation 3 states that a cadet’s deviation is subject to disciplinary action.”
“I don’t care. Go ahead and try.”
“You got some nerve, Cadet. Are you not afraid of the ban?”
As soon as the word ‘ban’ was mentioned, the mana in the man’s voice began to move.
“This is your final warning. Explain the situation.”
Mana began to align as a spell was woven.
There was neither any sign nor sound, but Dung Beetle instinctively realized that the pig-headed figure was now ‘loading’ with some sort of magic.
He tensed up, ready to throw a grenade if necessary.
But before he could take action, Seti reacted faster, gesturing behind her back.
- *Watch me.*
What am I supposed to watch?
Thought Dung Beetle as he relaxed his grip on the grenade.
“Cadet, what is your answer?”
“I have nothing to say to you.”
“I will not tolerate any further deviation. One more refusal and you will be punished according to the regulations.”
“I refuse, so go ahead, punish me.”
As if he had been waiting for it, the moment Seti uttered her brief reply, the pig-headed figure raised his hand.
“Cadet’s deviation has been confirmed. I will proceed with disciplinary action.”
Snap.
As the pig-headed figure snapped his fingers lightly, the spell that had been loaded activated.
Contrary to Dung Beetle’s fears, it wasn’t an impressive spell. It was just a spell… to press a switch for ‘something’.
However, Seti’s reaction to whatever that ‘something’ being pressed was not simple.
“…!”
She immediately fell to her knees and began to tremble. Soon, tears streamed from her tightly shut eyes.
It may have looked like she was simply enduring something, but Dung Beetle, who could sense the mana of others, realized what was happening inside her body.
…It’s wrenching her body.
Her mana was flowing backwards through her blood vessels. And the mana surrounding her muscles was stabbing into them instead, pressing against her vocal cords and lungs, even stifling her screams.
Each movement of mana carried finely tuned malice.
It was a technique designed solely to inflict pain… allowing neither death nor unconsciousness.
And it wasn’t possible to defend against it or resist it because the mana attacking her body was her own.
Dung Beetle silently watched her writhing in pain.
A part of him suggested fleeing immediately, but curiosity held him back.
Why was this girl showing him this?
Why did she ask about his lineage and whether he hated the government?
And most importantly… why did she help him kill the Necromancer?
There was no connection between them.
They just had a brief fight during which he had one-sidedly stolen some of her martial arts techniques a few days ago and then agreed to trade a unicorn horn for mutual benefit. That was all.
To be blunt, their relationship was only slightly better than that of a street vendor and a customer.
While such questions spiraled endlessly in his mind, Seti’s voice interrupted his thoughts.
“This should… make it clear that… I’m not on good terms… with the government, right…?!!!”
Upon hearing that, the pig-headed figure tilted his head, as if confused by her words, before launching another spell.
Watching her scream silently, Dung Beetle sighed softly.
To unravel his questions, he had no choice but to continue this game of questions.
He quickly made his decision, but his actions were even quicker. He pushed the metal plate Seti used to cover him aside and stood up.
He could feel his broken bones realigning and torn muscles healing. His condition wasn’t optimal, but he was far from the worst.
“…A zombie?”
Seeing Dung Beetle stand up all of a sudden, the pig-headed figure tilted his head. Well, given his torn clothes and bloodied appearance, that was an understandable assumption.
But no zombie would throw a grenade randomly.
“You crazy—”
The moment the pig-headed figure swore upon seeing the incoming grenade, it exploded.
BOOM!!
Following the explosion, Dung Beetle sprang off the ground.
He closed the distance instantly, using the momentum to kick the pig-headed figure’s neck.
Although it was a near-perfect surprise attack, Dung Beetle briefly clicked his tongue when he felt no impact from his toes.
As he distanced himself to gauge the situation, he saw a blue shield around the pig-headed figure’s neck.
“Flying Kick technique? Is that the Flying Kick technique…?!”
The pig-headed figure trembled as if he were mistaken by his footwork.
“How dare… a cadet attacks a shepherd!!”
The figure glared at Dung Beetle with furious eyes as he began to prepare the same spell he had used on Seti.
Not bothering to correct the pig-headed figure’s misunderstanding, Dung Beetle instead deepened the man’s misunderstanding by moving as if he were trying to dodge his magic.
“Y-You… filthy traitor! Do you know how much blood and sweat of our people is tied to that Flying Kick Technique?! Do you have even a shred of PATRIOTISM?!!!”
“…A Pig Head talking about patriotism? Huh! George Orwell2 would definitely be shocked.”
“SHUT UP!!”
Filled with rage and the certainty of victory, the pig-headed figure charged at Dung Beetle.
And as soon as the repulsive mana completed the spell, the pig-headed figure immediately snapped its fingers without hesitation.
Snap.
The spell, fired at an unavoidable speed, hit Dung Beetle.
However, the spell had no effect on him.
Let alone being a cadet; he was just a civilian who didn’t even know what that was supposed to be.
“What? How… Keh!”
As the pig-headed figure watched in bewilderment, Dung Beetle’s foot struck down him.
Although a shield activated belatedly, the force of the downward strike had long exceeded the shield’s limit.
Crack Crack!
The shield shattered, and the gathered mana dispersed. Unable to withstand the impact of the direct hit, the pig-headed figure was torn apart.
As the pig’s flesh and cartilage bone split, it revealed a face hidden inside.
“Kuhh, uahh.”
Dried skin like a mummy and talismans instead of eyeballs in the eye sockets.
The man’s face revealed amidst the pig’s blood and flesh was just as grotesque as the pig’s head itself.
“Ugh… my… head, my head…”
Dung Beetle squinted as he examined the man’s mana.
“Is he an undead?”
Although he wasn’t as powerful as the Titan created by the Necromancer, Dung Beetle could feel the twisted mana from him, which felt distinctly different from that of an ordinary zombie.
“He may look like that, but he’s still a living person. It’s a modified human created by pouring Necromancer’s curses into them. They’re quite valuable to the government.”
Once she could no longer feel the pain, Seti finally spoke up. Turning around, Dung Beetle could see her using the War Hammer for support to help her stand.
“This guy?”
“Even if he doesn’t know how to use mana, he can still cast magic using a medium. Though, it only works for basic magic and a few curses.”
Dung Beetle briefly glanced at the modified human, then reached out and grabbed the man by his neck.
Although the man showed signs of struggle, once Dung Beetle exerted a bit more force, his breath was cut off with a snap.
“Ah…”
Seti looked at the corpse and Dung Beetle alternately with a slightly surprised expression.
“Did you think that I wouldn’t kill him?”
“No, it’s not that… I just thought that you’d ask a few more questions before killing him.”
Following that conversation, an awkward silence filled the space. Seti took a moment to catch her breath, while Dung Beetle organized the questions swirling in his mind.
After a while, Seti spoke first.
“…Shall we continue the question game? It’s your turn to answer, Dung Beetle-ssi.”
Why did you kill the government agents?
Dung Beetle recalled the last question she had asked and replied calmly.
“The government killed my colleagues.”
“…”
“They sold the lives of my colleagues for petty cash and intended to sell their corpses to the Necromancer.”
Dung Beetle paused briefly before adding.
“I plan to kill all those responsible. That’s why I threw grenades at the government agents and broke the modified human’s neck just now. Does that answer your question?”
“…Yes, honestly, that’s more than I expected.”
“Then it’s my turn.”
Dung Beetle pondered while fiddling with his last grenade.
What should he ask? Numerous questions came to mind.
What is that Flying Kick technique about? Why are you stalking me, and what is your relationship with the government?
What was your motive for showing me that scene, and why did you help me kill the Necromancer?
…Why, why, why?
Countless questions vanished beneath the surface of thought, unable to be put into words.
However, one question that stood out among them escaped his lips.
“Seti.”
Dung Beetle asked calmly.
“What do you want from me?”
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	1. It refers to a shamanistic ritual in South Korea intended to prevent misfortune and bring good luck by placing pig heads on the table along with many different kinds of dishes. Those pig heads are mostly purchased by people who are launching their own business, starting a new project, moving into a new house, or buying a new car.
	2. It refers to George Orwell's novel Animal Farm, which tells the story of a group of anthropomorphic farm animals who rebel against their human farmer, hoping to create a society where the animals can be equal, free, and happy. Ultimately, the rebellion is betrayed, and under the dictatorship of a pig named Napoleon, the farm ends up in a state far worse than before.


   

  Chapter 16: The Inevitable Fate of Trash Mobs (3)
* * *
As the cold sea breeze paused momentarily and dawn slowly raised its head over the horizon, a small smuggling boat was heading toward Incheon Port.
Aboard the small boat, smaller than a cheap fishing vessel, were two people wearing ponchos and a smuggler.
Although long ears peeked out from under the two people’s ponchos, the smuggler didn’t even sneak a glance at their ears.
And as long as he received plenty of money for the fare, the smuggler didn’t care who the passengers on his boat were or what race they belonged to..
In that sense, today’s clients were good ones. One gold bar per person, two gold bars in total—It was a huge amount of money for smuggling just two people.
Thinking that today was his lucky day, the smuggler steered the boat vigorously. His small boat circled the port and headed for the closed pier.
And among all the smugglers, he was the only one who knew of this route. It was a dangerous path where even boats that were slightly larger were likely to get caught by the coast guards and they would be turned into Swiss cheese.
But the greater the risk, the greater the reward once you made it through.
And if he followed this route to the closed Pier 13, security was loose enough for one could walk to downtown Incheon.
The small boat sliced through the water smoothly. After steering for about 30 minutes along the extended dawn, the destination appeared on the horizon.
“Esteemed Clients, we’re almost there.”
Upon seeing their destination Pier 13, the smuggler smiled —no, he was about to smile when…
…Light?
The smuggler couldn’t help but tilt his head in confusion as he surveyed Pier 13 in the distance.
The once deserted Pier 13, where not even an ant would roam, was now brightly illuminated.
He narrowed his eyes and looked at Pier 13 to see what was happening.
Amidst the lights, he could see collapsed containers, something large, and people in suits moving around.
…What are those?
Just as the smuggler began to feel a sense of foreboding, his clients spoke up.
“I thought that this was a fairly decent country, but it seems there are all sorts of unsavory things wandering around right at the entrance.”
It was such a beautiful voice that anyone who heard it would get goosebumps. Startled, the smuggler stopped the small boat.
“…It was an oversight on my part, Comrade1 Miridith.”
“No need to apologize, Comrade2 Rime. It is not your fault that we lost contact with the advance party.”
“But… I was the one who put forth the suggestion to come to this country.”
“I already said that it is fine. If anyone must be held accountable, it is my own fault for coming to Earth.”
Hearing them call each other ‘comrade’, the smuggler immediately raised his head.
He felt suspicious on seeing their long ears, but it was indeed true.
Commie Pointy Ears…
Lowering his head to avoid making eye contact with them, the smuggler spoke cautiously.
“Um, Esteemed Clients, there’s been a problem with the original destination, so we’ll need to go somewhere else. Uh, it’s just a short detour, so please wait a little longer.”
He did his best to prevent his voice from trembling, but the response he received made his body tremble more.
“No need for that. That pier is our original destination, isn’t it? We are going straight to that pier.”
“But… it’s best to not attract attention when entering a country illegally.”
“If you’re worried about drawing attention, then there’s even less of a reason to be concerned.”
“…Pardon?”
“They’ve already seen us.”
What?! Feeling surprised, the smuggler looked up and saw something standing at the end of the pier.
A suited man with the head of a cow.
It was not clear whether it was a mask or a disguise, but the cow-headed figure was staring directly at his small boat.
Holy shit, I knew that me having such good luck today was too good to be true ..
The smuggler wanted to flee immediately but he had no choice. He steered the boat towards the pier, hoping these commies were as strong as the rumors suggested.
* * *
Swish—
When Dung Beetle turned on the shower, water poured over his head, washing away the blood and filth that had accumulated over the past few days.
As he watched the reddened water swirl down the drain, memories of those he had killed or had once been people resurfaced in his mind.
Fortunately, he felt neither guilt nor regret.
Feeling a faint sense of relief, Dung Beetle continued to wash his body silently.
He continued until there was no blood flowing down his body.
After using an entire bar of soap to ensure that no blood and filth remained, he stepped out of the shower.
But as soon as he opened the door, he was taken aback.
“Oh… I didn’t notice this before you showered, but you’re quite handsome.”
What greeted him was Seti, eating cup noodles.
Dung Beetle raised an eyebrow slightly and checked out the shabby motel bed she was sitting on.
There was a pile of various convenience store food items on the bed: cup noodles, triangle kimbap, hamburgers, bread, cake, and so on.
About half the pile had already disappeared into her stomach, leaving only the wrappers behind. While the rest were half-opened, waiting to be eaten.
“…When did you buy all this food?”
“ I obviously bought it while you were holed up in the bathroom and taking a shower for 30 minutes.”
“…”
“I need to replenish the energy I used. I don’t eat this kind of instant food in normal circumstances, but…”
Glancing between Dung Beetle and the motel room, she cleared her throat, and added.
“Ahem, in a situation where I’ve secretly come to a motel with a man, can I really be picky about food?”
She quickly slurped up the noodle soup and picked up a triangle kimbap.
Dung Beetle shook his head as he sat on a chair next to the bed. Although he intended to start a conversation right away, he figured it would be best to wait until she finished eating. After all, you shouldn’t even disturb dogs while they are eating.
He glanced at Seti for a moment, recalling their last conversation at Pier 13.
- *Would you like to work together with me? You help me with my revenge, and I’ll help you with your revenge on the government. Both of us risk our lives for each other.*
It was a rather long-winded answer to the question, ‘What do you want from me?’
At first, he frowned, thinking it was nonsense, but Seti was serious.
- *I know that you still can’t trust me, but my proposal is sincere.*
When Dung Beetle asked who she wanted revenge on, her answer was short and to the point.
- Do you think that you are the only one holding a grudge against the government of this country?
Dung Beetle didn’t respond. He had experienced too many shocking events recently to be easily swayed by a sudden proposal for an alliance.
Seti then began to show her sincerity by going around the pier.
She first smashed the pig-headed figure’s corpse, searched for the secretary’s body and made it look as if it was crushed under the Titan.
Next, she removed all traces of Dung Beetle left around the pier.
From grenade and shotgun marks on the Titan’s body, to empty shells, and grenade fragments—She pushed them aside, shattered them, and erased them one by one.
Only after witnessing this entire process did Dung Beetle belatedly come to a realization.
That there was a possibility that the government would be able to analyze the traces and track him.
Seti was worried about a possibility he had not even realized yet, manipulating the scene to prevent the government from detecting or tracking him.
If someone were to examine the scene later, it would look as though she was the one who had fought the Necromancer.
- *I think I’ve said this before, but there’s absolutely no downside if you team up with me, you know?*
She said once she finished manipulating the scene and handed him the bag that the Secretary had.
It was none other than a bag containing Awakening Potions. Unfortunately, only one vial managed to fully retain its contents.
However, that was enough. It was a potion that made the government go to great lengths to obtain, even going as far as making a deal with a Necromancer. Hence, even a single vial would be worth an enormous sum.
- Why are you showing me so much favor?
- *Kindness and favor are the basics of a deal, aren’t they?*
On hearing that, Dung Beetle’s heart was swayed a little.
So, he decided to listen to her offer. Or rather, he pretended to be interested to gauge her sincerity.
- *Then, shall we move to another location first?*
To avoid any potential tracking, they circled around the outskirts of the city before arriving at a secluded motel.
And now…
Dung Beetle asked Seti as she was finishing her last triangle kimbap.
“Before we get into the details, I’d like to know what made you trust me enough to put forward this offer.”
While chewing her food like a hamster, Seti took her time to swallow and after she finally cleared her mouth, she replied.
“Hmm, there are two reasons.”
“…Two reasons?”
“First, your talent.”
“Talent, huh?”
Dung Beetle trailed off, and Seti smiled slightly.
“The manner in which you stole the Flying Kick technique by just observing it. You use it quite perfectly, you know?”
“…”
“Do you know what? The footwork you learned by stealing is called the Feather Step. I started learning it from a very young age, and every time I twisted my ankle, my instructors would whip my calves with a stick.”
As she recalled the past, Seti’s smile turned slightly sardonic.
“I practiced so hard for months, getting whipped until my calves were bruised. Only then I was able to use the Feather Step perfectly. And once I finally mastered it, do you know what I was told?”
“…I don’t know.”
“A genius! My instructor said I was a genius who only appeared once in a hundred years. Ha, do you get it now? The Feather Step is a technique that makes you a genius if you can master it in just a few months. But you? Ta-da, you perfected it in just three days!”
The term ‘perfected’ was a bit of an exaggeration. The Feather Step executed by Dung Beetle was far from perfection.
He twisted his ankles several times and stretched his ligaments to the limit while evading Titan’s attacks using the Feather Step.
His lack of insight and knowledge to use the technique properly was evident. And the only reason he could use the Feather Step was because of his absurd physical endurance and regenerative power.
However, Dung Beetle didn’t voice this fact out. Instead, he simply rephrased his thoughts a bit, expressing them in a roundabout way.
“Isn’t it hasty to judge my talent just by using that technique as the basis? It might just be that I’m particularly compatible with the Feather Step technique.”
As soon as he finished speaking, Seti arched her eyebrows.
“The fact that you can even say something like that is proof of your talent. You’re talking nonsense about martial arts while your body is performing the techniques adeptly. What else can it be called if this isn’t a talent?”
“…”
“Real martial arts, like the Flying Kick technique, are different from sports. It’s not just about fitting or not fitting when it comes to controlling mana.”
Seti grumbled for a moment, then sighed and continued.
“And more importantly… you used the Quake Stomp, didn’t you?”
“Quake Stomp?”
“I mean, the technique you used to smash the Titan’s head. Hmm… how should I put it, it’s like an ultimate move in the Flying Kick technique.”
“An ultimate move?”
Dung Beetle thought back to the moment he burst the Titan’s head. The power was tremendous, but the technique used wasn’t anything extraordinary.
Whether his body shattered or not, it was about putting everything into a single strike.
That was all there was to it. It was just a matter of exceeding the limits that the human body instinctively imposed on itself to suppress reaction and exert force.
For Dung Beetle, it was more of a gamble while relying on his body’s Regeneration ability.
An ultimate move? Without the Regeneration ability, it would be nothing more than a self-destructive weapon.
Seeing him look puzzled, Seti continued.
“Although the Flying Kick Technique itself is already quite advanced, the Quake Stomp is a stepping stone for even more sophisticated skills. And it’s impossible to master if one does not possess the talent.”
“…”
“Didn’t you feel it when you used the Quake Stomp? The Quake Stomp can only be executed when you have full control over your entire body.”
Ah. Dung Beetle finally understood the true meaning of the Quake Stomp.
It was about surpassing the limits set by the body.
And having succeeded so effortlessly, he wasn’t even aware of it; it was like unlocking a lock by instinct.
Enhancing one’s senses with mana was already a difficult feat, let alone overcoming instinct. So if this wasn’t talent, then what was?
“…So, do you now understand why I believe your talent is real, Dung Beetle-ssi?”
Dung Beetle nodded quietly.
He left the tiny realization he had for later and continued with his questions.
“So, what’s the second reason?”
“Your desire for revenge.”
Hearing the straightforward yet unexpected answer, Dung Beetle frowned slightly.
“My desire for revenge? What does that have to do with anything?”
“You didn’t run away, didn’t you?”
“…”
Seti looked him straight in the eyes and continued.
“When you fought the Necromancer. You could have run away, but you didn’t.”
“…”
“No matter how fast Titan and the Necromancer were, they wouldn’t have been able to catch up if you had fled using the Feather Step. Your momentary speed was far superior, and it wasn’t like the Necromancer could get in a car.”
“That’s…”
“And if it weren’t for me, you would have died there. You knew that well yourself, right?”
Dung Beetle was unable to come up with a rebuttal because everything she said was true.
“But still, you didn’t run away. Why? Because death was better than fleeing.”
As Seti’s blue eyes gazed at him, emotions he couldn’t understand were swirling deep within them.
“Am I right?”
“…”
Seti’s voice, tinged with a hint of regret, dug deep into Dung Beetle’s heart.
“Heh, it’s written all over your face, Dung Beetle-ssi. You’re thinking, ‘How does she know so much?’”
And the moment he heard her next words, a gentle ripple spread across Dung Beetle’s heart.
“It’s because I was in the same situation before.”
Seti slowly raised her head. Her eyes were looking not at the old motel ceiling but at a distant past.
“But… I ran away.”
Dung Beetle couldn’t discern what she was recalling, but he was certain of one thing—She regretted it.
“While fleeing, I thought to myself. It’s better to stay alive and seek revenge later…”
Her voice trembled as she clenched her fists.
“But after surviving, I was unable to muster the courage to seek revenge again because the opponent was much stronger than me, and the living must continue living…”
She slowly lowered her head. As Seti’s blue eyes, having escaped from the past, met Dung Beetle’s gaze.
“…It’s a pathetic story, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, it’s pathetic.”
Hehe, Seti laughed while covering her mouth.
“Thank goodness, if you said no, even as an empty consolation, I would have become angry.”
With those words, the two fell silent for a moment.
After a brief moment of exchanging thoughts between them, Seti extended her hand to him and spoke.
“So, Dung Beetle-ssi, would you like to join hands with me? We’ll risk our lives for each other; you help me, and I help you.”
Dung Beetle didn’t reply. He rested his chin on his hand as he silently looked at her outstretched hand. Despite the calluses, it was a delicate and beautiful hand.
It was a hand that belonged to someone who had lived in a world entirely different from his.
“Um… if you don’t do anything in this situation, I’ll feel a bit awkward…”
“Seti.”
“Yes?”
“Let’s team up. You help me, and I’ll help you. But, we won’t risk our lives for each other.”
“…”
“That’s my condition.”
Dung Beetle said as he extended his hand in return.
A hand, full of calluses that no amount of soap could hide—a janitor’s hand… no, a murderer’s hand.
Seti, with a blank stare, alternated her gaze between his face and his hand before gletting out a small laugh.
“Alright. Deal.”
She extended her hand. As their hands overlapped, Dung Beetle realized that this was the first time he had ever shook hands with a woman.
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	1. Here, Rime uses 동지 (dongji).

This term is used to address someone of equal or higher rank, or an elder with more experience. It implies a formal, respectful relationship and is used in official contexts or when addressing someone with significant authority or seniority.

	2. Here, Miridith said 동무 (dongmu).
This term is used to address someone of similar age or rank, or someone younger. It conveys a more casual or informal tone compared to "동지" and is often used among peers or in less formal situations. In North Korea, "동무" can also be used as a general term for addressing people, reflecting a sense of equality and solidarity.




   

  Chapter 17: The Inevitable Fate of Trash Mobs (4)
* * *
From a historical perspective, it was almost inevitable for the Korean government to stake everything in cultivating Superhumans.
After the Korean War1, there were no resources left in the devastated land, even the infrastructure was not worth mentioning.
And their only lifeline, the Kaesong Dimensional Portal, was not even owned by South Korea. With the entrance managed by the Soviet Union and the exit by the Americans, South Korea was left with no authority whatsoever.
Despite witnessing the immense wealth generated by the Dimensional Portal, South Korea had no choice but to bow their heads and be grateful for the leftovers left behind by the two superpowers.
And in the face of this unjust reality, some people arrived at one conclusion: All that remained in this country were people.
This thought did not change even as the Cold War2 intensified and South Korea achieved economic development with massive aid from the United States.
In fact, it became even more solidified.
- Just the people. People are the only ‘resource’ left in this country.3
Human resources.
Koreans developed the country by literally turning humans into resources—With murderous working hours and industrial environments that ignored worker safety…
There were often those who cried out for ‘humanity’ in the name of human rights, but in the era of military dictatorship, they were either silenced or killed.
Amidst the tendency to view people as resources, the military took a step further. They decided to turn humans into weapons.
Superhumans—An asymmetrical power4 composed of flesh, blood, and mana.
So, the government and military devoted themselves to developing Superhumans while avoiding the eyes of the superpowers.
Perhaps it was fortunate that the government’s Superhuman development project did not yield any results for a long time.
The repeated failures infuriated the military, making them suspect that the scientists in charge of the project were failing deliberately.
The scientists who were crushed under military boots tearfully responded in this manner: It was an unavoidable situation.
Mana metal, a key material used to cultivate Superhumans, was monopolized by the Soviets, who used mustard gas5 on the dwarves. Meanwhile, elixirs were monopolized by the Americans, who dropped hydrogen bombs6 on the World Tree.
Refusing to acknowledge this reality, the military punished the scientists and turned to other methods.
If a direct approach didn’t work, why not try to take a detour? Just as the United States. and the Soviet Union did, let’s find a way. After all, this land had plenty of ‘resources’ available.
The scientists who were not punished followed the military’s orders faithfully, just like the scientists under the Nazis had done.
Human sacrifices, human experimentation, hybridization—Countless ‘resources’ were exhausted in the name of patriotism.
Fascinated by the experiments, the spectating Necromancers and Dark Mages proposed a deal to the government. This led South Korea to the point of no return.
However, the results were undeniable.
Starting with the first Korean mage, Jeon Yongseop, other native Superhumans were born one after another.
However, even with that many Superhumans under their command, the government was still not satisfied.
Even after being recognized as a Superhuman nation at the international stage and reclaiming the Kaesong Dimensional Portal following the collapse of the Soviet Union, they remained unsatisfied. They could not be satisfied.
For what reason Joseon was annexed by Japan? And why was the Kaesong Dimensional Portal taken by the Soviet Union and the United States even after independence?
Power! It was all due to the lack of power.
No matter how many Superhumans they cultivated, the desire for power never faded.
They had to create even stronger Superhumans to defend the nation against the Soviet Union’s grand offensive and withstand nuclear weapons—powerful Superhumans, like the ‘Margrave’ beyond the other dimension, so that no one would dare to challenge Korea!
Thus, the government crossed the line once again.
How and what line they crossed was unknown. However, it was clear that a line had been crossed.
The Dark Mages who had been working with the Korean government fled in terror, and even Jeon Yongseop sought asylum in the United States, indicating the dreadful nature of the line that was crossed.
And as a result, five girls were born.
Children of dreams, proof of miracles, masterpieces of the Korean people that would make Korea the best in the world…
Each child was born from different mothers, but they all inherited the same special traits.
It was almost natural for them to sense and use mana from the moment they were born. Their uniqueness was on a level… no, several levels above common sense.
They were Superhumans who could enhance their bodies, Mages who could manipulate mana, and Mages who could possess divinity.
To express it in the language from beyond the Dimensional Portal, they were All-Masters.
They were beings who could walk all the paths of mana permitted by the world simultaneously.
The Korean government, which had managed to create five such beings that came once in a millennium, were intoxicated with success.
With this, they would be able to boast loudly to the United States and Australia on the international stage, so what more could be said?
However, the joy was short-lived as the government soon remembered Jeon Yongseop’s case.
Even after becoming Korea’s first Mage with national support, he shamelessly defected to the United States, becoming the first national traitor.
There was no guarantee that these five girls would not follow in his footsteps. And realistically, the United States could offer more than Korea.
To prevent that tragedy from repeating, the government engraved a ban in the girls’ brains, confident in their rational decision.
Naturally, no one opposed it. In Korea, every human was a resource, and the five sisters were resources for the nation.
Resources… yes, the girls were just resources. Resources that would prove that Koreans were not just the best on Earth, but in all dimensions.
However, it wasn’t long before the government’s expectations were shattered.
The girls, the five All-Masters created through the government’s immense resource investment, were not as outstanding as they hoped.
Their innate potential was brilliant. They moved like Superhumans while using magic and were able to communicate with gods to perform magic.
However, what about their talent?
Their talent was only slightly exceptional.
They were unable to reach the level of the Magic Tower’s ‘Vessel’ in magic or the level of ‘Saintess’ in terms of Holy Power.
Although they showed some prominence in the martial arts researched independently by Korea, they were lacking when compared to the son of Jeon Yongseop, who had defected to the United States.
The Korean government could not accept this reality. On top of that, the fact that the traitor’s son was talented enough to draw the world’s attention drove them mad.
Yes, they went mad. In the hell that had created the terrible cognitive dissonance7 and the term human resources, they went further down the rabbit hole.
The insane government abandoned the method they were using to educate the girls and devised a new training method.
A training method that only Korea could employ to make up for the girl’s insufficient talent.
Why? Didn’t resources called humans sometimes display unknown strengths when pushed to the extreme?
Just like a blacksmith hammered iron to make steel, the government forced the girls into extreme situations, employing their siblings, friends, and parents.
For example, after commanding the girls to learn a certain type of magic, they would impose a time limit.
If they failed to learn it within the stipulated time, their siblings would be tortured. If they still failed the next time, then friends, and the next…
“…That’s enough.”
Dung Beetle abruptly interjected without realizing it. Seti, who had been narrating the story until a moment ago, smiled awkwardly.
“Oh, I’m sorry. That was an inappropriate story to listen to while eating, wasn’t it?”
She alternated her gaze between Dung Beetle and the cup noodles in front of him. The reflection of Dung Beetle’s frowning face was visible on the surface of the cup noodles, which had gone soggy a while back.
Dung Beetle briefly fiddled with the chopsticks, then sighed and looked directly at Seti.
“…Why are you telling me all this?”
“Well…? There wasn’t much to talk about while watching you eat, so I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to share some stories of the past with a partner?”
“…”
“Actually, it’s the first time I’m sharing such stories with someone else. But I’m feeling much better than I expected. Is this why therapists ask about the past?”
Having said that, Seti covered her mouth and laughed silently. The corners of her mouth, visible between her fingers, curved attractively.
Dung Beetle shook his head.
“It’s good that you found some comfort in talking about the past, but don’t expect to hear about my past.”
“…I haven’t even said anything about that. Well, but I will listen if you ever decide to talk about it.”
“I have no intention of doing so.”
Dung Beetle picked up his noodles and stood up, cleaning the eating area and tidying up the surroundings.
Having retained habits from his time as a janitor, he began gathering all the convenience store trash that Seti had piled up and put it in the trash bin as well.
While Dung Beetle was cleaning the room, Seti lay sprawled on the bed and simply observed him.
She looked so carefree, that it was hard to believe she was the one who had just revealed a huge secret the government had been hiding.
However, Dung Beetle didn’t think that her carefree attitude was pitiful nor did he ignore it.
People broke more easily than one might think; it was just the manner in which they broke that was different for everyone.
Dusting his hands once he was done with the cleaning, Dung Beetle sat back down. Seti then spoke up.
“Since you’ve finished eating, shall we get back to the topic we were discussing earlier?”
“…What topic?”
“Your original revenge plan, Dung Beetle-ssi. Knowing about it will help when planning for the future.”
His original revenge plan. Dung Beetle drummed his fingers on the chair as he thought of his plan.
…Could it even be called a plan? What he originally devised was more of a short-term operation than a plan.
After arranging for a stable weapon supply route in the black market through Jang Man, he killed the Necromancer and the government officials to steal the Awakening Potions. And after that…
“…I was thinking of using the stolen potions as bait to draw the attention of government officials, then assassinate key figures from the Janitor Guild and high-ranking government officials.”
“Uh… Hmm… That was a surprisingly sloppy plan.”
As Seti pointed out, it was indeed a sloppy plan. And it was evident if he considered his near-death experience when he went up against the Necromancer.
“Oh, but considering your talent, it might have worked out somehow.”
Having said that, Seti propped her chin and narrowed her eyes as if assessing something.
“Hmm, Dung Beetle-ssi. We first need to clarify some things. The targets of your revenge are everyone associated with the Janitor Guild and the Necromancers, right?”
Dung Beetle nodded instead of answering. Seti tapped her lips with her fingers as if she had expected that.
“To the best of my knowledge, at least hundreds of people, starting with the Minister of Superhuman Affairs, are involved in this matter.”
Her voice trembled slightly. At least several hundred people —but what if they were talking about the maximum number?
“At the very least, it will involve several hundred people. At the most, the scale could grow to the point where you might even need to take down the President.”
“…The President.”
He had already anticipated it to some extent. However, there was a stark difference between expectations and facing reality. Something deep inside Dung Beetle’s heart sank heavily.
“And when it comes to that, Dung Beetle-ssi, you’ll become Korea’s biggest political terrorist and murderer… Will you be okay with that?”
“Yeah. It’s something I’ve already resolved to do.”
Dung Beetle replied without a trace of hesitation. The compassion and pity he once had were long buried along with his colleagues.
“Resolution, resolution, you say… Then do you admit that we need to come up with a new plan?”
“…Will you be making that plan?”
“No, we will make it ourselves.”
Seti continued as she leaned her face closer towards Dung Beetle.
“I’ll come up with the basics, but the rest will depend on Dung Beetle-ssi’s improvisation and talent.”
“…It sounds like you already have some ideas.”
“I’m still not done with the specifics yet, but I had the framework in mind from the moment I saw your talent.”
Seti, now on her knees on the bed, crawled closer to Dung Beetle.
“If you intend to assassinate the President and Ministers, you’ll have to take a long detour. Those old men know how to protect their own lives, so it will be a chore to find them. But if we get the opportunity to wipe them out in one fell swoop?”
“Wipe them out in one fell swoop?”
What that idiom meant was to catch all the fish with one sweep of the net. Could it be that she had a plan to gather all the government officials in one place and kill them?
“It’s actually a simple method. When government officials gather in one place, BANG! What do you think?”
“…Are you suggesting that we attack the Cabinet meeting hall or something?”
Dung Beetle sighed softly and added.
“It will be quicker for us to assassinate the Ministers one by one than to break through the Mages protecting the Cabinet meeting.”
“What if it’s not the Cabinet meeting?”
“The answer is the same. It is not easy to break through the security at any gathering of important government figures.”
“Then, what if I say it will be a meeting to see you?”
“…What?”
Dung Beetle raised his eyebrows in surprise at the unexpected answer.
“A meeting where the government officials gather to see me? Isn’t that almost impossible?”
“No, it’s possible.”
Seti, who had somehow reached right in front of him, raised her hand and brushed his hair up. With a sulky expression, Dung Beetle looked directly into Seti’s blue eyes.
“You have a pretty good appearance, brilliant talent. And… fame. With that much bait, the government officials won’t be able to refuse the invitation, right?”
“I don’t understand what you’re saying. Please elaborate clearly.”
“First, create a fake identity, then become famous. You can become a patriot or a traitor. It doesn’t matter, as long as we can use it as bait.”
“…”
“And after becoming famous… you should achieve something remarkable. The bigger the achievement, the better. Or even just a patriotic accomplishment will do. Politicians will flock to you just for that.”
Only then did Dung Beetle realize what she was talking about. At the same time, he also realized the problem with the plan.
“…I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but it’s nearly impossible for me to become famous enough for the President or the Ministers to come see me.”
Seti snorted upon hearing Dung Beetle’s words.
“I don’t think so. I’m confident… it won’t even take you a year after you create a fake identity and present yourself to the world. That’s how talented you are.”
“…”
“If all else fails, just beat up that traitor’s, Jeon Yongseop’s, son and you’ll become a national hero.”
“…Jeon Yongseop’s son?”
Jeon Yongseop, the first Korean mage, and the traitor who betrayed Korea and defected to the United States.
According to the secret history about the government he heard from Seti, there seemed to be more to the story, but it was none of Dung Beetle’s concern.
However, his son… every citizen in this country knew about him.
Jeon Yunseong was the genius boy who won the Superhuman Olympia by eliminating all Korean representatives.
The next-generation Superhuman that the United States boasted about and the person all Koreans around the world hated unanimously.
Even the good-natured Uncle Deokbae disliked him, so the average public sentiment was close to hatred. If someone with Korean nationality defeated him publicly… it would easily dominate the news and portal sites for at least a week.
“Heh, indeed, after thinking about it, it does sound quite plausible, doesn’t it?”
“…”
“We might still need to refine the details like identity fabrication or how to become famous… but it’s a pretty good plan, don’t you think so?”
Having explained up to that point, Seti lightly brushed Dung Beetle’s earlobe.
“So, what will you do?”
Facing the girl’s smiling face, as if she had already decided on the answer, Dung Beetle responded.
“Let’s give it a try.”
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	1. The Korean War was fought between North Korea and South Korea; it began on 25 June 1950 when North Korea invaded South Korea and ceased upon an armistice on 27 July 1953. North Korea was supported by the Soviet Union and China (PRC) while South Korea was supported by the United Nations Command (UNC) led by the United States (US).
	2. The Cold War was a period of geopolitical tension between the United States and the Soviet Union and their respective allies, the Western Bloc and the Eastern Bloc, that started in 1947, two years after the end of World War II, and lasted until the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991.
	3. This is actually similar to the actual Koreans' sentiment. After the Korean War, South Korea struggled with the aftermath, and they thought they only had their people left to depend on.
	4. Asymmetrical power describes situations in which two opposing sides in a conflict have significantly different levels of military strength, resources, or capabilities. This concept is often discussed in the context of "asymmetric warfare," where the weaker side uses unconventional tactics to offset the strength of the more powerful opponent.

In this context, asymmetrical power refers to the strategic advantage that these superhumans provide. Unlike conventional military forces that rely on technology and machinery, superhumans represent a new form of power based on the unique capabilities of enhanced individuals. With humans as their remaining resource, South Korea adopted this tactic to gain a strategic advantage against two superpowers.

	5. Mustard gas, a liquid agent used in chemical warfare, blisters the skin and mucous membranes upon direct contact. It has a faint garlic or mustard odor. Despite its name, mustard gas is technically a liquid and forms a mist of small droplets in the air when released.
It was one of the most commonly used gases during the large-scale deployment of chemical weapons in World War I.

	6. A thermonuclear bomb, or hydrogen bomb, utilizes both nuclear fission and fusion to produce an incredibly powerful explosion. Its development marked a significant escalation in the destructive capabilities of nuclear weapons, contributing to the intense geopolitical tensions during the Cold War and beyond.
	7. Cognitive dissonance is the discomfort a person feels when their behavior does not align with their values or beliefs. It is a psychological phenomenon that occurs when a person holds two contradictory beliefs at the same time.



   

  Chapter 18: The Inevitable Fate of Trash Mobs (5)
* * *
What exactly was talent?
When she was younger, Seti often pondered about the nature of talent. What was this so-called talent that caused her and her sisters to suffer and be tormented so much?
Even when she was whipped hundreds of times while trying to master the Flying Kick technique and when her hands were torn apart while learning the Heavenly Escape Sword Technique, she still couldn’t understand.
What was so special about this damn talent that made her peers to be considered defective just because they couldn’t learn a simple kick?
What the hell was this talent that made her sisters get whipped daily?
But it wasn’t the so-called esteemed government or cruel shepherds who gave her the answer.
Instead, it came from three people with shining talents, the true geniuses that the government compared her sisters to.
The Vessel, the Saintess, Jeon Yunseong…
Only after she was thoroughly defeated by them did she come to realize what talent truly was.
Talent… it was the light that drew the soul of a person.
It was the firewood of jealousy that burnt the heart, the moonlight that couldn’t be reached, and the constellation that led to the future.
On the day she realized this… she cried all night.
She cried because she hated the government for comparing her to those people. She cried while rueing for her sisters, who had also failed, and she cried while pitying herself for being born without talent.
And now, as time passed.
She felt like crying for a different reason.
* * *
When Seti asked him to confirm his talent, Dung Beetle agreed without much thought as he also wanted to confirm his own talent.
“Shall we start with the Flying Kick technique? Let’s see how well you’ve mastered it.”
As soon as they arrived at a suitable open space below the mountain behind the motel, which people rarely visited, Seti spoke first.
And seeing how she began by explaining the basics of the Flying Kick technique, it didn’t seem like she just planned on giving a simple demonstration.
How to channel mana through the muscles, how to move the muscles to obtain the correct posture, and where to focus the mana…
What she taught him was not that different from what Dung Beetle had discovered while experimenting on his own.
If there was a difference, it was that the mana needed to be circulated systematically not just in the lower body, but in the upper body as well.
The teaching was negligible, but it was of great help for Dung Beetle.
The more he understood how mana flowed through his body, the more ways he could apply it.
“First, show me the basic techniques.”
“Basic techniques?”
“The techniques. The techniques! Please demonstrate the moves of the Flying Kick technique that you already know.”
As soon as she said those words, Dung Beetle began to move his feet.
Starting with the most basic kick to the Feather Step, the Flying Kick, and finally, the downward strike called the Quake Stomp.
A series of Flying Kick techniques unfolded from his toes. He executed it smoothly, as if everything was one coherent technique.
“Uh….”
Once his demonstration of the Flying Kick technique ended, Seti looked at Dung Beetle as if she had just witnessed something incredulous.
After staring at him in silence, she suddenly asked him a random question.
“…Dung Beetle-ssi, have you ever thought about the true intention behind the Flying Kick technique?”
“True intention?”
“The essence, the meaning… to put it simply, what do you think was considered when creating the martial art? Well, something like that.”
Why is she asking me that? Dung Beetle frowned slightly, but Seti wouldn’t have asked that question without a reason.
After thinking about it seriously, he came up with an answer in his own way.
“I think it’s… connection.”
“…Connection?”
“Connecting the ground to the feet, then jumping to connect the sky to myself. Once the sky, the ground and I are connected simultaneously, the mana starting from the toes is connected to the top of the head in the same principle.”
“…”
“This is all I can come up with for the true intention behind the Flying Kick technique. I can’t think of a better way to express it.”
Dung Beetle, having given his answer, suddenly realized that Seti’s expression was one of shock.
Curious about why she was reacting like that, Dung Beetle asked.
“Is my interpretation really that bad?”
“…”
“I know my expression was lacking, so please speak frankly.”
Still speechless, Seti simply stared at Dung Beetle. She chewed her lower lip for a moment and then abruptly asked another question.
“Just be honest with me, you have trained in some other martial arts before, right?”
“No. The closest I’ve done is watching documentaries about Superhumans or something like that.”
“…This is cheating.”
She muttered something about a damn talented-prodigy for a moment before speaking again.
“Dung Beetle-ssi, your interpretation of the true intention behind the Flying Kick technique as ‘connection’ is… actually quite accurate. Your technique was also precise; it was as if you were reading directly from the secret manual.”
“…Really?”
“Really…? Is that all you can say? Seeing you treat it like it’s nothing special makes my circumstance sound a bit miserable.”
Seti uttered words she didn’t mean and then walked toward the center of the open space where Dung Beetle had performed the Flying Kick Technique.
“I originally planned on helping you perfect the Flying Kick technique… but it seems like we can move on to the next step.”
“Next?”
“I’ll be teaching you a new martial art. It’s different from the Flying Kick technique and the Korean government is in the dark about this as well.”
Seti spoke as she assumed her stance: widening her stride with her right hand positioned ahead of her left.
It looked more like she was preparing to dance than a combat stance.
“This martial art is called… Surging Wave Technique. It’s a martial art discovered during China’s dimension exploration.”
Surging Wave Technique. For some reason, it vaguely felt like the unfamiliar name carried a hint of blood.
“Since the movement is a simpler martial art when compared to the technique, I’ll show you both simultaneously.”
The moment Seti began to move, Dung Beetle focused intently. Since this was his first-ever experience learning real martial arts, he was determined to not miss a single movement.
The martial art began with simple gestures. As she straightened her fingers, the edge of her hands sliced through the air. She moved as smoothly as if she were scooping water.
“The essence of Surging Wave Technique is to treat the mana within your body like water. The mana in your body should flow in the same manner water flows along a river.”
After saying this, Seti clenched her hand into a fist.
“After you create the river, you have the flood.”
Her muscles contracted, and the mana within her body began to move fiercely. The change was dramatic and intense, as if it would overflow at any moment.
“After the flood, you have the waves.”
WHOOSH! As Seti swung her fist, all the overflowing mana immediately gathered into her fist. The force was so tremendous that Dung Beetle, who was watching her, frowned.
“Just as the height of the waves increases with the depth of the water, the limit of Surging Wave Technique solely depends on the user’s mana and skill. Like this…!”
When she swung her fist down, the mana condensed in her fist struck the air.
!!!!!!
A silent shockwave spread out with Seti’s fist as the epicenter. The grass in the surroundings was flattened all at once, and the leaves fell in droves.
It was a punch that had the same level of power as the Quake Stomp of the Flying Kick technique… no, even greater.
This… is a real martial art.
Covered in dust from the aftermath of the shockwave, Dung Beetle squinted and looked at Seti’s fist.
“How is it? Although it may seem a bit difficult since it revolves around mana manipulation, it’s a martial art with endless possibilities.”
Dung Beetle didn’t respond. To be precise, he couldn’t respond.
His mind was filled with thoughts of the mana applications he had just seen. He couldn’t think of anything else as intense thoughts ceaselessly flooded his mind, one after another.
He was in a trance.
It was a state that Superhumans commonly called enlightenment and awakening by Mages.
Unfortunately, Seti, who didn’t realize that, continued with her explanation.
“If you apply the Surging Wave Technique to the Flying Kick technique, even government officials won’t be able to recognize it easily.”
“…”
“Once you practice infusing mana into your weapon, you will be able to apply it to your weapon as well. And when you can release it externally, you will be able to imbue each strike with a wave.”
“…”
“Since I’m not particularly talented with mana, I’ve been putting it off… but you’re different from me, Dung Beetle-ssi… huh?”
Only after she reached that point did Seti realize that Dung Beetle was unusually unresponsive.
“Hello?”
Taking a closer look at Dung Beetle’s face, Seti saw that he was breathing calmly, his eyes unfocused, and his mana frozen as if he were dead.
Did he fall into a state of trance just after one demonstration?
She immediately realized the state Dung Beetle was in. Soon after, admiration, jealousy, and astonishment passed through her mind in turn…
“This is cheating.”
* * *
For the past few days, the Janitor Guild had been in a state of chaos.
The entire team of the top-performing foreman was murdered, and the operations director went missing the next day.
To make matters worse, even ‘that warehouse’ everyone knew about was burned down in a fire due to an unknown cause. Even the rarely seen branch manager appeared on-site, shuttling between the fire station and the police station.
While the lower ranks simply focused on their work without worrying, the more experienced janitors felt a vague sense of foreboding.
And that sense of foreboding peaked while cleaning the closed Pier 13.
The pier was covered in clammy filth, and there were piles of meat chunks and bodies that clearly belonged to government-affiliated suit-wearers…
It was evident that something unusual had occurred at the scene.
Moreover, the fact that no articles appeared on TV or the internet indicated that the higher-ups were directly suppressing the rumors.
- *Pretend that you didn’t see or hear anything*.
Sharing the same mindset, the janitors decided to turn a blind eye.
And once an oblivious rookie vanished without a trace after asking about the disgusting stuff, they stopped speaking altogether.
Of course, not all janitors remained silent. There were always those who didn’t value their lives.
And a prime example of one such person was Janitor Park Gusik.
Just like a drunkard who revealed everything on their mind while intoxicated, he too spilled out things he shouldn’t have after getting drunk.
- *This city is insane, insane, I tell you! There’s a crazed killer on the loose, and the police haven’t even started investigating!*


	Do you know how many people have been killed by this crazy killer? The ones that I could confirm are already dozens! Not just people, but even two elves!



	Damn it, the culprit who killed the Foreman must be the same one who turned Pier 13 into that. I’m sure of it!



The bar owner, who was already accustomed to the ramblings of drunkards, started by saying, ‘Oh my, this person is very drunk,’ and then naturally kicked him out of the bar.
- Arrghhh, filthy city. MacArthur here, MacArthur there. Damn it, is this a U.S. colony or South Korea?
In a state of stupor, Park Gusik staggered through Incheon’s night streets on his way back home—The old, musty semi-basement, his only refuge.
Creak.
The moment he opened the old, rusty door, he felt someone tapping him on the shoulder from behind.
“What the he— Ah!”
Irritated, he turned his head, only for his cheek to be pricked by something cold.
A sword. What tapped him on his shoulder wasn’t a hand but a straightened sword.
Seeing the sword, Park Gusik instantly sobered up, raised his hands above his shoulders, and spoke submissively.
“I-I can give you as much money as you want. The wallet’s in my right pocket, so please spare my life…”
“We’re not robbers.”
The person pointing the sword at him was a woman. A woman with a spine-chillingly beautiful voice on top of that.
“T-then, what is it that you want…?”
“Do you remember what you said at the bar earlier?”
“A-at the bar?”
Park Gusik racked his brain desperately. The moment he recalled what he had said, he felt terrified, as if the sky was collapsing.
The higher-ups? Are the higher-ups watching me?
He trembled and tried to beg for his life, saying that he had no intention of defying the government, that he had just been babbling nonsense in his drunken state.
However, before he could open his mouth, the beautiful voice shut him up.
“The elves who were killed.”
Elves? Hearing the unexpected word, Park Gusik turned around cautiously. Behind him, the shadows of two women stretched long.
The two figures were so slender that they could be mistaken for models. Park Gusik raised his head, ready to confront them if necessary.
However, the next moment, he immediately lowered his head since both of them had long ears that could not be seen on Earth.
“Tell me everything you know about those elves.”


 
    

  Chapter 19: The Inevitable Fate of Trash Mobs (6)
* * *
Dung Beetle watched the incoming waves amidst the currents of unconsciousness.
The waves, carrying a mix of emotions, hit his body with a splash and then receded.
Soaked thoroughly by the heavy, sad, and bitter waves, a single phrase emerged in his mind.
Cultivating the mind and sitting and forgetting.1

To distance oneself from what was heard through the ears, to forget what was heard with the heart, and to feel the world with an empty mind—This was the meaning of cultivating the mind.
To sit silently and abandon idle thoughts, to forget reality and oneself—This was the meaning of Sitting and Forgetting.
…
The wave surged once again, and this time, it struck Dung Beetle’s body before receding.
Dung Beetle’s name was also being washed away as the wave receded.
The name given by the Janitor Guild, meaning ‘even if you’re just cleaning up waste, do it well’… Dung Beetle had forgotten that name.
The following wave washed away his memories. Angels, Mignium, his colleagues, and revenge all disappeared beyond the wave.
As his memories were washed away, his emotions also began to disappear.
Sadness, anger, joy, regret… only after all those things vanished did his mind become empty.
Splash!
The now-emptied mind was filled only with waves.
Once, twice, thrice…
Countless waves crashed and piled up in his mind. And this continued until all the surrounding currents disappeared.
At some point, he was no longer able to distinguish between the waves and himself. The waves were him, and he was the waves.
…!
Yes, this was the true intention of the Surging Wave Technique.
To realize ‘cultivating the mind and sitting and forgetting’ and absorb the waves in his mind to become the wave itself.
No additional explanation was needed. The movement and the techniques were all mere appearances.
Having become the wave itself, his fist became the Surging Wave Fist imbued with the strength of the whale-like waves when he put his mind into it. And when he moved his legs, it became the Surging Wave Step.
Shuddering at the depth of the Surging Wave Technique, Dung Beetle could now understand why Seti had seen him as a moron. If he had known this martial art, he would have thought the same.
He concluded his realization. Faced with joy and delight, he tried to open his eyes to reality.
However, at that moment, a familiar voice echoed from the depths of his mind.
『It seems like you have learned something interesting.』
It was the voice of the unwelcome guest who was sealed within him.
The benefactor who had resurrected him and bestowed talents upon him… The great evil.
“…Mignium.”
Amidst the space where the waves of the mind were surging, a shadow with a fluttering black dress appeared.
『My Chosen One, even with your considerable talent, it didn’t even take you that long to reach this level. It also appears that you have obtained a genuine Kung Fu2, one meticulously crafted with great effort by a grandmaster.』
“…Kung Fu?”
『Ah, perhaps it is called something else in your world.』
Mignium laughed while muttering something incomprehensible. A wide crack appeared over the shadowy face of Mignium. It was her own version of a laugh.
『Anyway, Chosen One. I did not expect to see your face this soon. I did not anticipate that you would enter a state of perfect selflessness so swiftly… Is this why those insignificant gods do not bestow talents upon humans?』
“I’m going to leave if you intend to keep spouting nonsense.”
Dung Beetle stood up, brushing himself off. Mignium tilted her head to the side.
『Already? I presume that you have many questions for me, do you not?』
“Will you answer them?”
『No, the pleasure of asking me questions must be postponed until next time, for this is not my dream but your mind.』
“…I knew it.”
If she intended to give him any information, she wouldn’t have silenced him when they last met.
『Let us meet again in my dream, my Chosen One.』
After Mignium bid farewell, Dung Beetle closed his eyes.
His heart trembled, and his heavy, sunken mind returned to reality once again.
* * *
Opening his eyes to reality, he was greeted by an unfamiliar scene.
The open space where Seti had demonstrated her martial arts was nowhere to be seen; instead, a straw mat was blocking his view.
After glancing up slightly, he realized it wasn’t just a straw mat, but a tent.
What is this?
Dung Beetle brushed himself off and stepped outside the tent. On stepping outside, he could see the very open space where Seti had performed her martial arts.
Was this tent set up because I entered a state of perfect selflessness…?
The answer to his contemplation was found rather easily as there were three delicately handwritten notes at the tent’s entrance.
Dung Beetle began to read through the notes slowly. As expected, they were all written by Seti.
The first note, written with pressing strokes, began with an explanation that the tent had been set up because he hadn’t woken up even after an entire day had passed.
The next page was written in the same way. It said that, although she wanted to wait longer, her younger sister was in an urgent situation, so she would deliver the unicorn’s horn first and then return.
The last page stated that, no matter how late, she would return within a week with a new identity, and it also included a note informing him to meet again at Mr. Jang Man’s bar along with a phone number.
After reading all the notes, Dung Beetle stuffed them into his pocket and sank down onto the tent floor.
…It’s already been a day?
No, that was not right. Considering the time it would have taken her to write the notes and leave, at least two days must have passed.
Did I really spend that much time in my mind?
Dung Beetle shook his head after trying to gauge the time.
It was pointless to dwell on how long the waves in his mind had built up in his body. It was natural for joyful times to feel fleeting and painful times to drag on.
What he needed to consider instead… was how proficient he had become in the Surging Wave Technique while in the state of perfect selflessness.
With that thought in mind, Dung Beetle stood up. He stood in the open space in front of the tent while recalling the fist pose that Seti had shown him, and assumed the stance.
The fist, which he had subconsciously named the Surging Wave Fist while in his unconscious state.
Seti had to make the mana flow like water and create waves with her fist. However, Dung Beetle didn’t need to do that.
The moment he clenched his fist, the mana flowing through it surged like waves. That was the difference between those who had realized the true intention and those who had not.
However…
Have I not managed to fully absorb what I’ve realized into my body?
Dung Beetle frowned as he looked at his own fist. The difference between the waves he felt in his fist and those he felt in his mind was clear to him.
To be precise, all he had achieved was about 30%… or even less.
As if trying to confirm something, he threw a punch, striking the air with force.
!!!!!!
As soon as the mana struck the air, waves of mana burst out, causing the tent to collapse and the leaves to fall in a flurry.
Although the result was astonishing, Dung Beetle sighed as he clenched and unclenched his fist.
Indeed, it was still insufficient.
To be able to replicate the same waves he had seen in his mind in reality; he would need quite a bit more training and practical experience.
And if there was any good news, it was that he still had plenty of opportunities to wield his fists, especially in Incheon.
Before Seti returns… let’s cut all the ties I need to in Incheon.
His cold, sinking gaze turned toward the city of Incheon beyond the mountain slopes.
* * *
Inside a heavy van parked on the outskirts of Incheon, a man pulled out a cigarette and put it in his mouth.
Click, click.
Perhaps due to anxiety or the dwindling gas, the man’s lighter wouldn’t ignite.
After failing to light the cigarette multiple times , he finally gave up and threw the cigarette and lighter onto the floor.
“Damn it, how did I…”
He sighed as he opened the van’s door. A pig-headed man in a suit waiting outside approached him and bowed his head.
“Branch Manager, what’s the matter?”
“Damn it, don’t call me ‘Branch Manager.’ Just call me ‘Agent.’ Agent!”
Even though he held the title Branch Manager of the Incheon Janitors’ Guild officially, he never really accepted it personally.
Even though it was merely a title he had been forced to assume to conceal his true identity as a secret government agent, even a figurehead had their standards. On top of that, it wasn’t just any place but the Janitors’ Guild.
“Hey, Shepherd.”
“Yes, Agent.”
“Do you know what? I really hate this fucking city.”
“Is that so?”
The pig-headed Shepherd calmly put up with the Branch Manager’s irritation soullessly. The Branch Manager had not always been such an insufferable superior, it was just that recent events had been enough to make anyone a terrible superior.
“The street name is MacArthur, the mountain name MacArthur, even the mayor’s name is MacArthur… Even the street fortune-tellers revere MacArthur as a deity. Is this America or South Korea?”
“…”
“Even our national hero Ahn Junggeun3 doesn’t have a statue here, but we have a MacArthur Hillock? Is MacArthur’s trusteeship4 over this country really something to be proud of?”
“…I’m not sure about that either.”
“Of course, you don’t know. Damn it. If you knew, would you even be a Shepherd, huh? You probably would be a sociologist, wouldn’t you?”
He spat on the ground, trying to recall where things had gone so wrong.
It all started with the disappearance of that Operations Director. In fact, he was actually a pretty good subordinate.
Engaging in just enough underhanded tactics to keep the annoying noises from reaching him, the fake branch manager, the Operations Director, handled the tasks he was assigned efficiently.
However, after he suddenly disappeared and the government’s corpse storage he managed burned down, everything began to go downhill from that point.
First and foremost, the deal with the Necromancer had fallen through.
The details of the incident remained unclear, but the outcome was disastrous. A 4th-grade official5 who had gone to negotiate with the Necromancer was killed, and they were unable to recover the awakening potions.
And when the Superhuman Affairs Department, which was eagerly awaiting the potions, dispatched someone else to the scene, everything was already over.
All that remained at the scene were broken potion bottles and traces of an unknown Korean agent fighting the Necromancer.
As if that wasn’t enough of a headache, another problem arose.
The agents investigating the scene were all wiped out as well, not leaving a single one behind.
This was definitely not a matter that could be overlooked. Three Shepherds were slaughtered. Moreover, even a cow-headed-level official was killed brutally.
Although they might not have the power to match a true Superhuman or Mage, the force, consisting of two pig-headed officials and one cow-headed official, could ensure that at least one person would be able to escape safely, even when facing a true Superhuman.
But all three were killed? The answer was simple: the opponent was a Superhuman of such a high level that they—whoever the hell that was— didn’t even give them a chance to escape.
At that point, the government decided to take a cautious approach. They began to suspect that other powerful nations or some unidentified Superhuman organizations might be involved in the incident.
However, they couldn’t just pull out from the scene. There were issues of honor and morale among the on-site personnel.
In the end, the government pulled out of the incident, leaving behind a suitable reliever… or a mere figurehead.
And the figurehead chosen was none other than the Branch Manager himself.
And they didn’t have any grand reason for doing so. It was simply because he was the highest-ranking agent sent to the scene.
However, even if he was aware of all the circumstances, no one would be happy to be picked as a mere figurehead.
His sudden fall from grace felt even more miserable, especially for him, who had been managing the enrollment of young Superhumans just a week earlier.
“Damn it, why are the other bastards taking so long to arrive?”
As the agent continued venting his frustration, the pig-headed man standing next to the van subtly took out his phone.
“We still have 15 minutes left until the appointed time. They should be arriving soon.”
“Damn it, all the motherfucking field agents these days are getting worse. How the hell can anyone arrive at the appointed time when their superior is already waiting?”
“…”
“Back in my day, we would have to arrive at least 10 minutes early and wait… Huff! Hey, you! Make a call.”
“But due to security reasons, calls are…”
“Goddamn it! Just make the call when I tell you!!”
“…Yes, understood.”
The pig-headed man, looking resigned, picked up his phone and dialed a number—beep, beep, beep. The basic dialing tone rang, and the other party soon answered.
[Who… is this?]
The voice on the other end was filled with static, perhaps due to poor reception.
[This is Cuckoo 11. I am just calling to check on your whereabouts.]
[It is… hard to hear. Cuckoo 11… is it?]
[This is Cuckoo 11. I am asking again. How much longer until you get here? We are waiting at the rendezvous point.]
[Location… sorry… we’re… lost… now…]
As soon as the voice on the phone said something about being lost, the Branch Manager snatched the phone from the pig-headed man.
“You crazy bastard, the bridge connecting MacArthur Road 3 and Route 6! How the hell do you even get lost in this area?!”
[…]
“Stop speaking bullshit and get your ass here within 15 minutes. Got it?”
[MacArthur…3…Route 6…bridge. We’ll head there… right away…]
As soon as the Branch Manager heard the response, he felt a strange sense of unease.
Why was that? Was it because he couldn’t smoke?
He shook off the feeling of unease and began calling the other subordinates, scolding them to hurry up.
After spending roughly five minutes scolding his subordinates, a car could be seen approaching the van from a distance.
“Finally, one motherfucker arrived.”
It was a familiar car—one of the rental vehicles used for the mission.
However, as the car got closer, the Branch Manager’s frown deepened.
The approaching car looked… strange. There was blood smeared on the front windshield, and the car was dented and had parts dangling. And most importantly…
The car wasn’t slowing down at all.
“Damn it! Get out of the way!”
The Branch Manager was the first to jump out of the van. The pig-headed man, who had been taking the brunt of his irritation, failed to escape and was crushed between the car and the van.
CRASSH! Both the car and van flew up and fell off the bridge below.
Barely managing to survive, the Branch Manager stood up unsteadily, drawing A pistol from his waist.
“What the fuck is going on…”
The Branch Manager cautiously peered at the area below the highway. The van that had fallen was crushed like a stepped-on egg.
Fortunately, not everyone in the van was dead. Some of the Shepherds were poking their heads out from the wreckage.
But in the car right in front of the van… let alone a sign of any bodies, there was not even a shadow.
He was definitely sure that someone was in the car just before the collision.
As the Branch Manager was reeling in confusion, he sensed a chilling gaze land on the back of his neck. He tightened his grip on the pistol and turned his head slowly.
A young man, wearing a worn coat and a hat pulled down low, was staring at him.
“Who are you?!”
The young man raised his hat a bit to look at the Branch Manager’s face and then spoke in a casual tone.
“Long time no see, Branch Manager.”
“Damn it… that frigging Branch Manager title.”
Without wasting a moment, the Branch Manager fired his pistol.
Bang! Bang! The gunshots rang out, but the young man simply moved his upper body a little to dodge the bullets.
Superhuman-like reflexes and movements—He was definitely a Superhuman.
“Fuck.”
The Branch Manager glanced at the approaching young man and the area below the highway alternately.
Seeing that the height was about 5 meters, he immediately made up his mind. It would be better to break a leg than to be caught by a Superhuman.
He swallowed hard and shouted at the area below.
“I’m jumping down! Catch me!”
One of the Shepherds looked up, and the Branch Manager jumped from the bridge.
Bounce!
Fortunately, one of the pig-headed men managed to catch him. But there was no time to relax. That damn Superhuman had also jumped down after him.
“Kill him! That bastard is the culprit responsible for this incident!”
The Branch Manager shouted desperately. Although there was no evidence, the pig-headed men who had just emerged from the van rushed at the Superhuman immediately.
Swish!
Three of the men, relatively unscathed, charged simultaneously. The leading pig-headed man leaped forward, while the other two opened their mouths wide.
Kyaaaak! A voice filled with cursed mana erupted from the pig-headed men.
Meanwhile, following the cursed outburst, the leaping pig-headed man’s fist came crashing down. It was a perfectly coordinated attack.
“Tch.”
The unidentified Superhuman did not avoid the attack. Instead, he simply clicked his tongue and threw a punch.
Since he couldn’t avoid it, he would face it head-on? But it was clear which had more power: the punch delivered while leaping or the one just thrown.
However…
As the Superhuman extended his fist, something changed.
The Branch Manager, who couldn’t sense mana, did not realize it, but the Shepherds who were able to sense even a faint amount of mana reacted differently.
They were horrified by the mana swirling around the punch. However, it was too late to pull back the punch.
The fists collided. Crack! One of the fists was completely broken.
“Kyaaaak!”
It was the pig-headed Shepherd who had his hand shattered. He struggled to get away from the Superhuman, but the Superhuman didn’t give him a chance.
He immediately raised his left hand and smashed the Shepherd’s head. Accompanied by the sound of something breaking, blood poured out from the pig-headed man’s eyes, nose, and mouth.
It was an instant death.
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 Footnotes
	1. 심재좌망(心齋坐忘) is a cultivation method for cleansing the mind of all impurities and reaching a state of selflessness (無我). It was promoted by the Chinese philosopher Zhuangzi.
	2. The term Koreans typically use to refer to their Martial Arts is 무술 (武術). But here, Mignium uses 무공 (武功), which usually used in Chinese martial arts. All were often used interchangeably with the concept of martial skill, but they actually reflect the differences in perceptions of fighting techniques across China, Korea, and Japan.
	3. Ahn Junggeun is remembered as a martyr in both South and North Korea for his 1909 assassination of the Japanese politician Itō Hirobumi, who had previously served as the Resident-General of Korea and first Prime Minister of Japan. Ahn Junggeun was imprisoned and later executed by Japanese authorities on 26 March 1910.
	4. The division of Korea began on August 15, 1945 when the official announcement of the surrender of Japan was released, thus ending the Pacific Theater of World War II. During the war, the Allied leaders had already been considering the question of Korea's future following Japan's eventual surrender in the war. The leaders reached an understanding that Korea would be liberated from Japan but would be placed under an international trusteeship until the Koreans would be deemed ready for self-rule. In the last days of the war, the United States proposed dividing the Korean peninsula into two occupation zones (a U.S. and Soviet one) with the 38th parallel as the dividing line. The Soviets accepted their proposal and agreed to divide Korea.

General Douglas MacArthur was appointed as the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP) in Japan, and he also had a significant role in overseeing the U.S. occupation of Korea. In this capacity, MacArthur’s role was primarily focused on the southern part of Korea.

	5. Public servants in Korea are comprised of the following different categories:

	General Service : public officials engaged in public administration, technology, and research



	Special Service: public officials serving as judges, prosecutors, teachers, police and fire-fighting officers; and



	Political Service: public officials who are elected officials or require the approval of the National Assembly to be appointed.



	The General Service consists of public officials in Grades 3-9 and senior officials belonging to the Senior Civil Service (SCS). The Special and Political Service each have their own grade systems.





Grade 3-4 are Division Directors.




   

  Chapter 20: A Coincidence For The Heroine
…the World Tree is just… a big tree.
『Excerpt from the American-Elf War Document of Surrender 』

* * *
Dung Beetle stared at the remaining officials with a blank look on his face.
The pig-headed men who had just spat curses were closing their mouths, as if trying to grasp the situation, and the Branch Manager turned pale, his eyes darting around.
“Damn, with just two gestures of his hand the Shepherd…”
With the Branch Manager’s words as a signal, Dung Beetle stomped the ground. Seeing that, one of the pig-headed men stepped forward and shouted.
“Escort the Agent and escape!”
The pig-headed man’s eyes glowed red, and the mana in his voice began to fluctuate.
Soon, a voice filled with curses was spewed at Dung Beetle.
“Kyaaakkk!”
The invisible, formless curse struck his body, but Dung Beetle didn’t budge. The ground beneath him caved in, kicking up dust, but that was all.
“…Did you just withstand it using your bare body?”
Those were the pig-headed man’s final words. Charging at him instantly, Dung Beetle grabbed his neck, and twisted it.
A chilling cracking sound echoed, and with his neck twisted, Shepherd’s body slumped over.
As Dung Beetle turned around, the Branch Manager, who had just been carried by a Shepherd, stared at him with a stunned expression.
He tried to say something, but there was no need for words.
Step— Dung Beetle stomped the ground again. He executed the flying kick from the Flying Kick technique, which he was now well-versed in, combined with the Surging Wave technique.
It was a kick akin to that in a performance test. Without considering the opponent’s level, his mana surged to its limit, rippling from his thighs to his toes.
“EVADE!!!”
The Branch Manager yelled, but the pig-headed Shepherd had already assessed its power. The attack was impossible to evade.
Without hesitation, he tossed the Branch Manager aside and threw his own body to block the kick.
“Kugh!”
Hit directly by the kick, the pig-headed man floated into the air. A moment later, the shockwave of mana hit him belatedly, sending him soaring.
Thud!
He flew for quite the distance before he crashed into the van that fell off the bridge earlier. Even after crashing, he still had some strength left. However, the van tilted while spewing oil.
Seeing that, the Branch Manager groaned.
“This is insane…”
As he muttered in astonishment, the Shepherds behind him, who had just regained their senses, finally began to understand the situation. They turned around immediately and began to flee.
Seeing them fleeing in two different directions, it didn’t seem like they were fleeing blindly out of fear.
Are they trying to ensure that at least one of them manages to survive for long enough to call for help rather than being annihilated completely?
Watching their fleeing figures, Dung Beetle glanced at the Branch Manager before chasing after them.
Whoosh! As he extended his stride, the distance between him and the Shepherds diminished in an instant.
The first to be caught was the one fleeing to the right. He could not even resist before his head crushed.
The second one had his neck broken while drawing his gun, and the third was killed just before he could unleash his curse.
Convinced of his slim chances of escaping, the last one attempted to contact someone with his phone.
However, before the call could even connect, Dung Beetle’s kick smashed his phone and his head simultaneously.
It was an utterly futile end for the government’s carefully nurtured Shepherds.
However, their deaths did not stir any emotion in Dung Beetle. He simply shook off the flesh and blood splatters from his clothes before turning back to the Branch Manager.
“W-Who the hell send you here…? Australia? Japan? If not them, then perhaps the Magic Tower?”
The Branch Manager, who was making an awkward attempt to escape, asked. With trembling hands, he aimed his gun at Dung Beetle.
“Huh? You’re Korean, aren’t you? Tell me, you fucking traitor. Why are you targeting the government? Money? Is it because of money?”
Dung Beetle continued walking in silence until he reached right in front of the Branch Manager.
Only when they were close enough for their reflections to be seen in each other’s eyes did Dung Beetle remove his hat.
“Branch Manager.”
“Damn, you… look familiar… Cough!”
Dung Beetle grabbed the Branch Manager by his neck. The poor man tried to pull the trigger of his pistol, but the weapon was wrenched from his hand, leaving him powerless.
“Branch Manager, it seems like you don’t remember who I am. That’s alright. But do you remember the Foreman?”
The moment ‘Foreman’ was mentioned, the Branch Manager’s face twisted noticeably, but his voice was unable to find its way out properly.
“You, ugh, don’t tell me, cough…”
“That’s fortunate. At least you’ll die knowing why.”
Dung Beetle tightened his grip. Or rather, he tried to.
Just as he was about to clench his hand, something flew from behind and struck his wrist.
…A rock?
Dung Beetle let go of the Branch Manager and turned his gaze in the direction the rock came from.
“It looks like there were other guests before me.”
From afar, he saw two figures in ponchos on the bridge.
The two figures didn’t hesitate as they jumped down from the bridge. And surprisingly, they made no sound when they landed.
Scrutinizing the intruders with narrowed eyes, Dung Beetle frowned immediately.
Hidden under the ponchos, the faces visible through the slightly raised hoods definitely did not belong to humans.
…Elves?
With glistening lips, large eyes, sharply arched eyebrows, a sculpture-like nose, long, pointed ears and an extraordinarily beautiful appearance, it was the face of an elf he had often seen in the news.
The two elves who landed on the ground looked at him with emotionless expressions.
“…Who are you? Are the elves undertaking mercenary work in Korea?”
Dung Beetle looked down at the ponchos the elves were wearing.
There was a symbol of a large tree with a red star on top of the ponchos.
World Tree Revolutionaries.

They were communist guerrilla elves from beyond the dimensional portal who served as the leader, Demerond Ipp Marx, the commie elf who had even impressed Stalin.
“Superhuman, this has nothing to do with you. The one we have business with is that man.”
The faint silver-haired elf gestured at the Branch Manager. The Branch Manager, still choking in Dung Beetle’s grip, looked confused.
“Business? What business?”
“It’s an elvish matter. Outsiders need not concern themselves with it.”
“Ah, I see.”
Dung Beetle grabbed the Branch Manager’s neck again. The silver-haired elf raised an eyebrow in response.
“Superhuman, it would be best if you let him go and leave while we are still speaking.”
“And if I refuse?”
“If you insist on getting punished, I will not stop you.”
The elf drew a sword from within the poncho. The sword emitted a chilling glow under the dim light of the streetlamp.
Facing the blatant threat, Dung Beetle hesitated for a moment.
Would it be better to just hand over the Branch Manager to those elves?
It was clear that the commie elves weren’t on good terms with the Branch Manager either. However, handing over a target of his revenge was a completely different matter.
“Do you intend to kill this person?”
Dung Beetle asked, just in case. As expected, the elf shook her head.
“As I said, it is none of your business.”
Hearing their reply, Dung Beetle looked back and forth between the Branch Manager, who was struggling for his life, and the silver-haired elf holding a sword.
He then assessed the blonde elf with green streaks behind the silver-haired elf, who was looking at him with an incomprehensible expression.
He could sense mana from both elves. He didn’t need any further explanation to guess that they were both High Elves.
Well, that was probably the reason these elves could roam freely in human cities.
If I don’t hand over the Branch Manager, I’ll have to fight against two high elves.
It was absurd, but was there anything in this world that ever went according to plan? Dung Beetle sighed and tightened his grip.
“No!”
Following a crunching sound, the Branch Manager’s body slumped, and the silver-haired elf’s eyes widened with a sharp look before she yelled.
“HOW DARE YOU!”
Dung Beetle flung the Branch Manager’s body at the silver-haired elf before stomping on the ground.
Just as they said, he didn’t need to know why the elves were chasing the Branch Manager or why they were here.
His only concern was to do what he had to do and then escape.
Whoosh!
As the fusion of the Flying Kick Technique and the true intention of the Surging Wave Technique unfolded, Dung Beetle’s body accelerated rapidly.
“You bastard!!”
The elf also chased after him at superhuman speeds, but Dung Beetle’s speed was superior.
As soon as the distance between the two increased by more than a dozen steps, the blonde elf at the back opened her mouth.
“Leon! Catch him!”
Catch? What? The moment Dung Beetle had that thought, something invisible grabbed his body mid-air.
What’s this?
The thing that grabbed him was a massive mass of energy shaped like a hand. It was invisible to the eyes but clearly felt through mana.
Press— the invisible hand tightened its grip around his body.
Dung Beetle didn’t wait to start channeling the mana within his body. Following the true intention of the Surging Wave Technique, the surging mana flowed through his muscles, pushing the invisible hand away.
And just as he managed to create enough room to move his hand, he punched at the invisible hand.
Boom!
The sound of a heavy impact resounded, and the force pressing on him diminished. Dung Beetle slipped through the gaps between the fingers and escaped the pressure.
By the time he landed on the ground, the silver-haired elf had already closed in. For a brief moment, silence hung between them.
And it was Dung Beetle who initiated the attack this time.
Thud!
He launched a kick at tremendous speeds, aiming for the silver-haired elf’s head. The elf leaned back lightly and swung her sword.
Whoosh!
Following a slash through the air, their bodies became entangled.
Whenever Dung Beetle’s kick aimed at her legs, her sword aimed at his waist. When he thrust out a punch, the returning sword targeted his shoulder, and when he tried to create some distance, the elf relentlessly exploited every opening.
The elf’s sword had neither a beginning nor an end. Sometimes it traced a straight line, sometimes a curve, but the attacks never ceased.
Just as she seemed to withdraw her sword and take a stance, she suddenly moved, aiming for an opening.
This is… the swordsmanship of a High Elf.
Be it human or elf, they were all creatures with limbs, but her muscles imbued with mana moved as if such limits did not exist.
The moment he let his guard down, the sword would strike a vital spot.
Admiring the sword’s movements, Dung Beetle unconsciously took it in. At first, he simply observed the sword’s path, and then he sensed the movement of the mana.
Flexible yet firm, it is like the roots of a tree.
Following the true intention of the Surging Wave technique, his surging mana began to mimic the flow of the elf’s swordsmanship.
Whether it was inspiration or enlightenment—An indescribable sensation filled his body. From the flow of the sword path, to the movements of the muscles wielding it and the mana supporting it, everything was extremely unfamiliar yet beautiful.
Taking the inspiration he had felt briefly, Dung Beetle applied it to his hand. Without a sword, he extended his fist to form a hand blade.
Swish!
The first attempt was awkward enough to allow the sword to slice through his left forearm. But Dung Beetle trusted his regeneration ability.
Ignoring the wound, he extended his other hand.
Unlike the first, the second attempt cut through the air sharply.
The third was enough to make the elf dodge, and the fourth allowed him to block the sword with his bare hand.
By his fifth try, his hand blade broke past a very narrow gap in the elf’s swordsmanship.
Although it only grazed the edge of the poncho, it was more than enough because the wave from the Surging Wave technique shredded the poncho.
Rrrrip!
“Huh?!”
The relentless wind of the sword stopped as the silver-haired elf halted her assault and stepped back.
Her expression twisted as she looked down at the torn poncho.
Taking a moment, Dung Beetle created some distance and spoke.
“What’s the name of your swordsmanship?”
“…”
“No name? To think that an unnamed swordsmanship could be this effective, what an impressive technique.”
Perhaps it sounded like provocation, but the silver-haired elf glared at him sharply before readying her sword.
An initial stance, with the hilt raised to the height of her ear — it was a different sword technique. The swirling mana felt unusual; this swordsmanship surely contained her true intention.
Just as Dung Beetle was unconsciously anticipating the moment, a voice came from behind.
Perhaps too engrossed in the swordsmanship, he had forgotten that the silver-haired elf wasn’t his only enemy.
“Lelrin! Suppress him with light!”
As soon as she confirmed that the silver-haired elf and Dung Beetle had distanced themselves, the blonde elf behind her began reciting another spell.
Unlike before, the magic was visible this time.
Flash!
A tremendous burst of light erupted right in front of Dung Beetle. His optic nerves were overwhelmed, and his vision went dark.
And that brief moment created a large opening.
Step!
Not wanting to let the opportunity slip by, the silver-haired elf charged at Dung Beetle.
And… that was what became her downfall.
She was unable to see either, but unlike her, Dung Beetle could sense her movements even without sight.
This was only made possible by his abnormally refined mana perception.
Through the darkness created by the burst of light, Dung Beetle extended both hands.
Slice, the elf’s sword, pierced his left hand. The mana within the sword clashed with the mana in his hand, causing his blood to splatter.
However, that was enough to restrict her movements.
Dung Beetle extended his right hand. The wave of mana flowed over his shoulder and gathered in his fist.
The Surging Wave technique—The wave contained in his hand became the Surging Wave Fist.
WHOOOSH!
The atmosphere fluctuated, and the winds roared.
The silver-haired elf belatedly tried to imbue more strength into her sword, but Dung Beetle’s Surging Wave Fist had already arrived right in front of her solar plexus.
!

However, even before the fist made contact, the mana had already struck her body, lifting the elf’s body into the air.
Thud!
As their vision cleared, the soaring elf crashed back to the ground.
“Cough!”
The delayed impact shook her body, and gastric juice mixed with saliva spilled from her mouth.
“Bleh… Ugh… Bleh…”
Pulling the sword embedded in his left hand and Dung Beetle gripped it with his right before approaching her.
“Comrade Rime! No! Leon! Lelrin! Protect Rime…”
Realizing what was happening a bit too late, the blonde elf tried to recite another spell, but Dung Beetle was quicker to point the sword at the silver-haired elf’s neck.
“Stop. If you finish reciting that, she dies.”

 
    

  Chapter 21: A Coincidence For The Heroine (2)
* * *
“You craven bastard…!”
The blond elf bit her lower lip.
It would have been hard for an ordinary person to see from that distance, but with her ability to wield mana, she could clearly see the sword aimed at Rime’s neck.
“Are you finally ready to have a rational conversation?”
“Shut up! If you hadn’t killed the Branch Manager…!”
As she shouted, the human stomped on Rime’s back. Rime gasped and collapsed like a corpse.
“Stop, please stop!”
The elf covered her mouth in shock. Only after the surroundings grew silent did the human nod in satisfaction.
“I will be the one asking the questions, and you only need to give me an answer.”
“…”
“Answer.”
“…Alright.”
The human’s golden eyes swept over her body coldly.
“Name.”
“Miridith… Miridith Ipp Marx.”
As soon as he heard that, the human frowned.
“Marx?”
Having the family name Marx only meant one thing: it signified kinship with Demerond Ipp Marx, leader of the World Tree Revolutionaries.
“…So, you are a princess?”
The human spoke while stroking his chin; whether it was mockery or admiration, his tone did not make it clear. And although his hand had been pierced by a sword, not a drop of blood flowed from the back of his hand.
“Miridith, why were you pursuing the Branch Manager?”
“…I had something I needed to ask him.”
“Ask? About what?”
“That is…”
Miridith paused as she looked past the human. Behind him, she saw two glimmers of light that were only visible to her.
Leon, Lelrin. Not yet. Just wait a little longer.
After whispering to the glimmers in her mind, Miridith continued.
“…I wanted to ask him about the elves who had recently died in Incheon and what happened to their bodies.”
“Oh, that incident… So you were chasing after the Janitor Guild? And it has nothing to do with the Branch Manager being a government official?”
“Government? He was a government official?”
Miridith asked back, but the human continued speaking without pause.
“So, why are you looking for the bodies of the elves?”
Miridith took in the cold night air. For a brief moment, she thought of the two elves who were no more.
Rhe and Rhegon— her very reliable older brothers.
They had willingly left the forest and followed her to Earth; they were her family.
“…Do I need a reason to retrieve the bodies of my family?”
“…”
“That was the only reason we were chasing that Branch Manager. So… please step back. I swear we will not pursue you. I do not want to lose another family member.”
Even though she said this, she gathered her mana and sent it to the two glimmers of light.
Leon, Lelrin.
Using all her mana, she began preparing her magic with all her heart. It was a once-in-a-lifetime spell where even the smallest mistake would not be tolerated.
One strike, just one attack to take down that cowardly human and save Rime… That was the only thought that filled her mind.
However, the next moment, the human suddenly raised the sword in his hand.
No way, did he perceive…?
But before the startled Miridith could even say a word, the man thrust the sword.
“No!”
Thunk.
Not having the courage to face the end of her family, she squeezed her eyes shut at the sound of the sword sinking in.
After a moment, the trembling Miridith opened her eyes. And…
“Huh…?”
She let out a dazed exclamation.
Contrary to her fears, Rime was not dead. The human had simply plunged the sword into the ground right next to Rime.
He dusted off his now free hands and looked at the bewildered Miridith.
“Miridith, first, let me extend my condolences. Secondly, although it is unfortunate, your family’s bodies are no longer in this world.”
“What do you mean…?”
Seeing her confused face, the human paused briefly before continuing.
“The Korean government has been collecting corpses from this land and selling them to a Necromancer. That was the case for your family’s bodies. They were also stored in the government’s corpse warehouse.”
“Necromancer…? Could it be…?”
Miridith bit her lip as she thought of the worst possibility. Not only was it not possible for her family’s bodies to return to their homeland, but they might have been used by Necromancers.
However, the human’s following words exceeded even her worst fears.
“I burned down that corpse warehouse.”
“…What?”
“The bodies of the two dead elves must have burned and vanished along with the warehouse. Although it wasn’t my intention, I must apologize to you.”
Looking genuinely regretful, the human placed his hat over his chest and bowed his head. Miridith was stunned as she took in the sight.
Could this be true? Or was it just a lie to get out of this situation?
And before her doubts could even be resolved, the human approached her at an incredible speed, so fast that she could feel the mana fluctuating.
Standing in front of Miridith, he silently took out a note and a pen from his pocket, jotted something down, and handed it to her.
“This is the location of the ruined warehouse. If you plan to see it yourself, head to the address written on the note.”
The note had a rough map and an address scribbled on it. Miridith, blinking at his sudden change in attitude, accepted the note without protest.
“I hope that you can at least find your family’s keepsake.”
With those words, the human turned to leave. Or at least, he tried to.
“Wa-wait a moment!”
Miridith instinctively grabbed the hem of his clothes. Why? What was she thinking? She didn’t even understand that herself, so she remained silent for a moment.
What should she say… Ah, yes.
“Y-your name! What is your name?”
The man replied with a reluctant expression.
“Dung Beetle.”
“…Dung Beetle?”
Was that an alias? Miridith unconsciously inspected her translation magic with her mana, but it was working perfectly.
“That’s… quite a unique name.”
“I get that a lot. So, do you have any more questions?”
“N-no. I don’t have any more questions, but… that’s…”
And that was the end of their conversation. When Miridith let go of his clothes, he gave her a slight nod. It was a brief farewell.
Dung Beetle walked past her and disappeared toward the bridge as Miridith stared blankly at his retreating figure. A few moments later, thinking of Rime, she summoned the two glimmers of light.
“Lelrin, Leon. Carry Rime. First… let’s head to the warehouse drawn on this note.”
* * *
The ‘Author’ frowned as he came across a headline while browsing through online news.

『Shocking News!! Extremist Elf Announces Enrollment at Lord Howe! Controversy Ignites: ‘What Is An Elf Doing In The Academy?』



When he clicked on a sensational news headline, an article from a rather reputable news outlet—rather than a third-rate tabloid—appeared on his smartphone screen.

『Numerous testimonies secured from the Kaesong Dimensional Portal.』




『Dead Spirits of the Fallen World Tree Cross the Dimensional Portal.』




『U.S. Department of State ‘Neither Confirms Nor Denies,’ Sparking Controversy!』




『Is This The Signal of Peace Treaty? Elixir Prices Are Changing Rapidly.』




『Some Worry About the Safety of Academy Students.』



At a quick glance, he saw that the article had already amassed tens of thousands of views, quickly approaching a million.
At this rate, it would become international news in just a few days.
What? This shouldn’t be known yet.
The Author rubbed his forehead as he thought of the subject of the article.
Miridith Ipp Marx, an elven princess… or the Commie Canf1.
As with any heroine in this universe, she was a character you either loved or hated considerably. Her true identity was supposed to be revealed at the end of the first chapter at the earliest, after the entrance ceremony.
The fact that a commie elf— one of princess-level rank particularly—hostile to Earth, had enrolled in the academy was a major plot point leading into Chapter 3…
But now, her enrollment was already public knowledge, even before the entrance ceremony.
What changed?
He scoured news from months ago, trying to find any clues, but found nothing significant that could be considered as a turning point.
He couldn’t even take a guess as to where things went wrong.
Should I consider it fortunate that only her enrollment has been revealed, and not her identity?
Tsk. He clicked his tongue briefly.
Being stuck here meant that the speed and quality of information he could get were both terrible. Regardless, the story needed to progress beyond the entrance ceremony quickly for anything to move forward…
If only I could establish connections with the Blue Rat or the Secret Society, I wouldn’t have to worry about this.
He licked his lips, thinking about the various information guilds that existed in the universe. But knowing their identities was of no use when they were out of his league.
As the Author sighed, lost in these thoughts, someone knocked on his door.
Knock, knock.
Who the hell is that, showing up at this hour?
The Author quickly hid his smartphone under the blanket before getting up to open the door.
“Huh? Jeon Yunseong? What brings you here?”
Standing on the other side of the door was a handsome—an incredibly handsome boy, the protagonist from the novel the Author had written.
“Just because. I happen to have some free time.”
“At this hour?”
The Author gestured towards the clock on his wall with his eyes. 5:30 AM—It was still a long time before the 7 AM dormitory wake-up call.
“I simply figured that you wouldn’t be sleeping anyway.”
The boy said this with a bright smile. His looks alone were enough to make any girl fall for him, but the Author was not a woman, nor was he homosexual.
In fact, the Author was one of the few who really disliked Yunseong’s appearance. Having him around made it nearly impossible to date any of the female supporting characters.
But he hid his true feelings with much difficulty and acted like that boy’s classmate.
“Really? Well, I’m bored too, so your timing is good. What do you want to do? Play a game?”
“Let’s spar.”
“…Spar?”
“You did ask me to teach you martial arts before, didn’t you? It’s difficult to do so during the day, but I can help you for at least an hour early in the morning.”
The Author barely managed to prevent his expression from contorting.
He had indeed asked Yunseong to teach him martial arts, but it wasn’t a sincere request. It was merely a means to keep the conversation going.
However, this boy, who had spent his entire life bearing the brunt of the hatred of Koreans, seemed so awkward in social interactions that he didn’t understand the concept of speaking out of courtesy.
…I’m screwed.
At this point, he couldn’t just say it was something he said on a whim. He couldn’t afford to lose his connection with Yunseong. After all, he was one of the protagonist candidates he could think of.
The Author swallowed a sigh and forced a smile.
“Ah, right. I did say that. I forgot about it as I didn’t expect you to actually take me up on it.”
“That’s what friends are for, right? Of course, I can do it for you if it’s only this much.”
The Author screamed with frustration internally. However, outwardly, he said something entirely different.
“Thanks for thinking of me, Yunseong.”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The word used here is 깐프 (Kkanpeu), which is one character different from the Elf word in Korean (엘프 Elpeu). It is a racial slur for Elves. The term became popular in Korea due to a font corruption issue in the early release of Warcraft 3: Reforged.

Later, it became popularly used by Koreans, along with another slur: 귀쟁이 (Pointy Ear).

Note: This issue was specific to the Korean version and does not occur in Latin-based language versions, so users in North America and Europe are unaware of this problem.




   

  Chapter 22: A Coincidence For The Heroine (3)
* * *
Like any smuggler, Jang Man was far from sociable. And given the nature of his job, it was inevitable.
Since he sold things that shouldn’t be sold and put a price on things that shouldn’t be priced, he was unable to see people as ‘people’.
He lived a life where he would look at customers coming to the bar while calculating how much their lives were worth, and think of price tags when he saw children passing by.
As he grew older, drawing closer to the end of life than the beginning, only two types of people remained around him.
Those who were profitable, or those who were personally appealing.
And the one who knocked on his bar door early in the morning was the former.
“It’s been a while, Sir.”
A man wearing a dark blue coat stepped inside. He had a distinct M-shaped receding hairline and a nose ridge as sharp as a blade.
Jang Man, who was wiping a cup, frowned as soon as he saw the man’s face.
“Wollard? Are you here to beg again? I’m not interested.”
“Beg, you say? Sir, have you ever seen me come to you empty-handed?”
The man called Wollard smiled cheekily and sat at a table.
“Get lost. I am not interested in whatever you’ve brought.”
“Ugh, Sir. It hurts my feelings to see you behaving like that before you see what I’ve brought.”
Wollard pulled something out from his coat and placed it on the table.
It was a bird skull, slightly larger than a palm.
To those unaware or inexpert, it wouldn’t seem like anything special, but Jang Man recognized it at a glance.
“A magic item… although it does not seem to be a complete one, more like a fragment from somewhere.”
“As expected, Sir! You could tell from a single glance. This skull was attached to a Mage’s wand.”
“…So what?”
“Where do you think I found this?”
Wollard rolled the skull across the table. The eerie skull stopped right in front of Jang Man.
“I don’t know. And I don’t care enough to find out either.”
“Off the coast of Incheon, an unlucky fisherman was the one who caught it.”
“…”
“Sir, I’m not a fool. I have some intuition, which is why I came to you. You know that, right?”
Thud! Jang Man slammed the cup he was wiping with a loud noise and glared at Wollard.
“So, what are you actually trying to say? What’s the point of all this roundabout talk? Do you even think like a rat after hiding in a rat hole all this time?”
“A rat hole, you say? Sir, at least call it by the proper name. Blue Rat! The name is quite famous outside of Korea.”
“Be it the Rat Gang or the Cat Gang, I don’t care. Just get to the point.”
Despite Jang Man’s sharp words, Wollard’s expression remained unchanged.
“Sir, I’m not asking for anything big. Just tell me one thing.”
“What?”
“You are involved… in the strange happenings in Incheon these past few days, aren’t you?”
Jang Man frowned. Had he already been found out?
“Strange happenings? Have you forgotten after enjoying the outside air for a while? This city is always strange.”
“You know that’s not what I mean.”
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. If you’re here to play detective, just go back home.”
Jang Man flung the rag onto the table and headed towards the kitchen. As he walked away, Wollard gave a meaningful smile.
“There was an explosion and loud noise at the closed pier a few days ago.”
Jang Man stopped in his tracks. He turned with an incredulous look on his face.
“So?”
“And just a day after the explosion, the government dispatched agents to Incheon and pulled them out in just a couple of days.”
“…”
“Then, as if waiting for it, the media released articles about the commie elf who came to Earth. Anyone can see that these articles were planted by the government. What are they trying to hide by playing this card?”
Wollard observed Jang Man’s expression. There was no sign of visible agitation. Instead, Jang Man sighed as if he found this entire situation ridiculous.
“Is that why you came to me? I have only one answer for you. I don’t know anything.”
“…”
“It’s closing time. So, get out.”
It seemed like Wollard wanted to say something as he opened his mouth slightly but only licked his lips and closed it again.
After a brief silence, he opened his mouth again.
“Sir, why are you getting so worked up over this? You’re almost acting as if…”
Wollard’s slit-like eyes swept over Jang Man’s face menacingly.
“…You feel guilty about something.”
And before Jang Man could respond in anger, clap! Wollard clapped his hands.
The next moment, the bar door burst open, and five men entered the bar.
All of them were wearing the same dark blue coat as Wollard, but one of them stood out due to his massive size.
The giant was tall enough to touch the ceiling, and his long coat made him look like he had a curtain wrapped around him.
However, it wasn’t just his size that drew attention.
His eyes… the pitch-black eyes that showed no whites, gleaming like those of a beast, caught Jang Man’s attention.
“Sir, you don’t need to be afraid. These are all my friends. This big guy here is Mortimer, and he acts as a facilitator for sound conversations in our organization.”
“…Sound conversations?”
Jang Man let out a bitter laugh. Sure, with a monster like that, the conversations would indeed be very sound.
“Sir, let’s make this easy. Just tell us everything you know. We’ll even pay you well for the information.”
“I really don’t know anything.”
“Well, if you insist on making this difficult… Mortimer! Help this old man speak more easily!”
The giant called Mortimer strode towards Jang Man. A long shadow loomed over Jang Man when the giant stood in front of the table.
“This is your last chance, Sir.”
Wollard kept provoking him. Jang Man looked alternately between Mortimer and Wollard before sighing and answering.
“Screw you, punk.”
As soon as he finished speaking, Mortimer reached out and grabbed Jang Man by the collar.
Jang Man tried to resist him with his aged body, but the giant managed to lift him pretty easily. Mortimer then opened his other hand wide, positioned to slap Jang Man’s cheek. Or at least he tried to.
Creak.
Just before Mortimer’s slap could land on Jang Man’s cheek, the bar door opened, and someone wearing a hat stepped inside.
Wollard, his men, and Mortimer all turned their gazes towards the intruder simultaneously.
“…Sir?”
Murderous rage was immediately reflected in the intruder’s golden eyes.
* * *
Dung Beetle couldn’t understand the scene unfolding before him as he entered the bar.
Men in blue coats were crowding the bar, and a giant wearing the same coat was threatening Jang Man.
Even though he couldn’t understand it, his emotions were clear, and his task was obvious.
Without a moment’s hesitation, Dung Beetle swung his foot at the man closest to him.
“Keugh!”
The man who was kicked in the stomach was lifted off the ground. The men in blue coats reacted a bit later, raising their fists. At that moment, Wollard shouted urgently from behind.
“You morons! Draw your guns! He’s a Superhuman!”
Superhuman—The men paused on hearing that word and Dung Beetle didn’t miss the opportunity created by their hesitation.
Thud! He leaped and kicked the back of the giant’s knee, who was holding Jang Man.
“Ugh, keug!”
Attacked at a vulnerable spot, the giant instantly released his grip on Jang Man and clutched his knee in pain.
Dung Beetle managed to catch the falling Jang Man just in time and dove behind the counter.
“Mr. Jang Man! A Superhuman? Can you still say that you know nothing after this?”
Except for the one man who was hit in the stomach, the others drew their pistols. While Mortimer, who was hit in the back of his knee, quickly got back on his feet while snorting.
Regardless of what they did, Dung Beetle, hiding behind the counter, decided to check on Jang Man’s condition first.
“Sir, what is all this about?”
“The Blue Rat. Those bastards have managed to track your trail.”
“…The Blue Rat?”
“They’re more like multinational thugs who call themselves informants. They originally had no ties to Korea, so I don’t know why they decided to intrude now.”
Hearing Jang Man’s explanation, Dung Beetle immediately managed to grasp the situation, but he wasn’t flustered.
After Seti had shown him the importance of covering one’s tracks, he had expected something like this to happen sooner or later.
“Sir, please escape through the back door.”
“What? Alone? What about you?”
Instead of replying, Dung Beetle pulled a grenade from his waist. It was the last one remaining from the fight against the Necromancer.
As soon as Jang Man saw Dung Beetle pull the pin, he panicked and started crawling towards the kitchen.
“Mr. Jang Man! Just surrender peacefully! Our Mortimer is also a Superhuman! Do you have any idea how strong… Oh, shi—“
Dung Beetle tossed the grenade over the counter and gathered mana in his legs. The muscles in his thighs and calves tightened.
BOOM!!!
He leaped just as the grenade exploded. Vaulting over the counter, he saw the bar, half-wrecked by the blast.
The tables, caught in the explosion, were all shattered, and broken liquor bottles were scattered everywhere.
However, unlike the state of the bar, the enemies were unscathed. Not a single one had died in the explosion.
They had barely survived by hiding behind the giant.
He withstood a grenade with just his bare body? He’s truly a Superhuman.
A fight between Superhumans. And not just that, he also had to face the enemy with reinforcements twice in a row.
Feeling a bit unlucky, Dung Beetle kicked the ground. The Blue Rats didn’t remain idle either.
“Shoot! Shoot him, you morons!”
Bullets rained down in the narrow bar.
Swish!
Raising his hand to protect his head, Dung Beetle charged at them in a zigzag pattern.
Although he couldn’t dodge all the bullets, he trusted his Regeneration ability. As long as he managed to avoid any fatal injuries, he was confident that he wouldn’t die from mere handgun bullets.
“He’s coming! Mortimer, stop him!”
“Urrraaah!”
The only problem was the giant superhuman. Fortunately, there was no hint of any martial arts principles in him.
Thump!
The moment his kick and the giant’s punch collided, Dung Beetle immediately frowned. The Surging Wave Technique’s mana caused an unexpected recoil.
Is it because of the difference in size? Or the amount of mana?
It felt as though he had kicked some steel. Retracting his foot, Dung Beetle swung a punch infused with the principles of the Surging Wave technique.
Thud!
Again, the impact traveled up his hand. However, Mortimer didn’t fall; instead, he reached out and grabbed Dung Beetle’s left hand.
Crack, Dung Beetle’s left arm made a cruel sound as it broke. It was a truly overwhelming display of grip… no, strength.
Swallowing a scream, Dung Beetle used the Flying Kick technique to distance himself from the giant.
He doesn’t seem to be using martial arts. So, how is he enduring the impact?
He examined his broken left hand and glared at Mortimer. Through the torn coat, ripped by the grenade explosion, his bulging muscles twitched menacingly.
If striking him doesn’t work…
The wave of the Surging Wave Technique surged along Dung Beetle’s right shoulder. Amidst the swirling mana, he extended his hand blade.
I’ll slice him up.

 
    

  Chapter 23: A Coincidence For The Heroine (4)
* * *
Dung Beetle didn’t have any knowledge when it came to swordsmanship.
The only blade he’d ever swung was a kitchen knife, and he’d never managed to injure anyone by swinging something.
The only knowledge he had regarding swordsmanship was limited to the fake techniques of celebrities he saw on TV and the elven swordsmanship he had witnessed once.
Even then, all he did was simply imitate the form without understanding how to move mana or the true intention embedded in the swordsmanship.
Nonetheless, Dung Beetle prepared his swordsmanship.
His heart urged him to do so. It whispered to him to cut the giant’s neck in a single strike instead of kicking and punching.
After all, these were the same men who threatened Jang Man and pointed their guns at him. There was no reason to spare them.
Dung Beetle propped his hand blade like the elf in his memory.
He would compensate for his inadequate mana control with the Surging Wave Technique and fill the lacking true intention with his talent.
“Raaaah!”
Even before Dung Beetle was ready, the giant rushed at him. His name was Mortimer, wasn’t it? And from his appearance, he seemed to have the nature of a brawler.
We both are aiming for… the neck.
Without a word, Dung Beetle swung his hand.
Mana sliced through the air. Their hands crossed, and the bodies of both Superhumans clashed.
Thud!
The first clash was a draw.
Dung Beetle’s hand blade had managed to cut Mortimer’s chest instead of his neck. Mortimer’s grasp also managed to just grab the edge of Dung Beetle’s coat, missing his neck.
Too short.
Perhaps because he used a hand blade instead of a sword while applying the swordsmanship, the reach fell short, resulting in the opponent’s chest getting cut instead of the neck.
But the attack worked.
Blood gushed from the chest that was slashed horizontally. Mortimer alternated between his wound and Dung Beetle with a puzzled expression.
Dung Beetle distanced himself and raised his hand blade again.
Thinking this was an opportunity, the other members of the organization drew their pistols, but Mortimer raised his hand to stop them.
“Mortimer?”
“That guy, strong. Escape. Call, help.”
As soon as he heard Mortimer’s words, the man with the receding hairline frowned.
“What the hell are you talking about? You can’t even beat a young guy like…”
But before he could express his doubts, Dung Beetle rushed again. Mortimer also lunged at him.
Swish!
Showing his determination to buy time rather than end the fight with one strike, Mortimer aimed for Dung Beetle’s right hand instead of his neck.
However, Dung Beetle was already familiar with his movements.
In his golden pupils, every trajectory of Mortimer was drawn like lines.
His attacks were simple, relying on his large build and strength. Compared to Seti’s Flying Kick techniques or the elven swordsmanship he had experienced over the past days, it was like a child flailing their arms.
The only issue was Mortimer’s toughness.
And now that he could cut through that toughness, Mortimer was no different from a fish flopping on a cutting board.
As Mortimer’s hand came crashing down, Dung Beetle swung his hand blade through the gap.
Slash!
The rising hand blade reached Mortimer’s right arm. Dung Beetle’s mana surged sharply, cutting straight through his thick arm’s skin, muscle, and bone.
Thud.
The severed arm fell to the ground accompanied by a stream of red blood.
“What…?!”
Only the other members of the Blue Rat were surprised. Dung Beetle, who had severed the arm, and Mortimer, who lost his arm, simply stared at each other, preparing for the next clash.
This time, the neck.
Determined to kill the giant, Dung Beetle prepared his Surging Wave technique.
Swish!
The swordsmanship, whose name he didn’t even know, unfolded through his hand blade. The surging mana once again pushed the air aside.
And in the next moment…
“Aight, that’s enough.”
Dung Beetle’s hand stopped abruptly.
* * *
A single word that seemed to come from an unknown place, turned the atmosphere in the entire bar icy cold.
The Blue Rats, who were trying to escape, and even Mortimer, who was prepared to die, all froze as if in a still frame.
Like a rat frozen before a snake… they rolled their eyes nervously but were unable to move or even utter a word.
And in that deadly silence, Dung Beetle was the only one who could turn his head.
What… is this?
He instinctively gathered all the mana in his body. In turn, the immense mana pushed back, pressing down on him once again.
“Crikey, this one can still move eh?”1
From beyond the shattered bar door, a relaxed, sweet voice echoed through the market’s back alley.
And without needing anyone to tell him, Dung Beetle already knew that the owner of that voice was the reason for this sudden stillness.
Gritting his teeth, Dung Beetle turned to look at the source of the voice.
And the moment he saw who it was, he couldn’t help but gasp.
…!?
The person walking towards the bar was incredibly familiar.
A neatly tied fawn-colored ponytail and an ageless, beautiful face.
And above all, she had an eyepatch over her left eye, which was practically her trademark.
Everything about her was exactly as he had seen on the TV documentary.
Freya Cahn…?
The Holy Sword, the Savior of Melbourne, the Guardian of White Fire, the Pride of Australia… and one of the ten strongest people on Earth.
Why was a person like that here, in a place like this?
While Dung Beetle was bewildered by the situation, Freya Cahn entered the bar leisurely.
She surveyed the now chaotic interior before casually perching herself on the counter, which was still somewhat intact.
“Well, well, well. Superhumans these days are full of beans, brawlin’ in the middle of the city in broad daylight.”
Her light brown eye, uncovered by the eyepatch, glanced at Dung Beetle and the Blue Rats.
Her gaze lingered on Dung Beetle for a moment before turning to the Blue Rats.
“Oi, ya ratbags.”
As soon as she spoke, the oppressive pressure crushing the Blue Rats disappeared.
The ones who had regained control of their bodies were either falling back in fright or rolling their eyes as they looked at Freya Cahn.
Ignoring them, Freya pointed at the man with the receding hairline among the Blue Rats.
“You! What’s ya name, mate?”
“I-it’s W-Wollard!”
“Aight, Wollard. Lemme ask ya one thing, mate.”
“Y-Yes! Please, ask me anything you want!”
Although Wollard was trembling all over, he kept bowing repeatedly. However, the moment he heard the next question, his back stiffened.
“What’s ya boss thinking these days, eh?”
“Excuse me?”
“Ya know. Ben, ya ratbag boss. What the hell’s he thinking sending people to a place like this?”
“Uh, well, I… I’m not in a position to see him often, so…”
“Ya don’t know?”
Perhaps she found Wollard’s answer unsatisfying; the moment Freya Cahn furrowed her brows, Wollard’s right arm fell with a sharp thud.
It was an invisible sword strike.
It was a terrifying swordsmanship, one that only Dung Beetle, with his ability to sense mana, could faintly perceive.
“Eek!”
Blood gushed from the severed arm belatedly. Wollard clutched his shoulder in terror.
“Wollard, go tell ya boss this, mate. During the admission season, just lay low like a dead rat.”
It was a one-sided threat, but coming from someone like Freya Cahn, Wollard didn’t dare question it and could only nod frantically.
“If ya don’t wanna end up with a mass funeral, make sure to get the message right. Got it? Now… rack off.”
As soon as she finished speaking, Wollard and the entire Blue Rat gang, including Mortimer, fled from the bar.
Just as the last of them was about to leave, Freya Cahn suddenly called out to them.
“Oi! Ya better take ya arm with ya. If ya ask a Priest, it won’t be too hard for them to reattach this.”
With a flick of her gaze, Wollard’s arm and Mortimer’s arm, which Dung Beetle had cut off, floated up and flew towards the thugs.
They were seeing the almost miraculous use of mana, but they quickly grabbed the two arms and fled from the market street.
After enough time had passed for their footsteps to fade away, Freya Cahn looked down at the still-frozen Dung Beetle and spoke.
“Oi, which school sect are ya an apprentice of, mate?”
As soon as she said that, the mana pressing down on Dung Beetle disappeared. With the external mana gone, his own suppressed mana returned to normal.
“…What do you mean?”
Without even realizing it, Dung Beetle answered politely. He had no choice. Not only was the opponent superior in skill but also far above him in terms of nature.
“I’m talking about school sect. School sect! Which school sect did ya learn martial arts from?”
“…”
“Ya killing aura is rather extraordinary, eh? Judging by ya age, you don’t look like you’re from the Dzhugashvili School Sect. Did ya learn from a school beyond the dimensional portal, mate?”
Killing aura? School sect? Dzhugashvili? Dung Beetle furrowed his brows slightly. They were a bunch of words he couldn’t understand at all.
“I don’t know… what you’re talking about…”
“Oi, ya little bugger. Whatcha hiding? Did ya think I’d bother ya over something like this with my reputation? I’m just curious.”
“…”
“…?”
A brief silence lingered as they exchanged glances.
Freya Cahn’s eyebrows arched long, and then she suddenly raised her hand. She clenched her fist and extended her index and middle fingers.
A Sword Finger—Unlike the hand blade Dung Beetle used, this was the true form for implementing bare-handed swordsmanship.
Seeing that Dung Beetle didn’t recognize the Sword Finger, she raised her eyebrows again.
Hmph, what’s with this bugger?
And then, she swung the Sword Finger.
The Sword Aura that rose between her two fingers slashed through the air.
“?!”
Dung Beetle instinctively raised his hand blade to block her strike.
Bang!
When he struck the side of the incoming mana, an impact that felt like it would tear his arm surged from his hand to the tips of his toes.
Losing balance, Dung Beetle nearly fell but managed to maintain his stance precariously.
He glared at Freya Cahn with a mixture of surprise and confusion.
“What are you doing all of a sudden?”
Freya Cahn didn’t respond.
She looked him up and down with a confused expression, and as if to confirm something, she swung the Sword Finger again.
Bang!
Dung Beetle blocked her attack again. But unlike the first time, he managed to deflect the impact perfectly, without his knees shaking.
“…?”
Seeing this, Freya Cahn’s single eye turned cold.
Her initial intention was simply to discipline a younger Superhuman, as she didn’t like seeing someone emitting killing aura and fighting like that in the middle of the city.
However, upon confronting him, she realized that the talent he possessed was extraordinary.
So, it wasn’t just a coincidence that he managed to overcome her pressure and move his body earlier. Not only was the mana she sensed from him very pure but also transparent.
Was it a mere coincidence that she encountered a person like him in a place like this at this time? Freya Cahn didn’t think so.
So she spoke to him as she swung the Sword Finger.
She intended to ascertain his identity by observing the martial arts he displayed. After all, martial arts, in its form alone, often contained a wealth of information.
However, the moment she confirmed his martial arts… instead of clearing her suspicions, a large question mark appeared in her mind.
“Oi, you… what the heck are ya?”
“…”
“How can a human use elven swordsmanship?”
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  Chapter 24: A Coincidence For The Heroine (5)
* * *

『Shocking News!! Extremist Elf Announces Enrollment at Lord Howe! 』



When Freya Cahn first heard the news about an elf who had come to Earth to enroll in an academy, she was initially dumbfounded.
What kinda rubbish is this?
An elf enrolling in an academy on Earth? Let alone receiving an education, it would be a miracle if they didn’t get kidnapped.
Although official disputes between Earth and beyond the dimensional portal had ceased after the Malta announcement… Earth was still Earth, and elves were still elves.
Earthians had not forgotten about the terror caused by the elves, driven by a desire for revenge.
And Elves still remembered the defoliants1 that had covered their forests and the hydrogen bombs that had fallen on the World Tree.
Do they wanna become some sorta peace symbol or somethin’?
That was a plausible reason.
Or why else would elves, who had an abundance of High Elves to teach them, come all the way to Earth and enroll in an academy?
They had either gone mad, or they were dreaming of something ridiculous like peace… or maybe it was both.
Well, they’re free to be delusional.
That was as far as her thoughts went. Whether the foolish elf became a symbol of peace or simply wished to die at a place away from home was none of her concern.
However, half a day later…
When she received an order disguised as a request from the Australian government, she couldn’t help but be astonished.
- *You must ensure the elf princess' protection.*
The identity of the foolish elf making the news was none other than Demerond Ipp Marx’s lineal blood relative. In fact, she was his biological daughter.
- *She’s the daughter of that nutty commie elf leader? What the heck was the Korean government thinkin' when they put this in the news?*


	Would the Korean government do something like this if they knew about it? They wouldn't be foolish enough to do something like this knowingly... or at least, I hope not.



	They dunno? They still dunno? We ain’t telling them. Ha, you want me to track down this pointy-eared chick from scratch and play bodyguard?



Freya Cahn protested in disbelief. What a stroke of bad luck during her vacation.
- It has only been a day since the news broke. If we locate her before the others do, we can handle this without any issues.
	Fuckin' 'ell



	We’ve at least managed to pinpoint her location roughly. The issue is having enough personnel to escort the princess with minimal force. If we send our agents, it will become a diplomatic issue.



	So, you’re sayin’ I’m the one ya called?



	At the moment, you’re the only one we can deploy straightaway from Australia.


- Bloodie bullshit.
- I know it’s shameless to ask this of you, but we must prevent even the remote possibility of a second Sarajevo incident, shouldn’t we?
- Sarajevo?
- That’s just a worst-case scenario we’re considering.
The Sarajevo Incident.
It referred to the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria2 in Sarajevo more than a century ago.
And to modern people, it was more famously known as the trigger for World War I.
The reason the Australian government brought up Sarajevo was obvious. If the pointy ears princess was hurt or killed, those pointy ears might end up starting another war.
- What a nasty threat. Fuckin' 'ell, fine. It's my loss. I’ll do it. Guess I’ll go then.
As soon as Freya Cahn agreed, the Australian government promptly handed over all the information they had.
Details about the elf princess and her entourage, photos, and the last confirmed location.
After absorbing the scant information into her mind, Freya Cahn left for Korea without a moment’s delay.
8,500 km3; the distance from Melbourne to Incheon.
Using every type of magic item she normally wouldn’t, she rushed through the sky. She made haste after hearing about Sarajevo.
She left Melbourne at sunset and arrived in Incheon just before sunrise.
They want me to track two elves in this massive city?
Although the government spoke as if it was nothing big, Incheon was far larger than she imagined.
Do I really have to use such a brute-force approach?
There was a means of tracking mana with items, but time was of the essence. Hence, she had no choice but to spread her mana as extensively as possible, blocking all other senses except the one used for detecting mana.
According to the information provided by the Australian government, both the princess and her entourage were High Elves. And if they were High Elves, they would surely use mana at some point. Thus, she planned on tracking them by detecting the mana they emitted.
It was an unsophisticated but reliable method.
Fortunately, shortly after spreading her mana, she detected two strong mana sources moving vigorously.
Got ‘em.
In a shabby building in the back alley of MacArthur Market, she found a space ill-suited for elves but still a convincing hiding spot.
She thought she had managed to locate the two High Elves rather quickly.
However, instead of finding elves, she encountered someone strange who used elf swordsmanship.
* * *
“Are ya sum sorta spy planted by the elves on Earth, mate?”
Freya Cahn tilted her head in confusion.
“…I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Dung Beetle answered with an expression so aggrieved, that even Freya Cahn, who had just seen his swordsmanship, wondered if that was a performance of a lifetime or if it was true.
“Ha, this bloke really does look like a spy… But there’s no way elves would use human spies.”
After thinking for a moment, she reached behind her back. Suddenly, mana shimmered from where nothing had been visible previously.
Two sword scabbards revealed themselves as the magic called invisibility or perception interference was dispelled.
One was an elaborately adorned white scabbard that looked like a piece of art, while the other was a plain black scabbard.
They were the sister swords that symbolized the era when Freya Cahn earned the title of Holy Sword and became the Pride of Australia.
Seeing the swords he had only seen in the media personally, Dung Beetle narrowed his eyes to conceal his emotions.
“Why is the Holy Sword threatening me?”
Instead of replying, Freya Cahn drew the sword from the white scabbard.
Srrrrggg, a longsword about the thickness of two fingers was revealed.
The blade, adorned with a swan motif as magnificent as the scabbard, radiated a sharp killing aura that contrasted with its beauty.
“Oi, ya little bugger. For someone at my level, what I’m doing isn’t a threating—it’s just teaching.”
She smiled and threw the sword.
Whoosh—thud. Tracing a long parabola in the air, the white sword embedded itself right before Dung Beetle’s feet.
“Draw it.”
Bewildered, Dung Beetle looked back and forth between Freya Cahn and the white sword.
“…You want me to… draw it?”
“I clearly told ya to draw it.”
And with those words, Freya Cahn’s mana surged immediately.
Clang!
As soon as Dung Beetle drew the sword reflexively, sparks flew in front of his eyes.
It was at a level where her hands were quicker than his eyes. And even though he used his sword to block hers, his hands trembled and felt as if they might be torn apart.
And the next instant, their swords clashed again. The high-pitched clanging of metal against metal erupted, followed by a barrage of lightning-fast attacks.
Her sword struck everywhere relentlessly— head, ankles, chest, knees, wrists, shoulders…
The assault was so quick that Dung Beetle could hardly breathe. He drew on all of the mana in his body and heightened his senses to deflect the blows.
“After facing ya, it’s clear now. You’re self-taught, ain’t ya? The way you’ve raised ya Killing Aura seems rather mindless.”
Even while attacking him relentlessly, Freya Cahn was able to speak with composure.
It was only natural. After all, the years she spent cultivating her mana and the level of her martial arts were on a different scale.
However…
What’s this?
Gradually, Dung Beetle’s sword started keeping up with hers. His defensive movements became more refined, and his breathing more relaxed.
Was he getting used to her swordsmanship? No, it was more than just getting used to it.
Like fire consuming wood or a hawk diving from the sky, he was instinctively absorbing the swordsmanship himself.
“Blimey, this bloke is somethin’ else.”
The instinct of the martial artist within Freya Cahn was stirred upon seeing this. Alright, let’s see how far ya can go.
Her sword increased its speed.
The mana carried by their swords collided with each other, creating a tremendous sound and pushing against the air.
Yet Dung Beetle still managed to keep up with even that speed.
Blood flowed from the hand gripping the sword, and his entire body trembled due to insufficient mana, but he did not lose focus.
And at some point, after blocking more than a hundred sword strikes, Dung Beetle’s sword surpassed Freya Cahn’s.
Swoosh—
The white blade pierced the air, splitting the atmosphere.
The sword technique was remarkably similar to the one Freya Cahn had first shown.
And following that sword strike, both of them took a step back.
In the case of Freya Cahn, it was because she was surprised, while for Dung Beetle, he was exhausted.
“Ah, so that’s what it was.”
Looking at Dung Beetle, who had nearly keeled over, Freya Cahn let her lips curl into a wide smile.
“To be able to learn the form of a martial art instantly after seeing it once… Is it a blessing? Or perhaps a talent?”
She raised her hand, holding the sword. Her sleeve was split open from wrist to forearm.
It was a trace of a fierce strike. If it had been any deeper, it would have sliced through her arm.
“You’ve managed to land a good hit, mate.”
Her admiration was really genuine, to the point that she almost forgot the reason she had come to Incheon.
However, her admiration didn’t end there. Even though he was gasping for breath, Dung Beetle pointed at her eye patch.
Eye patch? Freya Cahn instinctively placed her hand on the eye patch, and something fell off.
Swish.
A few strands of her fawn-colored hair fell down her wrist. Dung Beetle’s sword had reached past her sleeve and touched her hair.
Pfft-Hahaha—!
Seeing her falling hair, a burst of laughter erupted from her mouth.
Looking somewhat pleased, she walked up to Dung Beetle with big strides and patted him on the shoulder.
“This bastard, I really like ya.”
“…”
Dung Beetle was unable to hide his astonishment and stared at her face.
Just moments ago, she was wielding her sword with the intent to kill, and now she had changed her attitude as easily as flipping a hand, as if it was nothing.
As expected, you could not trust everything shown in documentaries. How could they package such a crazy person as a saint?
“…So, why are you doing this?”
Only when Dung Beetle sighed and asked his question did Freya Cahn finally remember her mission.
“Oh, right. The mission.”
This was not the time to be doing this; she had enjoyed herself a bit too much. Her single eye turned towards Dung Beetle.
“You’ve seen elves in the city, havencha mate?”
“…Elves?”
Dung Beetle frowned. Was this about his involvement with the elves?
“Don’t try to deceive me. That elven swordsmanship you used—you stole it while fighting elves, dincha? It’s obvious at a glance.”
“…”
Dung Beetle kept his mouth shut.
He couldn’t predict what this insane expert’s true intentions were in pursuing the elves.
Considering that she immediately swung her sword upon seeing elven swordsmanship, it didn’t seem to be anything good.
After a brief period of contemplation, he spoke up cautiously.
“…May I ask what are your intentions in finding them?”
“To protect ‘em.”
The answer was direct. Seeing her reply without the slightest delay, it didn’t seem like she was lying.
“Ya reckon I’m out to cause trouble just ‘cause I went straight in with the blade, huh? Look mate, I’m the Holy Sword. Do ya really think that I’d come all the way to this country just to slice up an elf?”
“…”
The words ‘Yes, it seems that way after meeting you in person…’ were on the tip of his tongue, but Dung Beetle held himself back.
Seeing the doubtful look on Dung Beetle’s face, Freya Cahn waved her hand and said,
“If that commie elf princess carks it on Earth, it might spark a war. So, I’m here to keep her alive. That’s all. Now we good?”
So, she even knew that one of the elves was a princess? Only then did Dung Beetle understand the situation.
“Sorry ‘bout attacking ya first. Just think of it as this old gal being a bit unreasonable and give us a hand, would ya? Even if it’s nothin’ else, we’ve gotta stop a war, right?”
She might have looked easy going and simple, but she had the mindset to act for the sake of others. It seemed that the way she was portrayed in the documentary wasn’t entirely false.
Feeling both relieved and bewildered, Dung Beetle began to speak.
“I met the elves not too long ago…”
He started recounting his encounter with the elves, adjusting the details to fit the situation.
He completely omitted the part about the Branch Manager. The intermediate process wasn’t important. He only needed to inform her that the elves were headed towards the burnt warehouse.
“…So, the elf princess went to the burnt warehouse, and ya dunno know anything beyond that?”
After the explanation, Freya Cahn confirmed the details once more. Dung Beetle summarized it briefly and gave her general directions to the warehouse.
However…
“Even with ya explanation, it’s not very clear. There’s no map either.”
“…”
“Can’t ya personally guide me to that warehouse, mate?”
She was even more shameless than he had imagined.
“It’s not much of a reward, but I’ll make ya my apprentice.”
No, she was even more insane than he had imagined.


 
 Translator's Note
 Fun Trivia: The Title of this Novel is inspired by No Country for Old Men by Cormac McCarthy.




 Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. A defoliant is any chemical sprayed or dusted on plants to cause their to fall off, used in warfare.
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  Chapter 25: A Coincidence For The Heroine (6)
* * *
In a warehouse that had been completely burned black.
Beyond the half-collapsed wall, two elves were searching for something amidst the melted rebar and charred debris.
They were sifting through the burnt bone fragments and were digging under the collapsed rubble. Each gesture was followed by a pungent odor, and with every step, the charcoal spewed ash.
And despite the tedious search that lasted a long time, they were unable to find what they were looking for.
Only after their bodies were completely covered in soot did the two elves stop their search and collapse to the ground.
A short silence ensued. And as the floating soot particles began to settle, the silver-haired elf broke the silence.
“Comrade Miridith, we should stop here.”
“…Comrade Rime.”
“If we cannot find it even after such a thorough search, perhaps the humans must have taken it already.”
The silver-haired elf, Rime, spoke calmly. Her tone was indifferent, as if what they lost was merely a trivial item.
Upon hearing that, Miridith hung her head. Her hands trembled slightly.
“My brothers… they will blame me, won’t they?”
“Comrade Miridith, there is no need to say such things. It was because they believed in your ideals that Rhe and Rhegon were willing to risk their lives and follow you to Earth.”
“But…”
“There is no fault in desiring peace.”
Rime continued while dusting off Miridith’s shoulder.
“If you give up here, you will only let their deaths be in vain.”
“…I know. Thank you, Rime.”
Rime didn’t respond. Instead, without saying another word, she simply pulled Miridith into a hug, patting her back until the trembling subsided.
And as time passed, a breeze began to blow from somewhere. It was a warm breeze as if it were carrying the morning sunlight.
Had that much time passed already? The two elves dusted themselves off in silence as they stood up.
“Let’s just search for one last time.”
“If that is what you wish, Comrade.”
The two planned to search the burned warehouse again. Or rather, they were about to.
Just as they returned to the warehouse, someone appeared from beyond the collapsed wall.
Sensing the presence, the two elves drew their weapons and turned around.
“Who… is it?”
As soon as they saw the faces of the intruders, the elves wore blank expressions.
The ones who emerged from behind the wall were a woman with an eyepatch and a man being dragged by her.
The elves were familiar with both faces. The man was the very human they had fought recently, and the woman with the eyepatch was…
“…Holy Sword, Freya Cahn?”
“Oh, ya recognize me?”
There was no way they wouldn’t know her. After all, she was the Earthian chosen by the Holy Sword who brought disgrace to the Holy Nation beyond the dimensional portal. How could they not recognize such a famous person?
“…Why are you here?”
Without even realizing it, Miridith glanced at the human man beside Freya Cahn, who was sighing heavily.
Was this a trap? Was everything about her brothers’ bodies being in this warehouse a lie?
However, contrary to her expectations, she felt no hostility from the two.
In fact, she felt a hint of kindness from Freya Cahn.
“Well Elf Princess, shall we start with greetings?”
“…Princess? All elves are equal. Just because my father is the general secretary doesn’t mean that I am a princess.”
“Oh, really? Sorry ‘bout that. I’m good with these sorta things. So, what should I call ya then?”
“Miridith. That’s enough.”
Freya Cahn glanced at Rime, who had her sword drawn with wary eyes. It was a look asking for her name, but Rime didn’t respond.
Feeling awkward, Freya Cahn shrugged her shoulders.
“Aight then, Miss Miridith? Ya planning to head to Lord Howe Island, to the academy, right?”
“…How do you know that?”
“It’s all over the news, ya know. Although it hasn’t been announced that Princ—Miss Miridith is the one enrolling, the whole world knows an elf is, mate.”
“…”
“So, just to be safe, I plan to escort Miss Miridith to the academy. How’s that sound, mate?”
Miridith narrowed her eyes as if she was struggling to grasp the situation.
“Why are you extending such kindness to me?”
“I wanna stop Demerond from crossing the dimensional portal in case Miss Miridith gets hurt. Ya old man is, well… ya get what I mean, right?”
Freya Cahn couldn’t bring herself to say, ‘because ya old man is a nutter who’d terrorize Earth the first chance he gets.’
Fortunately, Miridith seemed to understand her thoughts and nodded awkwardly.
She pondered for a moment, then looked at the man standing beside Freya Cahn.
“Did you also come after me with such intentions?”
The human man, Dung Beetle, sighed softly as he met her gaze.
“No. I was dragged here against my will.”
“…Dragged?”
Freya Cahn, who was listening to their conversation, chimed in.
“It’s nothin’ special. I kinda picked him up to track ya.”
She picked him up? Miridith looked at him, slightly taken aback. Dung Beetle shrugged nonchalantly and asked her.
“Anyway, did you find any keepsakes?”
Keepsakes. As soon as she heard that word, Miridith’s expression darkened.
“…No. We haven’t found them yet.”
“You cannot find them even with two High Elves here? They must be pretty small.”
“Yes, two small necklaces.”
Dung Beetle covered his mouth and tried to recall something. He remembered that on the day he resurrected in the warehouse, those maggots were shouting about finding necklaces on the elves’ bodies.

	Hey! We’ve hit a jackpot! There’s a necklace on this elf’s body!




It was definitely somewhere deep inside the warehouse… And after pondering for a moment, Dung Beetle spoke to Freya Cahn.
“Senior.”
“Senior, ya say? I told ya to call me Master, mate.”
Ignoring Freya Cahn’s nonsense, he continued.
“…Can you wait for 30 minutes?”
“To find those keepsakes or whateva? Will 30 minutes be enough for ya?”
“Yes, it should be sufficient.”
With that, Dung Beetle entered the ruins. He passed by Miridith, who was looking at him expectantly, and Rime, who was glaring at him with sharp eyes, before standing at what used to be the center of the warehouse.
He tried to recollect where the elves’ bodies had been. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the spot where they had been was now buried under debris of the collapsed ceiling.
Dung Beetle turned his head and extended his hand toward the onlookers.
“Can someone lend me a sword?”
Surprisingly, it was Rime who handed him a sword. She immediately threw the sword she was holding to Dung Beetle.
Catching the flying sword, Dung Beetle swung it towards the collapsed wall.
BANG!
The sword, imbued with his Surging Wave mana, destroyed the half-burnt concrete pile, as ashes poured out from the broken concrete.
He could hear the sound of coughing behind him, but Dung Beetle ignored it and continued with his task.
Using the sword and mana as a broom to sweep away the ashes, he searched through the ruins, as if sifting through them.
His cleaning skills, honed from his janitor days, hadn’t gone anywhere. And within three minutes, he found all sorts of remnants hidden beneath the ashes.
It’s not here.
He moved to the next spot, and the next.
And by the time he broke the fourth collapsed wall and cleared the ashes and debris, something shiny caught his eye.
“Found it.”
Among the ashes, Dung Beetle found two pieces of gold shaped like seeds. The chains had melted away, leaving only traces around the gold.
“Ah!”
The two elves’ expressions brightened noticeably when they saw the pendants. Dung Beetle handed the sword and two keepsakes to the two elves, who came to him with glowing expressions.
“Thank you. One day… I will repay this favor.”
Tears welled up in Miridith’s eyes as she received the keepsakes. The clear tears washed away the ashes on her face as they flowed down.
And it seemed that Rime, who was standing behind her, was no longer able to suppress her emotions either and already started to tear up.
Dung Beetle, who had suddenly made the two women cry, couldn’t handle the atmosphere, so he took a step back and waited for the elves to calm down.
“Helpin’ them to find those keepsakes huh… You’re not so bad eh, mate.”
Freya Cahn, who had approached him before he even realized, spoke up.
Not bad…? If she wasn’t the elf princess, I would have killed her the last time.
Dung Beetle suppressed a wry smile. Though his actions had their advantages and disadvantages, he hadn’t done it out of kindness.
He was simply thinking about the person who killed the owners of the keepsakes—the elves Miridith called her brothers.
The Player.
Yes, these two elves were potential allies who shared the same enemy as him.
Someday, when he managed to exact revenge on the Player, the goodwill he had shown the elves would surely prove to be greatly beneficial.
While Dung Beetle was lost in his thoughts, Freya Cahn looked at him with a peculiar expression.
She smacked her lips and said.
“Oi, do ya really not wanna be my apprentice?”
“…I’m sorry.”
“Sigh, why do ya not like the idea? Is it ’cause I suddenly drew my sword?”
“It’s not because of that. I actually learned from that. It’s just that I have some personal reasons.”
Dung Beetle expressed his refusal indirectly.
This was already the third time —once when they were still at the bar, once while she was dragging him to the warehouse, and now.
By now, Freya Cahn also seemed a bit disappointed as she licked her lips.
“No matter how talented you are, you will eventually hit a wall if you just self-study… It’s a shame.”
“I apologize.”
“Whatcha apologizing for… Oi, then how about ya enter the academy?”
The academy? Dung Beetle frowned without realizing it.
“If ya want, I can at least write ya a letter of recommendation.”
“…”
“Even if ya don’t wanna be my direct apprentice, going to the academy will make sure ya talent doesn’t go to waste. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to ave a familiar face when that Elf Pri—Miss Miridith enrolls.”
Dung Beetle smiled awkwardly. He was contemplating how to refuse this offer. Freya Cahn sighed upon seeing his expression.
“Didn’t fall for the elf, huh? Crikey, I musta really lost my touch.”
Fortunately, Freya Cahn didn’t push him any further. Instead, she pulled something out of her coat and handed it to Dung Beetle.
“At least take this.”
What she handed him was a small dagger about the size of a palm. The blade shone with a blue light and was covered with intricate engravings.
It didn’t look like something from Earth; the lettering seemed to come from beyond the dimensional portal.
“…What’s this?”
“It’s the weapon imbued with the true intention of the swordsmanship I used in the bar earlier.”
A weapon imbued with the true intention of martial arts? Dung Beetle’s eyes widened as he looked at the dagger and Freya Cahn alternately.
“Why are you giving this to me…?”
“Jus ’cause.”
“…”
“Jus kiddin’, it’s ‘cause you seem to need it.”
She placed the dagger in Dung Beetle’s palm and continued speaking.
“It’s an amazin’ talent to be able ta copy martial arts just by lookin’, but it’ll become a poison someday ‘cause ya talent, body, and mana will all be outta sync.”
It was sincere advice from someone who had reached an incomprehensible level. Dung Beetle etched her words deep into his heart.
“The swordsmanship in this dagger emphasizes balance. It’ll prevent extreme discrepancies to some extent.”
“…May I ask the name of this swordsmanship?”
“Do ya know what I was called before they called me the Holy Sword?”
Hearing her question, Dung Beetle tried to recall the name of the swordsmanship he had seen in a documentary.
“Comet Sword…?”
“Ya know well. That’s the name.”
Dung Beetle looked anew at the blue dagger—a dagger containing the true intention of the Comet Sword. It was a treasure beyond words and a stroke of luck.
He carefully tucked the dagger into his coat.
Meanwhile, having somewhat composed themselves, the elves wiped their tears and approached Freya Cahn.
Freya Cahn crossed her arms as she stared at the two elves.
“So, what will ya do, Miss Miridith?”
“…I will accept your kindness, Holy Sword.”
“Good on ya, wise choice.”
As soon as the two elves agreed, Freya Cahn snapped her fingers.
Suddenly, three brightly glowing feathers appeared in the air and descended onto Freya Cahn’s and the two elves’ shoulders.
Confirming that the feathers were securely in place, Freya Cahn grinned at Dung Beetle.
“See ya next time, young bloke.”
“Yes, see you next time.”
Dung Beetle bowed his head. The elves blinked, unable to understand what the two were talking about.
“Um, what exactly are these feathers…”
Just as Miridith was about to ask, Freya Cahn snapped her fingers again.
Snap.
With that sound, the three of them vanished from Dung Beetle’s sight.
It was a casual farewell, just like their meeting.

 
    

  Chapter 26: Another Choice, Another Path, and Another Name
A world without gods or mana. How have you lived in such an accursed world?
『Excerpt from the UN Memorial Museum Collection – Records of the First Contact with Beings Beyond the Dimensional Portal』

* * *
Jang Man, the elderly man well-known among smugglers in Incheon, entered his bar with a sullen look on his face.
He didn’t expect much when he saw the broken window, but the bar’s condition turned out to be worse than he had anticipated.
The floor was pitted in places, and all the tables and chairs were smashed. Shards of glass from broken bulbs, windows, and bottles littered the floor.
At least the counter is still standing; that’s a relief.
Grabbing some cleaning tools and a burlap sack, Jang Man entered the bar with a sigh.
The cleaning process dragged on slowly, taking quite some time.
With the stubbornness of an old man, Jang Man worked with his hands busily, but he was unable to see an end in sight. Way too many things were broken.
The old man struggled with the cleaning for quite a while before Dung Beetle finally returned to the bar.
His soot-covered clothes made it look like he had come from a mine.
“Ah, you’re safe, Sir. I was worried that they might have followed you.”
“What’s there to worry about? It’s not like it’s difficult to escape.”
Jang Man waved his hand dismissively. Well, he wasn’t wrong since every smuggler had at least one escape route prepared.
“Are you hurt anywhere?”
“No, but I did have a rather strange experience…”
“Really? You can tell me about it later. Now, let’s clean this place first.”
Jang Man handed the cleaning tools to Dung Beetle, who accepted them without a complaint and started cleaning.
As the former janitor and now  Superhuman, took over the cleaning, the amount of trash began to decrease noticeably.
And it didn’t take long for the bar to start regaining its shape.
Luckily, Jang Man managed to find an unbroken liquor bottle, which he picked up, as he sat on a burlap sack full of trash.
“So, what happened?”
Dung Beetle gave Jang Man a brief explanation about what happened after he fled.
He spoke about Freya Cahn joining the fight, releasing the Blue Rats, hitting him with her swordsmanship in the name of teaching, and giving him a dagger.
Jang Man, who had been sipping his drink, perked up at the mention of the dagger.
“Freya Cahn gave you a dagger imbued with martial arts? Are you serious?”
“Should I show you?”
Dung Beetle nonchalantly took the dagger from his pocket. A beautiful, shining blue blade, with glittering letters engraved on it, was revealed.
“Oh….”
Jang Man immediately stood up and began to inspect the dagger. His eyes gleamed like those of a child looking at a toy.
“I can tell just by looking at it. This is genuine—an authentic Arcane Relic from beyond the dimensional portal, not some crude counterfeit made on Earth.”
“…Arcane Relic?”
“Why? Have you never heard of it?”
Dung Beetle nodded. Arcane Relic? He had never heard of such a term, neither in the textbooks for his GED1 nor on TV.
“…Well, that’s possible. It’s not a term you’d encounter in your regular education.”
Jang Man took another sip of his drink before continuing.
“Arcane Relic… it’s a popular term that refers to items created by Superhumans or Mages beyond the dimensional portal to pass down skills and teachings to future generations.”
“Skills?”
“Imbuing mana in the relic activates the magic recorded in it, allowing you to see the creator’s memories. Sometimes it plays like a video, other times it feels like you’re dreaming… that’s what they say.”
“…It’s more impressive than I thought.”
“Yes, it’s an extraordinary and very precious item.”
“Is it precious even by your standards, Sir?”
“Of course it’s precious. It’s not something an ordinary person like me can even use, right? And because of that, it’s only traded among Superhumans, so even the most seasoned smugglers might only see a couple in their lifetime.”
Dung Beetle took another look at the strange letters engraved on the blade.
If it could be used just by infusing mana, then was it really necessary to find a translator to decipher the letters?
As he was thinking about this and gradually began to summon his mana, Jang Man looked at him and said.
“I’m saying this, just in case—But don’t even think about infusing mana here.”
“…”
“…You were about to, weren’t you?”
Dung Beetle responded with an awkward smile. Jang Man massaged his forehead and shook his head.
“Follow me. I have a suitable place.”
Holding the dagger, Dung Beetle followed Jang Man, who led the way. Jang Man left through the back door of the bar and headed deep into the back alley.
Passing through an alley filled with the smell of the sea, they arrived at a dead end that had more trash than people. Jang Man then stopped, looked at the ground for a moment before bending down and lifting a manhole cover.
Squeak.
The cover, which was lifted rather easily for a manhole, was actually an iron door in disguise.
Instead of asking why something like that was in the alley, Dung Beetle simply followed Jang Man down through the iron door.
Beneath the iron door was a long concrete corridor. Seeing only a minimal amount of dust, it seemed like it wasn’t an ordinary sewer.
“What is this place…?”
“A path leading to an underground bunker.”
“A bunker? Did you build it, Sir?”
“Even if I have that much money to burn, do you really think that I’d build something like this? This was built by the U.S. military during their trusteeship period. It’s a place that even the Korean government doesn’t know about.”
As Jang Man and Dung Beetle walked down the corridor using a phone light as torches, they passed through the narrow corridor until an iron door appeared.
It was as thick as a bank vault door, and Jang Man, looking familiar with the place, opened it with ease.
Creaaak.
And beyond the door was something akin to a treasure trove.
There were enormous safes, stacks of cash, and gold bars piled in disarray inside the large bunker.
“…You were wealthier than I imagined, Sir.”
When Dung Beetle commented briefly, Jang Man snorted.
“Even if you combined everything in this vault, it wouldn’t match the value of the dagger in your hands.”
“…”
As Dung Beetle was left speechless, Jang Man handed him a phone.
“You can use the Arcane Relic here without worries. No one will chase after you if something goes wrong. I’ll leave the phone, so contact me if you need anything.”
Jang Man patted Dung Beetle’s shoulder. It was the rough kindness of a smuggler who had never shown anyone his affection.
Faced with this unfamiliar kindness, Dung Beetle bowed his head low.
“…Thank you, Sir.”
* * *
Left alone, Dung Beetle positioned himself at the center of the bunker and pulled out the blue dagger.
An Arcane Relic…
A dagger that was more valuable than all the gold in this safe.
He didn’t believe that Freya Cahn had given it to him out of pure goodwill. No matter how great of a Superhuman she was, at the end of the day, she was still affiliated with the Australian government.
She must have clearly given him the dagger with some sort of understanding of mutual benefit.
However, no matter what her intentions were, it was still a favor.
I’ll have to repay this someday.
Dung Beetle thought about the various favors he had received: Mr. Jang Man, Freya Cahn, and Seti.
If he survived after his revenge was complete… he would return the favor.
With that resolve, Dung Beetle infused mana into the dagger.
And the next moment… the bunker vanished from sight.
When he blinked and looked around, he found himself standing in a vast prairie.
There was a night sky he had never seen before in place of the bunker ceiling, and the ground with the safe and cash was now covered in unknown grass.
An illusion?
Dung Beetle narrowed his eyes and drew up more mana.
All his senses felt normal, but the prairie seemed both unfamiliar and oddly familiar at the same time.
It felt like… when he was in Mignium’s dream.
A dream.
…A dream of another being, not mine.
The moment he realized that a light, yet sweet voice spoke from above.
- *You’ve already gained self-consciousness? That’s quick. Almost too quick.*
Dung Beetle looked up to locate the source of the voice.
The voice literally belonged to a comet—A comet streaking across the night sky with its white and blue tails.
Dung Beetle wasn’t sure if this was the right way to put it, but he locked eyes with the Comet.
- *I was expecting a successor to come, but instead, a monster has arrived.*
The Comet grumbled as if dissatisfied.
After a moment’s hesitation, Dung Beetle asked in his usual calm voice.
“…What is a successor?”
- *A successor is someone who will inherit my freedom. It means someone who will wield the Star’s Sword to break free from all constraints. It seems like that child did not tell you anything.*
“Freya Cahn only told me to learn swordsmanship.”
- *Yes, that child was never good with words. Or perhaps she thought there was no need for an explanation.*
The Comet sighed and spun across the night sky. The star’s tail traced a winding line, as if expressing its annoyance.
- Tch, it seems like that child wanted to make a connection with you, but you’ve already made a pact with something else. Unfortunately, I cannot give the Star’s Sword to one who is not a succes—
The Comet, who was speaking in an irritated tone, suddenly stopped. It felt as if its mouth had been stuffed in the middle of the night sky.
- *What... what is this...?*
It seemed like the Comet was trying to say something, but then clamped its mouth shut as if it was being choked.
After a brief silence that felt oddly unsettling, the Comet finally spoke up again.
- *What... what the hell are you?*
“Sir Comet?”
- How... *this, contract, ack, ack!*
The shadows in the night sky stirred, and the Comet’s body shook up and down.
The night sky, full of starlight, was filled with bewilderment, confusion, and fear.
It was a beautiful yet absurd scene, but fortunately, it didn’t last for long.
As the night sky seemed to swallow the Comet’s light, the Comet finally yielded.
- *Stop, stop! I-I’ll do as you say!*
Hearing the Comet sound frightful, Dung Beetle turned away from the Comet.
The shadow tormenting the Comet at the moment was probably… a being he knew well.
- *Ugh, ugh... I’ll give it directly, stop... please just stop.*
And with those words, the Comet emitted a blinding, intense light, unlike anything he had seen before.
Flash!
Dung Beetle closed his eyes instinctively. And when he opened them again, the Comet was no longer in sight.
Instead, a child made of light lay collapsed next to him.
As Dung Beetle squinted, the child staggered and got up.
This child is…
The moment he saw the face made of light, he knew it right away. This child was the same comet he had just spoken with.
- *You, you... you wanted swordsmanship, right? I’ll give it to you. I’ll give you as much as you want. So... heub!*
The Comet couldn’t continue speaking. The next moment, the Comet began to vomit something.
- *Blehh!*
Starlight poured from the Comet’s mouth. It was a sight that made one frown instinctively, but Dung Beetle approached it without showing any reaction and began patting its back.
It was a habit from his days as a janitor; after all, if a drunk customer was left to vomit all by themselves, who knew when it would end.
After he patted its back for a while, the Comet finally stopped vomiting.
- *Sigh... th-thank you*.
The Comet took a deep breath and looked at Dung Beetle, who was patting its back.
Although it was difficult to read the expression made of light, it seemed to be trembling with emotion.
- *I-I’ll give you my sword... the Comet Sword.*
“…Didn’t you just say that only a successor could receive it?”
- *I... I can’t give you the power of the stars. But giving you the true intention of swordsmanship is not that difficult. Do you understand?*
Regardless of whether he understood or not, Dung Beetle simply nodded.
He could have asked for more details, but seeing the Comet’s tearful face, he couldn’t bring himself to ask further.
- As the light overflows, it does not discriminate between left and right.

The Comet said this and tightly clenched its fist. After a while, when the Comet opened its palm again, a small orb was revealed.
- *This orb is the true intention of the Comet Sword. I don’t know how long it will take you to comprehend it all... but with your talent, it shouldn’t take a year.*
Dung Beetle carefully reached out to receive the orb. Or rather, he tried to.
The Comet stopped just before it could hand over the orb. When Dung Beetle stared at its face in curiosity, the Comet’s hand trembled as it spoke.
- *Uh, well… Kid, please promise me one thing.*
“A promise? What kind of promise?”
- *When you meet Freya Cahn, be sure to return the dagger. I-I’m begging you.*
Hearing the desperation in the Comet’s voice, Dung Beetle couldn’t bring himself to refuse it.
“…Yes, I promise.”
- *Th-Thank you. Uh… Please… keep the promise...*
Only then did the Comet transfer the light to him. The moment Dung Beetle grasped the light orb, the dream surrounding him vanished.
Syaaaaahhh—
Returning to reality felt more disorienting when compared to entering the dream.
His skin tingled as his sense of touch returned, and a faint ringing signaled the return of his hearing.
The next sense to awaken was his sense of smell. And amidst the dusty scent of the bunker, he detected the sharp scent of red pepper and the rich aroma of MSG…?
…Is that the smell of noodles?
Dung Beetle frowned unconsciously. And the next moment, his vision returned.
After blinking a few times to clear his blurry sight, he saw a familiar face.
A strikingly beautiful face with distinct facial features, black hair tied up loosely, and sparkling blue eyes.
Hong Seti—The familiar figure was sitting on a mat on the bunker floor, cooking noodles over a portable gas stove.
“…Am I still dreaming?”
Their eyes met the moment Dung Beetle spoke.
Just as she was about to take a bite, Seti froze, holding the lid of the pot filled with noodles.
In the brief silence which stretched into awkwardness.
“Um…”
As one of Dung Beetle’s eyebrows arched, Seti spoke.
“…Would you like to join me in eating this?”
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  Chapter 27: Another Choice, Another Path, and Another Name (2)
* * *
Seti didn’t take much time to eat. It only took her three minutes to mix instant rice into the ramen broth and empty the pot.
It felt more like she was eating efficiently, not ravenously. If there had been a bottle of soju next to her, she could have easily passed off as a ten-year veteran janitor.
Anyway, after finishing her meal, Seti cleared her throat before speaking.
“Ahem, I’m sure both of us have plenty of questions for each other. So, where should we start?”
“…How many days have I been like this?”
“Five days. And I’ve been waiting since the day before yesterday.”
“Five days?”
Dung Beetle furrowed his brows without realizing it. Five days? It didn’t feel like he had spent more than 5 minutes in the Comet’s dream.
“There are often such items among Arcane Relics. They test the user’s mind and body or force them into a trance-like state… Those items shouldn’t be used carelessly.”
“…”
“More importantly, how did you manage to get that Arcane Relic? It’s an extremely precious item.”
Precious item.
Dung Beetle tried to recall Freya Cahn’s face when she gave him the dagger. Did she hand it over knowing that this would happen?
She doesn’t seem like the type to think that far.
Moreover, the advice she gave him while handing over the dagger wasn’t a lie either.
Wasn’t her goal for him to form a bond through the Comet Sword, as the Comet in the dream had said?
…Well, everything became futile because of Mignium.
After settling his thoughts, Dung Beetle answered Seti’s question.
“I happened to come into contact with Freya Cahn.”
“…Freya Cahn? Are you talking about… the Holy Sword?”
“Yes, that Holy Sword.”
Seti’s delicate eyebrows arched as she contemplated something. She tapped her lips while staring at the dagger before nodding.
“…Well, someone of her caliber wouldn’t simply hand over an Arcane Relic to anyone now, would they?
She didn’t ask him about the circumstances that led to the meeting with the Holy Sword or why such a person had given him an Arcane Relic.
She simply dusted herself off, stood up, and examined Dung Beetle’s body.
“It doesn’t look like you have any visible problems. How is your physical condition?”
“Not bad.”
Dung Beetle clenched and unclenched his hands, checking the inside of his body. Everything, from his muscles to his mana, felt the same as before he entered the Comet’s dream.
“Honestly, it feels almost like a lie to say that five days have passed.”
“Is that to that point? What kind of powerful magic was in that relic…”
Seti narrowed her eyes.
“What did you gain from the Arcane Relic? Enlightenment? Martial arts?”
“Swordsmanship.”
“…Swordsmanship? What about the Surging Wave technique? If you spread yourself too thin while learning martial arts, it could become difficult later.”
Instead of replying, Dung Beetle picked up the chopstick Seti had left on the floor.
His breath softened, and mana settled quietly.
With a mind free of ripples and a calm heart, Dung Beetle first recalled the Surging Wave technique.
The waves of the mind, the waves of mana, and himself.
Starting from his shoulders, mana surged forth and flowed through the hands.
The next thing he recalled was the swordsmanship shown by Freya Cahn.
The Comet Sword. Borrowing its form, he tightened his grip on the chopstick.
- As the light overflows, it does not discriminate between left and right.

The true intention of the sword, as revealed by the Comet, was still beyond his understanding, as it was too abstract to be considered enlightenment in swordsmanship.
However, even without understanding its true intention, it was possible to push the waves through the empty space.
If I focus my mind on my fist, it becomes the Surging Wave Fist. Then, what will happen if I focus my mind on a sword…?
The wave struck. He raised his right hand, and mana flowed into the chopstick.
The hand he was raising gradually felt heavy as the mana surrounding the chopstick began emitting a powerful force.
The moment his shoulder and the chopstick aligned, he swung it. Waves followed, and mana sliced through the air.
Just once.
The chopstick drew a trajectory in place of the sword.
Whooo—
A strange resonance echoed in the place where the chopstick had just passed. Dust in the bunker retreated in alarm, and the air was sliced through.
Crack! Crack!
And the next moment, the concrete wall of the bunker, over ten steps away, cracked.
“Huh…?”
Seti stared blankly, her mouth agape as she alternated her gaze between the cracked concrete wall and Dung Beetle.
“What is this…”
“It seems like realizing the true intention isn’t the end. It even shows these limits when applying it to swordsmanship.”
“…You applied it to swordsmanship, not the sword itself?”
“It will be difficult to use this more than once in an actual fight. It looks like I need to practice diligently.”
As Dung Beetle muttered to himself, Seti covered her face with her palm—before taking a deep breath and sighing twice.
“…Do you know that I really feel like hitting you every time something like this happens, right?”
Dung Beetle shrugged instead of replying.
Seti glared at Dung Beetle sharply, then pouted before speaking again.
“Alright. There’s no point in acting like this. It will only make me feel even more frustrated.”
She collected the trash and dishes, turned around with a swift motion, and opened the bunker door.
“Let’s get out of here for now. I’ll explain the plan when we see Mr. Jang Man.”
Dung Beetle watched Seti’s back as she left the bunker without hesitation and then chuckled softly.
“What are you doing? Hurry up!”
He tucked the chopstick and the dagger into his pocket and followed Seti, who was ahead of him.
* * *
Around the time when the goddess of dawn had just begun raising her head…
Seti, who was leading the way as they left the back alley, spoke.
“You remember the main points of the plan, right?”
Dung Beetle recalled the conversation they had a few days ago—Create a false identity, become famous, then gather the government officials and deal with them all at once…
Although it seemed complex, it was actually the simplest plan in practical terms.
“After leaving Incheon, the first thing I did was start preparing your false identity. At first, I attempted to manipulate your resident registration to make it look like you were a completely different person. However… Dung Beetle-ssi, it turns out that you are already listed as deceased?”
Seti gazed at Dung Beetle with a ‘did you know that?’ look. He nodded.
“So… I decided to create an entirely new identity for you.”
“A new identity?”
“We will create everything from scratch, from your family background to your level of education. And because of that, I have hired one of the most renowned experts in this field to handle it. They will ensure that it’s done thoroughly, so that even the government won’t suspect anything. But…”
Seti let her words trail off for a moment as she stopped walking. She turned her head and gazed at the horizon, where clouds filled the sky beyond the market alley.
“That person said that they need to see Dung Beetle-ssi in person.”
“They’re coming to see me in person?”
“They’ve already arrived. They’re currently waiting at Mr. Jang Man’s bar.”
Since she had been waiting for him at the bunker for two days, it meant that the Identity Fabrication specialist had also been waiting for him for two days.
“…They are definitely not an ordinary person.”
“Indeed, they are far from ordinary.”
Seti hesitated for a moment before continuing.
“Do you have a pseudonym in mind?”
“Pseudonym?”
“You can’t use the name Dung Beetle for your new identity, you know?”
“What’s wrong with my name?”
Seti looked at him with an incredulous expression.
“You’re not asking because you don’t know, right?”
“…I’m just kidding.”
“Please, don’t make jokes with that expression. I can’t tell if you’re being serious or not.”
She sighed deeply before she began walking again.
And although she was walking in a different direction from Jang Man’s bar, Dung Beetle didn’t bother pointing it out.
“Anyway, I’ve thought of a few pseudonyms. John, Bruce, Khepri… names like those.”
“Khepri?”
“It’s the name of an Egyptian god with a beetle head.”
“…Huh?”
“But it’s better to use a Korean-style name if you want to become famous in Korea, right? So Khepri is out. Names like Kang Rang and Toe Hwan are too Chinese-like, so they’re out as well.”
Kang Rang and Toe Hwan.
Both were Chinese characters for Dung Beetle. Dung Beetle scratched his cheek, unable to explain the awkwardness he was feeling.
“Names like Minsoo, Cheolsoo, and Junsik, which sound like names of politicians, are out.”
“…”
“Names that sound like celebrities, such as Siwoo, Yoojin, and Jinyoon, are out as well. And names that might belong to conglomerate families, like Dongpung, Dongkyung, and Songkyung, are…”
While Seti kept rambling on by herself for a while, the two of them had already left the alley and had arrived at the outskirts of the market, where the beach was now visible.
It was located in the opposite direction of the back alley where the bar was.
“…It seems like we’re on the wrong path.”
Only then did she realize she had taken the wrong path and blinked in surprise. The sea breeze brushed against her black hair.
An awkward silence fell between them.
The wind ceased only after Seti started speaking again.
“…Why didn’t you tell me that we were going the wrong way?”
“I thought you brought me here because you had something in mind.”
Seti shut her mouth and turned her gaze toward the sea.
The cloudy sky was slowly turning red, but the sun was still not visible.
“Um… Dung Beetle-ssi.”
“Yes?”
“Do you believe in my plan?”
“Why are you asking me this all of a sudden?”
As Dung Beetle frowned, Seti added hesitantly.
“Since we’re on the verge of executing the plan, I can’t help but start having such doubts. What if the plan fails? What if I lead you to the wrong place…?”
“Just like now?”
“…Yes, just like now.”
Seti nodded. The dawn sky reflecting in her blue eyes sparkled.
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“…Pardon?”
“There’s no perfect plan. Not everything will succeed either.”
Dung Beetle turned his head to look in the same direction as Seti. A warm breeze blew from beyond the clouds that had invaded the horizon.
“And above all, I am the one who made the choice. I’m the one who agreed to team up with you and approved the plan. If anything goes wrong, the responsibility lies entirely with me.”
Although his serious voice and genuine words were intended to encourage her, Seti wore a subtle expression.
“Um… but legally, that’s not exactly true…”
“…”
“Each law has different standards for responsibility, but since Dung Beetle-ssi and I didn’t actually sign a contract, the legal responsibility falls on… Argh!”
Smack, Dung Beetle unknowingly flicked Seti’s forehead. Seti rubbed her reddened forehead and pouted.
“…Was it really necessary to use mana to hit me?”
“Yup.”
Dung Beetle answered decisively. Seti couldn’t help but smile upon hearing that. She felt her restlessness gradually fade away.
“Shall we head back now?”
Seti turned to walk away, or rather, she tried to.
At that moment, Dung Beetle’s remark stopped her.
“Morning has come.”
When she turned around, she saw that the sun had indeed revealed itself from behind the clouds, just like he said.
Though the drifting clouds occasionally obscured the sunlight, they were unable to prevent the advent of morning.
The sunlight painted the sky, and the sea reflected its light. Even the slightly cool breeze felt warm against their cheeks.
“It doesn’t feel bad to welcome the morning while gazing at the sea.”
Seti was unable to take her eyes off the view of the night fading beyond the horizon, and Dung Beetle felt the same.
A warm silence stretched between them. After a while, Dung Beetle broke the silence.
“Seti.”
“Yes?”
“Do you also have a reason to reject the name Yeomyeong?”
“Yeomyeong?”
“Yes, Yeomyeong.”
Seti was about to say that there was already a famous person with the name Yeomyeong. And on top of that, he was quite a well-known Superhuman.
However, at that moment, one of the clouds blocking the sunlight moved aside and illuminated Dung Beetle.
From Seti’s vantage point, a little behind Dung Beetle, it looked as if radiant light was pouring from behind him.
Though it seemed absurd to Seti herself… at that moment, Dung Beetle appeared almost divine, like a painting in a church.
Momentarily captivated by the scene, Seti replied without realizing it.
“It suits you well. Yeomyeong1.”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Yeomyeong means dawn in Korean.


   

  Chapter 28: Another Choice, Another Path, and Another Name (3)
* * *
The early morning market was bustling with plenty of eyewitnesses—Merchants were moving busily, restaurants prepared for the day’s business, and traders transported their goods…
Seti and Dung Beetle took a roundabout trip through the market, avoiding eye contact with those people before heading to Jang Man’s bar.
Thanks to that, it was closer to morning than dawn by the time the two arrived at the bar.
“You’re late.”
A stranger was standing at the entrance of the bar.
The man had short hair and was wearing a neatly fitted, old-fashioned military uniform, with a pistol strapped to his waist. He looked unmistakably like a soldier.
“Do you even know how late you are? It’s not just an hour; an entire day—one whole day! Do you have no concept of time in your head?”
As if already familiar with Seti, he directed his gaze at her.
Feeling the blatant threat, Dung Beetle grasped the dagger hidden in his pocket, but Seti stopped him. She didn’t even flinch as she replied in a deep voice.
“So what?”
“…What?”
“Did I ask you to wait? You’re the one who said that you’d be waiting, remember?”
Unlike when talking to Dung Beetle, Seti’s voice was fierce.
“If you’re unhappy, then draw your gun.”
“…”
“You got nothing more to say, right? Then stop blocking the door and move aside.”
The man glared alternately at Seti and Dung Beetle. After a moment of silence, he clicked his tongue before stepping aside from the door.
“…It better be worth the time you wasted.”
“That’s for Grandmother to decide.”
Leaving behind the man in the military uniform who kept complaining until the end, the two of them entered the bar.
Glancing around, Dung Beetle could see that the interior of the bar hadn’t changed much since he left. The sunken floor and the broken ceiling were still there. But, fortunately, there were a few chairs and a table this time round.
“You’ve come?”
At the table were Jang Man and a thin, elderly white lady, both with their drinks. However, upon closer inspection, the old lady wasn’t sitting on a chair…
A wheelchair?
Dung Beetle frowned slightly. It was a wheelchair without a speck of dust on its wheels.
As he relaxed his expression and looked up, he made eye contact with the old lady in the wheelchair.
With a face covered in age spots, protruding cheekbones, and a long, hooked nose, the old lady looked more like a witch from a fairy tale.
“Seti, is this the person you were talking about?”
“Yes, this is him. What do you think, Grandmother?”
“…Interesting. His mana is as pure as an elf’s.”
The old lady’s snake-like, cold gaze scanned Dung Beetle’s body.
“How can a human body be like this? It’s extraordinary. I would have regretted not seeing him in person.”
After saying that, the old lady pulled out some papers and a case of glasses from beside the wheelchair.
“Don’t just stand there, come and sit.”
Without waiting for another word, Dung Beetle pulled up a chair and sat at the table. Seti also stood behind him quickly.
“So then, shall we start with the business discussion?”
“Yes, let’s do that.”
“Alright, then first…”
The old lady with the hooked nose, now wearing glasses, unfolded some documents and spoke up.
“Let’s start with the name. Do you have a pseudonym in mind?”
Dung Beetle glanced at Seti’s expression before turning back to the old lady and responding.
“Yeomyeong. I plan on using the pseudonym ‘Yeomyeong’ if we were to change my identity.”
“…Yeomyeong? Not a bad name. Then what about the surname?”
This time, the answer to this question came from beside Dung Beetle.
“Cheon. If we’re giving this brat a surname, ‘Cheon’ would be the best choice. Cheon Yeomyeong. It has a nice ring to it as well.”
They all turned towards Jang Man, who was sipping on his drink.
After a moment of silence, the old lady with the hooked nose glanced at Dung Beetle, as if asking, ‘Do you agree with this?’
Dung Beetle nodded instead of saying anything. There was no way he would disagree with that suggestion because Cheon was none other than… the Foreman’s surname.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, not bad. I don’t know much about fortune-telling1, but I can tell it’s a much better name than what Dung Beetle currently has.”
“…”
…Is it really that bad?
Dung Beetle tried to think of a counter argument but remained silent when he remembered that everyone who had heard his name recently had a similar reaction.
“Shall we get on to the next point then? Yeomyeong, what do you plan to do with this fake identity?”
“Do I have to tell you that too?”
“Of course. Because I will be your guarantor.”
Guarantor? Hearing this newly brought topic, Dung Beetle stared at Seti with a puzzled look on his face.
However, Seti’s expression was no different.
“…Grandmother? What are you talking about?”
“What am I talking about? Just as I said, I will be the guarantor for this child. The government won’t dare to investigate him if that happens.”
“Wait a minute. That’s…!”
“Seti.”
The air between the two grew cold. The old lady with the hooked nose raised her eyes and looked at Seti.
“Where do you plan on sending this boy? The Academy? The Special Management Bureau? Neither, right?”
“…”
“At most, you’re thinking of making him a mercenary or a hunter, aren’t you? Am I wrong?”
Her words seemed to hit a nerve, as Seti’s expression twisted visibly.
“…So what if it is?”
“Because that’s pathetic. Pathetic!”
“Do you even know what my plan is?”
“There’s no need to even hear it. Knowing you, it’s bound to be crude and dangerous.”
With that statement, a grim silence filled the space.
Unable to endure the atmosphere, Jang Man quickly grabbed his drink and left the table.
Left alone with the two women, Dung Beetle—or rather, Yeomyeong—found himself suddenly caught in the middle. He subtly pulled his chair back to create some distance and then glanced at both of them simultaneously.
“May I ask a question?”
As Yeomyeong spoke, both pairs of eyes turned towards him.
“What exactly are the two of you discussing?”
“It’s nothing important—Grandmother is just being meddlesome.”
“Meddlesome?”
“Grandmother is quite impressive. She’s so influential that if she makes you a guarantee, that some governments might show interest and try to recruit you.”
“So that means…”
“You want to take Dung… I mean, Yeomyeong-ssi, under your command, right? What else could it be?”
The old lady with the hooked nose remained silent and just listened to Seti.
Only after Seti finished speaking did she slowly open her mouth.
“Yeomyeong, I don’t know what promises that silly girl has made, but it would be better if you did not follow her.”
“…”
“This is my sincere advice. You should walk on a brighter path. You will only waste your talents if you follow that child.”
It was a declaration filled with conviction. Seti glared at the old lady with an expression of disbelief. As Yeomyeong watched everything unfold, he thought of Seti’s past and asked.
“…Are you two really blood-related grandmother2 and granddaughter?”
“We are connected by blood. That’s why I don’t stop her from calling me grandmother.”
The old woman’s voice was laced with a deep contempt that made it hard to believe that she was speaking to a blood relative.
“…Connected by blood.”
My dad was a drug addict, and my mom was a prostitute.

Yeomyeong recalled Seti’s evaluation of her parents. The phrase ‘connected by blood’ felt like it had an entirely different meaning.
Seeing him remain silent, the old lady spoke again.
“Yeomyeong. Do you know that this child is a meat puppet created by the Korean government?”
“…Meat puppet?”
“Grandmother!!”
Seti shouted, but the old lady paid no heed and maintained her somewhat fishy smile.
“She is not a product of love, but was born in a laboratory, so she’s nothing more than a chunk of meat. And with the ban placed on her, she is no different from a mere puppet who can’t even rebel against the government.”
“…”
“So, is there any reason for you to entrust your future to a girl like her? Your youth and talent will be wasted.”
The old lady stretched her hand towards Yeomyeong. As if feeling a sense of kinship, mana similar to the Surging Wave technique rippled from her hand.
“Take my hand. I will guide you down a brighter path.”
Yeomyeong stared at the old lady’s hand blankly. After glancing at Seti’s trembling face, he looked back at the old lady’s hand.
“How should I address you, Ma’am?”
“People call me Siri.”
“…Siri.”
Yeomyeong hesitated for a moment before taking Siri’s hand.
“As expected, you know how to make the right choi—”
And the next moment, he pulled out the dagger from his pocket and swung it.
He intended to slit the old lady’s throat with the attack, but he only managed to graze her neck. It was because he was unfamiliar with wielding the dagger with his left hand.
As expected, it’s a fake.
Blue powder instead of blood flowed from her neck. It was a powder made of mana.
“…Didn’t you say that you knew nothing about magic?”
Pssss— Seti blinked as she watched Siri’s physical form dissipate into nothingness.
“It’s true that I do not.”
“Then how did you notice that was illusion magic?”
Yeomyeong pondered how to answer as he looked at her face.
Something felt off the moment Seti started talking with the soldier at the entrance.
And the wheels of the old lady’s wheelchair were also as clean as new.
Above all, the mana he could feel from the old lady’s body was strange… But, instead of explaining it all in detail, he simply summarized it in one word.
“Intuition.”
The next moment, the bar door burst open, and the soldier walked in.
“Intuition? INTUITION? You sensed my magic through intuition?!”
The soldier stared at Yeomyeong with an expression not that different from Seti’s.
He strode over to Yeomyeong and grabbed his wrist.
The soldier tried channeling his mana into Yeomyeong’s wrist, but Yeomyeong’s superhuman body rejected the external mana, pushing it away.
It was something only the body of a Superhuman could do. The soldier’s expression twisted.
“…So, you’re really not a Mage!”
“…”
“Unnie3, what the hell is with this person? Is his case similar to ours?”
“…Unnie?”
As soon as Yeomyeong asked that, the soldier’s body began to dissipate.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Korean often believe in superstition, like a certain name brings good luck to a person or something like that. So, many people would come to see a fortune teller before changing their name or anything related to name.
	2. In Asia, you can address someone who is not your actual grandmother as Grandmother.
	3. This is the way a younger female calls her older sister. But it could also be used to refer to a non-blood-related older female.


   

  Chapter 29: Another Choice, Another Path, and Another Name (4)
* * *
Amidst the dizzying burst of blue mana powder, a red-haired girl revealed herself.
She was a handspan shorter than Seti and had yellow eyes that sparkled like amber.
Although she was also a captivating beauty like Seti, they weren’t really that similar. The aura she radiated was different.
It started with her outfit. She was wearing a red dress that reached down to her knees, a red leather jacket, and finished off with red enamel shoes.
…Is this also an illusion magic?
Faced with such a bold and avant-garde fashion sense, Yeomyeong was left speechless.
To confirm his doubts, he enhanced his senses to inspect her. However, he didn’t sense any particular mana from her. In other words, the girl in front of him was definitely real.
“Why are you staring at me so intently? Is this your first time seeing a Mage?”
“…”
Yeomyeong frowned and turned his head. Seti avoided his gaze as she spoke.
“Uh, I told you about her last time, right? My younger sister who was cursed in place of me? This is her.”
Hearing that, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered the reason she had come to the Incheon black market in the first place.
Seti was looking for the unicorn’s horn… the Handle of Uragan, to dispel the curse over her younger sister.
In the process, she met Yeomyeong, and the connection they forged had continued to this point—all a result of pure coincidence.
“…I’m glad that things were resolved smoothly. So, why is your sister here?”
The answer came from the red-haired girl.
“I wanted to test you personally, have a conversation, and, if possible, check if that so-called talent of yours is real.”
What gives you the right to test me?”
“Seeing that I’m betting my life on you, I should be able to confirm that much, shouldn’t I?”
Betting her life? Yeomyeong looked at Seti in confusion. Seti also looked surprised.
“Siri? What are you talking about?”
“What else would it be? It means that I came here after knowing all of your plans, Unnie. Did you still not realize that even after I asked you such dirty questions?”
The red-haired girl, Siri, smirked and bobbed her head.
“I also want to take revenge on this country. I want to burn all those fucking crazy bastards and live freely with my grandmother.”
“How could you…”
Before Seti could say anything, Siri drew something from her waist and threw it to Yeomyeong.
“Unnie, let me give you a piece of advice. You should never disclose secret information in a place where unicorns can hear. These horned horses will spill anything and everything if a maiden questions them.”
What Siri threw was the Handle of Uragan. As soon as Yeomyeong caught it, the unicorn poured out in his mind.
[O Virgin, please do not misunderstand! I only revealed that because the beautiful maiden swore not to harm you!]
“…”
[Also, considering the cause, isn’t it all Maiden Seti’s and your fault?! Do you even know how anxious I was? An innocent maiden and a virgin boy, not even married, alone in a motel room…!]
Yeomyeong shoved the stick into his back pocket before sighing.
“Seti, your sister is right. The unicorn spilled everything.”
“…Ah.”
Seti covered her face and bowed her head deeply. Regardless of her older sister’s reaction, Siri kept chatting away.
“Unicorns are like that by nature. Wasn’t that why President Clinton1 classified them as harmful demonic monsters? Let a single maiden reporter get their hands on it, and they’ll spill everything, be it a celebrity or a politician, it will spill all the details about their private affairs…”
“Stop.”
Interrupting Siri, Yeonmyeong got up from his seat. He then addressed Jang Man, who was sipping a drink at the back.
“Sir, we’ll be stepping out for a moment.”
“No, there’s no need for that. Why should three people leave instead of one? I’ll be out in front, so call me when it’s over.”
Jang Man waved it off and left through the back door without waiting for an answer. It was a typical survival skill of an elder. He quickly distanced himself before he could be considered an accomplice of the Seti and her sister.
Seti was the first to speak after the back door closed.
“Siri!”
Her face flushed red, as if it were about to burst.
“Why are you so angry?”
“Would you not be angry if you were in my position? You deceived both me and Yeomyeong-ssi!”
“Unnie, to be precise, you’re an accomplice as well. When I said that I wanted to test Mist—I mean Yeomyeong-oppa2, you agreed, didn’t you?”
“…I didn’t expect you to go this far!”
“Well, regardless, you cooperated quite well though.”
“That’s…”
Seti looked at Yeomyeong with anxious eyes, like a puppy observing its owner’s reaction.
“Yeomyeong-ssi, I really didn’t know that Siri would do it this way…”
But before she could make any more excuses, Yeomyeong raised his hand to stop her.
“There’s no need for an explanation. I don’t care about such things.”
Regardless of Seti’s thoughts, those were Yeomyeong’s honest feelings. Something that trivial didn’t warrant apologizing or forgiveness.
After all, trust worked like that, didn’t it? Just like a flower that would wilt if not watered, it must be constantly nurtured with certainty.
So the reason they tested him wasn’t what mattered, but…
“So, how did I do in your test? Did I pass?”
It was Siri who gave him the answer.
“You passed—on top of that, your results exceeded my expectations.”
“…What was the criteria for grading?”
“Trust.”
It was a surprisingly straightforward criterion, but Yeomyeong could only tilt his head in confusion.
“…It didn’t really feel like I was being tested on trust?”
Siri pointed at Yeomyeong’s face.
“What are you talking about? I tempted you with the idea of attending the Academy or joining the Special Administration, but you didn’t even flinch, did you?”
“…”
Was that even tempting? Well, after a moment’s contemplation, it might have been. After all, who wouldn’t want wealth and honor?
But Cheon Yeomyeong was not one of those people. What really mattered to him was revenge. Avenging his wrongfully killed colleagues was a hundred times more important than all those things.
That was why he was able to casually refuse the bright path Siri brought up earlier or the recommendation letter offered by Freya Cahn…
Yeomyeong chose not to voice that fact, and Siri continued explaining.
“But the fact that you didn’t say anything when I spoke about Unnie’s body was another plus point. If you had done so, I would have either been angry or disappointed, especially when someone called us ‘meat puppets’.”
“Siri!”
Seti yelled in a high tone again, but Siri paid no attention to her.
“Lastly, my trust in your talent. I wondered how a Superhuman was able to see through magic, but once I grabbed your wrist, it all made sense.”
“What did you understand?”
“Your mana sensitivity, Oppa. It is not normal.”
“…”
“When you focus on your senses, you are able to perceive the mana inside our bodies, just like when I’m holding your hand, right? Since Unnie doesn’t delve into magic, she might not realize how extraordinary this is, but any Mage would be shocked.”
Was the ability to sense mana really that impressive? It seemed like Seti and Freya Cahn had displayed something similar.
…Or are the both of them not ordinary Superhumans?
Yeomyeong lacked the knowledge to make a simple judgment. It was inevitable. However, how much would a mere janitor know about Superhumans? At best, it would be limited to snippets from documentaries or the internet.
Yeomyeong acutely felt his lack of information. And that was why he needed Seti’s help even more.
“Seti.”
“…Yes.”
“I passed the test your sister gave. So, what about your test?”
“My test… you’ve already passed it. From the moment we shook hands that night, I never doubted you.”
Seti said this and bowed her head deeply. The promise they made while holding hands… Yeomyeong also recalled that moment and remained silent.
A brief silence filled the bar. After a moment, Siri spoke with a slightly bewildered expression.
“…Unnie, did you lose your virginity?”
“…”
“…”
“What, why? Do you feel guilty or something? Hey, Oppa. Give my sister the Handle of Uragan. Let’s confirm it…”
Smack!
Unable to hold back any longer, Seti smacked Siri on the head. It was a stinging slap filled with emotion.
* * *
- Hey! Come out! There’s some chaos right now!
- What’s going on?
- The sky! Look at the sky!
As the students’ voices echoed in the training hall, the students who had been training diligently just moments ago stopped their training.
Whether they were practicing their punches or their sword skills, everyone perked their ears and looked outside the training hall to see what was happening.
“What’s going on?”
And among the students were the half-dead ‘Author’ and Jeon Yunseong.
- It’s a terror attack! It’s another terror attack!
- Hey! Stop that bullshit!
- Just come out and see for yourself!
Regardless of what was being said outside, the Author, drenched in sweat, was gasping for breath. After training with Jeon Yunseong for about an hour, he had no stamina left.
Only when he managed to catch his breath did he finally hear the voices of the students coming out of the training hall.
“Should we head out too?”
Without waiting for another word, the Author nodded. Anything would be better than training with Jeon Yunseong.
As soon as they stepped outside the training hall, the Author couldn’t believe his eyes.
Sparkling feathers were fluttering in the sky above the academy dormitory.
“Wow… What’s that? Feathers? Is that Magic?”
While Jeon Yunseong and the other students simply admired the sight without realizing the identity of the unknown flying objects, the Author was different.
“The Holy Sword’s Divine Sky Steps…?”
“The Holy Sword?”
Jeon Yunseong tilted his head upon hearing the Author’s murmur.
“Are you talking about Lady Freya Cahn?”
However, the Author couldn’t answer Jeon Yunseong’s question. His mind was racing as if it would explode at any moment.
I can’t believe this… the Holy Sword? Why is she here? The prologue hasn’t even started yet.
The Holy Sword was not supposed to appear at this moment. At least the event that brought the Holy Sword to the academy was something that was supposed to happen only after the third year…
- *Hey! Look! Someone’s coming down!*
While he was deep in thought, three figures appeared amidst the fluttering feathers in the sky.
Soon after, they began to descend from the sky, as if an invisible staircase was beneath their feet.
The person leading the descent was a woman with an eyepatch covering one of her eyes and her hair tied up.
- *That eyepatch… Could it be?*


	Freya Cahn! It’s the Holy Sword!


While everyone’s attention was fixed on the figure in the lead, the Author focused on the two individuals descending behind her.
Both were captivating beauties, but the Author first observed their ears rather than their appearance.
They’re hiding their ears with magic.
Although their ears were not in the typical long shape of elves’ ears, the Author was certain. Those two were elves.
Two contrasting beauties, a golden-haired and silver-haired, suddenly appearing at this moment?
As far as the Author knew, there was only one such pair =in this universe.
Elf Princess, Miridith, and her escort Rime.
The Author started biting his thumbnail out of habit.
How the hell did things go so awry that this happened? He had planned to lay low until the prologue event, worried that he would cause a butterfly effect!
Can there be another transmigrator besides me?
As he pondered over this worst-case scenario, a brief exclamation escaped Jeon Yunseong’s lips.
“Wow, she’s incredible… a beauty.”
“…”
“Is she a new applicant to our academy? No, she must be an applicant, right?”
Jeon Yunseong’s gaze was fixed on the blonde beauty who had just touched the ground.
The Author’s eyes grew colder as he saw that.
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	1. William Jefferson Clinton is an American politician who served as the 42nd president of the United States from 1993 to 2001. A member of the Democratic Party, he previously served as governor of Arkansas from 1979 to 1981 and again from 1983 to 1992.
	2. This is the way a younger female would address an older male, whether it is blood-related or not. However, it is usually used on an acquaintance, or someone she is quite close with. It also could be considered flirting/acting too friendly when you use it on someone you are not close with. Some people will find it uncomfortable.


   

  Chapter 30: A Coincidence for the NPC
…Is there any reason to turn iron into gold? Isn’t iron better for killing pests than gold?
『Excerpt from a letter Stalin sent to the Nine Peaks 11 days before the start of the Soviet-Dwarf War』

* * *
Although Siri had intervened out of the blue, she neither opposed nor modified the plan set by Seti.
Everything she said during Yeomyeong’s test was a lie; actually, she had been actively supportive of Seti’s plan.
“So, to put it bluntly, the core of Unnie’s plan hinges on how much fame Oppa can attain.”
Fame.
To gain such a significant amount of fame that important figures of the Korean government would come to meet him personally.
The problem was the means to achieve it.
What kind of method should they use for someone who lived at rock bottom and had no proper background to gain such fame?
The answer Seti provided the puzzled Yeomyeong was simple.
“If you gradually reveal your talents in places where people’s attention is focused, fame will naturally follow, Yeomyeong-ssi.”
“Places where attention is focused?”
“Academies, dimensional portals, conflict zones… wherever Superhumans gather is where the attention is focused.”
Ever since Dimensional Portals had opened, Earthians had been unable to take their eyes off Superhumans.
It was unavoidable because, from the very start, Earth’s superhumans were tools of regime propaganda.
Heroes of the people, proof that America was loved by the gods, real-life Superman, symbols of progress…
Even after the Soviet Union had collapsed and the Cold War ended, Superhumans were still loved and treated in the same manner as before.
“You don’t need to think too hard about it. You can say that the public’s interest in Superhumans is no different from their interest in celebrities.”
Upon listening to Seti’s explanation, Yeomyeong immediately understood what she meant by that.
Publishing, media, broadcasting…
The so-called mass media continuously aired every move of Superhumans without fail.
Bookstores were filled with various novels and comics about Superhumans, and TV dramas set in Superhuman academies constantly broke viewership records.
Economic newspapers criticized the frequent regrouping of Superhuman mercenaries, which disrupts international oil prices, while the academia discussed the influence of classical philosophy on Superhuman martial arts.
Of course, all this was merely a cultural phenomenon.
Real important information, such as the true intention of martial arts or magic spells, was not disclosed to the general public.
Even Yeomyeong, who had watched numerous Superhuman documentaries and read tons of comics, did not completely understand what proper martial arts were.
“…I understand the context. So, what should I do now?”
As soon as Yeomyeong finished speaking, Seti handed over five documents.
One admission application, one acceptance letter, and three wanted posters.
“Please make a choice, Yeomyeong-ssi.”
Upon checking each document, he saw that the names and dates written on each of them were all different.
Did she start preparing this from the very day she left Incheon?
After marveling at Seti’s ability to put the plan into action immediately, Yeomyeong first checked the acceptance letter.
The acceptance letter was from a PMC—A private military company commonly known as a mercenary group—The Sonjuk Mercenary Group operating between the Manchuria and Kaesong Dimensional Portal, which primarily dealt with monster extermination and security details.
It was a veteran mercenary group Yeomyeong had heard about even during his janitor days.
I always assumed that it wouldn’t be easy to receive an acceptance letter from a place like that in just a few days…
While examining the acceptance letter, Yeomyeong asked her frankly.
“…How did you manage to get this?”
“Pardon? What do you mean?”
“The mercenary group’s acceptance letter. I believe that it shouldn’t have been so easy to obtain this.”
Just as Seti was about to reply, Siri, who was standing beside her, interjected.
“Unnie spent quite some money.”
“…Siri.”
“Honestly speaking, I don’t think she had to spend much on the mercenary group. After all, how much would it cost to admit one new recruit into a mercenary group where people die regularly anyway?”
“…”
“But the academy admission application is a different story. It probably cost more than a hundred million.”
Siri pointed to the admission application with a smile. Yeomyeong examined the contents of the application cautiously.
And the next moment, he immediately frowned.
At the very bottom of the document, the part that said ‘Transfer in the second semester of first year’ caught his eye.
“The second semester… So, in six months.”
“I’m sorry. No matter what I tried, it wasn’t possible to get an earlier admission than that…”
Seti bowed her head sullenly, and Siri added from the side.
“With the entrance ceremony just around the corner, how can they accept first-semester applicants now? And it’s not like it’s an ordinary high school. Security has also been tightened drastically after last month’s terror attack.”
Yeomyeong nodded. It was not something he couldn’t understand.
Unlike the academy depicted in dramas, the real Superhuman academy was treated like a quasi-military base.
Rather, Seti’s ability to even get an admission application was impressive.
…Maybe I should have accepted the recommendation letter from the Holy Sword back then.
That thought crossed his mind, but he immediately shook his head.
He was not entering the academy for the sake of training, but to kill people.
If he committed murder after being admitted through a recommendation letter, how would the Holy Sword and the Australian government respond?
Would they understand his desire for revenge? Probably not. In fact, it would be a relief if they didn’t come after him with swords in hand to reclaim their honor.
He already had too many people he needed to kill without needing to increase his enemies…
Yeomyeong considered all this while tapping his finger on the table repeatedly, then picked up the three remaining wanted posters.
The wanted posters had photos of criminals who were either Superhumans or were partially skilled in mana.
A crazed murderer who used magic to kill, a madman who fed people to monsters, and an escaped Necromancer.
Below the wanted posters were details such as the last seen locations and commonly used magic, written in tiny, meticulous notes. Judging by the handwriting, it seemed likely that Seti had written them herself.
A short while later, as Yeomyeong placed the wanted posters back on the table, Seti, who had been observing him, spoke up.
“So, which one will you choose?”
With that prompt, she began explaining the advantages and plans for each option in detail.
If he joined the mercenary group, he would gain practical experience, and when going after wanted criminals, he would always need to bring along an internet broadcaster—
After Seti’s lengthy explanation came to an end, Yeomyeong turned to Siri and asked.
“Siri, when exactly is the academy’s entrance ceremony?”
“Didn’t Unnie tell you earlier? It’s in three days. Although it should have been held two weeks ago, it was postponed due to last month’s terror attack.”
“…In three days.”
“Not every student can even attend the entrance ceremony and most of them are waiting in the dorms. Thanks to that, both Unnie and I are able to roam around without being monitored by the Korean government.”
“In that case…”
Yeomyeong recalled the conversation he had with Seti at Pier 13, where she had introduced herself as a ‘special admission candidate for Lord Howe Academy.’
“I should leave either today or tomorrow.”
Seti did not deny it.
“…Yes, that’s right. My sister and I will have to return to the academy soon. But, it’s not a complete farewell, right?”
“…”
“You have my contact information, don’t you? We can keep in touch even when I’m at the academy, and I can go out on weekends…”
Yeomyeong and Siri squinted while looking at Seti, who was mumbling.
Unable to bear the two’s gaze, Seti fumbled before clamming up.
“Unnie, Lord Howe Academy is in Australia. What do you plan to do by going out every weekend? Fly in on Saturdays, stay overnight, and fly back on Sundays? Even weekend couples can’t manage that.”
“…”
“Let’s be honest. We’re not in a position where we can accompany or fight alongside you because we’re under government surveillance. We can only offer indirect help like connections or money.”
“Siri, shut up.”
Only then did Seti narrow her eyes and glare at Siri. Instead of being frightened, Siri got up from the table in an exaggerated manner and quickly hid behind Yeomyeong.
“Am I wrong? And it’s also something Oppa is already aware of, right?”
“…It is just I didn’t expect to part so quickly.”
“Oh, really? It’s Unnie’s fault for not bringing it up earlier then.”
Eventually, unable to hold back, Seti jumped up from her seat and began chasing Siri.
Yeomyeong watched the two chase each other for a moment before turning to speak to Seti.
“Seti, you said that I could choose these documents as I wish, right?”
“Huh? Yes, of course. You can choose whatever you like.”
As soon as she finished saying that while grabbing Siri by the collar, Yeomyeong boldly picked up all five documents.
Seeing this, Siri tilted her head, and Seti’s eyes widened.
“Don’t tell me…you’re not going to choose all of them, are you?”
“Is there even a need to choose just one of them? Six months is a long time. I can gain practical experience in the mercenary group, capture all the wanted criminals… and then enter the academy.”
Only then did Siri realize Yeomyeong’s intention and burst into laughter.
“Haha, you’re right. That’s right. Why choose just one? If you can do them all, then just do them all.”
Seti glanced at Siri and Yeomyeong for a moment, then nodded as if she had arrived at a decision.
“If that’s what Yeomyeong-ssi wants, then then I’ll assist you.”
* * *
“Sir.”
Jang Man, who was looking at the sea, turned his head towards the voice calling him.
The boy, who was once known as Dung Beetle and was now called Cheon Yeomyeong, was approaching him.
“So, how did the discussion go? Did it end well?”
“Yes, I plan to proceed as planned originally.”
“…Then you’ll be leaving this city. When do you intend to leave?”
“I’ve decided to leave immediately. So, I’ve come to say goodbye… to you, Sir.”
“I see. Well, indeed, there’s no need to delay it any longer.”
Jang Man did not ask where Yeomyeong was going. Where this boy would fight or with whom was none of his concern.
However, like all old people, he felt that he should at least offer a small amount of help for the young one’s future path.
He pulled out a suitcase he had prepared earlier and leaned it against the back alley wall. The suitcase was larger than Jang Man’s torso.
“Sir, what is this…?”
“Open it.”
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong opened the suitcase.
Clack. After unlocking the latch and examining the contents, Yeomyeong looked at Jang Man with astonishment.
“While you were in the bunker, I asked the young lady named Seti. She said that you used up all the weapons you bought last time.”
The suitcase contained weapons identical to those Dung Beetle had bought at the black market.
Remington MH750, ammunition, and a dense collection of grenades.
“A man shouldn’t set off on a journey empty-handed.”
“Thank you… Sir.”
“No need to thank me. Since I gave it to you on my own accord, how you use it is up to you. One more thing…”
Jang Man waved his hand before taking out another item from the back of the suitcase.
A long object wrapped in cloth.
It was the sword used by the imperial knights in the past and the one Yeomyeong left under the bar counter after purchasing it.
“You didn’t take this sword with you last time. I was planning to discard it but brought it here just in case.”
“…”
“I won’t ask why you bought a sword you didn’t even plan on using.”
Yeomyeong carefully accepted the sword.
The sword, identical to the one used by the Player who had killed his colleagues and foreman, made Yeomyeong’s heart sink as he quietly gazed at it.
Looking at Yeomyeong’s demeanor, Jang Man hesitated for a moment before speaking.
“Yeomyeong.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“May I give you a few pieces of advice?”
“…I will listen.”
Jang Man looked up at the gloomy sky filled with clouds.
“Once you leave this city, never trust anyone. No matter who the other person is, always suspect that they are lying. You won’t gain anything in terms of relationships, but you won’t lose anything either.”
“…”
“Also… if you decide to kill someone, be sure to kill them. The sooner you kill the enemy, the better, and it’s faster to resolve misunderstandings after completing the deed.”
Having said that, Jang Man sighed.
The advice he had just given were not the words of a respectable or wise old man. They were filthy and sordid, more like the words of a black-market smuggler.
This was advice he would never have given if their relationship had been slightly more normal.
“…The Foreman probably never gave you such advice, right? He was a gentleman, far from trash even when dealing with it.”
Jang Man brushed his hair back before looking down at Yeomyeong again.
“After everything is over, let’s go visit his grave together.”
“…Yes. We should definitely do that.”
Their conversation didn’t continue any further. Both knew that it was best to keep farewells brief.
Yeomyeong picked up the suitcase and the sword, bowed to Jang Man, and then turned to leave the alley.
Just as the clouds drifted across the sky, the smuggler and the janitor parted ways.

 
    

  Chapter 31: A Coincidence for the NPC (2)
* * *
Kim Mansoo was the instructor in-charge of training new recruits for the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
However, neither Kim Mansoo himself nor did any of the other instructors think of him as an ‘actual’ instructor.
It was understandable. After all, who would even believe that a man who was the Vice Captain of the mercenary group just a week ago was now acting as an instructor?
And he didn’t become an instructor because he was eager to train new recruits or wanted to teach someone.
He was demoted to this position because he beat up a city council member’s son who was behaving rudely and even knocked out a reporter filming the incident in the process.
In short, he had become an instructor due to the disciplinary action taken against him.
To appease the council member who came to the mercenary group to file the complaint, the Captain personally demoted him from Vice Captain to instructor.
However, everyone in the mercenary group knew that this disciplinary action was merely a formality.
After all, would any sane mercenary group anywhere in the world use someone as talented as him solely as an instructor?
Knowing this, Kim Mansoo endured the dull days without much complaint.
Yes, dull days. Today, yesterday, and probably tomorrow, as well.
Avoiding the eyes of the staff who were behaving cautiously around him, Kim Mansoo left his office and lit a cigarette by a window.
The weather in Kaesong, seen through the window, was the same as always. It was neither particularly good nor bad.
The Dimensional Portal, visible in the distance, was, as usual, bustling with people and containers moving in and out without a break.
He did see the occasional fools trying to take the entrance test for the mercenary group, but most weren’t able to endure the test and ran away with their tails between their legs.
However, at least a few capable ones had managed to pass the test, and they were already following the instructor down the building’s hallway.
Of course, none of them piqued Kim Mansoo’s interest.
I know that the mercenary field is lacking manpower these days, but the new recruits are just….
As he was killing time with such thoughts, someone caught his eye.
A guy in a neat casual suit, probably chosen by his girlfriend, dragging a large suitcase.
Was he a lost journalist or a new public official? Deciding there was nothing worth seeing anymore, Kim Mansoo turned his gaze away. Or rather, he was about to.
However, just as he was about to look away, that young guy started walking towards the Sonjuk Mercenary Group building.
…Is he here to take the test?
Only then did he squint and observe the guy attentively. After enhancing his vision with mana, the guy’s appearance became clear.
He looks like a dandy boy.
The guy dragging the suitcase had quite a handsome face.
His eyes shone golden, probably due to colored lenses, and his appearance seemed more suited for an idol than a mercenary.
And while he appeared to be somewhere between a boy and a young man, it was hard to determine his exact age.
Unexpectedly… he seems pretty decent.
Upon closer inspection, the guy’s aura was quite impressive.
His walk reminded Kim Mansoo of a finely honed blade, and the tension visible in his movements was so intense that he seemed ready to throw a punch at any moment.
He wasn’t just some ordinary pretty face; he was definitely someone who had undergone rigorous training.
An aspiring Superhuman… Given the timing, he must be a failed academy applicant.
An aspiring Superhuman.
It was a term commonly used for those who consumed elixirs and began training from a young age to become Superhumans.
Although most were children from wealthy families who could afford the elixirs, sometimes poor families would also gamble on raising their children in this manner.
Of course, if simply consuming elixirs could make one a Superhuman, nurturing Superhumans would have become a national project.
And among the aspiring Superhumans, only a select few could sense mana, and even fewer could actually control it to truly become Superhumans.
Although some would apply to the Superhuman Academy to increase their chances of becoming a Superhuman even by a little… the Superhuman Academy, as the name suggested, literally existed solely for Superhumans.
Only those who were already Superhumans or on the verge of becoming one could enter.
Therefore, every year during the academy entrance season, many young people would become disheartened by reality and their lack of talent.
Wealthy kids might just think of it as maintaining their health with elixirs, but children from poor families would often drop out of school to join the mercenary group to repay the elixir debts.
Judging by his gait and aura, it seemed like that guy was one of those cases.
I guess I’ll have to oversee his entrance test personally.
Kim Mansoo smoked his last cigarette down to the butt before descending the building’s stairs.
As expected, the guy he saw from the window was talking with the lobby staff.
“Hey, Park Youngsoo.”
“Yes, Vice Captain. May I help you?”
“You punk, how many times do I have to tell you that I’m no longer the Vice Captain? Anyway, you see that guy over there?”
Kim Mansoo grabbed another instructor passing through the lobby and pointed to the guy dragging the suitcase.
“I’ll oversee his entrance test personally.”
“You, Vice… I mean, Mansoo hyung-nim will handle it personally?”
“Yeah, that kid’s got a promising vibe; I can feel it.”
“…I don’t feel anything, though.”
“Hey, do you really think we’re the same?”
As he glared, the instructor grumbled as he walked over to the lobby counter.
The instructor approached the lobby staff and started talking. A moment later, the guy with the suitcase pulled out a piece of paper.
What was that? As Kim Mansoo squinted to check it out, the instructor returned empty-handed.
“What’s going on? Why did you return empty-handed?”
“He said he’s not here to take the entrance test.”
“What? Why? Do we also recruit office workers?”
“No, he said that he’s already been accepted. He brought an acceptance letter.”
Kim Mansoo’s brow furrowed. An acceptance letter?
“Since when did our mercenary group start issuing those?”
“It’s been about 10 years, Vice Captain.”
“…”
The instructor shook his head, sighed, pulled out a pen and paper, wrote something down, and then handed it to Kim Mansoo.
“That guy is to be specifically assigned to Team 3 later and then deployed immediately.”
“Team 3? That new recruit is heading to Manchuria?”
“He seems like a pretty impressive person from his employment application. If you think he’s a good fit, why don’t you go down and check him out yourself?”
With those words, Instructor Park Youngsoo left. Kim Mansoo squinted at the note he was given.
“Name: Cheon Yeomyeong. Specialty… Good at everything?”
It seemed like this one was a crazy bastard. Kim Mansoo sneered as he crumpled the note.
* * *
After verifying the acceptance letter, the lobby staff guided him to the basement.
It wasn’t some simple basement accessible by an elevator.
They had to pass through a thick iron door and descend to a deep underground bunker-like place.
After walking for a while, Yeomyeong detected a faint smell of blood.
Though the smell was slightly different from human blood.
Yeomyeong frowned and focused his mana on his sense of smell. Although he still couldn’t identify the exact nature of the blood from its scent, he could now smell oil and gunpowder mingled with it.
…It’s not just some simple blood scent.
The deeper he went as he followed the staff, the stronger the smell became.
When they finally arrived at their destination, Yeomyeong discovered the source of the blood scent.
…A monster?
What greeted him was a huge concrete space resembling an underground parking lot, with a massive, monstrous creature tied up in the middle.
The monster vaguely resembled a wolf—A two-headed, six-legged wolf.
“Who… Oh, damn. You are not the new recruit, right?”
The man sharpening a large knife in front of the wolf monster turned his head to look at Yeomyeong and the staff.
The man, with a long scar running across his face, had an intimidating aura.
The staff who had brought Yeomyeong seemed accustomed to this atmosphere. Without giving any explanation, he simply took out some papers from his hand and handed them to the man.
The scarred man glanced at the papers briefly, raising an eyebrow.
“Speak of the devil, turns out he’s really a new recruit. And there’s only a day left until deployment… Tsk, alright I’ve checked it.”
As soon as the man said that, the staff bowed and left the bunker, clearly uninterested in staying back any longer.
In that short span of silence, only the sound of the staff’s footsteps and the monster’s panting could be heard.
Once the footsteps could no longer be heard, the scarred man, still holding the knife, approached Yeomyeong.
“The name is Man Seokcheol. No need to remember it as we won’t meet again after today.”
“I’m Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“Cheon Yeomyeong, you listed a very impressive specialty. Is that a bluff or are you that confident?”
Yeomyeong thought about the specialty Seti had written in his resume and smiled wryly.
- Good at everything
It could easily be seen as arrogance to anyone else. Did Seti write that to mess with him? Probably not.
Given her nature, it was likely that she genuinely viewed him in that manner.
After considering how to respond for a moment, Yeomyeong decided to trust Seti’s judgment.
Pushing his humility aside, he replied to Man Seokcheol confidently.
“I wrote it because I am confident.”
“Oh, the spirit of youth. Not bad.”
It was unclear if his tone was of mockery or admiration, but he handed the knife he was holding to Yeomyeong.
It was a large, sharp knife, the kind used for cutting tuna.
As soon as Yeomyeong took the knife, Man Seokcheol turned and pointed at the monster tied up in the open space.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, do you see that monster?”
“Yes, I see it clearly.”
“We managed to capture that bastard from the Manchurian Rift. We had to go to great lengths to capture it alive. So, why do you think we brought it all the way here?”
“…For experiments?”
“Close, but no cigar. We didn’t bring it for an experiment but for a test1.”
“…A test?”
What test could they possibly use a dying, tied-up monster for? As Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, Man Seokcheol laughed ominously.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, what do you think is the most important factor when capturing a monster?”
“Isn’t it a weapon?”
“Yes, weapons are important. Even a monster like that can be turned into a rag using a single magazine from an automatic rifle… but, that’s the wrong answer.”
He paused for a moment and then continued while looking at Yeomyeong’s hand.
“To catch a monster, humans are more important than weapons. No matter how good the weapon you possess is, if you get scared in front of a monster, it’s all for nothing.”
Is that so? Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion.
“It doesn’t look like you agree. Anyway, you’ll pass without a doubt.”
“What kind of test is this, exactly?”
“It’s a test to weed out the cowards.”
After saying that, Man Seokcheol took a step back from Yeomyeong.
“Don’t move from that spot.”
He took a small button that gave an ominous feeling from his pocket.
Click. As soon as Man Seokcheol pressed the button, the chains binding the monster lost their tension and went slack.
- *Grrr*...*!*
Almost immediately, the six eyes of the wolf monster glowed as they focused on Yeomyeong.
As the now freed monster lowered its hind legs, preparing to pounce, Man Seokcheol’s gaze on Yeomyeong turned cold.
“The monster still has chains around its neck, so don’t be too scared. As long as you don’t move a single step from that sp—“
Before he could finish his explanation, Yeomyeong moved first, ahead of the monster.
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	1. Yeomyeong uses the word 실험 (Silheom), which is only one character different from the one used by Man Seokcheol 시험 (Siheom).


   

  Chapter 32: A Coincidence for the NPC (3)
***
Yeomyeong took a deep breath as he stepped forward.
Tightening his grip on the knife, he held his breath, and diffused his mana through the spaces between his blood and muscles.
Step! Step!
Only after confirming Yeomyeong’s action did the monster make its move. It crouched like a savage beast, then with a powerful push from its hind legs, it leaped into the air.
Yeomyeong’s knife drew a line toward the monster, and the monster’s four front legs and sixteen claws targeted Yeomyeong’s head simultaneously.
The next moment, the wolf monster’s forelegs and Yeomyeong’s sword brushed past each other.
“Kyaaaak!”
However, only the wolf monster saw blood. One of its right forelegs was cleanly severed, splattering blood.
The severed leg flailed on the ground, accompanied by the monster’s ragged breathing.
As the monster’s eyes turned red with rage, it bared its teeth and charged at Yeomyeong once more, seemingly relying solely on instinct.
The chain around its neck clanged as it was dragged along, and blood spattered in the air.
At that moment, Yeomyeong exhaled.
Hoo—
He didn’t need to use the Surging Wave technique because his opponent wasn’t worth that level of effort.
Instead, he focused all his remaining mana on trying to sense the monster’s form and stored it in his mind.
Muscle movements that were completely different from those of humans, with an unsettling eeriness and the nauseating presence of twisted mana.
There were many things for him to learn from the monster’s movements as insights that couldn’t be gained from ordinary humans permeated his mind.
It relies on its Regeneration ability and forces mana into the heart and blood vessels… not bad.
The moment the thought came to an end, Yeomyeong swung the knife. The monster’s foreleg, which had already come close, collided with the knife.
Chwaak—!
This time, he severed its left legs, and they flew into the air. The monster couldn’t even scream as it flailed its remaining limbs sporadically.
Nothing more to learn from it.
Yeomyeong then shifted to the offensive. He gripped the knife with both hands and dove at the wolf monster.
First, he cut off its remaining legs. Next, he made a deep, long slash across its chest before he severed its throat on his third strike.
“Kyaoo!”
However, it still didn’t die. Ignoring its fading life, it made one final lunge at Yeomyeong with its jaws wide open.
Its gaping mouth and grotesque teeth were aimed at Yeomyeong. However, Yeomyeong’s blade was a bit quicker.
Pook!
The long knife pierced through the roof of the monster’s mouth.
Yeomyeong didn’t even need to exert any additional force. The law of inertia pushed the blade’s tip straight to the monster’s brain.
“Kya, kyak, kek…”
With its brain pierced, the monster spasmed for a few seconds before immediately slumping to the ground as Yeomyeong withdrew his knife.
Yeomyeong, who had retrieved the knife, turned to look at Man Seokcheol, whose scarred face was filled with bewilderment.
“Looks like you have a reason for your confidence… Impressive.”
“Did I pass the test?”
Seeing Yeomyeong ask him so nonchalantly, Man Seokcheol’s lips curled up. He looked at Yeomyeong with a gaze that seemed to say, ‘What kind of guy is this bastard?’
“You didn’t just pass, you aced it. There’s no need for any other tests.”
The shock of seeing the monster used for testing applicants being killed had already faded. Either way, it didn’t really matter; they could just capture another one.
On the contrary, they managed to recruit a useful talent that was not found unless heaven bestowed it.
“Congrats, new member Cheon Yeomyeong. You’re a part of Team 3 of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group from now on.”
Man Seokcheol approached Yeomyeong and patted him on the shoulder. Moments like these were what made supervising tests worthwhile.
However, the next moment, an easygoing voice from the entrance soured his mood.
“Seokcheol, it seems like your ability to evaluate people has really deteriorated, huh?”
Hearing the voice, Man Seokcheol’s eyebrows furrowed deeply. He replied without even turning around.
“… What brings you here, Vice Captain Kim Mansoo?”
Vice Captain? Surprised by the unexpected title, Yeomyeong turned around, and at the entrance was a burly, muscular middle-aged man with his arms crossed.
“Oh, that’s because I’m no longer a Vice Captain right now but an instructor.”
“If you’re just here to talk nonsense, then please leave.”
“No, it’s not that. Seokcheol, let’s talk about that new recruit.”
Only then did Man Seokcheol turn his head. On his contorted face, the long scar curved horizontally.
“What about him?”
“Let’s send that guy to Team 2 instead of Team 3.”
“…Member Cheon Yeomyeong has already been assigned to Team 3.”
“No, I mean… You punk! Team 3 means immediate deployment to Manchuria. Do you really want to send such a talented guy to a place swarming with monsters and refugees?”
“Our mercenary group needs to send as many members as possible to Manchuria to meet the government quota. You understand that, right?”
Upon hearing how firm Man Seokcheol was with his stance, Kim Mansoo narrowed his eyes. He glanced back and forth between Yeomyeong and the monster’s corpse, then sighed deeply.
“Then we can just send someone else. You saw it, too, right? That new recruit’s potential. It’ll just take him a few years in Team 2 to become a Superhuman.”
“…”
“Right now, counting the Captain and me, our mercenary group only has nine Superhumans. If we add one more, we’ll reach double digits. Then, we’ll be able to cross the dimensional portal ourselves.”
Man Seokcheol remained silent because he couldn’t think of a rebuttal.
Considering the potential Yeomyeong had just displayed and the rarity of Superhumans as a whole, the Vice Captain’s words were absolutely correct.
However, as his concerns deepened, Yeomyeong raised his hand.
“Um… does my opinion not matter?”
Both men’s gazes turned to Yeomyeong simultaneously. It was a bold question, but Kim Mansoo chuckled and addressed Yeomyeong’s inquiry.
“Of course, our new recruit’s opinion is also important. But, what’s there to think about?”
He strode over to the two men and soon placed his hand on Yeomyeong’s shoulder.
“I promise, on my authority as the Vice Captain, if you join Team 2, I’ll support you with martial arts training and elixirs. I guarantee that you’ll become a Superhuman within the next three years.”
Seeing Kim Mansoo’s confident face, Yeomyeong smiled wryly.
He hasn’t even realized that I’m already a Superhuman.
It was understandable that Man Seokcheol hadn’t noticed it because he didn’t reveal his mana during the fight with the monster.
But this man who was called Vice Captain… was disappointing.
Unlike Man Seokcheol, this man was supposed to be a Superhuman. Yet, being a Superhuman himself, he still couldn’t tell if someone was a Superhuman or not after making direct contact with them.
Even someone who has become a Vice Captain of a veteran mercenary group is just at this level…
Yeomyeong subtly stepped back, freeing himself from Kim Mansoo’s grip.
“Um… Vice Captain?”
“No need to call me Vice Captain so formally. Just call me Kim Mansoo or Mansoo-hyung.”
He was someone who had no boundaries. However, since you couldn’t spit on a smiling face, Yeomyeong tried to maintain a look of regret.
“Vice Captain, I appreciate the offer, but… I’m sorry.”
“… What? Sorry?”
Kim Mansoo’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. He even tilted his head, as if he heard something wrong.
“Are you refusing my offer?”
“Yes, I want to go to Manchuria.”
Yeomyeong bowed his head and made his refusal clear.
It was inevitable. His plan was to gain practical experience while in the mercenary group, not to receive training from some Superhuman.
“You punk! Do you even know what kind of place Manchuria is—”
“Vice Captain, it seems like the new recruit has already made up his mind.”
But before Kim Mansoo could say anything more, Man Seokcheol intervened.
“Vice Captain, don’t forget that you’re currently a mere instructor under disciplinary action. Continuing this further will be considered as overstepping your authority.”
“Huh? Seokcheol, you little—”
“If I report today’s events to the Captain, the next disciplinary action might have you cleaning the restrooms instead of being an instructor. Is that what you really want?”
“…”
“New member Cheon Yeomyeong, you will be assigned to Team 3 as per your wishes and deployed to Manchuria. I will personally assist you with the registration. Now, let’s go.”
Man Seokcheol quickly wrapped up the situation and led Yeomyeong out of the basement.
Watching the two people leave with a bewildered look on his face, Kim Mansoo only came to his senses after they had disappeared from his sight.
“Wow, holy sh— that newcomer is really one crazy bastard.”
And seeing how the new recruit didn’t even turn back once as he left, he probably had no regrets.
Kim Mansoo let out a wry laugh in disbelief.
If someone had offered him martial arts training and elixirs at that age, he would have even been willing to kiss their ass. Were talented individuals different?
He pondered whether he should give up or not, before shifting his gaze to the wolf monster Yeomyeong had defeated.
Severed front legs and a clean strike that pierced through the brain.
The corpse was dealt with so cleanly, that it would have been possible that a 10-year veteran mercenary had handled it.
“Sssp, it’s really a pity… Should I just follow him to Manchuria?”
Muttering something that would surely anger the Captain and make his blood pressure shoot through the roof, Kim Mansoo left the basement to chase after the two.
***
Seti slowly raised herself as she woke up and sat on the edge of the bed. Through her drowsy mind, she could feel the warm sunlight brushed against her cheek.
It felt like it was just yesterday that she had been hopping from one cheap motel to another to avoid the Korean government’s scrutiny, so the dormitory bed now felt as fluffy as cotton candy.
Did I wake up too early…
After stretching a bit, she checked the time. 7:30 AM. There was still over an hour until the entrance ceremony.
She considered sleeping in a bit more but shook her head.
Beyond that sea, in Korea, Dung Beet—no, Yeomyeong-ssi must still be struggling. So how could she dare to indulge in sleep here?
She got out of bed and prepared her breakfast. After a quick wash and preparing her school uniform for the entrance ceremony, she finally checked the luggage she hadn’t unpacked.
The luggage was very light and minimal— Three packets of instant noodles, a burner phone to contact Yeomyeong-ssi personally, and…
A single sword wrapped in a pure white cloth.
She lifted the sword carefully. It was the sword that Yeomyeong himself had handed to her.
As she unwrapped the cloth, the sun insignia engraved on the hilt was revealed.
The insignia belonged to a now-extinct empire beyond the dimensional portal, proof that it was not an object from Earth.
Seti traced the insignia with her fingers, recalling the moment Yeomyeong had given her the sword.
- *Isn’t this… a sword from beyond the dimensional gate? Why are you giving it to me?*


	Seti, when you get to the academy, please find out if there is someone there with a sword exactly like this.



	May I know why?



	The enemy of my family might be at the academy. The only clue I have is that he wields a sword exactly like this.



As he said that and handed over the sword, Yeomyeong’s eyes were cold and calm.
For Seti, that gaze alone was enough. She willingly accepted the sword and promised to look for his enemy at the academy.
The only problem was that finding a student with the exact same sword at the academy would be no easy task.
There were too many people using swords, and above all, it would be rare for someone to openly display their signature weapon rather than a standard student-issued one.
First, I’ll have to get through the entrance ceremony, then slowly search through the gra—
Just as she was making her plan, the door to her dormitory opened, and a guest stepped in.
It was a girl with shimmering blonde hair, as if gold had been melted and used to dye it.
Seti recognized her as well. No, everyone at the academy would know her face.
Because she was none other than the student who the Holy Sword had personally brought to the academy.
She was struggling to carry a large suitcase into the room, making it clear that she had been assigned to this dorm room.
Of all people, she is my roommate…
Seti, who had been planning to lead a discreet school life, sighed inwardly.
Now that she would be sharing a room with a famous person… Her initial plans were already falling apart.
However, the next moment, she put on a business-like smile.
After all, she’d be living with this roommate for a year or perhaps three. There was no need to spoil their first impression.
She put the sword back into her suitcase and walked towards the blonde girl.
“Hello! I’m Hong Seti, your new roommate.”
“Hek, heh, uh… H-hello.”
There was a flush on the blonde girl’s pale face, likely because she was struggling with the heavy suitcase.
“You seem to be struggling. May I help you?”
“Oh, w-would you? That would be great.”
As soon as the girl agreed, Seti lifted her suitcase. Though it was quite heavy, it was no problem for a Superhuman like her.
Seti easily moved the suitcase to the side of the bed and smiled at the girl.
“Is there anything else you need to move? I can help.”
“No, no. It’s just this one. Thank you for your help.”
That concluded their introduction. Seeing the girl begin to organize her things awkwardly, Seti saw no need to extend the conversation further.
About ten minutes later, the blonde girl, who had finished unpacking, spoke to Seti.
“Um, if your surname is Hong… are you Korean?”
“Yes, I’m from Korea.”
Ah, indeed, as I thought. The girl muttered to herself for a moment, then continued with an awkward smile.
“T-then we’re from the same place. I’m Korean, too.”
“…You’re Korean?”
“Well, I was born in Korea, but I moved to Australia when I was a baby, so I’m practically Australian now.”
That was a lie. Seti immediately saw through the girl’s lie. It wasn’t due to her keen observation but rather because of the girl’s poor lying skills—The awkwardly shifting eyes and the trembling voice.
…Has she never told a lie in her life?
But Seti chose not to point that out.
It didn’t matter much why the girl was pretending to be Korean, as long as it didn’t cause any harm to her.
However, when the girl introduced her name, Seti narrowed her eyes involuntarily.
“Oh, Seti-ssi. I didn’t introduce myself. My name is… Miri. Soe1 Miri.”
“…Could it be that your surname is Soe?”
“Yes, um, is that… strange?”
Of course, it was strange. Wouldn’t anyone find it odd to meet two people with the surname Soe—not Kim2—in less than a week?
Seti barely managed to suppress the words rising in her throat, and shook her head.
“No, it’s just a unique surname, so I was curious.”
“R-right? It’s a unique surname, isn’t it? My father is somewhat famous for having a unique surname. Haha, ha…”
Amidst the awkward laughter, Soe Miri broke out in a cold sweat.


 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Though it is not an existing Korean surname, she took it from Dung Beetle's name (쇠똥구리 Soeddungguri).  
Korean names consist of family names and given names. So, Miridith likely thought Dung Beetle's name was 쇠 (Soe) as the family name and 똥구리 (Ddungguri) as the given name.
	2. Kim is one of most popular family names in Korea.


   

  Chapter 33: A Coincidence for the NPC (4)
***
There was a time in the past when radical nationalists in Korea were fervently advocating the so-called ‘Narration of the Northern Expedition.’1
According to them, Manchuria originally belonged to the Korean people2, and they needed to sweep away the wicked commies to reclaim the nation’s homeland.
Of course, no one paid attention to their claims.
That was because sensible citizens, as well as right-wing politicians, knew that the ‘Narration of the Northern Expedition’ was just some impractical nonsense.
Korea owned Manchuria they said? How could that even be possible?
After all, with the land divided between the communist superpowers of the Soviet Union and China, what could be done?
Without even taking nuclear weapons into consideration, weren’t they already in a situation where the difference in nationally authorized Superhumans was nearly fivefold?
Instead of being bothered with occupying Manchuria, Korea at that time was more anxious about the possibility of having Kaesong invaded and the Dimensional Portal taken away.
In conclusion, all Koreans who prided themselves on being wise mocked those nationalists.
- What kind of nationalism can we have in the 20th century?
- These delusional patients know nothing about reality.
- *How can Korea occupy Manchuria when those two superpowers will not collapse overnight?*
It might have been an irony of history or a case of words becoming reality.
The Koreans back then could never have imagined it, but their mockery turned into reality.
The Soviet Union was swept away by disaster, and China became a land no one could approach.
And Manchuria, which both countries treated as a frontier, barely managed to survive.
The precariousness here was referring to the millions of refugees who lost their country overnight and the land that was half in ruins.
Chaos was inevitable.
The economic crisis caused by the disappearance of the two superpowers, the soldiers who became warlords, and the endless rush of refugees…
Developed countries that should have helped remained silent because they were busy trying to find their own way out of the economic crisis.
Before long, the UN and the United States asked Korea to take responsibility for the troubled Manchuria.
For Korea, which was on the brink of collapse just from managing the chaos, it was like a bolt from the blue.
However, the government could not refuse the request.
Not only did they lack the courage to refuse the request of the U.S., but the offer of being handed over the rights to Kaesong and the Dimensional Portal was too tempting.
And just like that, the Narration of the Northern Expedition, which the nationalists had been clamoring for, became a reality.
However, the nationalists did not cheer in celebration.
Instead of rejoicing over having occupied Manchuria without a single shot fired, they rejected it more vehemently than anyone else.
- *How can Korea take on Manchuria? How can our country be expected to handle the responsibility for so many refugees?*


	Is it our fault that those two countries ended up like this? It’s the fault of Stalin, who was addicted to elixirs, and the Commies themselves!



	We must blockade the Amnok River3 and Tumen River4! Even if it means withdrawing from the UN!



	Let's wipe them all out before those bastards from the great nation5 set the monsters loose here!



However, once again, no one paid attention to their demands.
The Korean government had silenced them directly.

“Vice Captain, it’s time to wake up.”
A familiar voice roused Kim Mansoo from his sleep.
“C’mon, how long are you going to sleep?”
Having tossed and turned in the car’s back seat, he finally opened his eyes with a scowl.
As he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked out the window, he was greeted by an unbearably familiar sight.
Tall concrete walls, a guard post, armed soldiers, and injured people being carried on stretchers.
“Ah, Manchuria, my damned hometown…”
Kim Mansoo rolled down the car window and took a deep breath. The stale and cold Manchurian air filled his nostrils.
Only then did Kim Mansoo shake off his drowsiness and turn to check the passenger seat but it was was empty.
“…Where did that kid go?!”
Kim Mansoo turned to the driver’s seat with a look of surprise. The mercenary squad member, a subordinate of his who had been driving all night, responded with a sullen face.
“If you’re talking about that new recruit, he left for the mercenary base camp a while ago.”
“He went alone, without his guide instructor?”
“Well, that certain instructor was snoring away. He waited for about 3 minutes before taking off with his phone.”
“WHAT?! How could you let him go alone?!”
“I tried my best to wake you up, Vice Captain.”
“…”
“And it’s not like he’s some three-year-old. Why can’t he go alone? It’s not a dangerous area, and what could possibly happen at the Manchurian base?”
Instead of responding, Kim Mansoo smacked the subordinate on the back of his head.
Thud!
The subordinate, who had been struck by the emotionally charged Superhuman, slumped forward, his head hitting the steering wheel.
“You bastard, don’t you know the saying ‘if you speak about it, you’ll jinx it’? Don’t you know that if you say something won’t happen, it definitely will?”
“I mean, Vice Captain. You’re kinda overreacting…”
Regardless of what nonsense his subordinate spouted, Kim Mansoo massaged his forehead.
What if something were to happen to the new recruit? And what if that guy’s talents were somehow revealed?
The consequences were easy to predict.
Some aggressive individuals would send an assassin to try to take his head, while those with money would attempt to steal the so-called ‘new recruit’ by bribing him.
…This is exactly why I came all the way here, to prevent something like that from happening.
Kim Mansoo sighed deeply as if he had just been dumped by a girlfriend of three years.
“Vice Captain, why are you so restless? Wait… don’t tell me… is that kid the Captain’s hidden son or something?”
“…It would have been better if that were the case.”
“Well, judging by his looks, you’re definitely not his father…”
“Knock it off already! Enough with your nonsense. You should head back to headquarters first and let Seokcheol know that you made it safely.”
Then Kim Mansoo stormed out of the car before his subordinate could even respond.
A few soldiers and mercenaries who recognized him changed their expressions, but he paid them no heed and simply kept walking.
Please let him arrive at the base camp without any problems.

Since calling it the ‘National Army for Manchurian Support Headquarters’ every time was a mouthful, everyone usually just called it ‘Manchurian Base’ for short.
At noon, with the sun shining brightly, Cheon Yeomyeong entered an area commonly referred to as the Mercenary Zone among the various sections of the Manchurian base.
Cheon Yeomyeong was strolling leisurely, glancing at the residential areas and shops prepared for the mercenaries.
Although there was no one to talk to or accompany him, his steps were light and carefree.
Another factor was the absence of the grumbling instructor from the driver’s seat and the snoring Vice Captain from the back seat.
So, this is the place I’ll be staying in for the next 6 months.
With each step, he took in the scenery of the Mercenary Zone.
And even if he tried to put it nicely, it wasn’t really a pleasant place.
The place was filled with exhausted soldiers, fierce looking mercenaries, and merchants raising their voices to earn more money.
However, Yeomyeong didn’t really care either. Didn’t people fight monsters and die every day at the Manchurian base?
From the very beginning, it was inherently far from a peaceful place.
As Yeomyeong was walking and thinking this, a familiar face came into view.
An M-shaped receding hairline, a nose ridge as sharp as a blade, and eyes that were sharply slit…
Isn’t he the rat bastard who ambushed Mr. Jang Man…?
Although he wasn’t wearing the blue coat he wore back then, it was definitely him.
Perhaps sensing Yeomyeong’s gaze, the man stopped and turned his head toward him.
His eyes widened in surprise, and his jaw dropped as a brief silence ensued.
The glance they exchanged held more meaning than a hundred words. And even without any signal, they both moved almost simultaneously.
Step! Step!
Yeomyeong kicked the ground as the man started sprinting in the opposite direction.
He didn’t just run a straight line. Staying true to the name of the Blue Rat organization, he used every method possible to create some distance.
He turned corners at every alley, jumped over passing vehicles, used the outdoor units of air conditioners to leap through windows, and jumped from rooftop to rooftop…
However, every time he glanced behind, the distance between him and Yeomyeong kept getting shorter.
Was it simply because of the difference between a Superhuman and an ordinary person? No, it wasn’t.
Instead, it was because Yeomyeong absorbed the methods the man was using and countered them with more efficient and Superhuman techniques.
“…How could there be such a crazy bastard?”
The moment he saw Yeomyeong leaping across the rooftops using the same method he was , the man let out a string of curses.
He looked around, hoping someone might come to his aid, but the passing mercenaries and soldiers merely watched them with interest.
Even the military police, who were supposed to be maintaining public order, were whistling and doing nothing. There was no one to help him.
The man clenched his eyes shut and drew his pistol from his belt.
It was a serious crime to use a gun without permission at the Manchurian Base, but standing before a Superhuman holding a grudge was worse than facing a military court.
At least he wouldn’t die while being tried in a military court.
Having made up his mind, the man turned around, aiming his gun. However, the next moment, a foot that was moving too fast to be seen struck his wrist.
“Argh!”
The gun flew into the air without even being fired. The man rolled on the ground while clutching his broken wrist.
“Wait! Wait! I surrender! I’ll surrender!”
He raised his still intact hand as a sign of surrender.
“It seems there’s some, some m-misunderstanding between us.”
“…What misunderstanding?”
“This is because of the fight back in Incheon, right? It was all a misunderstanding. I-I had no intention of harming Mr. Jang Man. Honestly. I once worked under him, so why would I want to hurt him?”
“Oh, is that so?”
Yeomyeong reached out and grabbed the man’s neck. His Superhuman grip tightened around the man’s throat.
“There’s something Mr. Jang Man told me, but I don’t know if you’re aware.”
“Cough, cough, wh-what did he say…”
“Misunderstandings are easier to resolve after killing.”
Yeomyeong tightened his grip. Or, rather, he was about to.
Just as Yeomyeong was about to snap the man’s neck, something softly pressed down against the back of his head.
Click.
“That is enough.”
Turning his head around, Yeomyeong saw a large revolver, one used for hunting bears, aimed at him.
“Unless you want a hole in your head.”


 
 Translator's Note
 Addtional Trivia from the Footnotes


	
	오랑캐 is a derogatory term for Uriankhai. The term '오랑캐' refers to the tribes that lived in the Manchurian region. Koreans used '오랑캐' to refer to the Jurchen people who lived in the Tumen River area. In a broader sense, it encompasses all the peripheral ethnic groups according to the Sinocentric view, including those from the east, south, west, and north. These people are often referred to as Barbarians as well. A barbarian is a person or tribe of people that is perceived to be primitive, savage and warlike. Many cultures have referred to other cultures as barbarians, sometimes out of misunderstanding and sometimes out of prejudice.





	
	The Later Jin invasion of Joseon occurred in early 1627 when the Later Jin prince Amin led an invasion of the Joseon dynasty. The war ended after three months with the Later Jin establishing itself as sovereign tributary overlord over Joseon.





	
	The Qing invasion of Joseon occurred in the winter of 1636 when the newly established Qing dynasty invaded the Joseon dynasty, establishing the former's status as the hegemon in the Imperial Chinese Tributary System and formally severing Joseon's relationship with the Ming dynasty. The invasion was preceded by the Later Jin invasion of Joseon in 1627.





	
	In February 24, 1637 (January 30, lunar calendar, in the 15th year of King Injo's reign), the Qing Dynasty launched the Qing invasion of Joseon and rapidly advanced southward toward Hanyang (modern Seoul). King Injo of Joseon attempted to escape to Ganghwa Island, but the Qing forces blocked the path, making it impossible for him to reach Ganghwa. Consequently, King Injo took refuge in Namhansan Fortress and made a stand there. However, as supplies within the fortress dwindled, he ultimately had to conclude a humiliating peace treaty with the Qing Dynasty, known as the "Humiliation of Samjeondo." Thus, despite signing the Ganghwa Treaty, it was essentially equivalent to surrender.
Samjeondo was a ferry port located in what is now Samjeon-dong and Seokchon-dong, Songpa-gu, Seoul. The area was originally an island in the middle of the Han River, but it ceased to be an island after the stream was filled in. A monument known as Samjeondo Monument, which recorded the events that took place here, remained at a different location from where it was originally erected. After being vandalized with paint or spray in 2007, the monument was restored in 2010 and returned to its original location near Seokchon Lake in Lotte World.
This event was considered one of the most humiliating incidents in Joseon's history because King Injo was forced to bow his head and surrender to the Jurchen people, whom he deemed a mere barbarian. This perception persisted as the "greatest humiliation in the history of the Joseon Dynasty" until the annexation of Korea by Japan in 1910.










 Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. It is something that is inspired by an event that happened in history. Narration of the Northern Expeditions  was a prevalent concept during the Joseon Dynasty, from the reign of the 9th King Seongjong (1481) to the 19th King Sukjong (1681), spanning approximately 200 years. 

Narration of the Northern Expeditions, also known as the Northern Expedition Plan, which literally means the narration of subjugating the major northern territories (Qing Dynasty and Uriankhai) of the central plains (Ming Dynasty and Han Chinese), was based on ideas and ideologies such as the Little China ideology, criticism of the central plains, and the Joseon Kingdom's territorial expansion narration. It sought to avenge the humiliations inflicted by the low-civilization Qing Dynasty barbarians(오랑캐) during the Later Jin invasion of Joseon, the Qing invasion of Joseon, and the Humiliation of Samjeondo. Additionally, it aimed to uphold the critical loyalty to the Ming Dynasty, which had aided Joseon during the Japanese invasion of Korea (May 23, 1592 ~ December 16, 1598) and the Second Japanese invasion of Korea (August 27, 1597 - December 16, 1598), while also criticizing the Ming's inhumane outrages. On the other hand, it was argued that it would be better to take revenge on behalf of the Ming Dynasty.


	2. Little China refers to a politico-cultural ideology and phenomenon in which various Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese regimes identified themselves as the "Central State" and regarded themselves to be legitimate successors to the Chinese civilization.

Having been heavily influenced by Chinese culture and political thoughts, numerous Korean, Vietnamese and Japanese regimes identified themselves with descriptive names that are traditionally associated with and used by China. At the same time, these regimes considered themselves as legitimate successors to Chinese culture and civilization.

In the 17th century, when the Manchu-led Qing dynasty replaced the Han-led Ming dynasty as the ruling dynasty of China proper, the Joseon dynasty believed that the Qing dynasty was unworthy of succeeding the politico-cultural orthodoxy of "China". Instead, the Confucianist Joseon dynasty asserted itself as the legitimate heir to the Chinese civilization and termed itself "Little Central Kingdom".

The Han Chinese or the Han people, or colloquially known as the Chinese are an East Asian ethnic group native to Greater China.
Jurchen is a term used to collectively describe a number of East Asian Tungusic-speaking people. They lived in northeastern China, also known as Manchuria, before the 18th century. The Jurchens were renamed Manchus in 1635 by Hong Taiji.
The Manchus were the founders of the Qing dynasty, the last imperial regime in China, which ruled from 1636 to 1912. Of somewhat obscure origin and numerically never very great in number, the Manchu people originally hailed from that corner of northeast Asia locked in between China, Korea, Mongolia, and Siberia, which, owing to them, came to be known as “Manchuria” by the turn of the nineteenth century.

	3. The Yalu River or Amnok River is a river on the border between China and North Korea. Together with the Tumen River to its east, and a small portion of Paektu Mountain, the Yalu forms the border between China and North Korea. Its valley has been the scene of several military conflicts in the past centuries.
	4. The Tumen River is a long river that serves as part of the boundary between China (left shore), North Korea (right) and Russia (left), rising on the slopes of Mount Paektu and flowing into the Sea of Japan.
Paektu Mountain, or Baekdu Mountain, is an active stratovolcano on the Chinese–North Korean border. In China, it is known as Changbai Mountain.

	5. In the past, Koreans referred to China as a great nation and naturally called the Chinese people "great nation people" (大國人). Over time, this term evolved, and by adding the suffix "놈," "대놈" (great person) became "때놈" and "대국" (great nation) became "때국놈.



   

  Chapter 34: A Coincidence for the NPC (5)
***
The entrance ceremony of the Lord Howe Academy was grand.
Even though the schedule was delayed due to a recent terror attack, and many visitors were turned away for security reasons, the ceremony still drew an enormous crowd.
Although the academy’s pride, the auditorium, wasn’t filled to its capacity, the people in attendance were enough to fill a soccer field and more.
And perhaps because there were no mere spectators, the average quality of the people attending the ceremony was much higher than the previous years.
Influential politicians and diplomats, active Superhumans and Mages, major players in the education sector, and self-proclaimed celebrities with a penchant for attracting attention were all in attendance.
The sight of so many famous personalities gathered together in one place, something no one would ever expect to see, was truly a spectacle.
Even though the event hadn’t started yet, reporters constantly flashed their cameras.
Of course, the event wasn’t perfect. Due to the overly heated atmosphere, most of the students, who were supposed to be the stars of the ceremony, were left feeling unusually intimidated.
But it was somewhat expected. Even if they were Superhumans, most of them were still children who hadn’t even reached adulthood. The blinding flashes of cameras and the deafening noise of the event was all very unfamiliar to them.
And among them, a few new students in particular, who despite being Superhumans, hung their heads low or broke into a cold sweat under the overwhelming attention.
For instance, Miridith sitting beside Seti… or rather, Soe Miri was one of those new students.
She had her head lowered with a near-tearful expression.
Although part of it was due to her introverted personality, mostly because of the overwhelming attention directed at her.
Not only was she brought to the academy by the renowned Holy Sword herself, but she was also a stunning beauty.
Where else would the reporters come across such prey?
As a consequence, she had to endure a barrage of flashes the moment she took her seat. Despite lowering her head due to the discomfort caused by all the lights, her sharp elven senses were able to detect all the gazes scrutinizing her body.
Eventually, with only a short time left for the entrance ceremony to start, Soe Miri couldn’t hold it in any longer and ended up retching.
“Are you okay?”
What prevented her from vomiting was Seti, who was sitting next to her. Seti gently patted Soe Miri’s back and handed her a handkerchief and a bottle of water.
Due to the kindness amidst her anxiety, tears welled up in Soe Miri’s eyes, and a sip of water helped her regain composure.
After dabbing her eyes with the handkerchief, Soe Miri bowed her head slightly to her kind human roommate.
“Thank you, Miss Seti.”
“It’s no big deal.”
Seti shrugged as if it really wasn’t a big deal to her. And even though she, too, was bathed in the constant flashes alongside Soe Miri, she didn’t utter a complaint.
Instead, she cheekily stretched and looked around as if searching for something.
Seti was a remarkably bold roommate. While enduring the flood of attention, Soe Miri glanced at Seti.
After a while, a bright smile appeared on Seti’s face. She straightened herself and waved toward the other side of the auditorium.
Following her gaze, Soe Miri saw three students waving back at Seti.
Friends? No, they didn’t seem to be her friends. They all shared a subtle, similar aura with Seti, suggesting they were either family or relatives.
“Who are they…?”
As soon as Seti finished greeting her acquaintances, Soe Miri quietly asked her a question, and Seti responded casually.
“They’re my sisters.”
“All three of them?”
“Yes, all four sisters somehow ended up starting at the academy on the same day, same time.”
A wistful smile appeared at the corners of Seti’s mouth. Soe Miri, who had recently lost her family members, could sense the nostalgia in that smile—The longing for family she could no longer meet.
She kept her mouth shut and gave Seti the space to collect her emotions.
A short while later, the auditorium lights dimmed, and finally, the entrance ceremony began.
Figures who had finished their preparations started appearing on the stage which had been empty just moments before.
Most of them were people Soe Miri didn’t know, but among them, there were a few well-known figures even she could recognize.
Jose Aginaldo…
The most prominent figure was a well-dressed middle-aged man.
Apart from his smooth mustache and bronzed skin, he was otherwise unremarkable, but at the end of the day,  Superhumans were judged by their accomplishments, not their appearance.
In that sense, Jose Aginaldo was the most outstanding figure here.
After all, he was the Earthian who had managed to survive after facing her father’s sword personally.
Why is such a big shot attending the entrance ceremony?
Soe Miri squinted and observed the others as well. A man in military uniform, which seemed rather out of place, and a familiar woman wearing an eyepatch.
Lieutenant General McFarlane and Freya Cahn… Isn’t it a bit too much for such prominent people to gather here?
Even though she wasn’t an Earthian, she could tell that having three out of the ten strongest Earthians gathered in one place was definitely not normal.
Of course, she couldn’t understand more than that. Being an outsider from beyond the Dimensional Portal, she had no way of knowing why Earthians had gathered such a formidable force just for the entrance ceremony.
Is this just for some counter-terrorism purpose? Or are they preparing something major?
While Soe Miri observed and speculated about the people gathered onstage, her eyes met those of a stern-looking elderly man of East Asian descent on the stage.
It wasn’t a coincidence. The old man, indeed, had fixed an intense gaze on her, as if trying to pierce through her.
…Who is he?
Just as Soe Miri tilted her head in confusion, Seti spoke up.
“Don’t make eye contact with that lowlife. You’ll only be dirtying your eyes for no reason.”
Seti’s tone was sharper than usual.
That lowlife? Didn’t Koreans value respect for the elderly? Soe Miri unconsciously asked.
“…Is he a bad person?”
“It would be nice if he were just bad. That old man is an absolute piece of trash. As soon as he heard the rumors about your Korean origins, he has been looking for a way to try to exploit you.”
“…”
“Here’s my advice, if anyone from the Korean government approaches you, do not acknowledge them. It won’t be of any help to you.”
Seti’s face was expressionless as she made this assertion, but the hatred in her eyes was unmistakable.
Seeing that, Soe Miri chose not to ask further and silently nodded.
She was also someone who had personally witnessed the monstrous pig-headed figures that the Korean government controlled.
While the two stopped talking, the various government officials and Superhumans came forward to start their speeches.
The speeches were dull. They were all the same cliché about becoming future heroes, using Superhuman powers for the good of society, and so on.
Nevertheless, the most impressive speech came from Freya Cahn.
She came up to the podium, glanced at the new students, and then said just one thing before stepping down.
- None of ya stand out this year. Step up your game, mates!
Known for her eccentricity, the Holy Sword’s remarks didn’t spark any adverse reactions.
Soe Miri gave a wry smile while Seti also nodded with a peculiar expression for some reason.
In any case, once they were freed from the boring speeches, it was time for the new students’ oath.
When the time for the new students’ oath arrived, the reporters, who had been lethargic, and all the Superhumans and Mages, except for Freya Cahn, were now paying attention.
- *New student representatives, please come up to the podium when your names are called.*
As the host said those words, the atmosphere immediately changed.
Not understanding the situation, Soe Miri cautiously looked at Seti. Seeing her expression, Seti began to explain.
“At Lord Howe Academy, the new student oath can only be taken by students who are recognized by the faculty from each field.”
“…Is that really a big deal?”
“Of course, it is. It means you’ve been recognized by active Superhumans even as a new student. And in years when no one meets the criteria, the new student oath isn’t held at all.”
“Ah…”
“But this year, representatives were chosen from every field—martial arts, magic, and religion. It’s the first time this has happened since the academy’s founding, so the expectations are high.”
Did she also want to stand up there? Seti looked at the stage with a somewhat wistful gaze.
Then, the host on stage called out loudly.
- *New student martial arts representative. Jeon Yunseong!*
Jeon Yunseong. Soe Miri watched the young man with an unfamiliar name go up on stage.
The martial arts representative was a handsome boy, but that was all.
Having grown up watching elf martial artists who were thousands of years old, the boy’s presence did not impress Soe Miri at all.
Instead, Seti’s expression as she observed Jeon Yunseong caught her attention more.
Anger, jealousy, and a somewhat ambiguous smile.
What kind of relationship did the two of them have to warrant such a reaction?
Curious, Soe Miri was about to say something when the host called the next representative.
- *New student magic representative, Salome!*
This time, it was a name Soe Miri also knew of. In the past, the Magic Tower’s rising star was prophesied to become the Vessel capable of holding anything, according to the last archmage.
Although she was often simply called a Vessel rather than by her name, she had another famous title.
The hope of Asha.
The rising star destined to restore the Magic Tower to its former glory and put the arrogant Earthians in their place.
Of course, the elves did not believe something like that was possible, as the Magic Tower had long declined.
Salome-ssi?
Anyway, after the host called her name one more time, a black figure rose from among the new students.
The figure was a woman with a black veil that covered her face, a black robe that enveloped her entire body, and gloves on her hands.
Wrapped completely from head to toe, it was difficult to tell if she could even see what was in front of her, but it was Salome.
It turns out she still goes around looking like that…
Soe Miri watched her with a sense of pity. Fortunately, it appeared that she could see well enough, as she managed to climb the stage without any trouble.
Some reporters grumbled about how thoroughly she was wrapped up, but that was it. After all, mages were often difficult to understand.
And finally… it was time for the last representative to arrive.
The representative from the religious sector was someone who needed no additional introduction—a person of mixed bloodline who had become the symbol of peace connecting Earth and the realms Beyond the Dimensional Portal.
The Saintess.
- *The new student religious representative is… none other than the Saintess herself. Saintess, please come up to the podium.*
Soe Miri slightly turned to the side and asked Seti.
“What kind of person is the Saintess of this generation?”
It was a light question to start a conversation, but the response was anything but that.
“A nutcase.”
“…Pardon?”
“She’s like an incarnation of appearance-focused elitism. That bitch’s mentality is inversely proportional to her looks. I can’t tell you how disgusted I feel whenever she puts on a fake persona every time she’s on TV.”
“Ah… um, are you personally acquainted with the Saintess?”
Was it a joke between friends? Soe Miri tilted her head at Seti’s extreme evaluation.
“Acquaintance, feh?! Actually, I really dislike her. She’s the reason I avoid visiting the temple.”
“…”
As Soe Miri was at a loss for words as her mouth went shut, murmurs could be heard from the stage.
Shortly after, the host picked up the microphone and spoke in a flustered voice.
- *The Saintess is unable to participate in today’s entrance ceremony due to health issues. Unfortunately, Mr. Jeon Yunseong and Miss Salome will be the only ones to conduct the new student oath.*
As soon as the announcement ended, the corners of Seti’s mouth twisted.
“Health issues, my foot… She probably ran away again. …That bitch.”
“…Miss Seti? What did you just say?”
“Don’t mind me. I’m just talking to myself.”
Soe Miri struggled to keep her head facing forward as she was about to turn it to the side again. For some reason, she felt that she shouldn’t make eye contact with Seti at that moment.
“We, the students, pledge…”
With Jeon Yunseong’s booming voice, the official new student oath ceremony began.
As everyone was focused on the stage, Soe Miri pondered if she should revise her evaluation of her roommate.

 
    

  Chapter 35: A Coincidence for the NPC (6)
***
…What’s this?
Yeomyeong furrowed his brow. He was caught off guard from behind without even feeling any mana or presence.
Only when he belatedly focused his senses, did he feel a very faint presence.
However, just as he was about to turn his head a little more to size up his opponent, a cold gun muzzle pressed against his cheek.
“Uh-huh, don’t even think about turning your head any further. You should raise your hands up above your head obediently.”
The threatening tone was quite domineering, but the frivolous voice made it sound less like a threat.
“And take the strength out of your grip and put your hands up while I’m still being nice.”
Yeomyeong frowned as he continued pressing the neck of the rat-like bastard. Should he just let this bastard go?
The contemplation didn’t last long. He decided to first assess the opponent.
“…This is a personal matter. It would be better if you didn’t interfere.”
“It’s a personal matter for me too. It’s my hobby to save people, you know?”
The gunslinger spoke as if she were a hero of justice, but the words she uttered were clearly a lie.
Because a faint glimmer of joy crept up on the face of the rat-like bastard being choked to death.
Yeomyeong squinted and continued speaking.
“What’s your relationship with this bastard?”
“…No relationship at all.”
A brief silence fell. After a moment, a long sigh pushed away the heavy silence that had settled like a fog.
“Sigh, I really can’t lie. Well, all I can say is that I at least recognize Wollard’s face, so is that enough?”
Yeomyeong pondered over it with Wollard’s neck still in his grasp. It wouldn’t be bad to just snap his neck right now, but the gun pressed against his head was the problem.
He sighed and flung Wollard to the floor.
“Gack, kuh, kkh, kuhluck, kuhluck!”
Wollard, who was rolling on the floor, lay there gasping for breath while frothing from his mouth.
After watching this for a moment, the gunslinger opened her mouth.
“You said it was a personal matter? What exactly did that person do for you to try to kill him by snapping his neck like a chicken’s?”
“…That bastard tried to kill my benefactor.”
“Aha! Justifiable revenge?”
Wollard, who had been listening to their conversation, was shocked and attempted to interject with drool still dripping from his gasping mouth.
“No, cough! That’s not it at all!”
“What’s not it?”
“Everything! It’s all a misunderstanding. Huh, that person’s benefactor is also my benefactor. I just had a slight misunderstanding with that person—”
“Hey.”
The moment he said the word ‘misunderstanding’, Yeomyeong cut him off and began gathering his mana.
His golden eyes flashed with anger.
“Is it a ‘slight misunderstanding’ when five people, including a Superhuman and armed men, come to grab someone by the collar?”
“No, that was… not intended… I didn’t do it on—”
“Shut your trap.”
Not only did Wollard, who couldn’t sense the mana, fall silent, but even the gunslinger shut her mouth. Yeomyeong glared at him, ready to pounce on him at any second.
The situation grew tense. After a brief silence, the gunslinger sighed.
“Hah, this guy really is a bastard.”
Unable to respond, the rat-like bastard lowered his head. Yeomyeong gathered his mana and initiated the Surging Wave technique.
Enough with the games.
The moment he extended his hand blade to prepare his next strike, the gun muzzle that had been pressed against his cheek moved.
Bang!
The gunslinger fired a bullet at Wollard’s calf. It was an attack without any warning or premonition.
Both Wollard, who had been shot, and Yeomyeong, who was watching, blinked in shock.
“K-karrrgh! Shit! My leg! My leg!”
Wollard, who felt the pain belatedly, screamed as he clutched his leg.
Perhaps due to some special treatment, the bullet had managed to pierced his calf bone and flesh cleanly, and blood flowing from the hole in his calf soaked the floor.
“…What the hell are you doing?”
Yeomyeong asked her in a subdued voice. The sudden interruption caused the mana he had gathered to scatter.
“I have a condition where I just feel like shooting whenever I see a bastard… Well, it’s not murder, though.”
“…He’ll probably die from blood loss with a wound like that.”
“His life won’t be in danger if he gets treated within 3 minutes.”
From her confident manner of speaking, it seemed like she had done something like this before. Only then did Yeomyeong turn his head to check the opponent’s appearance.
The spot where the gunslinger should have been was empty.
What Yeomyeong did see was a slender hand holding a revolver floating mid-air.
… Invisibility Magic?
Yeomyeong recognized the type of magic used instantly and raised an eyebrow. It was the same magic Freya Cahn used to hide her Sister Swords.
Although he couldn’t tell how difficult it was to use Invisibility Magic, he was sure that casting magic on the entire body was no small feat.
The gunslinger was either a great Mage or possessed an even greater magic item. Either way, she wasn’t someone to be underestimated.
Should I fight her? Or…
While Yeomyeong’s mana was trying to find its place, sounds of boots hurrying and shouts could be heard from the end of the alley.
- Who the hell is shooting during mealtime?
- Military police should be allowed to eat their lunch, too!
It was the voices of the military police responsible for maintaining public order in the Mercenary Zone. The fact that they sounded closer than expected meant it was only a matter of time before they reached the alley.
Did she shoot the gun with this intention in mind?
Yeomyeong glared at the invisible gunslinger. The per— no she, undoubtedly, spun the revolver in a showy manner.
“Oh my, the military police will be here soon. Shall we go our separate ways? That guy might actually die if left like this.”
“What if I refuse?”
“Why? Do you want to leave him to die? But you know, there’s no need to kill him.”
“…”
“With a hole in his calf bone, he’ll have a lifelong ache even if it’s treated. Doesn’t that seem like he’s paid his dues?”
“Every time he feels that pain, he might be reminded to seek revenge instead.”
“Uh… you could say that as well… but I will make sure that it never happens. I swear. The Blue Rat will never, ever come near you or your benefactor again.”
Her manner of speaking was as if she would wink at him if her face were visible. Instead of responding, Yeomyeong continued to stare at the spot where the gunslinger supposedly was.
After a moment, she added somewhat sheepishly.
“Oh, really. Isn’t this enough to make you believe me?”
“…Do I look like a fool who would believe the words of someone who won’t even show their face?”
“Come on, seriously? You can only trust what you see? Even religious people believe in gods without even seeing their faces, you know?”
“I don’t go to temples.”
“Oh, really? Must be nice being a non-believer huh?”
While the two bickered back and forth, the forgotten Wollard was gasping for breath with half-closed eyes. It was a typical symptom of imminent death from blood loss.
“Damn, he’s really going to die at this rate.”
Seeing that, the gunslinger sighed and shifted her gun slightly. Was she going to shoot? Yeomyeong tensed his muscles.
Tap.
Contrary to his expectations, she threw the gun to the ground.
Then she raised her now-free hands, grabbed something in the air, and ‘spread’ it.
A transparent curtain created by magic parted, revealing what was concealed behind it—Between someone’s chin and solar plexus… a smooth jawline, a slender neck, and something huge.
Yeomyeong, who was ready for a fight, frowned, wondering what was happening.
Regardless, the opponent immediately reached into her chest and pulled something.
It was a pendant with crossed swords, an axe, and a bleeding heart symbol. Though it wasn’t from Earth, it was a symbol familiar to Earthians—The symbol of Redox, the red god of war and struggle worshipped by warriors beyond the Dimensional Portal.
Why was she bringing out a symbol of God at a time like this? Yeomyeong’s eyebrow arched as mana swirled around the pendant.
The mana wasn’t something the gunslinger had infused; it was emanating from the pendant itself.
“…A Holy Relic?”
Unlike ordinary magic items that couldn’t be activated without infusing mana using an external source, this object was able to emit mana all by itself due to the Holy Blessing.
It was a proof of faith and a reward for belief.
“Fortunately, you recognized it right away. Yes, it’s a Holy Relic.”
The mana emanating from the Holy Relic was dense enough to make his skin tingle.
It was a Holy Relic not given to just any priest, but a high-ranking one that would typically only be seen on TV. This naturally implied that the opponent was also a high-ranking priest…
“…So you’re not a gunslinger but a priest.”
“Well, I’d rather be a gunslinger.”
She grasped the pendant and pulled it away from her chest. Then she extended her hand and handed the relic to Yeomyeong.
“Here, take it.”
“…What?”
“It’s a guarantee for my vow. If the Blue Rat harms your benefactor by any chance, take this and go to the Redox Temple and ask for revenge. I assure you, the Church will give appropriate retribution to those who break their vow.”
“…”
“Isn’t this enough?”
Yeomyeong briefly glanced at the hand holding the pendant and the empty space before accepting the pendant.
He did so not because he trusted her but because he trusted the Holy Relic and the Redox Church—The only Church of gods who communicated with their followers directly.
They would raise their swords against any cultist who sold their names.
Perhaps this Holy Relic was the most trustworthy guarantee in the world….
However, there was nothing more certain than death. Yeomyeong swallowed his thoughts and subtly made way.
Seemingly waiting for this moment, the gunslinger concealed her upper body with Invisibility Magic once again and rushed to the rat-like bastard.
“Wollard, you idiot. You can’t even endure one bullet?”
And just as Yeomyeong subtly placed his hand on his weapon…
The hand floating in the air shimmered with white light. It wasn’t the fake light shown by cultists but genuine Holy light that performed miracles. Even the Incheon parish priests he remembered couldn’t emit such light…
Why is such a high-ranking priest working with the Blue Rat?
Doubts spiraled endlessly in his mind, but they didn’t turn into queries. Seeing the light, Yeomyeong pondered briefly. That light represented the will of the gods. Would the gods abandon him if he killed the person responsible? Or wouldn’t it be better to trust the guarantee and retreat?
As Yeomyeong was torn between committing murder and belief…
- *Check Alley 3 and 11! Those are the only ones remaining!*
The shouts of the military police could be heard from a distance. Would he be able to kill both of them before the military police arrived? The answer was no.
Yeomyeong moved his hand from his weapon and touched the Holy Relic in his pocket, feeling its warmth. Was this the will of the gods, or just a coincidence? He didn’t know. Nor did he want to know.
He turned and walked towards the opposite side of the alley. He didn’t know how this connection would develop, but it was time to leave.
As he left, the frivolous voice called out from behind him.
“Hey! It sucked to meet you, so let’s never cross paths again!”
Whenever someone said that, they always ended up meeting again. Yeomyeong didn’t respond and simply left the alley.
* * *
Kim Mansoo and Cheon Yeomyeong met at the road right in front of the mercenary group’s base camp.
“Why did the guy who left first arrive at the same time as me?”
Seeing Yeomyeong’s clothes covered in dust, Kim Mansoo instinctively suspected something had happened, but Yeomyeong’s expression was way too calm.
“I got lost, Sir.”
“Got lost? What happened to the map?”
“I lost it.”
Hearing Yeomyeong’s calm answer, Mansoo’s eyebrows furrowed deeply.
He wanted to retort sharply, but given his own guilt for falling asleep in the car, he had nothing more to say.
“Sigh, fine. At least you made it to the base.”
In the end, Kim Mansoo said nothing else and just entered the base camp.
Creak.
The old hinges creaked as soon as the door opened.
Whether it served as a doorbell or not, the dozen or so mercenaries inside the camp turned to stare at the two.
“Oh? Vice Captain? Aren’t you supposed to be facing disciplinary action?”
The first to speak was a burly man with a thick beard. Judging by the neatly disassembled automatic rifle laid out in front of him, it seemed like he was maintaining his firearm.
“Yes, I’m being disciplined. So, I came to Manchuria as an instructor.”
“Instructor?”
The middle-aged man then glanced at Yeomyeong, who was standing behind Kim Mansoo.
Perhaps because Yeomyeong appeared younger than expected, the man forced a laugh and said…
“I keep telling you to control that temper of yours. And now, someone at your level has to babysit? Really?”
“Stop babbling, you punk! When’s the next deployment?”
“The deployment? Well… you’ve arrived just in time.”
“Just in time?”
The middle-aged man chuckled while skillfully assembling his rifle.
“It’s today, in exactly three hours. We’re heading out to support the team that went to North Manchuria.”
It had to be today of all days… Kim Mansoo sighed.
“Starting with an actual battle on the first day, it seems like the new guy’s really lucky.”
“Is supporting an expedition a joke? How’s a newcomer supposed to keep up?”
“It’s not a joke, Vice Captain. I also joined after two days.”
“That’s because you’ve served on active duty before. This kid’s a rookie who hasn’t even started military service, so today will just be about getting assigned…”
Just as Kim Mansoo was about to refuse, Yeomyeong, standing behind him, interjected.
“I will go.”
Kim Mansoo’s expression immediately twisted in surprise. Seeing this, the middle-aged man burst into hearty laughter.
“Pfftttt hahaha! Finally, a decent one has arrived! Yes, that’s the spirit! You’ve got to be proactive if you’re in the mercenary business!”
Clack, the middle-aged man, who had finished assembling his firearm, stood up. He slung the automatic rifle over his shoulder and stood before Yeomyeong.
“Newcomer, what’s your name?”
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“Yeomyeong, welcome to the 3rd team of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group. I’m Tian Lin, the team leader. As for the rest of their names …”
Tian Lin surveyed the base camp briefly and shrugged.
“I’ll let you know only if you don’t fall behind on your first deployment.”
Amidst the snickering of the mercenaries, Kim Mansoo massaged his throbbing forehead.

 
    

  Chapter 36: The World After the Prologue
***
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Siberia became a land plagued by all kinds of monsters.
Surrounded by a massive mana barrier, the region was no longer accessible to ordinary people.
Even the dwarves who survived the Gulag1 called it the ‘Land of Sorrow’.
On the other side of the globe, the Americans who won the Cold War referred to it as ‘Stalin’s Arrogance’, while Moscow and the Europeans preferred the term ‘The Great Mistake’.
Each name was either literary or educational—Names that could be used to describe something one could observe from a safe distance without personally experiencing the suffering caused by the monsters beyond the barrier.
However, the Manchurians despised such names.
Because for them, Siberia and the monsters contained within were a grim reality they had to face daily.
“…Although the reason has not been revealed, the mana barrier surrounding Siberia happens to be particularly thin near the region where it borders Manchuria.”
And that was commonly called the Manchurian Rift.
“Because of that, for Manchurians, Siberia signifies… hell—a hell that lays waste their homes and spawns demons that reap their lives.”
Tian Lin, who had been giving an explanation up to that point, glanced at Cheon Yeomyeong.
Sitting in a military transport truck, Yeomyeong was listening to him without any particular complaints.
Although it would be normal for a newcomer to feel motion sickness from a terrible ride in a military truck, Yeomyeong had a calm expression, as if he was sitting on a normal chair.
“I’m worried that I might have rambled on needlessly. It must have been a bit dull for a young person like you.”
When Tian Lin said that, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, Sir. I didn’t even notice the time passing by.”
“Heh, this newcomer really knows how to butter up someone.”
Just as Tian Lin was about to continue speaking with a smile, the military truck jolted up and down as it ran over some rocks on the Manchurian plain.
For Yeomyeong and Tian Lin, it was just a slight pain in their butts, but for Kim Mansoo, lying next to them, it felt like he was hit by a hammer from hell.
And as soon as the truck’s shaking subsided, he immediately gagged and retched. Yet, since he had already thrown up once, nothing came out.
“Jeez, Vice Captain, why on earth is someone who suffers from motion sickness tagging along?”
“Ugh, ugh, isn’t it natural for the instructor to accompany the new recruit…”
“Then you should have taken some motion sickness pills and gone to sleep like usual. It’s harder for us to watch, you know?”
“If I f-fall asleep, who will look after the new recruit… Blehh!”
Ah, right. This newcomer must be someone really important.
Turning his attention away from Kim Mansoo, who had his head out the truck window, Tian Lin looked at Yeomyeong with renewed interest.
His body had a considerable amount of muscle, a neat posture, and a sharp demeanor.
To put it grandly, he looked like a well-polished sword.
Without having known that he was a newcomer, one would easily mistake him for a Superhuman, which made it understandable to see the Vice Captain so invested.
“Hey, Newcomer, aren’t you nervous?”
“…Should I be?”
“Well, people usually feel nervous. You don’t seem to be ordinary, though.”
Tian Lin took out a cigarette and put it in his mouth. It was a habit he formed on feeling a sense of despair after realizing he couldn’t become a Superhuman.
“By any chance, were you an aspiring Superhuman?”
Yeomyeong didn’t reply and just gave him a vague smile. Tian Lin interpreted that smile in his own way.
It seems he failed the academy entrance exam, just like me.
Feeling like he had needlessly reopened someone’s old wounds, he scratched the back of his head awkwardly and changed the subject.
“So, do you know exactly what this mission is?”
“…From what I understand, it’s to support the expedition that’s in North Manchuria.”
Seeing that the young guy remembered the name of the mission quite accurately, Tian Lin nodded while taking a deep drag from his cigarette.
“But you don’t know the exact details of the mission, right?”
“…Yes, other than the fact that North Manchuria is located right in front of the Rift, I don’t know much.”
“I see, it seems like I’ve been talking aimlessly instead of sharing important information.”
The cigarette smoke flowing from Tian Lin’s mouth was carried away by the chilly wind.
“As you said, North Manchuria is right at the doorstep of the Rift. It’s pretty much a front-line position.”
“…”
“The problem is that there are so many monsters that they’ve created their own ecosystem. If not for periodic cleaning, they will multiply and move south.”
The monsters moving south would always flock towards civilian residential areas, as if they had made an agreement. The victims of these monsters were always the weak.
“…The expedition team probably refers to the mercenaries who go there to clean up monsters.”
Tian Lin nodded in agreement.
“Well, you don’t need to stress about it. It’s an annual event, nothing special. Once we start firing bullets and shells, we can consider the task completed.”
“Is there anything we should keep in mind?”
“Well, monsters that don’t fit the usual standards do show up occasionally, but there are Superhumans stationed in North Manchuria to deal with them. But if you’re really worried…”
Tian Lin trailed off and turned to Kim Mansoo, who was still struggling to return to his senses.
“…Just stick close to the Vice Captain. At least that way, you won’t die.”
It was ridiculous to see a Superhuman unable to endure motion sickness, but he was still someone who had risen to the position of Vice Captain of the mercenary group. Hence, his skills were reliable.
Yeomyeong looked between Kim Mansoo and Tian Lin, then smiled awkwardly.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
* * *
Back at the Mercenary Zone of the Manchurian base, between a narrow alleyway.
“My lady, did you really have to shoot my calf?”
A man with a distinct M-shaped receding hairline, Wollard, asked as he rubbed his calf. Although he looked fine on the outside, his bones still felt cold.
“Why? Should I have shot you in the chest instead?”
The response came from the empty air right next to him.
“It’s not that I’m complaining, but what I meant… was there really no better alternative?”
“You would have definitely been a goner if I hadn’t shot you. I could have escaped using my Invisibility Cloak, but you can’t, can you?”
Although the response was full of conviction, Wollard’s expression did not ease. He frowned, his sharp nose wrinkling.
“…Wouldn’t it have been simpler if you shot him in the back of the head?”
“Ah, so I should have killed him?”
“That would have been cheaper than giving away such a precious Holy Relic, wouldn’t it?”
A mocking laugh came from within the invisibility cloak.
“Wollard, it’s because you act like this that Mother didn’t promote you to an executive position.”
“…”
“Let’s say I shot him in the back of the head, and he didn’t die. What then?”
Wollard turned his gaze toward the empty air from where the voice was coming.
“My lady, even if someone is a Superhuman, they will still die if a .44 caliber magic bullet is put through their head.”
“Ha! Don’t you know how many Superhumans have survived gunshots? Should I list them out?”
“Well, alright, there are indeed such Superhumans. But he wasn’t one of them. When we met in Incheon, he was only on par with Mortimer.”
“On par? You’re joking. Uncle Mortimer is still in the hospital, remember? Do you know how much it cost to reattach his severed arm?”
As the frivolous voice jabbed at a painful spot, Wollard recalled the recent events that took place in Incheon.
The image of Yeomyeong slashing through Mortimer’s chest with his hand blade and then cutting off his arm.
“…So wouldn’t it have been better to just kill him there?”
“Ah, for real. You yap too much.”
“If the other members of the organization would have said the same thing  had been in the same situation—”
As Wollard tried to protest, the air parted, revealing a revolver.
“Hey, Wollard.”
She brandished the revolver in front of him, the flickering muzzle making Wollard’s eyes dizzy.
“You.can’t.kill.him. You absolutely cannot kill him.”
“…”
“Whether you shoot him in the back of the head or snipe him from a distance, it won’t work. Do you still not understand what I’m saying?”
On realizing the true meaning of her words, Wollard’s eyes widened in shock.
“Could it be… you used Foresight?”
“Yeah.”
“Why on earth would you use Foresight in a place like this?”
“Why does it matter to you if I want to use my abilities?”
Wollard was left speechless. He frowned and sighed.
“…So, what exactly did you see?”
“I saw you dying with your neck broken and me fleeing with my arm severed.”
“…”
“It doesn’t matter if I shoot him in the back of the head or from a distance, the result is the same. It will just be a waste of my mana.”
The young lady hidden under the Invisibility Cloak complained, then spun the revolver once more. It was a stunt worthy of a Western film.
“Hmm, I think I should give it another try. Should I use Foresight on that guy again?”
As she spoke playfully, Wollard was startled and waved his hands.
“My lady, please! If the Boss finds out about this, she’ll kill me!”
“My mother doesn’t even know that I’m here, so how would she know that I used Foresight? As long as you keep your mouth shut, everything will be fine.”
From Wollard’s experience, nothing could stop his stubborn young lady. And at times like this, all they could do was wait for the result.
However, for some reason… the result of the Foresight did not come.
The frivolous voice was gone, and the revolver that had been spinning wildly was now floating motionless in the air.
Was her Foresight being blocked?
After waiting for about ten minutes, Wollard cautiously reached out to the spot where the Invisibility Cloak had been. Just as his fingers were about to graze the soft texture of silk…
A short scream of ‘Kyaaak!’ came from the Invisibility Cloak.
“My lady?! What’s happening?”
“Ah… it seems like we’re fucking screwed.”
“What do you mean by ‘f-fucking screwed’?”
Wollard’s jaw dropped at the foul language, but the young lady continued as if it didn’t matter.
“North Manchuria has collapsed.”
North Manchuria collapsed? Realizing the meaning behind those words, Wollard’s expression hardened.
“…That can’t be. You had a Foresight related to him, didn’t you?”
“He’s heading towards North Manchuria now. He’s probably a mercenary. Wait, why didn’t I think of him as a mercenary until now?”
“My lady, is there any chance the Foresight might be wrong…”
Wollard asked, trying to deny reality, but the young lady under the Invisibility Cloak cut off any hope with a curt reply.
“No chance. North Manchuria is either collapsing or has already collapsed. Go to the headquarters and report it immediately.”
“…Yes, understood. But before that, you need to evacuate first, My lady.”
“I can’t do that.”
“You can’t do that?”
“I—Ahhhh, forget about explanations. I have to go to North Manchuria.”
“What on earth does that mean… W-wait! My lady!”
Before he could even finish his question, he heard her footsteps fading away. Wollard hurriedly reached out, but all he grasped was the sound of her running further away.
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 The original title of this arc was similar to the title of a light novel by Ryu Serin (엔딩 이후의 세계 The World After Ending), which was serialized on the Naver platform.
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	1. The word Gulag originally referred only to the division of the Soviet secret police that was in charge of running the forced labor camps from the 1930s to the early 1950s during Joseph Stalin's rule, but in English literature the term is popularly used for the system of forced labor throughout the Soviet era. The Gulag is recognized as a major instrument of political repression in the Soviet Union. The camps housed both ordinary criminals and political prisoners, a large number of whom were convicted by simplified procedures, such as NKVD troikas or other instruments of extrajudicial punishment.


   

  Chapter 37: The World After the Prologue (2)
***
As they drew closer to North Manchuria, the scenery outside the truck began to change.
The seemingly endless plains came to an end, giving way to mountains and rivers.
On the mountain range, which was just a bit bigger than the hills, coniferous trees formed sparse forests. Thin ice floated on the meandering river that flowed along the mountains, and the cold air stung the nose.
Only then did it feel that they were truly getting close to Siberia.
“We’re almost there. Come on, everyone, wake up! Final weapon check before the mission!”
Tian Lin’s voice reached Yeomyeong’s ears as he was taking in the scenery. When he turned his head, he saw that Tian Lin was already fully armed.
Like the other mercenaries who were just waking up, Yeomyeong also took out his weapon bag without complaint.
The Remington MH750 and grenades provided by Jang Man, and the three steel swords supplied by the mercenary group.
Although they were all close combat weapons, none of the other mercenaries bothered to point that out.
After all, the newcomer wouldn’t have any opportunity to fire a gun during a support mission for the expedition. It was enough that the experienced mercenaries carried guns.
Just as all the mercenaries had finished arming themselves and the military truck began to decelerate…
…?
Yeomyeong felt his senses plummeting. No, his reality stretched long.
The sound of the military truck’s engine and Vice Captain Kim Mansoo’s retching grew faint, as if coming from a distant place.
What’s this…
He tried to draw his mana, but his mind had long since detached from his body.
Shaaa—
Amidst the expanded reality, a shadow surged forth.
It was a primordial shadow that swallowed even starlight in the night sky, and at the same time… it was a familiar shadow.
…Mignium?
Yeomyeong called out her name before he realized it. However, there was no response.
The shadow silently enveloped his spirit and lifted him.
He soared high above the expanded world, with his spirit separated from his body. Everything below started to become distant.
The military truck was the first to become distant. Followed by the mountain range of Manchuria, and finally, the Korean Peninsula became distant.
Eventually, once he soared high enough to reach the stars, a voice flowed from within the shadows.
『My Chosen One.』

It was a desirous voice, detached from reality. Only then did Yeomyeong realize this was all a dream.
And not just any dream, but Mignium’s dream.
『Look over there.』

Heeding the shadow, Yeomyeong looked west. The first thing that caught his eye was the United States.
The land of supermen, the victor of the Cold War, the strongest human nation.
However, the place was shrouded in darkness. Only one source of light could be seen—a small, glimmering orb deep within Washington.
『Can you feel it?』

Yeomyeong couldn’t tell what that light orb was, but he nodded.
Even in the expanded world, he could vividly feel the light orb from that distant land, as if it were within reach.
『Now, find the next orb.』

His gaze then shifted to Australia—Specifically, the western side of the Australian continent, to a place called Lord Howe Island.
Yeomyeong knew that place well, because the building on that beautiful island was none other than the famous Lord Howe Academy.
However, the moment he focused on the academy, he narrowed his eyes.
Unlike the United States, there were six orbs glittering at the academy.
Some orbs were more brilliant than others, some were broken, and some were hidden…
However, the combined light emitted by the six orbs couldn’t be concealed. The array of the different lights intertwining was almost blinding.
…What in the world were those orbs?
Questions flooded his mind, but no answers came. Mignium’s shadow then directed his gaze to the next place.
『Look below once more.』

Directly below him, between the Korean Peninsula dyed in a somber red and Siberia bathed in darkness— Manchuria.
There were two sparkling orbs. One was hastily heading north from the Manchurian base, while the other was right in front of the Manchurian rift.
The moment he realized this, Yeomyeong’s mind plummeted downwards.
Not towards the military truck he was riding in but to the top of the hill overlooking the Rift.
It was the location of the North Manchurian base Tian Lin mentioned. The base should have been filled with armed mercenaries and superhumans, but now, nothing but burning ruins remained.
Monsters swarmed around the nearby hills and forests, and the gunfire from the desperate mercenaries echoed.
Was this an illusion within a dream? Or a prophetic dream?
It was neither. The scene unfolding before his eyes was the reality taking place in real time.
Yeomyeong turned his gaze towards himself in reality.
Not too far from the burning base, he saw the military truck of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group. Unaware of what was happening, the mercenaries were approaching the base unguarded…
The Korean government’s Shepherds?
Strange figures wearing pig and cow heads were charging at them.
Could it be… was the Korean government responsible for the destruction of the North Manchurian base? But why?
Amidst the growing questions, Mignium spoke.
『Fate has awakened.』
『All the masters of fate have risen as well.』
『You must rightfully seize their fates.』

Incomprehensible words within an incomprehensible dream.
Yeomyeong glared at Mignium, demanding an explanation.
But the dream’s owner, Mignium, did not resolve his doubts. Instead, she silently smiled and dismissed him.
『Do strive harder, my Chosen One.』

Wait…!
The dream turned upside down. The expanded world contracted, and his mind flew back to his body.
As Mignium’s shadow receded and the smell of death and blood stung his nose, Yeomyeong woke up from the dream.
***
…What is this?
Having smelt something burning, Tian Lin stuck his head out of the military truck.
The smell was wafting from beyond the coniferous forests of North Manchuria. Was it just the smell of gunpowder? No. Along with the gunpowder, there was also the scent of burning wood and flesh.
Tian Lin frowned and saw black smoke rising into the sky as he looked up.
That was undoubtedly an ominous sign.
He picked up the radio and tried to make contact with the North Manchurian base. However, there was no response, even the signal tone was absent.
Being a seasoned mercenary, Tian Lin did not disregard his instincts. Something had gone wrong, and things had taken a turn for the worst.
“Halt! Everyone stop!”
He hit the driver’s seat to stop the truck and gathered the attention of the other mercenaries.
The mercenaries, who were gearing up, looked at him in confusion and then frowned as they too noticed the smoke filling the sky.
“That can’t be…”
“Leader, what’s happening in North Manchuria?”
“I can’t tell because communication is down. For now… our mercenary group will disembark here. Wake those who are still sleeping! Secure the perimeter!”
As soon as Tian Lin gave the order, Yeomyeong, who had his eyes shut, opened them slowly.
“…Newcomer?”
As the Newcomer opened his eyes, the air around him grew heavy. Was he finally feeling tense in the face of danger?
No, that didn’t seem to be the case.
With a rigid expression, Yeomyeong drew his sword and shotgun and approached Tian Lin.
“Senior Tian Lin. We need to retreat immediately.”
“Retreat? Are you scared or something?”
“There’s no time. A part of the unit needs to retreat and alert the rear. North Manchuria has already fallen.”
“Fallen? What are you talking about—?”
Tian Lin was unable to continue his question.
The next moment, something flew towards the military truck carrying the other mercenaries.
…An anti-tank rocket?
By the time Tian Lin figured out what it was, the rocket had already struck the truck.
KABOOM!!
It was a powerful explosion. Unable to withstand the impact, the thick military truck was lifted off the ground.
Flames, screams, perplexity, and fear mingled with the shockwaves that struck the mercenary group.
Tian Lin, who was in the truck right beside it, was also thrown into the air and fell to the ground.
“Ugh, goddamn… it.”
Fortunately, he landed on soft dirt. Although his head was ringing, he wasn’t seriously injured.
“Arrrrghhhh!“
“My arm! My arm!”
However, unlike Tian Lin, who was somewhat lucky, those who hadn’t died instantly were screaming, having lost their limbs or been hit by shrapnel in vital spots. Most of their injuries couldn’t be treated with the on-site first aid kits they had.
“200 meters ahead! In the western woods! More than 10 enemies!”
“Damn it, RETURN FIRE!”
Those who were still conscious began returning fire in the direction the rocket had come from.
Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!
The loud sound of gunfire filled the air.
However, it was nothing more than suppressive fire. The firepower they could project with their rifles was limited against enemies hiding among the coniferous trees.
It might have been different if they had brought grenades or mortars, but the weapons issued to the mercenaries were just automatic rifles and shotguns.
It was inevitable. They were here to hunt monsters, not wage war against armed humans.
We are at a disadvantage in terms of both terrain and firepower. We have no way of turning the situation around.
The mercenary group was now facing a hopeless situation. It was only a matter of time before they were all wiped out.
“Damn it, everyone, retreat! Disperse into the forest!!”
Having assessed the situation, Tian Lin called for a retreat. Following his orders, some mercenaries started to run behind the cover.
However, as soon as they turned their backs, the enemies fired rockets again.
Were they using magic? Because the enemy’s rockets landed precisely above the mercenaries’ heads.
KABOOM!!
Amidst the exploding blasts, blood and flesh scattered. Many mercenaries were swept away without even having the chance to scream.
“Retreat! Retreat!”
The odds were already stacked against them. Though it was unclear how the Newcomer knew that, there were high chances that North Manchuria was in shambles as well.
“Don’t let yourself die in vain! I said, RETREAT!”
Contrary to his words, Tian Lin moved forward and fired his gun. He intended to buy time for his subordinates to escape.
…Where are the Newcomer and the Vice Captain?
Rat-a-tat-tat!
Tian Lin scanned his surroundings even as the sound of gunfire rang in his ears.
No matter what, those two had to escape alive.
Damn it, the only ones who can alert the Manchurian base before the monsters start moving south are the Superhumans…!
Tian Lin pulled a grenade from his belt, tossed it, and took cover behind the foremost truck.
By divine providence, the two he was looking for were also taking cover not too far from him.
The two were conversing with their weapons drawn. They didn’t seem to be in bad shape.
Unlike the Newcomer, who only had slightly damaged clothes, Kim Mansoo was scorched in several places… but such wounds were superficial to a Superhuman.
Breathing a sigh of relief, Tian Lin shouted at them.
“Newcomer! Vice Captain! At this rate, the monsters will start moving south! Both of you should retreat and alert the Manchurian base!”
Even at the expense of the rest of the mercenaries, they had to stop the monsters from moving south. With a ruthless heart, Tian Lin gave orders to the other mercenaries.
“Everyone who’s still alive, provide support! Cover those two! Buy them time!”
As soon as Tian Lin gave the command, the two began to move.
However, not towards a path of retreat, but towards the enemy.
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***
The moment he saw the incoming rocket, Kim Mansoo realized that defeat was imminent.
KAAABOOOOM!!
Swept away by the explosion, the thought of his impending death crossed his mind.
Being a Superhuman did not mean that one was completely invincible. Getting shot was painful, excessive bleeding could lead to death, and a direct hit from a rocket was a guaranteed death.
But, of course, there were exceptions.
Superhumans who had reached a certain level—for example, powerhouses like the Margrave or the Holy Sword—could even withstand tank turrets by using their highly reinforced mana.
However, Kim Mansoo had not reached that level. Nor did he even dare to wish to reach such a state.
Because he was a typical person who only looked at the immediate reality in front of him instead of dreaming an unattainable dream.
So, at this moment, he could only grit his teeth while thinking of retreating.
Was it simply because he valued his life? No, it wasn’t. In the first place, he wouldn’t have become a mercenary if he truly valued his life.
The problem was—
North Manchuria has fallen.
The first line of defense, which was supposed to prevent the monsters from advancing south, had gone silent.
To prevent civilian casualties, they needed to deliver this news to the Manchurian base as quickly as possible.
And someone could turn the truck around and escape, he would have gladly sacrificed himself. However, it was clear that a rocket would come flying the moment someone moved the truck.
In the end, a slightly fleet-footed Superhuman would have to go personally. And he was the only Superhuman present.
…Damn it.
Having made up his mind, Kim Mansoo turned towards the Manchurian base. And while doing so, he immediately met Yeomyeong’s eyes from the opposite direction.
Golden eyes glanced at him briefly, but that was all. Yeomyeong ignored him without even saying a word.
Even though it wasn’t a situation to be ashamed of, Kim Mansoo was unable to raise his head.
Yeomyeong brushed past his shoulder. And the next moment, Kim Mansoo’s eyes widened as he looked at the Newcomer.
“Wait, Newcomer, how… How are you wielding mana?”
Mana.
It was so intense, that even someone as insensitive as him could feel it emanating from the Newcomer’s body.
Had he just awakened as a Superhuman? Or had he been hiding his Superhuman status all this time?
…Either way, it didn’t matter.
What mattered was that now, there were two Superhumans here. It would have been impossible if it were just him, but with two Superhumans, they somewhat stood a chance.
Even if it’s just one shot, we need to get the truck out of here.
With the truck’s speed, they could reach a place where they would be able to communicate with the Manchurian base within an hour. That was much faster compared to him running.
“Newcomer! Do you plan on fighting?”
Kim Mansoo asked as he caught up with the Newcomer. Instead of replying, the Newcomer revealed his sword and shotgun.
Seeing that gesture, Kim Mansoo let out a hollow laugh.
“If you’re thinking of fighting, fine. I have a plan, but I need your help.”
“…Does having a plan even mean anything in this situation?”
As soon as Yeomyeong finished speaking, another anti-tank rocket hit the mercenaries.
KABOOOOOOM!!! Amidst the prolonged explosion, screams echoed.
Seeing that, Kim Mansoo’s expression hardened. They didn’t have much time. Hence, he spoke quickly.
“The plan is simple. We distract them so the truck can escape.”
“…Is that all?”
“If possible… you’ll have to distract them by yourself for a while. I’ll take care of the ones with rockets in the meantime.”
“…”
“If even one truck manages to get away, we can prevent tens of thousands of deaths. So please, just hold out until then.”
It was a straightforward request to act as a meat shield, but Yeomyeong nodded without a complaint.
After all, he had already decided to fight at the forefront. He had no reason to refuse someone who had planned to escape but turned back to help.
Of course, the words that came out of his mouth weren’t exactly kind.
“It really is a simple plan.”
“…I’m sorry.”
Kim Mansoo could only bow his head since he was practically asking the young man to die with him.
And the next moment, they heard Tian Lin’s voice echoing in their ears.
- *Newcomer! Vice Captain!*
Tian Lin was urging both of them to retreat to the Manchurian base. It was similar to the decision Kim Mansoo had made, as he had still not realized that Yeomyeong was a Superhuman.
“…What will you do?”
As soon as Tian Lin finished speaking, Yeomyeong asked.
“We stick to the plan. No need to explain. Tian Lin will make a move even if we don’t say anything.”
His answer was firm. Yeomyeong nodded and gathered mana in his feet. Kim Mansoo grabbed his rifle and unsheathed his trusty hatchet.
That was all the preparation they needed; no further discussion was necessary.
- *Everyone who’s still alive, provide support! Cover those two…!*
Using Tian Lin’s voice as a signal, the two of them pushed off the ground simultaneously.
***
It almost looked as if Yeomyeong was flying.
Having combined the Feather Step from the Flying Kick technique with the mana of the Surging Wave technique, the burst of mana propelled him off the ground, and his body cut through the air.
His destination was the coniferous forest where they were hiding. He closed the distance in an instant.
Rat-a-tat-tat!!!
Bullets rained down on him belatedly. Most of the bullets didn’t even graze his clothes, but one lucky shot managed to pierce his left shoulder.
Blood splattered. Though the recoil made him stagger for a moment, Yeomyeong had already made his way to the coniferous forest.
Standing among the towering trees, Yeomyeong intentionally released an overwhelming amount of mana.
It was a blatant provocation. The glowing red eyes of the figures with pig and cow heads turned toward him.
And as if on cue, they all raised their weapons.
Bang-bang-bang!!!!
Gunfire erupted. Yeomyeong darted between the trees, leaving the unmoving conifers riddled with holes, spewing wood chips and sap.
…The pig-heads first.
Tightening his grip on his sword, Yeomyeong dashed through the forest.
Unlike the Shepherds, who could only follow him with their eyes, he was able to sense the presence of those men as if they were within his grasp.
The first bastard.
Yeomyeong swung the supplied iron sword horizontally. A silver streak flashed briefly.
Slash—
Wherever the sword passed, the pig-headed men’s heads separated from their bodies, spilling blood.
And before the sticky blood even hit the ground, Yeomyeong was already charging towards his next target.
Two, three, four…
Like a butcher in a slaughterhouse, his blade continued to cleave through the pig-headed men.
“It-is-a-Su-per-hu-man! Permitting-to-use-the-curse!”
After more than half of the pig-heads fell victim to his blade, a cow-headed man bellowed. Immediately, the disgusting mana contained within their bodies began to seep out.
…Are the cow-heads ranked higher than the pig-heads?
Then, would the chicken-headed one come next? After steadying his now-cold breath, Yeomyeong shook the blood off his sword.
Dozens of curses surged towards him simultaneously. However, he felt no fear.
Yeomyeong moved his already regenerated left hand and drew the Handle of Uragan from his waistband.
[…Don’t you think that you encounter these wicked creatures a bit too frequently?]
Using the unicorn’s voice resonating in his mind as a signal, Yeomyeong raised his sword to shoulder height.
It was a preparation stance for sweeping them all in one strike because the number of enemies was too much to kill them individually.
“Kill him—!”
The cow-headed man, most likely the bravest among them, lunged forward with his mouth wide open.
GYAAAAAAAH!!!
His mana twisted, and a red beam shot out of his gaping mouth.
Yeomyeong didn’t attempt to dodge it. He simply raised his left hand and planted his feet on the ground.
[O Virgin! I shall protect you!]
Just as the beam was about to engulf him, a multicolored light burst forth from the Handle of Uragan, repelling the curse.
“Kill him—! Kill him—!”
However, it didn’t end there. All sorts of curses prepared by the rest were unleashed upon Yeomyeong.
Green and red beams, yellow acidic fluids, and foul-smelling transparent curses…
Facing all of these, Yeomyeong simply infused mana into his iron sword.
It was the same technique he had displayed before Seti using chopsticks.
He borrowed the form of the Comet Sword’s shell and filled it with the waves rippling through his body.
It rippled. His mana, his heart, his rage.
Yeomyeong swung the sword he was yet to name. He slashed horizontally, cutting through everything in sight.
Whooosssh—
The mana from the sword swept through the air lightly. The split air fell silent, and the blowing wind held its breath.
For a very brief moment, there was absolute silence.
Then, the cow-headed man closest to him opened his mouth.
“You! It turns out you know us too well. How can that be? It was as if you’re our natural adversary…”
“…”
“Ah, I see. So, it was… you… the bastard who went on a rampage in Incheon—“
And with those words, a long, thin line appeared across the cow-headed man’s chest.
The same happened to the other pig-headed men, cow-headed men, and the conifers beside them.
My control is still lacking.
As he concluded his brief reflection, the upper bodies separated from their lower bodies and the internal organs that lost their owners spilled onto the ground.
Soon after, the conifers began falling, one after another. The dead trees formed graves over the cursed bodies.
Observing this scene for a moment, Yeomyeong let out a deep sigh before turning around.
It was because Kim Mansoo and the mercenary group came to mind.
Whether it was fortunate or not, no more gunfire could be heard from the mercenary group’s direction.
As for Kim Mansoo…
He was standing right over there, opening and closing his mouth repeatedly.
“…Did you handle those bastards with rockets well?”
Cold sweat ran down his rugged face as Yeomyeong met his gaze.
If it had been the usual Kim Mansoo, he would have laughed heartily or made a crude joke to lighten the mood.
However, after witnessing Yeomyeong’s swordsmanship, he couldn’t bring himself to do so.
He had struggled to handle just three of them, yet this guy killed not only the pig-headed ones but also the stronger-looking cow-headed ones in a single strike by slicing through the air.
He was at a loss for words, so he nodded with much difficulty.
“Do you think the other mercenaries managed to retreat safely?”
When Yeomyeong asked again, a brief silence lingered.
Only after seeing Yeomyeong frown slightly did Kim Mansoo speak up.
“…If it is Tian Lin, I am sure they have managed to retreat, Sir. Also… I have not heard any gunshots since a while ago.”
Why did this man suddenly start speaking in a formal tone? Yeomyeong tilted his head but didn’t dwell on it for long. After all, his manner of speaking didn’t really matter.
“So, should we also retreat?”
“Well, uh… first, we should confirm the status of the North Manchurian base and search for survivors.”
“I see. Then we should head north as planned.”
Yeomyeong sheathed his sword and started walking north.
He already knew that the North Manchurian base had fallen, but he intended to look into something else.
…The light orb in front of the Manchurian Rift.
What exactly was that light orb?
Given the term ‘master of fate’ and the fact that there were six light orbs at the academy, there was a high probability that it referred to a person…
The fact that there’s a light orb in front of the Manchurian Rift means that either a Korean government official or a mercenary is still there.
Of course, nothing was certain. After all, the idea that the light orb was a person was just a hypothesis.
It could simply be a strange fateful encounter or an object…
As he pondered over this and moved northward, something caught Yeomyeong’s senses.
“Evade!”
By the time Yeomyeong yelled, that ‘something’ was already right in front of him.
As Kim Mansoo looked up in confusion, Yeomyeong drew his sword and slashed at the air.
Clang!
Metal clashed with metal, and small sparks flew. Yeomyeong’s iron sword vibrated with a ringing sound as it deflected something.
Wondering what had flown at him, Yeomyeong checked the object he had just deflected. Soon after, he furrowed his brows.
…A bullet?
It was definitely not a bullet fired from a gun because no bullet in this world would have its casing still attached after being fired.
Clap, clap, clap!
The sound of clapping could be heard from the direction the bullet had come from. When Yeomyeong turned his head, he saw a group of zombies clapping. What the heck was happening?
And before his question could linger for long, a high-pitched voice resounded through the night.
- *Excellent! To be able to react in such a short span of time. You truly have good instincts.*
It was a chilling, scratchy voice, like metal being scraped, that belonged to an old man.
“This voice, could it be…”
Kim Mansoo’s body stiffened at the sound of the voice. When Yeomyeong turned his head towards the voice, he immediately understood why.
- *But that's why it's even more unfortunate. It would have been better if you hadn’t come here.*
There stood a gigantic skeleton that even the conifer trees couldn’t conceal.
However, it wasn’t a skeleton made of human bones.
Horns grew from the back of its skull like a crown, and it had a long snout filled with sharp teeth.
Its reptilian body extended seamlessly into a tail, with bony wings spread wide from its shoulders.
The sight was unmistakably…
A dragon?
Blue flames flickered from the empty eye sockets that once held the visage of a living dragon.
- *I’m sorry that things have come to this.*
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***
Due to the intense mana emanating from the Dragon’s chest, Yeomyeong squinted as soon as he locked eyes with the Skeletal Dragon.
His eyes burned as if he were standing next to a blast furnace.
Without taking his eyes off the Skeletal Dragon, he asked Kim Mansoo.
“…Vice Captain, what is that thing?”
Kim Mansoo, who had been trembling as he stared at the Dragon, finally returned to his senses.
Without even attempting to wipe off the cold sweat dripping from his face, he replied in a cautious tone.
“Kahal Magdu… The Undead Dragon that teamed up with terrorists. Why is a monster that should be in South America here in Manchuria…?”
As soon as Kim Mansoo finished his explanation, the Dragon spoke.
- *Oh, so you know my name? Seeing that no one in this land knew of me, you're not an ordinary mercenary*.
Was it really so impressive for someone to know his name? The flames in the Dragon’s eye sockets softened and curved into the shape of a crescent moon.
- *I'd love to stay and chat for a bit... but I try to avoid small talk during working hours.*
…
- *And unfortunately, a mission is still a mission. So, the two of you must die here.*
The Skeletal Dragon spoke as if trying to console them, wagging its finger, which was now nothing but bone.
Then, countless footsteps began to echo from beyond the coniferous forest. Hearing the irregular and unnatural footsteps, Yeomyeong frowned.
Uooooooohhhh…
Soon, an overwhelming number of zombies emerged from within the darkness of the forest.
“Goddamn it…”
As soon as he recognized the zombies, a curse immediately slipped out Kim Mansoo’s lips.
It was because their attire was all too familiar— Military uniforms, combat suits, even uniforms of the other mercenary groups…
“North Manchuria is already… done for.”
Back when he faced the monstrous human with rocket launchers, he still held on to a glimmer of hope, believing that North Manchuria wouldn’t fall to mere terrorists.
But now, confronted with undeniable proof, Kim Mansoo could only shut his eyes tightly, and his expression turned grim.
“Vice Captain.”
Yeomyeong, who had been observing the situation, interrupted his thoughts and spoke as he watched the approaching zombies.
“What are you going to do?”
Reading the intent behind the question, Kim Mansoo bit his lip.
To fight or flee.

Neither choice was easy. Because when going against that massive Skeletal Dragon, neither victory nor escape was guaranteed.
“First… we should flee.”
The decision was quick, and their feet were even quicker.
The two of them kicked off the ground almost simultaneously and ran in the opposite direction of the Dragon. The zombies, dragging their broken bodies, chased after them, but they were unable to keep up with the strides of the Superhumans.
- *Fleeing in the middle of a mission—how fittingly mercenary-like of you both.*
The Dragon moved its bony legs to chase after the two. Its steps were leisurely, as if it were a nobleman on a stroll.
Thump, thump, thump!
The sound of the giant footsteps behind them gradually grew distant, but Yeomyeong couldn’t relax.
A growing sense of foreboding was creeping up on him, as if something was wrong.
…What was it?
As he frowned, he could sense something moving in front of him.
The slow footsteps suggested that they were undoubtedly zombies. Were they already surrounded? Yeomyeong instinctively changed directions. No, rather, he tried to.
Kim Mansoo was the first to stop, before Yeomyeong. The two of them looked grimly at the zombies surrounding them.
“…Damn it.”
They were all members of Team 3 from the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, who had died in the previous battle.
“That fucking bastard…!”
Seeing his comrades turned into zombies, Kim Mansoo clenched his fists so tightly that his knuckles turned white.
At that moment, they heard the voice of the Dragon approaching them leisurely.
- *As mercenaries, you must understand, right? The only thing that matters in a mission is success. Hence, no one will be leaving North Manchuria alive today.*
When Yeomyeong turned around, the Dragon had its fingers curled, aimed at the two of them.
The pose was similar to when a human was about to flick something with their thumb and index finger.
Flick, the Dragon flicked its fingers and something was launched toward the two at an incredible speed.
Clang!
Once again, Yeomyeong swung his sword to deflect the attack. However, this time, it wasn’t a bullet that flew toward them.
The object that fell to the ground was a dog tag.
A blood-stained dog tag that probably belonged to a soldier or mercenary from North Manchuria.
“…What a menace.”
The fact that this gigantic creature was carrying something like that clearly showed that it was not as a treasure but purely for provocation.
Seeing the expressions on their faces harden, the Dragon burst into laughter. Kim Mansoo gritted his teeth and glared at it.
“Newcomer, you should run.”
“…What about you, Vice Captain?”
“I’ll buy some time. Since you’re faster than me, use any means necessary to get this news to the Manchurian base.”
Manchurian base? Yeomyeong pondered as he looked at Kim Mansoo, who decided to sacrifice himself. Could it be… did he not realize?
Yeomyeong whispered in Kim Mansoo’s ear.
“Senior Tian Lin is not among the zombies. It seems like he managed to escape.”
“What?”
“If the Dragon learns of it, he might pursue them, so let’s end this conversation here. And…”
Yeomyeong stood beside Kim Mansoo, holding his sword. The sound of the zombies was getting closer.
“I will fight alongside you.”
“…It would be better for you to flee.”
“If we divide our forces even after being surrounded like this, we’ll just be defeated individually.”
“Or we might both die at the same time.”
Despite saying that, Kim Mansoo loaded his rifle. It didn’t seem like he was inclined to dissuade Yeomyeong any further.
Yeomyeong glanced between the Skeletal Dragon and the zombies before speaking.
“Vice Captain, I have a plan.”
“…A plan? In this situation?”
The conversation strangely evoked a sense of déjà vu. Kim Mansoo turned his head slightly to look at Yeomyeong’s face.
“It’s a simple plan. While I’m dealing with the Dragon, you take care of the zombies.”
“…That’s it?”
“Yes, and if possible… please don’t die.”
A wry smile appeared on Kim Mansoo’s previously rigid face. He tightened his grip on his rifle and nodded.
“Alright, let’s give it a shot… No, let’s make it happen.”
The moment he resolved himself, Yeomyeong kicked off the ground.
The zombies rushed at him, but with the mana powering his calves, Yeomyeong had already leaped.
He stepped into the air—or rather, kicked off the trunk of a coniferous tree to climb higher.
And on reaching the top of the tree, he was finally at eye level with the Dragon. The eerie blue flames in the Dragon’s eye sockets met Yeomyeong’s golden gaze.
***
- *Oh? So, you intend to fight back?*
The Undead Dragon, Kahal Magdu, spoke in a voice tinged equally with surprise and amusement, expressing admiration.
- *Amazing! The courage of the weak truly deserves praise.*
No further conversation was needed.
As Yeomyeong leaped towards the Dragon, the Dragon stirred up its mana with a wave of its hand almost simultaneously.
The Dragon’s overwhelming mana was arrayed, and the surrounding mana yielded to it, forming sharp ice.
It was a simple attack spell that human Mages called Ice Spikes.
However, the Ice Spikes conjured by the Dragon were fundamentally different in size, strength, and number when compared to those of humans.
Crackle!
The air froze, and dozens of ice spikes filled the space. The ice, glistening under the night sky, looked menacing.
The next moment, with a flick of the Dragon’s finger, all the Ice Spikes moved simultaneously, flying towards Yeomyeong.
It was a perfect encirclement, covering not just top and bottom, but all the other directions.
Facing an unavoidable attack, Yeomyeong thought back to the wolf monster he had seen during his entrance test.
More precisely, he recalled the manner in which it moved its body.
The monster infused mana into its heart, squeezing its blood vessels to enhance its body.
For humans, merely attempting to imitate that would result in vomiting blood and dying, but Yeomyeong was willing to take the risk.
He trusted his Regeneration ability. With a Regeneration ability surpassing that of even Superhumans, he believed he could endure the monster’s technique.
His thought process was brief, and there was no hesitation.
…Accelerate blood flow.
Yeomyeong poured mana into his heart to make it pump faster.
His heart, surpassing its limits, pumped blood and mana, making his blood vessels throb to the verge of bursting.
From his head to his toes, from his aorta to his microvasculature.
More mana and more oxygen were supplied everywhere. The reaction was explosive.
His vision cleared, and his body outpaced his senses. As his mana surged, everything around him seemed to slow down.
In that split second, he could clearly see all the trajectories of the Dragon’s Ice Spikes. As the spikes moved along their paths, Yeomyeong swung his sword towards their weakest point. A flash of white light erupted from his blade.
Clang—!
The encirclement of the Ice Spikes shattered on making contact with his sword.
Cold shards of ice splashed against Yeomyeong’s cheek.
And before they could even melt, he managed to pierce through the encircling Ice Spikes and reached directly above the Dragon’s head at a breakneck speed.
- *How, no way—?*
Without even giving the Dragon a chance to react, Yeomyeong plunged his sword towards its chest.
As he descended, he unleashed the Surging Wave technique.
The mana in his heart flowed through his waist, shoulder, elbow, and hand. His sword became a wave, surging towards the Dragon.
His target: the Dragon’s heart he sensed between its ribs.
However, the Dragon twisted its body at the last moment, extending its front leg towards the sword. This move was to protect its chest by sacrificing its bones.
The next moment, Yeomyeong’s sword collided with the Dragon.
Crack!
He did not feel the sensation of cutting through anything. The feeling that came up through his grip was heavy and Yeomyeong was flung away along with his sword.
“Keugh!“
Yeomyeong tumbled across the ground after falling, but he quickly regained his stance. As expected, his sword had failed to reach the Dragon’s heart.
All he had managed to do was knock off a few fragments of bone from its front paw.
Cutting through the bone… is impossible.
The hardness was beyond imagination. If there had been flesh, he could have tried to cause a massive bleeding, but the opponent was an undead with only its bones remaining. And his sole target was its heart.
Yeomyeong took a deep breath, then tightened his grip on his sword.
- *Hahaha! You thought you could damage my bones! This hasn't happened since those damned Yankee1 bastards hunted me!*
The Dragon, seemingly amused by something, stood on its hind legs and swung its hand. Its massive claws left a long gash in the place Yeomyeong had been.
The coniferous trees shattered, and dirt flew in the air. Having managed to narrowly escape the Dragon’s attack range, Yeomyeong drew on his mana once more.
He immediately propelled himself and reached directly under the Dragon.
Since he couldn’t attack from above, he planned to thrust his sword from below. He stretched his body as he used his Feather Step.
Thump! Thump!
The Dragon struck the ground Yeomyeong was treading. The impact was strong enough to make the ground tremble, but Yeomyeong had already accelerated and reached right under the Dragon’s nose.
Yet, he was unable to raise his sword because the next moment, an unexpected attack struck his body.
Thwack!
It was the Dragon’s tail that hit him. He barely managed to block it with his sword, but the heavy impact sent him flying.
Yeomyeong soared through the sky in a parabolic arc, like a tennis ball.
“Keugh!”
The shock that he was unable to deflect coursed through his muscles, causing his microvessels to burst all at once from the immense pressure.
Blood spewed out from his mouth and nose. However, the biggest problem was the microvessels in his eyes. His vision turned red.
- *That's the problem with Earthians... They think other species also fight with just two arms, just like they do.*
The Dragon’s mocking voice reached him as Yeomyeong plummeted to the ground.
Damn it.
His whole body throbbed, but he had no time to rest. The Dragon was already preparing its next spell.
He immediately pushed off the ground, using the recoil to stand up.
Even though his vision hadn’t returned yet, he could clearly sense the mana swirling around him.
Craccccckleeeee!!
This time, it was lightning. The sound of electric currents tearing through the air deafened him. Unlike the Ice Spikes, it was an attack he would be unable to deflect with his sword.
- *You're impressive but still inexperienced. You would have become a good body for me if you were allowed to mature for a few more years. Such a pity.*
Yeomyeong wiped the blood from his eyes and looked at the lightning filling his field of vision.
Would he be able to dodge all that lightning? He wasn’t sure.
However, if he didn’t, he would surely die. He spat out the blood in his mouth and raised his sword.
- *I like your bravery, fighting until the end. Now then, let's finish this....*
Just as the lightning and sword were about to clash, both the Dragon and the human turned their gaze towards the other side of the coniferous forest.
- *What's this?*
Something was approaching them.
There was no mana, no sign of any presence… yet the sound, resembling that of a vehicle exhaust, grew louder and louder.
…!
By the time Yeomyeong realized it was indeed the sound of a motorcycle’s exhaust, the source of the noise was already in front of him.
VRRRROOOOM!!
Just above Yeomyeong, the air split open as a motorcycle appeared.
It was a top-tier sports motorcycle adorned with all sorts of grenades and homemade bombs hanging off its body.
Radiating a holy light, as if it were a Holy Relic, the motorcycle flew straight towards the Dragon.
It was an utterly surreal sight. The Dragon stared blankly with its mouth agape as the motorcycle traced an arc through the air.
Only when the motorcycle almost reached its chest did it snap out of its daze.
- *You crazy...!*
KAAAABOOOMMM!!
The moment the Dragon tried to grab the motorcycle, it exploded.
First, an intense bright light engulfed the area. Then, a tremendous shockwave swept through the surroundings, and finally, the Dragon’s scream echoed through the forest.
- *KROAAAARRRR!!!*
Yeomyeong instinctively raised his hands to shield himself from the incoming debris. As the shock subsided, he turned his head toward the direction the motorcycle had come.
Two floating automatic rifles, held by slender hands, hovered in midair.
It was the gunslinger he had hoped never to see again.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The term Yankee and its contracted form Yank have several interrelated meanings, all referring to people from the United States.


   

  Chapter 40: The World After the Prologue (5)
***
“How did you end up—?”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to voice out a question, a frivolous voice cut him off.
“You worthless pile of bones that can’t even produce broth! Just drop dead!!”
Following the slew of crude curses, she began firing two automatic rifles simultaneously.
Rat-a-tat-tat!!!
Bullets, imbued with a brilliant white light, pierced the darkness and rained down on the Dragon. Though it was more of a wild barrage than a precise attack.
However, the opponent was a dragon as massive as several trucks stacked together, so the bullets pummeled its entire body relentlessly.
- *KROAAAARRRR!!!*
They said that holy mana was the ultimate weakness of the undead. And indeed, it was as they said.
Each time the shining bullets struck the Dragon, the mana it was emanating visibly weakened.
- *Block it! Stop that disgusting thing!*
As the Dragon, tormented by the bullets, roared in agony, the zombies fighting Kim Mansoo rushed towards the gunslinger.
The zombies stumbled and trampled over each other as they died. However, even as their numbers continued to dwindle, more of them kept hurling themselves at the bullets.
“Damn, I would’ve carried a wand if I had known that this would happen.”
Seeing the swarm of zombies, the gunslinger tossed the empty magazine to the ground and hid within something invisible.
Having lost their target all of a sudden, the zombies wandered around in confusion, spinning in place or just stopping altogether.
A brief lull followed. And that was exactly what the Dragon had been waiting for.
Gathering its dispersed mana with some difficulty, the Dragon rose to its feet, shaking its wings and tail.
- *Someone able to handle this level of Holiness is hiding behind the Invisibility Cloak? Really? How vulgar.*
Anger boiled deep within Kahal Magdu’s chest. His previously calm tone vanished and was replaced by a sinister flame flickering from his mouth.
- *Let's see how long you can remain hidden from me!*
Soon after, an enormous amount of mana began gathering in his mouth, making the magic he had displayed until now seem like a mere joke in comparison.
- *Gooooo*—
The Dragon’s signature technique—The Dragon’s Breath.
Sensing its immense power, Yeomyeong tried to make a break for it as quickly as possible. Or, rather, he was about to.
As he was about to make a break for it, the sound of hurried footsteps entered his ear.
The footsteps were trying to avoid the zombies by taking a long detour.
And the next moment, Yeomyeong gritted his teeth and turned towards the direction of the sound.
Although he couldn’t see it, as soon as he reached out to the empty space where the footsteps were coming from, he managed to grab something soft.
“Kyaaaakkk!?”
The invisible body he touched suddenly went rigid. But Yeomyeong grabbed her, tucked her under his arm, gathered all his mana, and leaped off the ground.
KWAAAAAAH!!!
Soon, blue flames poured down on the spot he had been standing.
He managed to escape by a hair’s breadth. The heat singed his back, and the smell of burnt hair stung his nose.
The gunslinger under his arm shouted something, but the roar of the flames drowned it out.
After running for a while, he finally managed to get out of the Dragon’s sight.
“Hey, you…! You crazy bastard! What do you think you’re grabbing!”
The gunslinger squirmed and yelled at it, although it seemed to be more from embarrassment than anger.
Yeomyeong obediently let her go. And just like when he grabbed her, he released his grip lightly.
Not expecting to be let go of so suddenly, she plopped onto the ground, landing on her butt. The transparent cloth covering her slid down slightly.
Peeking out from under the invisible screen was a girl around the same age as Seti.
Her skin was white and her long, straight hair even whiter. She had a straight nose, an oval chin, and thick blindfolds covering her eyes.
She had a noble and mysterious air, like a statue displayed in a temple. However, it was difficult to appreciate her beauty when it was just her head floating in mid-air.
Yeomyeong gave her a wry smile.
“You, you…!”
“…Thank you for saving me’? You’re welcome.”
“No, that’s not it…!”
Although it was unclear how she was still able to see even with the blindfold on, she glanced at the burnt forest and Yeomyeong alternately, her lips trembling.
“…Sssp, you’re right.”
“…”
“Thank, thank— wait, what the hell are you talking about? I saved you first! We’re even now!”
Yeomyeong raised his eyebrow, and a short silence ensued. Just as the silence was about to extend longer, Kim Mansoo, who had arrived while following the zombies, gaped.
“Saintess?”
The Saintess? This girl?
The unexpected title made Yeomyeong frown. The Saintess he was familiar with was the former Saintess… a grandmother with a warm and kind impression.
Seeing Yeomyeong’s expression, the Saintess tried to raise her voice, but the sound of trees falling in the distance interrupted her.
It was the sound of the Dragon recovering its mana after spewing flames.
“Oh c’mon! Seriously? Not even a minute of rest?”
The Saintess jumped to her feet and extended a hand from within the Invisibility Cloak.
Kim Mansoo was startled at the sight of the floating head and hand, but the Saintess ignored him and spoke to Yeomyeong.
“Your sword and hand. Give me.”
“What?”
“There’s no time. Hurry up.”
As soon as Yeomyeong cautiously extended both his hands, a light emanated from her hand—warm and gentle mana.
The Saintess grasped Yeomyeong’s hands and infused her mana into him. The mana gradually climbed up his hands, gently filling his body.
As the light passed through, the first thing it healed were the torn blood vessels from the aftereffects.
Next, his overworked heart and muscles regained their strength, and finally, his depleted mana was restored.
It was the first time he had ever received Healing Magic.
As Yeomyeong blinked in astonishment, the Saintess sighed deeply.
“What the hell did you do to push your body to this state?”
“…”
“Seriously! Even if I bless you, it’ll only last for three minutes at best.”
She glared at Yeomyeong through her blindfold and then pointed at the Dragon that was looking around for them.
“From now on, I’m going to cast God Redox’s blessing on you. The blessing will last three minutes at most. I’ll cover you, so in those three minutes, pierce that thing’s heart. If you fail, both of us…”
She glanced at Kim Mansoo and added.
“…no, all three of us will die. Got it?”
Seeing Yeomyeong nod, the Saintess’s mana turned red.
Unlike the twisted dark red mana belonging to the Shepherds, this mana was pure red.
While Yeomyeong was admiring its color, the Saintess began her prayer.
“O Red God who presides over battles and wars, your fighter calls upon you. Here and now, a warrior in need of your power stands before you…”
As she continued praying, the gently glowing mana began to swell, becoming larger and larger.
The light, which was smaller than that of a flashlight, covered the back of his hand and soon grew large enough to envelop his entire body.
And the next moment…
Flash!
Seeing the sudden beam of red light shooting up into the sky, the Dragon turned its gaze.
The blue flames in its eye sockets contorted as it confirmed the presence of three humans outside the range of the forest burned by its Dragon’s Breath.
- *A Saintess? This wasn't in the contract.*
It spat out in an annoyed voice and snapped its fingers.
That became the signal for the zombies that managed to survive its Dragon’s Breath to start charging toward the three of them simultaneously.
- *I don't like doing more than I'm paid for, but... work is work.*
As the Dragon growled, Yeomyeong started running while holding the now red-tinged sword.
***
“I’ll cover you, so don’t worry about the zombies. Just run!”
As Yeomyeong kicked off the ground, the Saintess once again pulled out the automatic rifle from within her Invisibility Cloak.
The sound of gunfire, followed by the cries of the falling zombies, filled the space between the coniferous trees.
Yeomyeong did as she said. Without even glancing at the approaching zombies, he focused solely on the Dragon as he sprinted towards it.
He unleashed the Feather Step from the Flying Kick technique. Building on it, he accelerated using the Surging Wave technique, his heart pumping furiously. Finally, he overlaid his body with the foreign mana flowing within him.
The mana of the gods or the power known as Holy Power—The blessing bestowed by the Saintess pushed Yeomyeong’s body beyond its limits.
His entire circulatory system and heart, which had been teetering on the edge, broke free of their limits and pulsed as if they were on the verge of bursting. A burning desire for battle settled in the place where fear had once resided.
To prevent the Dragon from gaining any time, Yeomyeong accelerated even more. The red mana trailed behind him like a tail as he compounded acceleration upon acceleration.
Swoosh!
He closed in an instant. Swift and decisive—that was all Yeomyeong could think about.
- *It's been a while since I've seen a full-body blessing.*
And when he reached right in front of the Dragon, he transferred the acceleration to his shoulder and swung his sword at the Dragon.
The Dragon’s mana, prepared for the collision, quickly aligned to form a translucent shield, blocking the space between Yeomyeong and the Dragon.
Clang!
However, the shield prepared by the Dragon could not withstand the impact with the momentum. Hanging in the air, it cracked and spat out mana fragments.
In a split second, ice spikes fell from the top of the shield. Using the shield as a foothold, Yeomyeong accelerated again.
- *But Earthian, how long will that blessing last? One minute? Three minutes? Even if she's a Saintess, she can't sustain a blessing of that level for long.*
The Dragon continued to cast magic as lightning and ice spikes continuously obstructed Yeomyeong’s path.
Although the magic was unable to touch Yeomyeong,  it was still able to slow his approach momentarily. And that was what the Dragon was aiming for.
While Yeomyeong hesitated for a moment, the Dragon spread its wings and flew into the sky.
With only bones left of its wings, it seemed like there was some magic cast on them. And with just a few flaps, the Dragon reached a height above the coniferous trees.
- *If you want to fight a dragon, you should have brought a helicopter. Do these wings look like decorations?*
Kahal Magdu sneered at Yeomyeong and opened his mouth. The Dragon’s Breath, far weaker than the one before, spread widely over the ground.
What’s this? Yeomyeong frowned as he dodged the blue flames.
And only after he looked at the burning coniferous forest did Yeomyeong realize the Dragon’s intention in scattering its Breath.
The places the Breath touched were the coniferous forests surrounding the Dragon’s feet in a circle.
Yes, its aim was to burn all the trees that Yeomyeong could use as footholds.
- *Once again, it shows how inexperienced you are*.
The Dragon laughed heartily from above the burning trees and smoke, as if it were a demon from hell.
It was the laughter of someone confident of their victory. The certainty that a sword would not be able to harm itself.
The Dragon looked down at Yeomyeong with leisure and gathered its mana. A giant magic circle appeared above the Dragon’s head, and the wind swirled so fiercely that the coniferous trees began to tremble.
- *Shall we put an end to this game now?*
However, the next moment, Kim Mansoo yelled at Yeomyeong.
“Newcomer!!”
He was running towards Yeomyeong and the Dragon, carrying a large conifer tree the Dragon had knocked down.
No further explanation was needed. Yeomyeong immediately understood his intention and turned towards Kim Mansoo.
“Step on it and jump!”
With his face flushed red, Kim Mansoo threw the conifer tree into the air. It was a throw that contained all the strength of a Superhuman.
Not missing a beat, Yeonyeong leaped.
Mana surged through his legs like a tsunami, and using the trees floating mid-air as footholds, he leaped to a higher point.
But the next moment….
- *The idea is good. But….*
Kahal Magdu raised his hand as he watched Yeomyeong flying towards him. His fingers curled into a circle.
- *It’s meaningless if you can't change your posture in the air.*
Flick! The Dragon flicked its fingers towards Yeomyeong. Yeomyeong instinctively swung his sword, but this time, it wasn’t just one projectile.
The fragments of the motorcycle the Saintess had blown up earlier—Countless pieces of metal rained down on Yeomyeong like a shrapnel grenade.
It was simple but effective, as deflecting all the tiny fragments while in the air was impossible.
Shlurk—
Eventually, one of the metal pieces pierced Yeomyeong’s right shoulder. Unfortunately, it managed to sever a nerve, and caused his grip to loosen.
Yeomyeong dropped his sword.
- *You’re lucky.*
The Dragon flicked its fingers once again. The last piece of metal pierced Yeomyeong’s body, and he started to fall in the direction he had been flying.
Yeomyeong gritted his teeth. The blessing would only last for another 50 seconds, not enough to leap again.
Was this the end?
Was his life really going to end like this—without achieving his revenge, even after battling unexpected misfortune and a ridiculous enemy?
He couldn’t accept it. He didn’t want to accept it.
Even as he was falling, Yeomyeong poured all his mana into his heart, increasing the blood and mana flow to his brain.
His ability to think accelerated, and reality slowed down.
And in that brief moment, Yeomyeong recalled the strongest human he had ever seen personally.
Freya Cahn.
Would it have been possible for the Holy Sword to overcome this moment? In this situation, falling without a sword and possessing no wings… would she?
She would have flown with the holy sword and cut off the Dragon’s neck.
It was a meaningless thought. The holy sword didn’t choose Yeomyeong, nor did he possess the ability to fly.
All he possessed were the Surging Wave technique, Flying Kick technique, and the Comet Sword… whose true intention he was yet to comprehend completely.
At that moment, a line of text flashed through his mind.
- As the light overflows, it does not discriminate between left and right.

Without realizing it, Yeomyeong moved his left hand. He grasped the blue dagger stored carefully in his pocket, the Arcane Relic handed down by Freya Cahn.
“As the light overflows….”
Although there was no starlight, the Holy Power bestowed by the Saintess was overflowing within him. The red blessing gathered within the Arcane Relic.
“It does not discriminate between left and right.”
Although he couldn’t move his right hand, his left hand remained intact. With his left hand, he assumed the initial stance of the Comet Sword.
Was this the true intention of the Comet Sword? Did he manage to arrive at the correct interpretation? He didn’t know.
However, he was certain of one thing—this was the only way out.
Yeomyeong swung his sword.
The swordsmanship he performed with his complete focus cut through the air, and in place of starlight, the blessing bestowed by the Saintess burned brightly.
The light that began at the dagger in his left hand…
- *This swordsmanship… could it be?*
…became a long-tailed comet. Upon seeing the red starlight, the Dragon reflexively re-arranged his mana, but Yeomyeong’s Sword Aura was slightly faster.
Clash—!
The incomplete barrier shattered. The intense starlight shot straight through the sky and pierced the Dragon’s chest.
- *KRRRRROOOOAAAARRGHH!*
The red light continued long and passed through the Dragon’s ribcage. Kahal Magdu clutched his chest as he fell to the ground.
BOOM! The ground, which absorbed the impact of its massive body, quaked violently, and the scorched trees and stones quivered.
* * *
“Newcomer! Well done!!”
Kim Mansoo, who caught the falling Yeomyeong, cheered as he watched the Dragon fall.
However, that joy was short-lived, as Yeomyeong spoke, gasping for breath.
“It’s not over… yet.”
“What?”
“It… missed….”
And just as he said that, the Dragon that had fallen to the ground rose again. Amidst the dust, a rib fell from his chest.
Yeomyeong’s sword had only managed to cut off one of his ribs, not his heart.
- *The Comet Sword, huh*?
Despite losing a rib, the flames in the Dragon’s eye sockets burned several times brighter than before.
- *Earthian who is guided by the stars. You have earned my respect. I promise not to resurrect your corpse as an undead.*
Kahal Magdu said as he opened his mouth wide.
The surrounding mana began to gather, and once again, a terrifying breath surged from the Dragon’s mouth.
It was a flame that neither Yeomyeong, who lost his blessing, nor Kim Mansoo could escape from.
- *Now, die!*
Sensing his imminent death, Kim Mansoo shut his eyes tightly. However, no matter how long he waited, he did not feel the scorching flames.
…What was happening?
As he opened his eyes to sneak a peek, he saw that the Dragon had shut its mouth and was looking beyond the conifer forest. Yeomyeong’s tired gaze was also fixed in the same direction.
Soon, a familiar sound reached Kim Mansoo’s ears.
Thwop-thwop-thwop-thwop!!
It was the sound of helicopter propellers— The sound of reinforcements arriving from Manchuria.
- *How were the reinforcements from the Manchurian base able to arrive already? Those pathetic fools couldn’t even stop that?*
The Dragon snorted and looked at Kim Mansoo and Yeomyeong, saying…
- *You’re lucky, Earthian. I hope we can meet in a more appropriate location next time.*
With those words, Kahal Magdu flew off with all his strength, seemingly beating his wings hurriedly.
Although it was hard to understand how such a massive body was able to move so swiftly, the Dragon disappeared into the sky in an instant.
And just as it appeared, its disappearance was also swift and elusive.
“…Why is it fleeing?
Kim Mansoo muttered blankly as he watched the Dragon disappear into the darkness of the night.
The one who answered his question was the Saintess, who had been swept away by the zombies but had somehow managed to approach them.
“Because at the end of the day, that skeleton bastard is just a mercenary. He doesn’t have enough loyalty to start a full-scale war with the nation.”
As soon as he heard those words, Kim Mansoo’s legs gave out, and he collapsed to the ground.
Yeomyeong, who was caught in Kim Mansoo’s arms, also fell to the ground.
The aftereffects of straining his heart and the accumulated fatigue began to overwhelm him, draining all his strength.
It wasn’t a problem that could be solved with his Regeneration ability. He would probably be in excruciating pain tonight.
…It doesn’t matter, seeing that we survived.
Yeomyeong shut his eyes. However, just as he was about to pass out, the Saintess suddenly imbued healing light into his head.
“You don’t… need to… heal me.”
Even though Yeomyeong said that, the Saintess didn’t stop healing him.
Eventually, after feeling somewhat rejuvenated, Yeomyeong forced his eyes open. In his vision, he saw the floating head of the Saintess, and she was frowning.
“Get up.”
“….”
“The reporters will be here soon.”
“…Reporters? So what?”
“Do you expect me to face them all by myself? At least, you have to be in the photos too.”
She forcibly helped Yeomyeong stand up. Thanks to the healing light, he managed to stand, albeit shakily.
“They must have rushed over as soon as they heard that I, the Saintess, was here. I bet one of those helicopters is full of reporters.”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t hide his expression, ‘ So what do you want me to do about it?’ Seeing this, the Saintess pouted.
“Argh, seriously?! They’ll fucking chase me relentlessly if it’s just me, calling me Saintess over and over… Ugh, since you fought as well, do the interview with me. Then I’ll forgive you for touching me earlier.”
“…I don’t think there’s anything to forgive.”
Despite saying that, Yeomyeong grudgingly moved because he remembered that he had come to Manchuria to gain fame.
He had no reason to refuse such an opportunity.
“Well… fine, alright. I’ll deal with the reporters with you.”
“For real? No backing out?”
Yeomyeong nodded with difficulty and turned his gaze beyond the conifer forest.
Beyond the dark horizon, numerous helicopters and military trucks were drawing closer.

 
    

  Chapter 41: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb?
...Of course, we live in a society where freedom of religion is still guaranteed.…
If you are an American, you can confidently call them 'full-time unpaid all-rounder servants.'
But it's also fine to call them 'Higher-dimensional energy lifeforms' to sound like an intellectual.
However, if you let me give you one piece of advice: do not become an atheist.
They are not even worth joking about anymore.
**『An excerpt from God Is Not Great』**

***
In the training room that the Lord Howe Academy prided itself on.
In the middle of that pure white room, with mana metal coating the walls and the floor, stood Seti with her eyes closed.
Since it was still dawn, the training room was quiet, with no one coming in and no one else to disturb her.
Seti liked this tranquility. She savored this long-awaited silence, then at some point, she opened her eyes and slowly raised her War Hammer.
The War Hammer supplied by the academy was just a crude lump of metal, but Seti didn’t mind.
Unless it was made by a dwarf, all War Hammers were more or less the same to her, and if she had no expectations, there would be no disappointments. As long as it didn’t break mid-swing, it was enough.
In that sense, the equipment supplied by the academy was neither bad nor good… With such thoughts, she started swinging the War Hammer.
She swung the hammer with proper form, using all the muscles in her body without exerting her mana.
From her heels to her trapezius muscles, all her muscles endured the weight and recoil simultaneously.
After just a few swings, beads of sweat started to form on her forehead, but Seti increased her speed— Faster, heavier, stronger.
Finally, only once her muscles screamed that they could move no more did she unleash her mana.
Whoosh!
The War Hammer, which had been moving sluggishly, accelerated instantly. And wherever the hammerhead passed, the air split, creating a gust.
Once, twice, thrice… The hammer accelerated with each swing. Starting at Seti’s fingertips, it moved violently like a storm and unpredictably like lightning.
While the storm raged on for some time, the training room door suddenly burst open.
“Unnie?”
A red-haired girl peeked in through the open door. The moment Seti saw her amber-like sparkling yellow eyes, she stopped swinging the hammer.
Whoosh— The wind that filled the training room vanished in an instant. Pushing back her sweat-soaked hair, Seti looked at her young sister.
“Hey, Siri! What’s going on?”
Although she might have gotten annoyed at the sudden interruption, Seti greeted her younger sister as if it were nothing.
Siri stared at her with a strange expression before taking out her smartphone and quickly approaching Seti.
“Unnie, look at this news!”
“Why? What is it?”
“Cheon Yeomyeong, that Oppa is on the news!”
“What? Really?”
Seti tossed the War Hammer to the side and snatched the smartphone from Siri. A list of articles from well-known media outlets was displayed on the screen.

『North Manchuria Today - Three Figures among Casualties.』




『North Manchurian Base Falls. An Unidentified Terrorist Organization to Blame?』




『Another Incident in Manchuria? The National Assembly Calls for ‘Additional Budget,’ Ministry of Economy and Finance ‘Disapproved’.』




『Massive Amount of Monsters Heading South… Manchurians in Fear.』



Among the numerous articles, Seti saw a photo of Cheon Yeomyeong. And the headline was…

『Young Mercenary and The Saintess, A Miraculous Battle.』



Huh? The Saintess? Why was that bitch in Manchuria?
Seti clicked on the article almost reflexively.
And after reading a few lines, her face twisted into a terrifying expression.
“Uh, Unnie?”
Seti quickly looked up another article. With each article she read, her grip on the smartphone tightened.
“Unnie, that’s my phone…”
Siri glanced at the smartphone and Seti’s face alternately, her eyes filled with a mix of anticipation and anxiety.
However, her voice no longer reached Seti.
Staring at the smartphone with laser-like intensity, Seti kept reading the news articles about Cheon Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
The contents of all those articles were similar.
For some reason, the Saintess personally headed to save North Manchuria, and two mercenaries helped her fight against the Dragon(?).
While the details were censored for military reasons, the problem was the tabloid articles.
The manner in which they wrote it made it look like the Saintess and the young mercenary had met for some ‘fateful’ reason.
Among them was a sensational article featuring on the main portal that was so delusional, that it would leave the religious community pale with astonishment.
The Saintess’ face flushed red as she stood next to the young mercenary…
As soon as she read the article, Seti knew it was false.
The Saintess was a fucking voyeur, parading around in an Invisibility Cloak and would never expose her face to reporters.
However, knowing and tolerating were two completely different matters.
The moment Seti read something along the lines of ‘holding hands secretly,’ she could no longer hold back.
Crack.
The smartphone she was holding was crushed like an aluminum can. Seeing her fears become a reality, Siri screamed.
“Unnie!”
“Oh, that’s…”
Returning to her senses belatedly, Seti tried to make an excuse.
However, as a good sister, Siri simply patted Seti’s shoulder and grinned.
“It’s okay, it’s okay. You’re just worried that the Saintess might steal something of yours again, right?”
“…Siri, what do you mean by ‘steal’?”
Hearing Seti’s question, Siri continued with a smirk.
“What else? Of course I mean, that guy. You’re worried that the Saintess might snatch him away, right? Aw, are you really that afraid?”
“…Hey.”
“Even if you try to pretend that you’re serious, your expression gives it away, you know? And Unnie, please think logically. Do you really think that person would mooch off the Saintess?”
“Mooch off? What are you even talking about!”
Siri’s words hit the bullseye, causing Seti’s eyes to blaze with anger. But instead of getting scared, Siri simply waved her hand dismissively.
“Stop it, stop it. You see, that’s your problem, Unnie. You lose your cool whenever the Saintess is mentioned.”
“…Not really?”
“Oh, really?”
Siri raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms, a mischievous light glinting from her yellow eyes.
“How about we make a bet? Let’s see if you manage to get through the entire day without contacting him.”
“…”
“If you are able to hold out for just one day, I’ll admit that you were right and forgive you for breaking my smartphone. Deal?”
As she said this, Siri slyly pulled out another phone. It was the burner phone Seti had particularly prepared to contact Yeomyeong.
“Hey! That…!”
Seti reached out instinctively, but Siri, with a cunning smile, moved out of her reach, waving the phone around.
“So, what’s your decision?”
Judging by Siri’s sly expression, she had clearly anticipated this before she even came to the training room.
Seti glared at her younger sister, feeling like she’d been outmaneuvered.
“So, are you going to accept the bet or not?”
Siri asked, but instead of replying, Seti snatched the phone.
“What bet!”
Leaving her giggling sister behind, Seti began typing furiously.
[Hello, Yeomyeong-ssi? It’s Seti. The reason I’m texting you is…]
* * *
When he opened his eyes, Yeomyeong realized that he was in a recovery room, surrounded by white walls.
His body felt stiff. As he tried to raise himself from the hard sickbed, the IV drip attached to his arm clattered.
“Yo! You’re up.”
On hearing the flippant voice, he turned his head and saw two familiar hands floating beside him.
It was the Saintess hiding behind her Invisibility Cloak.
She was peeling an apple with a fruit knife, although mutilating it would have been a more apt description.
Averting his eyes away from the poor apple, Yeomyeong asked.
“…Where are we?”
“The National Military Hospital at the Manchurian base.”
“…”
“You collapsed in the middle of the interview, so they brought you here immediately.”
As soon as he heard her explanation, the memories of the previous night came flooding back.
Shortly after Kahal Maghdu fled, they were confronted by a massive support unit.
However, the support unit didn’t treat the Saintess and Yeomyeong as survivors. Instead, they questioned them persistently, asking what exactly had happened in North Manchuria, almost as if interrogating them.
They even threatened them, saying that if it turned out to be a fool’s errand, not even the Saintess would be spared.
However, the fall of North Manchuria was an undeniable reality. And after confirming the corpses of the pig-headed monstrous men and the soldiers, the commander released the Saintess and Yeomyeong.
That should have been the end of it, but… what happened next was the problem.
The journalists, whom the Saintess had warned about, swarmed in, and that’s when the real interrogation began.
They were nothing like the respectable war correspondents Yeomyeong knew about. It seemed like the real war correspondents had moved north with the support unit.
Regardless, the journalists surrounding Yeomyeong and the Saintess kept shoving microphones and cameras in their faces under the guise of the general public’s right to know.
- *Why did you come to North Manchuria instead of attending the entrance ceremony? Did you receive some sort of prophecy?*
- What’s your relationship with the young mercenary?
- What do the gods think about this incident?
- Is it true that the opponent you both fought against was Kahal Maghdu?
The questions ranged from inappropriate ones to somewhat reasonable.
And the so-called interview, which felt more like an interrogation, continued until sunrise.
It was so excruciating that Yeomyeong, considering that even a bad reputation was a type of fame, contemplated punching one of the journalists.
However, he didn’t actually hit any of them because before he could act on his impulses, he succumbed to exhaustion and passed out.
Now, Yeomyeong looked at the apple mutilated by the Saintess, left with just its core, and opened his mouth.
“…So, what brings the Saintess here?”
“I’m worried about my battle buddy?”
“Stop spouting nonsense.”
“I’m serious.”
The Saintess chuckled as she set the apple down. After a brief pause, she picked up her next victim from the fruit basket. This time, it was a rather expensive-looking pear.
Crunch, crunch.
After hacking at the pear for a bit, the Saintess suddenly spoke up.
“What’s your relationship with the Holy Sword?”
“…The Holy Sword?”
“Freya Cahn. The Great Usurper. The one who brought humiliation to the Holy Knights.”
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes without replying.
Did she recognize the Comet Sword? No, for her to ask such a question, she must have definitely recognized it.
He pondered over what he knew about the relationship between the Holy Sword and the Saintess. Though both of them were supposedly servants of the holy gods, in reality, they were practically enemies.
The Holy Nation beyond the Dimensional Portal was unable to accept the fact that an unbeliever, especially an Earthian, was chosen by the Holy Sword.
Since it was pointless for them to state that they doubted God’s choice, they insisted that it wasn’t God but the Holy Sword that chose Freya Cahn.
Freya Cahn, if you’re that confident, come to the Church of the Five Gods in the Holy Nation and face the trials!
That was what the Holy Nation demanded. Of course, the Australian government and Freya Cahn pretended not to hear them.
The Holy Sword itself was a weapon equivalent to a nuclear bomb.
So, to sum it up briefly, the Saintess recognized by the Holy Nation and the Holy Sword Freya Cahn were political enemies.
So… her bringing up Freya Cahn couldn’t be for a good reason.
Having organized his thoughts, Yeomyeong spoke again.
“Why do you want to know about my relationship with Freya Cahn?”
“…Judging by how you’re dodging the question, it really seems like there is something between you two.”
The Saintess sighed deeply as the fruit knife slipped, slicing off a large chunk of the pear. What a waste of perfectly good fruit.
Regardless of the poor pear’s fate, the Saintess continued speaking.
“Are you perhaps her apprentice?”
“No.”
“Then a lover?”
“…”
“By the look on your face, it looks like it’s neither… Could it be… are you her son??”
Yeomyeong furrowed his brows and glanced at the Saintess. Seemingly embarrassed by her own question, she cleared her throat awkwardly.
“Oh, come on, look at your face. You can’t even handle a joke?”
“If you make a joke like that one more time, I’ll kick you out of this room.”
“Oh, you’re quite fierce. So, what is your actual relationship with Freya Cahn?”
The Saintess’s hand moved closer. Although it wasn’t visible because of the Invisibility Cloak, she was likely leaning in to see his reaction.
Yeomyeong sighed and answered.
“It’s just a fleeting connection.”
Upon hearing his blunt response, the Saintess spun the fruit knife around, which was quite an impressive trick considering her poor knife skills.
“A fleeting connection… Well, then it won’t be a big deal.”
Whirl. Thud. After concluding her trick, the Saintess set down the fruit knife and added.
“I’m sorry for the unpleasant question. It’s just that if you’re close to Freya Cahn, those old folks might raise hell about it if we work together.”
“…Work? Raise hell?”
“Yes, work. We need to deal with the monsters heading south for humanitarian reasons. Also, there’s something I need to find in Manchuria without the old folks knowing.”
“…”
As Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, the Saintess continued in a flippant tone.
“It might be rather sudden, but after fighting Kahal Maghdu, a thought occurred to me, being the Saintess, shouldn’t I have at least one bodyguard? Well, it’s just a thought.”
As soon as the Saintess finished speaking, Yeomyeong clicked his tongue in his mind. What was she talking about…
“If you need a bodyguard, hire some other mercenaries. You can easily find someone more skilled than me in any mercenary group in Manchuria.”
“How could you refuse me without even listening to the conditions?”
“Of course, I will refuse. We didn’t exactly meet under good circumstances. Hence, your sudden interest in making me your bodyguard seems suspicious.”
“…Hey, don’t you think that’s a bit harsh?”
“If you don’t like those mercenaries, then hire a holy knight. People will definitely be lining up to be your bodyguard. Anyway, I refuse.”
Perhaps surprised by Yeomyeong’s blunt refusal, the Saintess’s hands trembled, and she pressed her lips together tightly.
After a moment, she pulled out a smartphone from beneath her Invisibility Cloak.
“Hey, which mercenary group are you affiliated with again?”
“…What?”
“Ah, found it. The Sonjuk Mercenary Group, Team 3, Cheon Yeomyeong.”
And before Yeomyeong could even respond, she suddenly stood up. The bowl of chopped apples and pears fell and clattered on the ground.
“Well then, I’ll just buy the mercenary with money.”
Yeomyeong felt as if he could see her grinning beneath the Invisibility Cloak.
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  Chapter 42: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb? (2)
***
Half a day after the Saintess left his recovery room, Yeomyeong received a summons from the mercenary group. Reflecting on the last battle while lying in bed, he saw a message on his phone, which made him frown immediately.
Could it be that the Saintess really…? With a mix of worry and doubt, he got up from bed, changed into regular clothes from the hospital gown, and left the recovery room.
“Oh, Newcomer. You look better than I expected.”
A familiar face was waiting for him in the hospital corridor, just outside the recovery room.
Tian Lin, the team leader of Team 3. The thick bandages wrapped around his face and arms, proved that he had somehow managed to survive the last battle.
“Anyone would think that I was the one who was hospitalized.”
Tian Lin guffawed. Just as he said, at first glance, he looked more like a patient than Yeomyeong. Hearing that, Yeomyeong forced a smile.
“Senior, what brings you here?”
“I’m here to pick you up obviously. The rest of the team members are waiting downstairs.”
“…You came to pick me up? Is something wrong?”
When Yeomyeong asked him that, Tian Lin subtly gestured behind him with his chin.
Beyond the bustling corridor of nurses, mercenaries could be seen glaring at him and Tian Lin.
“Let’s go down for now. And just in case, don’t make eye contact with those guys.”
In spite of his words, Tian Lin laughed exaggeratedly and placed a hand on Yeomyeong’s shoulder.
Yeomyeong played along with his act, walking lightly as if they were having a pleasant conversation.
Why are they watching me all of a sudden?
As he heightened his senses on his way out of the hospital, he realized that more than a few people were keeping an eye on him— ten of them at the very least.
Even after they left the hospital, the surveillance didn’t lessen. In fact, reporters and merchants were openly staring at Yeomyeong.
“…What on earth is going on?”
“Should I call it the tragedy of a famous person or the inevitable fate of someone who stumbled upon a treasure?”
As Tian Lin tried to inform him subtly, mercenaries surrounded Yeomyeong and Tian Lin at the hospital entrance.
Fortunately, they were all familiar faces—the mercenaries from Team 3 of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
On realizing that, Tian Lin wiped his forehead in relief.
“The problem is the dragon you fought last time. To be precise, I’m talking about the rib bone it left behind.”
On their way back to the base camp with the rest of the mercenary team, Tian Lin gave him a brief explanation about the situation.
It all started with the dragon rib that Yeomyeong had managed to cut off.
When the military first discovered the rib bone on the battlefield, they immediately claimed ownership, seeing it as an unexpected stroke of luck.
The reporters had the Saintess occupied, and Yeomyeong was unconscious at the time. Fortunately, upon seeing them move the rib bones, Kim Mansoo, who had followed the military, protested immediately.
He said, the ones who fought the dragon were Yeomyeong and the Saintess; what qualifications does the military have?—which was a reasonable and valid claim.
According to the standard practices of the mercenary industry, the remains of monsters and hunted prey solely belonged to the mercenaries.
Normally, the military would have backed down, but the problem was that dragon bones were exceedingly valuable items.
Hence, the military audaciously demanded half of the rib bones. They made excuses, blabbering about urgent requisitions, but their true intentions were obvious.
Money.

After dragons were designated as an endangered species, parts of their bodies would always fetch astronomical prices.
It was said that one claw was enough to buy a house in New York, and ten scales could change one’s place of residence, so what more was there to say?
Furthermore, the rib bones obtained this time were even more special. Unlike items acquired through illegal poaching, this was obtained legally.
Dragon’s bones that could be traded legally, and not through illegal black market dealings. It was an item anyone would covet.
Of course, the military’s insistence didn’t last long because the Saintess intervened as soon as she was freed from the reporters.
And she even actively used her political position to pressure the military.
Yelling that the ones who fought the dragon were herself and Yeomyeong, she then threatened that anyone else claiming rights to the bones would incur the wrath of billions of believers from Earth and beyond the Dimensional Portals.
Once the discussion reached that point, the military had no choice but to back down. And although they followed up with some dirty retaliation, the rib bones were secured—
“…Wait, what do you mean by dirty retaliation?”
As Yeomyeong interrupted while listening to the explanation, Tian Lin shrugged.
“The military informed the entire Manchuria base that half of the dragon’s rib bones belongs to you. Those scoundrels with zero business ethics—if they can’t have it, they’ll speak ill of it.”
“So, all those hanging around are us …”
“Those bastards are just trying to probe how to deal with you and the rib. Some might be looking to scout you, while others might try to threaten you. Well, judging by the situation, it seems like the latter is the majority.”
“…”
“Hehe, can you believe all this happened while you were in the recovery room? Even I, who witnessed it with my own eyes, still find it hard to believe.”
As Tian Lin laughed hollowly, they arrived in front of the base camp.
Once they reached there, the number of gazes he felt on his back had significantly decreased.
Although a few stares were still directed at him, no one dared to approach him.
And all he had to do was open the door and enter… but Tian Lin didn’t grab the doorknob. Instead, he spoke with a serious expression.
“Newcomer, the camp is currently hosting the Captain and some investors.”
“The Captain?”
Kwon Mongjoo, the leader of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group. Yeomyeong had heard the name before, if only in passing.
“He’s quite a significant figure in the mercenary industry. He started from the bottom and worked his way to the top… in short, he is a tenacious person.”
“…Is that so?”
Why was he suddenly briefing him about the Captain? Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion.
Tian Lin seemed to be pondering over something. He fell silent for a moment, making the atmosphere tense.
A short silence lasted for longer than expected, and just as Yeomyeong’s eyebrows were about to twitch from the discomfort, Tian Lin quietly whispered in Yeomyeong’s ear.
“Be it the Captain or the investors, you should refuse any demand for a share of the rib bones right away.”
“…Senior?”
“If they push you to hand it over, just say that you’ll withdraw from the group.”
“…”
“Don’t get me wrong, Newcomer. You’ve risked your life for me and the team, so I’m just giving you appropriate advice. You don’t need to associate with idiots who prioritize money over loyalty. That’s all there is to it.”
Only then did Yeomyeong understand why Tian Lin said something like that.
The Captain and the investors waiting inside the base camp were probably eyeing the dragon rib as well.
…This is really becoming a hassle.
The Saintess’ request, the dragon’s rib, and the original goal of needing to increase his fame.
As Yeomyeong’s worries deepened, Tian Lin opened the door to the base camp with a firm expression.
***
CLANG!
The Saintess kicked a stray can on the street.
With a kick filled with annoyance, the can flew through the air and hit the head of a mercenary who was smoking a cigarette.
“What the fuck! Who the hell did that!”
Struck on the back of the head unexpectedly, the mercenary glared angrily and cursed.
Oops, the Saintess quickly hid behind a corner.
Only after reaching the narrow space between the hard concrete walls did she remember that she was still wearing the Invisibility Cloak.
Looks like I got scared for no reason.
It was understandable because this was the first time she had worn the Invisibility Cloak for this long.
Having worn something, which was usually only used for discreet outings, for an entire week…
What a mess. Seriously.
The Saintess sighed and plopped down onto the alley floor.
Perhaps because her tension had finally eased, the fatigue she had been holding back came crashing in all at once and weighed down her neck.
She buried her head between her knees and cast a healing spell on herself.
The physical exhaustion disappeared quickly. However, the emotional burden still weighed heavily on her chest.
If only I hadn’t seen that prophecy a week ago…
Amidst her gloomy fatigue, the Saintess thought about the ‘what ifs.’
If only she hadn’t seen the prophecy, she might have participated in the long-awaited entrance ceremony and recited the pledge as a representative of the new students.
She could have met up with her ‘only friend’ after a long time, vented her feelings, and enjoyed the simple conversations girls her age typically had, savoring her youth.
She could have joined a shooting club and showed off the shooting skills she had been secretly honing.
And maybe, just maybe, she could have also had the opportunity to experience romance, like in TV shows or novels…
The Saintess let out a bitter laugh at the thought.
Like hell, that would happen.
She slapped her cheeks with both hands.
Everything was of her own volition—Whether not going to the entrance ceremony or rolling around in Manchuria to the point of nearly dying.
She had already sacrificed a page of her youth to come to Manchuria.
And that choice was the right one. Regardless of how nice enjoying her youth might feel, could it be more valuable than the lives she saved in Manchuria?
Thanks to her choice to head to Manchuria, Wollard survived, many Manchuria inhabitants managed to escape disaster, and they were able to stop the dragon’s rampage …
As she was thinking about this, a particular face naturally popped in her mind.
…The guy with a personality disorder who only has a pretty face.
Cheon Yeomyeong, that madman who tried to snap Wollard’s neck all of a sudden.
Just thinking about that person made her frown automatically. It was all because the face she had seen earlier at the hospital came to mind.
The guy immediately refused her offer to hire him as her bodyguard, and his expression turned serious the moment she threatened to use money to persuade him.
At the time, she had dismissed it as a joke, but now, it felt somewhat unjust.
How dare a mere mercenary refuse my offer.
From the moment they fought against the dragon to matter regarding the rib, did that guy not realize how much she had helped him?
Of course, he had helped her as well, but… what mattered was that he had refused her.
Just you wait. I’ll make you an offer you cannot refuse.
She pulled out her smartphone and opened the list of mercenary requests she had checked in the recovery room.
Let’s see, what will you do if I really hire you?
In the end, mercenaries were people who lived and died by money.
Regardless of how great a mercenary he was, she had enough money to crush his so-called pride in an instant.
But buying someone I dislike with money and doing whatever I want with them…
If she did something like that, wouldn’t her reputation as a Saintess plummet?
Just as she was feeling an inexplicable sense of moral corruption, she heard a familiar voice call out to her from the other end of the alley.
“Saintess.”
The voice was so smooth, that it seemed devoid of any inflection. The Saintess turned her head to look at its owner.
Stepping into the alley was a middle-aged woman wearing a blue rat mask that covered half her face.
She was dressed in a blue coat that concealed her curvaceous figure and her high heels made no sound as she walked on the concrete.
“…Mother.”
“I told you not to call me ‘Mother’ when we’re outside. Please refer to me as the president of Blue Rat Company.”
The woman, whom the Saintess called ‘Mother,’ looked directly at the Saintess’ location as if she could see her through the Invisibility Cloak.
“It feels so cringe to call you that… Anyway, how did you find me? Did Uncle Wollard snitch?”
“Wollard just did his job.”
What a snitch; I shouldn’t have saved his life. The Saintess sighed deeply and looked up at the mask.
“You’re here to catch me, right? I’m sorry, but I can’t go back yet.”
“…If you came to stop the disaster in Manchuria, then that job is already done. You’re not needed for the cleanup. You should go to the academy, Saintess.”
“That was just a side issue. The real goal is… you know, right? I can’t tell you; it’s a prophecy.”
The Saintess dusted off her bottom as she stood up. As she glanced down at her smartphone, she suddenly realized something.
If he dislikes me, I can just use someone else’s name to pretend to be the client, can’t I?
It took only a moment for her to arrive at this conclusion, and she swiftly took action. The Saintess looked directly at the blue rat mask and said:
“Mom, can you help me?”
“…Help? Did you just ask for help, Saintess?”
Was it really that surprising for her to suddenly ask for help? Her mother responded urgently.
“Of course. Saintess, I can help with whatever you need.”
Her tone was filled with anticipation. However, the next words from the Saintess shattered that anticipation.
“I want to buy a man with money… Could you buy him for me instead, Mom?”

 
    

  Chapter 43: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb? (3)
***
The smoky haze of cigarettes greeted Yeomyeong as he entered the base camp.
Beyond the thick smoke that made him frown involuntarily, there were about six to seven mercenaries seated at a long table made after arranging the several small tables available at the base camp.
Each one was on a level far above ordinary mercenaries.
Most possessed mana, and even those who didn’t emit any mana had unusually sharp eyes.
And among them were some familiar faces. Vice Captain Kim Mansoo and the scarred man who had overseen his test, Man Seokcheol.
“Ah, our amazing Newcomer has finally arrived.”
However, only one person among those gathered was allowed to speak.
That was the man sitting at the far end of the table, in the seat of honor.
As expected, he had the typical appearance of a mercenary. Rough and wild.
With his rugged body, wild, unkempt beard, and dark fur coat, even if Yeomyeong had met him back in his janitor days, he would have still recognized him as a mercenary.
However, Yeomyeong was no longer a janitor, and he was more sensitive to mana than anyone else gathered here.
He could sense the cold mana emanating from the opponent’s body. His mana was as cold and sharp as that of a surgeon preparing to perform an operation.
Someone whose outer and inner appearances are completely different…
It was the first impression that made Yeomyeong understand why Tian Lin had called him ‘tenacious.’
“Oh, look at me getting carried away—I haven’t even introduced myself. You must be seeing me for the first time, right, Newcomer?”
He spoke with a fake hearty laughter. The other mercenaries chuckled along, but no one else spoke.
“I am Kwon Mongjoo, Captain of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group. You can just call me ‘Captain Kwon’.”
“…”
“You don’t need to be too nervous. Please sit comfortably.”
The Captain pointed at a seat that was directly opposite him. The seat was the closest to the entrance and would become the center of attention.
Yeomyeong took his seat quietly. Tian Lin, who had been watching from behind, also occupied an empty chair at the table.
“Now that the person in question has arrived, let’s continue with the discussion we were having.”
As the Captain cleared his throat, the mercenaries who had been smoking all extinguished their cigarettes and paid attention.
“The first agenda is about distributing the dragon’s rib we obtained in last night’s battle.”
Distribution? They began with this topic right away? Yeomyeong swallowed a wry laugh and watched the Captain.
“The Saintess has laid claim to half of them, so what our mercenary group has received is the other half.”
‘Our mercenary group’—the Captain made his intentions clear.
These guys are all the same—As the saying went, ‘Opportunity makes the thief.’
Yeomyeong shook his head as the Captain continued speaking.
“But no need to be disappointed. Even that amount is enormous. It can be used to make at least three swords and two sets of armor.”
As soon as weapons and armor were brought up as a comparison, some mercenaries’ eyes lit up. Looking at them, the Captain chortled wildly.
“But, we won’t be making weapons. After all, we’re not dwarves… Strengthening the mercenary group on the whole is our top priority. Got it?”
“…”
“And since elixir prices have dropped internationally, let’s recruit a few more Superhumans while we’re at it.”
With those words, silence descended upon the table. However, the Captain didn’t continue speaking immediately but simply stared at Yeomyeong.
Following the Captain, everyone turned their gazes to Yeomyeong, who had raised his hand indifferently from the corner seat.
“Newcomer, do you have anything to add?”
“What about my share of the ribs?”
As if he had heard an absurd question, the Captain waved his finger with a smiling face.
“Share, you say? You seem to be misunderstanding something. During the probation period, all acquisitions made by a mercenary belong to the mercenary group.”
“…”
“I know it seems disappointing, but that’s just how the mercenary industry works. However, you don’t need to worry too much. Do you really think we would shortchange the exceptional Newcomer of our mercenary group? The best elixir will be yours. I promise that with my name on the line.”
With a confident smile and subtly raised eyebrows, he looked as if he was doing him a favor.
Yeomyeong ignored him and turned his gaze to the other mercenaries.
Most seemed indifferent, while Kim Mansoo and Tian Lin were unable to meet his eyes.
The bitterness was palpable. Yeomyeong remained silent, contemplating what to do.
The first thought that came to mind was ‘kill’.
If he could kill all the mercenaries here, then sweep through Team 3 waiting outside, and then clean up afterwards…
…What am I even thinking?
Yeomyeong chuckled at the absurdity of his own thoughts.
Killing them was perhaps the worst option he had.
After all, he had come to Manchuria to gain fame, not gain notoriety as a mass murderer.
More importantly, if a mass murder were to occur in a military base, there was no way the military would remain idle.
Putting aside their greed for the rib bones, it was a matter of honor. Naturally, an investigation would follow, and Yeomyeong would be at the top of the list.
Murder is out of the question. So, the other option is…
The next option that came to mind was negotiation.
However, this time, the Captain’s words were the stumbling block. Hadn’t he boldly declared that all acquisitions during the probation period belonged to the mercenary group?
It didn’t matter if his words were true or false… Ultimately, it would lead to a clash with the Captain, under the guise of a negotiation. It could last for a few days or even several months.
…It would be a massive waste of time.
It would have been different if he had more time, but he only had about six months before he could enter the academy. And that amount of time was barely sufficient for him to focus solely on gaining fame.
He didn’t want to waste his valuable time wrestling with the mercenary group over the rib bones.
…Having taken all this into consideration, only one choice remained.
To surrender the rib bones.
That way, he wouldn’t waste time with the Sonjuk Mercenary Group and could also eliminate the other fools aiming for the rib bones.
Although it was a shame to give up on the rib bones, it was a minor issue. Letting go of them was a reasonable option if it interfered with his goal.
Having made up his mind, Yeomyeong looked at the Captain and said,
“Captain Kwon, I will be leaving the group.”
The indifferent declaration caused the mercenaries at the table to change their expressions.
Some looked at Yeomyeong with interest, while others frowned.
“Newcomer, it seems you might have misunderstood something. Even if you leave the group, the ownership of the rib bones will remain with our mercenary group…”
“No, that’s fine. The Sonjuk Mercenary Group can do whatever they want with the rib bones.”
“…”
“All I ask is for the Manchurian base to make it known that I no longer have a claim to the rib bones. That’s all.”
The Captain’s eyebrows twitched as Yeomyeong answered him calmly.
Kim Mansoo looked dismayed, while Tian Lin turned away. After saying that, Yeomyeong stood up.
“I will submit the resignation letter at a later time.”
Yeomyeong turned around; he had already erased all thoughts related to the rib bones from his mind.
And just as he was preparing a mental list of other mercenary groups and wanted posters…
“Wait a moment.”
The Captain stopped him and scanned the base camp.
“Everyone, get out.”
“Captain?”
“You too, Vice Captain. Leave.”
Kim Mansoo frowned and was about to say something, but the Captain raised his hand and pointed to the door with a resolute look.
The mercenaries, including Kim Mansoo and Tian Lin, did not refuse the Captain’s order. They all wore varying expressions and left the base camp in a group.
Ironically, Yeomyeong, who was about to leave the camp first, was left alone with the Captain in the camp.
***
“…What is it?”
When Yeomyeong spoke, the aura around the Captain changed.
He threw off the mask of the boisterous mercenary he had been wearing just moments ago and scanned Yeomyeong with a cold expression.
And the next moment, the Captain suddenly bowed his head.
“I apologize. I apologize for my earlier rudeness.”
“…”
“When you’re a mercenary, it’s not easy to refuse the orders of the one paying you. I still have to go along with these petty tests even when I don’t want to.”
What was he trying to say? Yeomyeong furrowed his brow as he sensed someone approaching them.
Step.
Someone entered through the back door between the base camp and the lodging. Their footsteps were heavier than those of an ordinary person. However, that was only natural because the unexpected guest was not human.
“Petty tests, you say? That’s quite a harsh statement, Captain Kwon Mongjoo.”
Short and stout, bulging eyes, a bulbous nose, and a bushy beard that reached down to his belly—The one who had stepped in was a dwarf dressed in an elegant suit.
“…Who are you?”
“Huh? What? You don’t know me?”
When Yeomyeong asked for his identity, the dwarf looked at him with a look of utter shock, as if to say, how could he not know him?
“Oh, you really don’t know. Well then, do you know of Dungan Heavy Industries?”
Dungan Heavy Industries was a multinational conglomerate located next to the Chicago Dimensional Portal. Because it was one of Korea’s direct competitors in the steel and shipbuilding industry, Yeomyeong had occasionally heard of the company in the news.
“Ah, fortunately, you know about Dungan Heavy Industries. I am Darulma Dune, someone who holds quite a high position there.”
“…Dune family? A chaebol1?”
This time, it was Yeomyeong’s turn to be surprised.
“We usually call ourselves a clan… but Koreans seem to like that particular term. Well, call it whatever you want.”
The dwarf shrugged as if it was nothing, then walked towards the table and sat in the seat of honor where Captain Kwon had just been.
“We’ll skip the rest of the self-introduction for now; let’s get to business.”
He placed a stack of documents on the table.
“Captain Kwon Mongjoo, may I do the honors?”
The Captain stepped back without a word, adopting a demeanor like that of a subordinate. Seeing that, Yeomyeong suddenly recalled what Tian Lin had said.
They did say that some investors were here.
Was this dwarf chaebol one of the investors of the mercenary group? While Yeomyeong more or less arrived at a conclusion, the dwarf pulled out a document from the top of the stack.
“Cheon Yeomyeong. Once again, I apologize for the petty test you just underwent. However, we needed to assess you.”
As soon as he saw the document the dwarf held up, Yeomyeong realized what it was.
It was the job application Seti had manipulated.
“It’s hard to easily trust someone who has hidden their abilities and entered the mercenary group with a fabricated application.”
Seeing the dwarf speak while waving the document back and forth, Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow.
“…What exactly is your intention? I said I would leave the group.”
“If you wish to leave, feel free to do so. What I want isn’t for you to stay in this mercenary group.”
“…Then?”
“In short, I want to assign you a commission.”
A commission? What did he mean by that? Yeomyeong glanced alternated between the dwarf and the Captain.
“I understand that it might feel out of the blue.”
Said the dwarf as he stroked his beard.
“Where should I start… Ah, I should start from there. The thing is, the Dungan Group and the Sonjuk Mercenary Group have been searching for a certain treasure hidden in Manchuria for a very long time.”
“…”
“After quite an extensive search, we have managed to roughly locate the treasure… but there was one problem. That location is guarded by a dragon.”
Was there such a place in Manchuria? It sounded pretty absurd. Yeomyeong frowned and asked.
“…If that’s the case, wouldn’t it be enough to use a helicopter to take down the dragon?”
“A helicopter? Do you really think we’d want rumors about hunting a dragon to spread? You’ve experienced it yourself; you’ve seen how greedy the soldiers in Manchuria can be.”
Yeomyeong unconsciously recalled the military’s claim to the dragon’s rib bones. Indeed, they were pretty greedy.
“We need a superhuman capable of taking down a dragon with the assistance of a small team. It would be even better if that someone could also cut through the dragon’s bones.”
The dwarf scanned Yeomyeong’s face with eyes filled with greed and anticipation.
“To be honest, I find it hard to believe that someone like you appeared before us at this moment.”
“…Is that so?”
“In such cases, there are two possibilities: either it’s the blessing of fate, or you’re a very formidable fraud.”
“…”
“But seeing you casually speak about quitting earlier, I’m convinced. You’re not a fraud targeting me. A fraud wouldn’t give up the dragon’s rib bones obediently.”
Well, it wasn’t exactly obediently… However, Yeomyeong chose not to reveal that.
“So, our meeting must be the blessing of fate.”
Hearing his confident tone, Yeomyeong inwardly let out a wry smile. Nevertheless, the dwarf looked at him with fiery eyes.
“So, Cheon Yeomyeong-gun2. My offer is simple. Will you join us in hunting the dragon? Or will you… miss a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and regret it down the line?”
The dwarf extended his hand towards him. It was a chaebol’s hand adorned with sparkling rings on each finger.
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  Chapter 44: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb? (4)
***
After staring at the dwarf’s hand for a brief moment, Yeomyeong replied curtly.
“…I refuse.”
Perhaps not expecting the blunt refusal, the dwarf’s face cycled through various emotions with his hand still outstretched.
Anger, bewilderment, indignation, suspicion, and then finally, realization.
In order to avoid feeling embarrassed, the dwarf clenched his fist embarrassed and tapped his forehead.
“Oh my, oh my. I got so worked up that I forgot to give you the most important details. I should have informed you of the reward before proposing the deal.”
He continued with a smiling face.
“If you succeed, I can give you anything you desire. Money, stocks, elixirs, magic items, and if you wish… even those kinds of things.”
What did he mean by ‘those kinds of things’? Yeomyeong took a step back while looking at the dwarf’s suggestive smile.
“Whatever you can think of, I promise I can offer even more. After all, aren’t you someone with such great generosity that you were even willing to part with a dragon’s rib bones? I’m not planning on paying you some paltry reward.”
“…”
“So, how about it? Are you starting to consider accepting my offer?”
The dwarf smiled with a confident expression that seemed to say, ‘Who would refuse such an offer?’
However, immediately after hearing Yeomyeong’s response, his expression contorted miserably.
“I still refuse.”
“If you’re trying to drive up your value by rejecting it… I would advise you against it. We dwarves don’t like to haggle.”
“I’m sorry, but I genuinely refuse your offer.”
As Yeomyeong turned around, the dwarf spoke with urgency.
“Ah, is it because of the rib bones? There’s no need to be upset about that. Captain Kwon just claimed a share to test you. The rib bones are all yours.”
Thinking that wasn’t enough, he added in a nervous voice.
“And if you wish for it, our company’s craftsmen can make weaponry from those rib bones for you. Free of charge!”
Yeomyeong paused for a moment, pretending to think as he tapped his lips.
Was he tempted by the dwarf’s offer? No, that wasn’t it. It was just an act to buy some time to think.
Why was this dwarf clinging to him so persistently?
According to the dwarf, it was because he was someone who was able to cut the dragon’s rib bones—That was no way it could be like that.
While it might have been hard to find someone at that level at the Manchurian base, the world was vast.
And if a chaebol decided to spend money, they could easily find a Superhuman capable of killing a dragon.
In that case, there must be some hidden agenda behind this offer…
…Do I have anything that the dwarf chaebol would covet?
Talent? Unless the mercenary group had been looking into him for a long time, that didn’t make any sense. After all, didn’t Kim Mansoo and the mercenary group only learn about him being a Superhuman just yesterday?
If that was the case, then something he showed during the battle with the Dragon last night must have been the dwarf’s real objective.
The first thing that came to mind was the Arcane Relic. The Comet Sword and the Dagger imbued with the Will of the Stars were treasures whose true worth couldn’t be measured with money alone.
However, if he was after the dagger, there was no need for such convoluted approaches. It would have been better to seize it by force or offer money directly.
Therefore, only one possibility remained.
…The Saintess.
Of course, there wasn’t any significant connection between Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
However, anyone who didn’t know better could have mistakenly believed that the Saintess and Yeomyeong had a close relationship.
They fought the Dragon and even gave an interview together. Moreover, didn’t the Saintess herself step up and protect his right to the dragon’s rib bones?
It was a plausible hypothesis. If the dwarf’s real goal was indeed the Saintess…
Having organized his thoughts, Yeomyeong removed his hand from his lips and gave the dwarf a slight nod.
“…It’s a very generous offer, but still, I cannot accept it.”
“So, you refuse? Is that what you mean?”
“Yes.”
“…Why? If you were displeased with the test, I would apologize again.”
“No need to apologize. It’s just that I don’t want to fight a dragon again.”
“Ha, are you scared?”
“Yes, having fought a dragon once, I can’t bring myself to fight another.”
Yeomyeong was putting on a pretense. He then slightly shifted his eyes to observe the dwarf’s face.
If his conjecture was wrong, the dwarf would give up here…
“If that is the case, you don’t have to worry about that! Monsters like Kahal Magdu are rare. According to our investigation, the treasure is guarded by a young dragon.”
However, he didn’t give up. Instead, he became even more enthusiastic while attempting to persuade Yeomyeong.
So, indeed, there is a hidden motive.
Yeomyeong sighed inwardly. Unaware of the younger guy’s internal thoughts, the dwarf kept speaking.
“Moreover, we won’t be sending you alone. Captain Kwon here and the mercenaries from the Sonjuk Mercenary Group will also…”
“…Darulma, that’s enough.”
It was Captain Kwon Mongjoo who cut off the dwarf’s rambling. His cold gaze swept over Yeomyeong as he took a step back.
“Didn’t I say it was a petty test? And on top of it, the new recruit is a Superhuman. You should have figured it out by now.”
Captain Kwon made an eye gesture to confirm that what he said was correct. Yeomyeong simply shrugged his shoulders instead of replying.
The dwarf clicked his tongue after glancing at Captain Kwon and Yeomyeong.
“Then the options are… violence or sincerity. This is really an uncharacteristic situation for dwarves.”
As the dwarf clenched his hand, which was full of rings, into a fist, Yeomyeong placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
“I would recommend sincerity over violence.”
Though Yeomyeong had yet to gauge Captain Kwon’s skill, he didn’t think it would be difficult for him to escape safely.
As the tension between the two Superhumans continued to build up, the dwarf sighed and nodded.
“Hufft, sincerity… Alright, Cheon Yeomyeong, let me speak honestly.”
“…”
“Could you help establish a bridge between the Saintess and our mercenary group?”
So their target was indeed the Saintess. Unfortunately, the dwarf’s assumption itself was incorrect.
“…I don’t know what kind of misunderstanding you two have, but I have no connection with the Saintess.”
“Come on, when someone has already shown you sincerity, you should also respond with sincerity. Are you honestly telling me to believe that the Saintess pressured the military to restore the rights of someone she has no connection with?“
“How can I understand the Saintess’s intentions? Perhaps she simply felt a sense of camaraderie after we fought the Dragon alongside each other. That might be the reason she granted me some consideration.”
“Then what about the Saintess traveling from the Manchurian base just to find you? What do you have to say about that?”
What was he talking about? Yeomyeong’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. However, he responded honestly.
“…That’s news to me.”
“All the soldiers and mercenaries at the Manchurian base already know about it. The GPS on the stolen motorcycle led directly to you. And yet, what did you say? You’re not close to her?”
Ha, the dwarf laughed in disbelief, but Yeomyeong felt wronged because he truly knew nothing about it.
Having seemingly misunderstood Yeomyeong’s stern expression; the dwarf, looking anxious, kept talking while tapping the table.
“To avoid any further misunderstanding, let me add that I have no ill intentions. The offers I made earlier are all genuine. Also,  the part about finding the treasure, which is guarded by a dragon…”
Before the dwarf could speak any further, the Captain’s phone rang. The dwarf who was interrupted cast a quick glance at the Captain before continuing to speak.
“…Furthermore, all the rewards I promised are also genuine. If there was any falsehood, it would be my attempt to use you to make contact with the Saintess. As you know, the Saintess….”
At that moment, the Captain, looking somewhat flustered, interrupted the dwarf again.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you, but you should really take this call.”
“Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something important?”
“This call is more important. The CEO of Blue Rat herself…”
The Captain handed the phone, still connected to the call, to the dwarf and whispered something.
“How dare that cursed ghost of KGB1….”
After confirming the caller’s number, the dwarf muttered something unintelligible before answering the call.
Was the call that displeasing? Because the dwarf scowled and simply listened to the other party.
At some point, the dwarf’s expression suddenly changed. He looked at Yeomyeong with a look of shock and fear.
…What’s going on?
What was the speaker saying to provoke such a reaction? While Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, the call came to an end.
Click.
Immediately after, an uncomfortable silence filled the base camp.
The dwarf tried to open his mouth to say something but couldn’t bring himself to speak, merely making a silent, hesitant gesture.
Finally, it was Yeomyeong who broke the silence.
“…Why are you looking at me like that?”
Instead of giving him an answer, the dwarf turned the question around.
“Do you… really have no connection with the Saintess?”
“Haven’t I already told you several times? I have no connection with her.”
“…I heard that the Saintess spent last night in the recovery room with you. Is that also a lie?”
“…What are you talking about?”
What kind of bizarre nonsense was this? Yeomyeong furrowed his brow unconsciously.
Though the first person he saw upon waking in the recovery room was the Saintess, that didn’t mean they spent the entire night in the same room.
…Right?
While Yeomyeong was pondering over this, the dwarf asked him another question in a desperate voice.
“Please be honest with me. You didn’t… do something inappropriate to the Saintess, right?”
“…”
Yeomyeong was stunned by the unexpected question. He felt dizzy, as if he was just hit on the back of the head with a hammer.
“Sigh, I suppose that isn’t the case. There’s no way someone would do something that foolish when there’s an obvious threat of being killed by any of the millions of believers.”
Not just anyone, but me and the Saintess? After regaining his composure, Yeomyeong felt not just astonishment but also anger.
Not even two days had gone by since he met the Saintess and he hardly had the opportunity to have a meaningful conversation with her, let alone foster affection. It was not like he was a street hooker back in Incheon.
At this point, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but ask.
“…Who did you just speak to for such a question to come up?”
“That is….”
The answer to his question came not from the dwarf but from someone behind him.
Creak.
The closed base camp door opened, and an unexpected figure stepped in.
***
In the depths of Siberia, the region Manchurians called hell, a dragon—its bones the only remnants—flapped its wings over the desolate land where twisted mana and blizzards mingled.
Kahal Magdu—A calamity born from the reckless desires of Earthians.
He flew through the Siberian sky for quite some time before arriving at a city once called Verkhoyansk.
Once inhabited by thousands of people, only frozen buildings, cars, and a dreary silence remained in the once lively city.
After briefly surveying the city, the Dragon folded its wings and began its descent.
Boom!
As the massive body passed through the blizzard, icicles fell, and the snow scattered.
Amidst the biting cold, the Dragon gathered up its mana in search of its target. It wasn’t long before he managed to locate the familiar mana at a frozen school.
“You’re late, Kahal.”
Some figures had already gathered on the school’s rooftop. Four humans, each wearing a thick winter coat.
“How come the winged bastard was the last?”
Except for one, all of them were emitting a twisted mana. The Dragon lowered its head to match their eye level.
- *Are you proud of being the fastest to flee, Ekatherina2?*
At the Dragon’s jibe, the woman in the white winter coat fumed, picked up the large spear beside her and growled.
“Shut up! If you guys weren’t such idiots, there wouldn’t have even been a need to flee!”
- *Hmph, your attempt to make excuses is laughable. Given the speed at which you arrived here, weren’t you the first to be breached?*
Regardless of what she said, the Dragon snorted. There were no ifs in history; the fact remained that they had failed to complete the mission.
Wasn’t that also the very reason they were gathered here while looking so pathetic?
“Stop… Both of you…”
Amidst the tense atmosphere, a man in a red winter coat intervened in the fight between the Dragon and the woman. He spoke in a low, corpse-like voice.
“There’s no need… for us to fight… among ourselves. None of us… were breached….”
“Bullshit, then how did reinforcements arrive? Did the Korean government stab us in the back?”
“No… It is… just that… this time, even the Korean government… didn’t anticipate this… The Saintess… The Saintess intervened….”
“The Saintess? Why is that bitch in Manchuria? Isn’t she supposed to be at the Academy?”
“I don’t know… the reason… But it’s certain that the Saintess is here. Isn’t that… right, Kahal?”
When the man in the red winter coat looked at the Dragon, the Dragon exhaled a steam of breath in agreement.
- *Yes, the Saintess is here. Unlike previous Saintesses, she seems to have a few loose screws … Anyway, what does the Saintess have to do with the failure of the plan?*
“Foresight… The real Saintess has the ability to use Foresight… She must have mobilized the military before we could even intervene… That would explain everything….”
As soon as the man finished speaking, a heavy silence settled over the rooftop. It was because everyone had the same thought.
- *Foresight… it seems like her ability will continue to harass us in the future.*
“Should we kill her? It’s not like she’s in the Holy Nation or in Australia; as long as she’s in North Manchuria, it should be easy to take her out.”
Ekatherina bared her teeth as she said this. The man in the red winter coat shook his head.
“If the Saintess dies… there will be a war. It’s not … the right time… yet….”
- *So you’re suggesting that we just back off and do nothing?*
“No… Our goal remains… the same… only the plan… has changed…”
The man in the red winter coat turned to look at the Dragon and the others. Everyone was looking at him, waiting for his next words.
“For the… Khingan Range3 in Manchuria… one person is… enough to find the treasure… The rest will… head to… the conflict area…”
“Then, me! Me! I’ll stay!”
“Ekatherina… you… can’t… you’re too… aggressive….”
With her proposal rejected immediately, Ekatherina slammed the spear she was holding onto the rooftop. Boom! The frozen concrete cracked, raising a cloud of snow and dust.
Hmph, she crossed her arms and turned her back, but that was it. There was no further resistance.
Only then did the man in the red winter coat glance at the remaining members. Upon meeting his gaze, the Dragon pulled back its head slightly and said.
- I’ll sit this one out. Having met a good connection, I plan to wait for him to mature a bit.
“If Kahal… won’t be participating… who among the remaining two… will go…?”
Among the last two, one was wearing a yellow winter coat and the other a black winter coat; it was the one in the black coat who raised their4 hand.
“I’ll go.”
It was a pure voice like that of a boy who has yet to go through puberty. The man in the red winter coat tilted his head.
“Mara5… will you be alright…? Stealing treasure doesn’t… seem to suit your… nature….”
“Well, that’s not all I plan to do. There are other things I need to check as well.”
“Check…?”
“When we set North Manchuria ablaze, I felt a gaze from beyond the stars.”
“Beyond the stars…? I didn’t… feel anything….”
“It might just be my unfounded worry, or perhaps your eyes are finally failing you.”
The one in the black winter coat grinned slightly and looked up. Beyond the blizzard, the darkness with twinkling stars faced them.
“Sigh… then… go ahead… I’ll leave the treasure… to you….”
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  Chapter 45: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb? (5)
***
Gulp—
As soon as he saw the person who stepped in through the door, Darulma Dune gulped audibly.
Following his gaze, Yeomyeong also had to swallow a wry smile.
“Uh… Were you in the middle of a serious discussion?”
It was the Saintess.
Unlike before, she was not wearing her Invisibility Cloak. She now looked just like a true ‘Saintess.’
Not only did the thick blindfold fail to hide her noble appearance, but her entire body was also meticulously covered in a pure white priestly robe, complete with a white shoulder cape embroidered with golden thread draped over her shoulders.
If it weren’t for the revolver at her waist or the automatic rifle peeking out from behind her back… she would have naturally evoked a sense of piety.
Of course, this was only from an Earthian perspective.
Unlike the mercenaries outside the base camp, who were simply admiring her, the dwarf paid no heed to the automatic rifle.
“Oh, Saintess…”
Darulma Dune stood up, got on one knee, and bowed toward the Saintess. Then, he clasped his hands together reverently and covered his mouth.
The etiquette of worshiping the five gods beyond the Dimensional Portal.
His posture was so perfect that it could be included in a textbook, but the Saintess didn’t even spare the dwarf a glance.
She strode into the base camp, grabbed Yeomyeong’s hand and then spoke to Captain Kwon.
“Are you the Captain of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group?”
“…Yes, Saintess. I am the Captain, Kwon Mongjoo.”
“I wish to hire this person. Regardless of the cost.”
A brief silence ensued following that abrupt announcement.
While Captain Kwon and Darulma Dune were struck speechless, Yeomyeong shook her off and asked.
“What are you talking about all of a sudden?”
“I’ll give you an explanation later; for now, let’s just go. We don’t have the time.”
“…”
“Seriously, if you stay here, you might get your head blown off!”
The Saintess tried pulling on Yeomyeong’s hand several times, but Yeomyeong wouldn’t budge.
After a brief and meaningless struggle, the Saintess was the first to give up.
She sighed deeply before speaking.
“…My mother will be coming to kill you soon.”
“What?”
What kind of nonsense was she spouting all of a sudden? Mother? Coming to kill him?
“…Is this some sort of code or analogy?”
“No, what I’m trying to say is my mother literally is targeting you.”
What kind of person was her mother? Was the Saintess’ mother the leader of the Holy Knights or something?
Yeomyeong suppressed his rising incredulity and questions forming in his mind, compressing them into a single word.
“…Why?”
The Saintess was unable to give him an immediate answer.
She hesitated for a moment, then stood on her toes to whisper in Yeomyeong’s ear.
“I, uh… might have made a slight slip of the tongue. So my mother has some, uh, misunderstandings about us.”
A slip of the tongue.
Upon hearing that, Yeomyeong immediately inferred that the person the dwarf had been talking to was the Saintess’ mother.
If that were the case, could it be that the misunderstanding the dwarf spoke about—‘something inappropriate’—be referring to…
Oh my god.
Previously thinking the misunderstanding was nothing more than a crash of lips, Yeomyeong shut his eyes tightly, took a deep breath, and asked the Saintess.
“…What sort of slip of the tongue did you have that led to such a misunderstanding?”
“Well, um… it sort of just happened? I didn’t expect her to become that angry just because I said I wanted to hire you with money.”
“…”
“Although I did tell her about giving you a relic and that we slept in the same recovery room…”
“You were in the same recovery room as me? Is that even something you should be saying…?”
“I mean, is it really that big a deal? It’s not like I could get a hotel room while using my Invisibility Cloak, right? Besides, I was worried about you…”
Seeing the Saintess avoid his gaze, Yeomyeong felt more bewildered than angry.
Regardless of Yeomyeong’s bewilderment, the mercenaries outside the base camp were observing the two with keen interest.
- What are they talking about? The Newcomer’s expression seems really serious.
- Is it… what’s it called… is it, like, eloping for love?
- Is our mercenary group going to be on the 9 o’clock news1 tomorrow?
- Damn it, I can’t hear them clearly. Everyone shut up!
Unable to bear the intense attention focused on him, Yeomyeong massaged his forehead.
He would have normally gotten angry about something like this, but his mind was unable to keep up when confronted with something far beyond his expectations.
He had been single for far too long to be able to handle a situation like this calmly.
***
While Yeomyeong was momentarily tongue-tied, the dwarf standing behind him approached the Saintess cautiously.
“Um, Saintess…?”
“Yes?”
“I am Darulma Dune, the one overseeing the traditional restoration projects at Dungan Heavy Industries. If you could spare me some time, can we discuss some business matters for a while…?”
He pulled out a business card made of antique paper and presented it to the Saintess.
“I’m sorry, but I really don’t have the time right now. We can talk about that after we manage to escape…”
The Saintess tried to refuse the card politely, as she was accustomed to doing. Or rather, she tried to.
Bang!
The next moment, a bullet lodged itself into the business card Darulma was holding. The perforated card fell to the ground as the dwarf’s eyes opened wide in shock.
“Mother!”
With the Saintess’ scream as a signal, Yeomyeong and Captain Kwon jumped into action.
Captain Kwon grabbed the dwarf, and Yeomyeong embraced the Saintess, knocking over a table and using it as cover.
“Kyaaak!”
A bullet lodged itself in the spot Yeomyeong had taken cover. It was a silent bullet with no forewarning or sense of presence.
Yeomyeong instinctively drew on his mana but was unable to locate the opponent.
On realizing that it was a sensation he had experienced several times before, Yeomyeong asked the Saintess while drawing his sword.
“Did your mother take your Invisibility Cloak?”
“…The Invisibility Cloak originally belonged to my mother.”
Splat! As soon as the Saintess replied, sawdust spewed from the table. The dwarf was horrified as the bullet passed right before his eyes.
“Oh, my god. O Mordak!”
And before his shock could disappear, Captain Kwon picked up the dwarf.
“C-Captain Kwon! What are you doing…!”
Without a word of explanation, Captain Kwon tossed the dwarf out the back door.
Aaah! After confirming that the dwarf had disappeared beyond the door with that scream, Captain Kwon drew his pistol.
“Saintess, you’ll have to compensate us properly for this incident.”
Even though he said that, Captain Kwon had no idea how to subdue the opponent.
An invisible sniper with their mana and presence concealed—how on earth was one supposed to deal with that?
Even if they called in the mercenaries stationed outside the base camp, in a situation like this, everyone would be nothing more than a human target…
As the Captain was thinking this, Yeomyeong suddenly stood up from behind the table.
However, no bullets came flying. The reason was because Yeomyeong was holding the sword against the Saintess’ throat.
“Oh… Taking hostages, huh? That’s a good idea.”
With those words from the Saintess, a heavy silence descended upon the base camp.
Captain Kwon looked at Yeomyeong with an expression that seemed to say, ‘What kind of crazy bastard is this?’ and even the opponent seemed to be at a loss for words.
After a brief pause, a voice without any inflection came from the empty air in the base camp.
“…You’re an even bigger scumbag than I imagined.”
“Even worse than the person who fires a gun without saying a word?“
Yeomyeong pressed the sword against the Saintess’ neck to make a point. The Saintess flinched and shivered.
“Well, it would be better to die from a single bullet than to be drawn and quartered by the devotees.”
“…What grave sin did I commit to deserve death?”
“Your sin… was to leave footprints on a pristine white snowfield.”
A pristine white snowfield, she said. Yeomyeong suppressed the throbbing pain at the back of his head.
“I swear I’m not involved with the Saintess in that manner.”
“…And now you’re lying on top of that? If you don’t want to go to hell, don’t add to your sins.”
Yeomyeong squeezed his mana to the extreme, but he still felt nothing around him. Not yet.
He needed to buy some more time and force a mistake from his opponent. Yeomyeong slowly backed away and spoke again.
“…You’re sure I’m lying. What makes you think like that?”
“…”
There was no answer. Yeomyeong raised his free hand and grabbed the Saintess by the neck.
“Hey, wait a minute…!”
As the Saintess held her breath, Yeomyeong adjusted his grip and spoke to the air.
“I’ll ask you one last time. What makes you so sure that I’m lying?”
“…”
“Answer me.”
Only after the Saintess pretended to struggle for breath with some over-the-top acting did the opponent finally speak.
“…Because you changed the fate of that child.”
“Fate?”
Was this another analogy? Perhaps due to their religious background, both the Saintess and her mother had a knack for using cryptic terms.
“I can’t explain any further… Now, you must pay the price for manipulating my daughter.”
At that moment, the opening he had been waiting for appeared. Yeomyeong’s senses managed to locate the hidden muzzle.
A small muzzle appeared mid-air. Although it was only a tiny opening, it was enough for Yeomyeong.
“Hey! What are you touching again now…!”
Without any hesitation, he threw the Saintess toward the muzzle. It was something he could do only because the opponent was the Saintess’ mother.
Having not expected him to throw the Saintess, the opponent could neither fire the gun nor ignore her falling daughter.
Her reaction was the same as any mother’s: she dropped the gun and caught her daughter.
The next moment, Yeomyeong’s sword stopped right in front of her.
As the opponent was wearing the Invisibility Cloak, it was unclear whether his sword was aimed at her head or neck. However, it was in a position where even the slightest force could lead to a fatal injury.
The opponent silently admitted defeat.
“…You are truly a ruthless person.”
With the Saintess’ brief commentary, Yeomyeong was finally able to exhale in relief.
“First, let me clear up the misunderstanding.”
He spun his hand to retract his sword, then drew a rod from his left hip and handed it to the Saintess.
“Hold this.”
“…What is this?”
The answer to the question came from beyond the Invisibility Cloak.
“The Handle of Uragan? How did you…?”
For the first time, her voice showed a hint of inflection. And judging by the slight rise in pitch, she seemed to be pretty surprised.
“What’s going on? What is this thing?”
Regardless of the Saintess’ confusion, Yeomyeong quickly handed the rod to her.
It definitely wasn’t because he heard the voice in his head saying, ‘O Virgin!’
Well, maybe.
…Anyway, the Handle of Uragan did not reject the Saintess. Instead, it emitted a subtle light and blessed her.
“Hey, wait a minute… What? Is that what you meant by snowfield…?”
The Saintess’ mouth twisted into an odd shape as she held the rod, seemingly trying to understand what the unicorn was saying. However, Yeomyeong paid it no mind.
He turned his head so that someone beyond the Invisibility Cloak could witness it for herself.
“Did you see?”
“…”
“I have never intruded your daughter’s snowfield. And I have no intention of doing so, now or ever.”
The opponent beyond the Invisibility Cloak was unable to muster a reply. Instead, upon realizing what they meant by snowfield, the Saintess shrieked loudly.
“Arghh, seriously! Stop with the damned snowfield talk already!”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The "9 o'clock news" often refers to prime time for news broadcasting in many countries. It is when a major news bulletin is broadcast, typically because the largest number of viewers are available to watch it.


   

  Chapter 46: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb? (6)
***
Bullet holes adorned the base camp, with broken tables and chairs scattered around.
A suffocating silence pervaded the inside of the camp because none of the five people sitting inside dared to open their mouths.
First, Captain Kwon.
After confirming that all the mercenaries guarding the entrance were unconscious, he decided to keep his mouth shut.
After all, it was a matter of pride. It was fortunate that the opponent had shown some mercy. Else, it would have been a complete annihilation if she had intended to kill them.
The dwarf sitting besides him was no less uncomfortable.
The dwarf, who had been tossed outside, returned to the base camp with a rather large bump on his forehead. He looked pitiful, rubbing the bump with his ring-filled hand.
Fortunately, the Saintess kept her mouth shut, although she occasionally muttered something about the ‘damn snowfield’… but that didn’t last long.
Lastly, the Saintess’ mother—the main cause of all this silence, still wearing the Invisibility Cloak.
Her hands, sticking out from the cloak, trembled slightly, indicating that she was too ashamed to raise her face.
Well, it wasn’t an incomprehensible reaction.
After all, she had shot at him while speaking about her daughter’s snowfield(?)… only to find out it wasn’t true. Anyone in her shoes would be ashamed.
However, understanding and forgiving were entirely different matters. And Yeomyeong had no intention of forgiving her.
Since he couldn’t just cut her head off and be done with it, he eventually sighed and spoke up.
“So, how do we go about this?”
Yeomyeong’s golden eyes scanned the other four people.
The dwarf and the Sonjuk Mercenary Group Captain, the Saintess and her mother, and Yeomyeong himself. It was time to sort out their intertwined thoughts and goals.
“If no one else has anything to say, I would like to make a suggestion. First, let’s each take turns and express what we want. Right now… it seems like we have some misunderstandings.”
The first to respond to Yeomyeong’s suggestion was the dwarf. He raised the hand that wasn’t rubbing the bump and nodded in agreement.
“Not a bad idea. I agree.”
It was a businesslike attitude. Seeing that no one else objected, Yeomyeong gestured to the dwarf.
“Then, would you like to start?”
“If it’s alright with you, of course.”
The dwarf cleared his throat and dusted his body. Though he couldn’t do much about the bump on his forehead, he still tried to maintain a respectful bearing.
Then, he spoke to the Saintess.
“Well… Saintess?”
“Huh?”
“On behalf of the Dungan Heavy Industries and the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, I would like to make a proposal, Saintess.”
The dwarf then repeated the explanation he had given Yeomyeong earlier.
About a treasure hidden in Manchuria and the dragon guarding it.
He also added that mercenaries and a few Superhumans would be mobilized in order to obtain the treasure and that the Saintess just needed to join them.
As soon as the dwarf finished with his explanation, the Saintess spoke up.
“Is that treasure… perhaps located near the northern region of the Khingan Range?”
“O… Oh?”
Great surprise, followed by a brief silence—the dwarf’s mouth dropped open.
“How did you know?”
“It’s because…”
Glancing back and forth between Yeomyeong and the dwarf, the Saintess trailed off.
Although her thick blindfold made it hard to tell, her red lips curled into a smile, indicating that she was probably up to no good.
“It just so happens that I need to go there as well.”
Trying to avoid her gaze, Yeomyeong turned his head slightly. However, the next moment, the Saintess raised her hand.
“Then it’s my turn to speak, right?”
“Uh, Saintess, about my proposal…”
“I’ll give you an answer in a little while.”
She put her finger on her lips to silence the dwarf, then fixed her gaze on Yeomyeong.
“Hm, Cheon Yeomyeong… What should I call you? Yeomyeong-ssi? Yeomyeong-gun? Yeomyeong-oppa1?”
Oppa? That’s ridiculous. Yeomyeong frowned as he gave her a reply.
“Just call me Yeomyeong.”
“Anyway, Yeomyeong, do you remember my proposal from this morning?”
Yeomyeong nodded instead of speaking.
She had asked him to be her bodyguard while she secretly searched for something in Manchuria, without alerting the old folks. Of course, he refused immediately.
“My request remains the same. So, how about it?”
“My answer also remains the same. No.”
The conversation they had in the recovery room was being repeated here. However, the Saintess’ reaction was a bit different this time.
She turned towards the dwarf with a meaningful smile on her face.
“Darulma-ssi? I’ll join the treasure hunt on the condition that you include him in our group.”
“…”
“A mercenary should obey the orders of the mercenary group, right?”
The dwarf was unable to respond. He glanced back and forth between Yeomyeong and the Saintess, bewildered.
Why is he behaving like that? As the Saintess tilted her head in confusion, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“I have resigned from the mercenary group.”
“What? So suddenly?!”
“If you want to know the reason, ask the dwarf.”
“It doesn’t even matter how much you dislike me, quitting the mercenary group over something like this is just…”
Yeomyeong raised his hand to interrupt her.
“It’s my turn to speak now.”
In the end, the Saintess, who was about to say something, sighed in resignation and folded her arms.
Yeomyeong unbuckled the sword sheath from his waist and placed it on his knee, then turned to address the figure hiding beneath the Invisibility Cloak.
“You are the mother of the Saintess, correct? May I ask you a question?”
“…Yes.”
“Someone tried to shoot me in the head due to a misunderstanding, and someone else tried to use me to further their own schemes.”
Yeomyeong glanced at the dwarf and Captain Kwon.
Upon meeting his eyes, the dwarf coughed and looked away while Captain Kwon quietly touched his lips.
Fortunately, it seemed like both of them felt some shame. Or at least, they were pretending to.
Either way, the fact that they weren’t being shameless was good enough for him. It meant that it would be easier for him to get through them by using words instead of swords.
Yeomyeong licked his lips and continued speaking.
“Honestly, this is the first time I’ve had to deal with a situation like this, and I really don’t know what to do. So, since you are older and more experienced than I am, I would like to ask for your advice.”
His manner of speaking was slow but respectful. Yeomyeong blinked his eyes.
“What do you think will be the appropriate compensation for the hardships I have faced?”
As soon as he heard the word ‘compensation’, the dwarf’s complexion changed. He quickly whispered something into Captain Kwon’s ear with a serious look on his face.
Shortly after, Captain Kwon stood up without making a sound and walked out of the base camp.
However, the woman beneath the Invisibility Cloak remained silent as she clasped her hands tightly, seemingly deep in thought.
Yeomyeong waited patiently, and finally, a dull voice emerged from the Invisibility Cloak.
“It seems like this will take a while. Could you wait for a moment?”
A voice tinged with faint mana. It was as if it cast a spell, connecting Yeomyeong and her using some type of magic.
Yeomyeong pondered whether to draw his sword but he allowed the magic connection to form.
Partly because he didn’t sense any hostility and partly because he was curious to see what she was up to.
Then, when the magic connected the two, her voice echoed in his mind.
- *You don't need to be so cautious. It's just simple telepathy. There are too many ears, so I have to speak this way.*
Telepathy? As she said, it seemed like the dwarf and the Saintess were unable to hear her voice.
“First of all… as the guardian of the Saintess, I will not apologize for this incident.”
While saying that out loud, what she conveyed via telepathy was completely different.
- *Cheon Yeomyeong... no, Dung Beetle. My name is Moryne. I am the president of the Blue Rat and the mother of the Saintess.*
“As the parent of a daughter, I only did what I was supposed to do. There were no personal feelings involved.”
- *First of all, I would like to apologize as the representative of the Blue Rat. This is not only due to the current incident but also to the display of rudeness in the past … and the mistakes our employees made towards you.*
A person who knew him as Dung Beetle and the president of the Blue Rat at that.
They said bad connections were like a web, entangling you before you realized it. And this situation was exactly that.
Hiding his distorted expression, Yeomyeong clenched the hilt of his sword tightly.
“And to be honest, wasn’t it your fault for acting in a way that caused further misunderstandings? You should know that the value of the life of the Saintess and that of an ordinary mercenary are not the same.”
* * *
Value of a life. He knew she didn’t mean it sincerely, but it still felt unpleasant to hear.
Yeomyeong kept his mouth shut and replied to her in his mind.
- *Why are you behaving like this?*
- Because I’m about to say something my daughter should not hear.
- ….
- Do you know why the Saintess is a Saintess?
- …I’m not particularly interested.
- *She is a person blessed with the Foresight of the Five Gods. If it's a man, he is called a Saint; if it's a woman, she is called a Saintess.*


	...Foresight?



Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes without realizing it.
Foresight? He thought it was a lie, but the actions shown by the Saintess so far had some meaning behind them.
She was able to locate the site where he was fighting the dragon rather quickly and was the first to know about the tragedy in North Manchuria.
The timely support from the Manchurian base was also thanks to the Saintess, wasn’t it?
If all of that was the result of her Foresight ability… all her incomprehensible actions so far made sense.
- Foresight is a powerful ability. Depending on the conditions, it can even be used several times to glimpse into the future.
Yeomyeong blinked calmly. His golden eyes were directed at the Saintess’ face beyond the Invisibility Cloak.
- But it's not an ability that can control all futures. Once she sees a certain future, she can't see it again, and the gods don't teach her the correct method to change the future.
	….



	Like all free wills, if misused, it can turn good intentions into an even greater disaster... that's the kind of ability it is.



	So, what's your reason for telling me about the Saintess' ability in such detail?


When Yeomyeong replied mockingly, the Invisibility Cloak on the other side swayed, and a deep sigh followed.
- Actually, the moment my daughter became a Saintess, I too saw a future.
	….



	The future I saw for my daughter... wasn't exactly rosy.


Her deep sadness was conveyed to him through their telepathic connection. It was a mother’s sorrow, something Yeomyeong had never experienced before.
- She became a companion to the hero and helped save the world, but she was unable to save her own happiness. She wasn't chosen by the one she loved, grew old all alone in the sanctuary, and... died lonely.
Yeomyeong stared at the Invisibility Cloak with a sense of disbelief. But that disbelief turned to be true.
- The moment I heard about you from my daughter, I had a thought. Could it be… that because she’s playing this dangerous game with you… my daughter hasn’t been able to find love?
Yeomyeong took a deep breath, holding himself back from drawing his sword. So, all that talk about fate and snowfields was related to this.
- Did you really try to kill me for such a trivial reason? Just to change your daughter's fate? Without any evidence to back it up?
	...Yes.


It was a selfish and cruel thought. Indeed, this was not something that could be said in front of the Saintess.
And another thought crossed Yeomyeong’s mind– perhaps the reason the Saintess seemed slightly insane was not because of her Foresight but because of her family.
However, regardless of his thoughts, Moryne continued their telepathic conversation.
- But just now, when I saw the expression of my daughter who was taken hostage... I suddenly had a different thought.
- …You changed your mind after seeing me hold a sword to your daughter’s neck.
She let out a small laugh and a sigh.
- I know that it sounds strange. But what can I do? My daughter was so happy.
Happy? Yeomyeong was at a loss for words.
Should he say… like mother, like daughter?
The daughter was unhinged because she could see the future, and the mother was the same because she glimpsed into her daughter’s future.
But the craziest of all was probably Yeomyeong, because he could sympathize with the Saintess’ mother, even if it was just a little.
Yes, Yeomyeong, who never had real parents, knew these types of parents all too well—the madness called maternal love.
The unprincipled action of pulling the trigger on someone, even if it meant changing her daughter’s future.
Perhaps that was why Yeomyeong felt disgust towards her. It was a disgust towards a feeling he knew all too well.
And thanks to that… Yeomyeong was sure of one thing.
Moryne knew he was Dung Beetle but didn’t know the reason he became Yeomyeong.
Because if Moryne knew that, she would have opted for a life-and-death struggle instead of this petty telepathic conversation.
- Yeomyeong, may I offer a proposal?
- …After rambling on as you pleased, you now have a proposal for me?
- Please, give your youth to my daughter.
- …

	In return, I'll give you all the information and wealth I possess.


It was a truly insulting proposal to both Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
In the end, he was unable to hold back any longer and unleashed his mana. As he activated the Surging Mana technique, the air around him began to churn.
- Find someone else for that damned youth nonsense.
	My daughter is not good at making friends. She only has one peer friend, and they haven't even met for almost three years.



	Get lost.



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


The chair hidden by the Invisibility Cloak rattled. Moryne stood up.
She seemed prepared to kneel at any moment, but fortunately, it didn’t happen.
Because, before she could, the Saintess suddenly shot up and blocked the space between Yeomyeong and Moryne.
“Oh, come on, knock it off already!”


 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Here, Saintess is trying to figure out whether Yeomyeong is older or younger than her or whether he prefers a formal way of addressing him.

Some of these have been explained before, but I'll explain it again.

-ssi is used as a neutral formal way to address someone.

-gun is used by an older person to call a younger guy but in a formal way.

-oppa is used by younger females to address an older male; it can be a sibling or just an acquaintance. But for acquaintance, it is usually used for someone you are close to. If not, it would be considered overly friendly or flirting, which explains Yeomyeong's reaction.




   

  Chapter 47: Does The Saintess Dream Of A Sacrificial Lamb? (7)
***
The moment the president of the Blue Rat said something about the value of one’s life, the first thought that came to Darulma Dune was that he shouldn’t have sent Captain Kwon on an errand.
That damn KGB bitch. She has neither tact nor conscience, just like her country.
The atmosphere at the base camp turned menacingly tense. Even though neither Yeomyeong nor the rat bastard boss uttered a word, even a blind person would be able to sense the situation was on the verge of exploding.
Yeomyeong had already drawn his sword, and it wouldn’t be surprising if the rat bastard boss, hiding beneath the Invisibility Cloak, pulled out her gun at any moment.
If this keeps up, I’ll get caught in the crossfire and die.
Gauging the situation, Darulma began to gradually make his way towards the back door of the base camp. However, before he could reach it, mana began emanating from Yeomyeong’s body.
Amidst the swirling mana, Yeomyeong glared at the Invisibility Cloak as if he were looking at something disgusting.
Refusing to be outdone, that rat boss also sprang up from her seat.
Sensing the growing tension between the two Superhumans, Darulma threw himself towards the back door. Or rather, he tried to.
However, the next moment, the Saintess came between the two of them.
“Oh, come on, knock it off!”
As soon as the Saintess intervened, the tension melted away like snow.
Yeomyeong sheathed his sword and withdrew his mana, and the rat boss also sat back down.
Another brief silence ensued.
The Saintess sighed deeply, then dragged a chair between the two and sat down.
“Mom, you need to apologize.”
“…”
“This time, it was your fault. And it was my fault as well.”
Both of them still remained silent. The Saintess shrugged her shoulders and then looked at the dwarf.
“Darulma-ssi? What did you do to make Yeomyeong want to leave the mercenary group?”
The dwarf realized that this was a typical attempt at changing the subject, but he had no choice.
It would be better to endure the uncomfortable atmosphere than being caught in a fight between Superhumans. Forcing a smile, Darulma replied to the Saintess.
“…Well, I, um, sort of tested him a bit.”
“Test? What kind of test?”
“Well, his resume was fake, so… I used his share of the dragon’s rib bones as bait. It was just a small test.”
Darulma spoke as truthfully as possible. Given that the person in question was holding a sword right before, there was no room for corporate embellishments or exaggerations.
As expected, the Saintess’ reaction was not good.
“His share of the rib bones? I vouched for that! And you used it as bait?”
The Saintess deliberately raised her voice dramatically. If there was a problem, it was with the mana mixed in her voice.
Listening to her voice resonating in his ears, Darulma was once again reminded that the Saintess was also a Superhuman. And that he was the only one who needed to behave cautiously here.
“S-so, as an apology, I have prepared a gift. I have sent Captain Kwon to fetch it.”
“…A gift.”
Seeing the Saintess’ lukewarm reaction, Darulma hastily added more words.
“An elixir, and a very rare one at that! Uh, Yeomyeong-gun? You’ll definitely be satisfied. It is a special elixir procured directly from an elf!”
Darulma kept the fact that the elixir was originally meant for the Saintess to himself.
Well, what could he do? As long as he reached his destination, the method he used to get there didn’t matter.
In spite of Darulma’s enthusiastic explanation, Yeomyeong’s expression didn’t change.
Laden with suspicion, his golden eyes glanced at Darulma briefly, but that was all.
“…Mom, do you not have anything?”
Eventually, the Saintess turned her attention to her next target, her mother, who would at least listen to her.
With an expectant look, she glanced at the Invisibility Cloak.
“Hm? Mom?”
She was hoping that her mother, the president of a promising information guild, would be able to placate Yeomyeong with an expensive gift.
A blindfold and an Invisibility Cloak—A tedious staring contest ensued between mother and daughter, with Moryne finally conceding.
She let out a long sigh, like someone relieved of a burden, and spoke.
“I’m not going to apologize.”
The Saintess tried to say something to her still-cold mother, but Moryne was faster.
“But I will compensate you.”
Her hand disappeared into the Invisibility Cloak before reemerging with something.
A single red key lay on her palm.
“Mom? Is that…?”
“This much should suffice for a mercenary’s life.”
Moryne tossed the key. Whirl, tap. Yeomyeong caught it without saying a word, and then she left immediately.
There was no time to say anything. The clicking of her heels echoed towards the back door of the base camp before disappearing completely.
Realizing that her mother had left, the Saintess turned towards Yeomyeong. She bit her lip, before forcing a smile and spoke.
“…I’m sorry.”
“…”
“But that key is really valuable. You do know what an Arcane Relic is, right?”
The Saintess was not accustomed to situations like this.
In fact, she wasn’t even used to speaking to people who were of a similar age.
“That key is actually one of the items discovered during an expedition in the Chicago Dimensional Portal…”
She fidgeted with her fingers, trying her best to explain the significance of the key.
She hoped that his anger might be eased a bit with the knowledge that it was an expensive item.
However, before she could finish with her explanation, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Khingan Range. I’ll accompany you.”
“Huh? Really?”
“But… this will be the only time.”
“Come on, we haven’t even left, and you’re already thinking about parting ways?”
Did he like the Arcane Relic that much? The Saintess didn’t know what caused him to change his mind so suddenly, but the result worked in her favor.
Smiling as she watched the dwarf sighed in relief and Yeomyeong stare at the key stoically, she comforted herself that coming to Manchuria was the right decision.
Suddenly, the thought of her only friend crossed her mind. Her friend, who would be attending the academy at the moment—Did she know there was another person whose future she couldn’t foresee clearly with her Foresight?
For some reason, she had a feeling that her friend would know.
***
The value of dragon bones was truly immeasurable.
Those ignorant mercenaries, who were unaware of their place, simply saw the dragon bones as nothing more than a quick path to riches, but the military thought differently.
Just like mana metal, dragon bones were also treated as strategic resources.
In the battles between Superhumans, living incarnations of asymmetric power, equipment was as crucial as martial arts and magic.
Unfortunately, Korea did not possess any equipment made from dragon bones or scales.
By the time Korea began nurturing Superhumans in earnest, the UN had already designated dragons as an endangered species for quite some time.
There was nothing more frustrating for a latecomer like Korea.
Protecting those talking lizard bastards… The developed countries could speak about that because they already had more than enough equipment made from dragon bones.
But what about Korea? Even if they trained Mages and Superhumans to the point of death, what good would it do? Korean Superhumans couldn’t even properly equip themselves with breastplates made from mana metal alloys.
Meanwhile, those American bastards treated full-body armor and swords made from dragon bones like standard supplies.
In that sense, discovering a dragon’s rib bones right in the heart of the North Manchuria base could be considered a significant event that would impact the nation.
Even though North Manchuria was burned down, the military could hardly contain its joy at the prospect of Korea finally acquiring dragon bone equipment through legal means.
However, that joy did not last long.
Some mid-level mercenary group claimed that the dragon’s bones were their spoils.
Naturally, the military did not believe this claim. To be honest, they didn’t even care about the mercenary group’s claim.
After all, wasn’t the item retrieved directly by the military after the collapse of North Manchuria? What could a mere mercenary group even do?
They began to shamelessly spew nonsense, claiming that since the mercenary group had abandoned the spoils and retreated, they had no rights to them, and even brazenly declared that they would only return a small portion, as the item now belonged to the military.
However, before dawn, the Saintess came to the military.
The Saintess, who had warned them about North Manchuria’s collapse before anyone else and managed to prevent a greater tragedy, took the dragon’s rib bones from the military.
Though it would be correct to say it was returned to its rightful owner, the military felt it was nothing short of a robbery.
Neither Major Kim, who claimed to be the first discoverer in front of the reporters, nor Director Park, who reported directly to the president at the Gyeongmudae, were able to hide their dismay.
They wanted to take back the bones forcibly, but the opponent was the Saintess.
The living idol of a huge religion with countless followers, both beyond the Dimensional Portal and on Earth.
The military swallowed their tears and gave up the rib bones. Of course, they didn’t do it quietly; in the process of handing it over, they made a big fuss.
They transported the dragon’s bones openly enough for all the reporters, military contractors, and other mercenary groups to see.
They even stated that the outstanding rookie mercenary Cheon Yeomyeong and the Saintess were the ones who obtained the spoils of war.
It was a dirty act of revenge, but it was certainly effective.
Because, on the very first day itself, rumors that an unidentified Superhuman had attacked the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, knocked out the mercenaries, and trashed the base camp spread like wildfire.
There were also rumors that the Saintess had taken off her Invisibility Cloak and was now hiding within the mercenary group, but not many people believed such nonsense.
Anyway, the attack on the first day became a catalyst that led to the numerous people aiming for the dragon’s rib bones to flock to the Sonjuk Mercenary Group every day.
The Sonjuk Mercenary Group had locked their entrance firmly, refusing to come out, and rejected all threats and negotiations.
They held out in that manner for three days.
Accompanied by the news of North Manchuria’s worsening condition were rumors that the Sonjuk Mercenary Group had finally decided to head to North Manchuria.
Everyone who heard this news was puzzled. Why head to North Manchuria instead of returning to Gyeongseong with the rib bones?
Half from curiosity, half from ridicule, almost everyone at the Manchuria base gathered in front of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
This included those aiming for the dragon’s rib bones, journalists looking for a story, and soldiers hoping to see the mercenary group fall to ruins.
- *They should just focus on keeping the rib bones safe. Why even head out to fight?*
- I don’t understand what the hell Captain Kwon Mongjoo was thinking.
- Maybe they want to do something instead of just rotting away at the Manchuria base.
Amidst the overflowing curiosity, the gates to the mercenary group’s base opened.
Only around fifteen mercenaries, including Captain Kwon, emerged from the base camp—barely enough to fill one military truck.
However, keen observers noticed that nearly ten of the fifteen mercenaries were Superhumans.
- *They’re finally planning to take action.*
- The Captain is personally leading this?
- Where’s that guy named Cheon Yeomyeong?
Ignoring all the noise in front of the base camp, the Sonjuk Mercenary Group silently loaded supplies onto the military truck.
And just as the mercenary group was about to depart…
Bang!
A man in combat gear jumped from the building next to the road, blocking the military truck and yelled.
“Where the hell is Cheon Yeomyeong?!”
With his military-style haircut and a military greatsword, few onlookers who recognized him started whispering among themselves.
- Isn’t that that bastard Jung Mapil from the Patriotic Organization?
- Yeah, it’s Jung Mapil. The bastard who was dishonorably discharged.
- Patriotic Organization is practically a mercenary group subcontracted by the military… How aggressive.
While some frowned, most of the onlookers were now watching the situation with renewed interest.
Seemingly encouraged by their attention, Jung Mapil swung his greatsword and shouted again.
“Cheon Yeomyeong! Come out! The whole of Manchuria knows that you deceived the Saintess and stole the dragon bones the military found!”
His awkward, yet theatrical manner of speaking made some onlookers snicker as they realized what was happening. It was obvious that the military intended to harass the Sonjuk Mercenary Group until the very end.
As everyone awaited the mercenary group’s next move, an unexpected person jumped off the truck.
“Are you looking for me?”
He was a young man with striking golden eyes and a fairly outstanding face. He could even be mistaken as a boy at a glance.
However, aside from his appearance, there was nothing remarkable about him. He was wearing standard-issue combat gear, and his only weapon was a standard-issue iron sword.
His aura… well, if anything, it was ordinary. He certainly didn’t look like someone who could cut dragon bones.
“Are you Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“Yes, I am Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“You heard what I just said, right?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong drew his sword. Seeing his calm demeanor, Jung Mapil sneered.
He had felt uneasy when he was ordered by someone as high-ranking as a colonel to go beat up some kid, but it turned out that the kid had some guts.
“No need for lengthy explanations. Let’s fight.”
“Are you sure?”
“That’s what I should be asking you. Can you handle it?”
His attitude exuded confidence. Yeomyeong glanced at the reporters who had gathered.
It seemed like a perfect spot for a scene. He lowered his sword and assumed a stance.
“How much injury is acceptable?”
“As long as no one dies.”
As if a signal to start the duel wasn’t necessary, Jung Mapil raised his greatsword.
Following his lead, the reporters raised their cameras, and the onlookers paid close attention.
At that moment, waves surged forth from Yeomyeong’s sword.

 
    

  Chapter 48: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf
Since dwarves are not human beings, they cannot be protected under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
The only international law that applies to you is the 'Wildlife Protection And Management Act.'
**『Stalin's response to dwarf diplomats protesting against the Soviet invasion.』**

***
Thinking about his mission, Jung Mapil raised his greatsword.
Filled with ambition to become a general, Colonel Jung1 assigned the task to Jung Mapil using a mix of threats and persuasion.
The best possible outcome here would be for him to provoke the opponent before returning because they did not show up.
Even that would cause reporters to write articles about the mercenary group being humiliated, and the internet would be flooded with comments mocking the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
It was a petty but the most satisfying outcome for both the military and Jung Mapil.
The next best outcome would be for Jung Mapil to beat up his opponent thoroughly.
Even in that case, the outcome wouldn’t change, but the problem was that it was possible for a wave of sympathy for the kid named Cheon Yeomyeong to arise.
And the worst outcome… would be if the opponent was really skilled enough to cut through a dragon’s rib bones.
I’m screwed.
Whoosh—
Seeing the mana gathered around the opponent’s sword, Jung Mapil smiled bitterly.
The mana he felt on his skin was unusual. It meant that he had either mastered a special martial art or there was a significant difference in their levels.
- *Let's begin!*


	Jung Mapil, this bastard, really… No matter what, how can you challenge someone young enough to be your son?


- Newcomer! Cut that bastard’s arm off!
Although Jung Mapil could hear the mockery and criticism of the onlookers, he didn’t care.
Indeed, it was because of situations like these that he was the one who was sent instead of a superhuman who was actually affiliated with the millitary.
And now that he was here, there was only one thing he could do.
Alright, let’s see how this goes.
Pushing aside the distracting thoughts, he gathered his mana and struck down with his greatsword.
Clang!
The sword of a soldier who had rolled in the fields of Manchuria for over ten years clashed with Yeomyeong’s standard-issue iron sword.
It was a sword strike delivered while bearing the dishonor of being the first one to make a move. Fortunately, it proved to be effective.
Seeing how easily his opponent’s stance was shaken, it seemed like his opponent was lacking in swordsmanship when compared to his ability to handle mana.
Swish!
Not missing the opportunity, Jung Mapil followed up with another series of strikes.
Swinging his greatsword horizontally, he aimed for the boy’s head, but the boy managed to block the attack by a hair’s breadth.
Trembling hands, resisting mana.
According to the original plan, he should have taunted the boy at this moment, but he gritted his teeth and infused mana into his sword.
His battle-honed instincts warned him this was not an opponent to take lightly.
And his instincts were right.
After ten exchanges, the opponent’s sword movement changed suddenly.
The standard-issue iron sword accelerated in an instant, slashing through the air like a beam of light.
Clang!
His military greatsword was barely able to withstand the force of the iron sword. Mana surged as the blades clashed.
The strike revealed the difference in their skill levels. Jung Mapil’s hand trembled so intensely that it felt like it might tear apart.
In order to block the next series of attacks, Jung Mapil held his breath and tensed his muscles. He was prepared to lose an arm if it meant that he could protect his neck.
However, contrary to his expectations, the follow-up attack never arrived.
As if the previous strike had been a lie, the opponent swung his sword with unnecessarily large motions, almost as if he was telling him to see and try to block it.
He’s not going to end it with this? No way, this bastard…
Intentional power control, glancing at the reporters occasionally.
Even though he was in direct combat, Jung Mapil could tell. The opponent planned to use this as his debut stage.
He intended to turn the crowd reporters and onlookers, who were here to humiliate the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, into his own publicity helpers.
This crazy bastard.
Jung Mapil was honestly impressed. And at the same time, he realized that losing an arm might not be the problem here.
Not only would the petty plan to humiliate him backfire, but it would instead become an opportunity to make the name Cheon Yeomyeong known.
Those boomers are going to go ballistic.
He had to do his best to prevent that outcome. Or at least he had to show that he tried his best so that he could avoid the wrath of those boomers.
Resolving himself, Jung Mapil swung his sword again.
Each step was filled with murderous intent, enough to make the onlookers frown.
- What the hell is he planning to do in a duel?
- Did he really lose it after taking that hit?
- The Newcomer’s going to die! You crazy bastard!
In the end, I will be the one who dies. Jung Mapil left behind a bitter smile as the swords of the two men began to speed up.
Mana-infused blades sliced through the air, sending dust and strands of hair flying.
Reporters flashed their cameras in amazement, but Jung Mapil was in agony.
He really has this level of skill at that age?
With every exchange, the gap in their abilities became even more evident. His labored breaths and the sweat running down his back were proof of that.
Is he even human?
A small disturbance managed to create a brief opening. And almost immediately, Cheon Yeomyeong’s golden eyes glinted.
The standard-issue iron sword pierced through the gap in Jung Mapil’s downward strike.
The tip of Cheon Yeomyeong’s sword went straight for Jung Mapil’s arm.
Slice—!
Cheon Yeomyeong’s sword flashed as it grazed his forearm. The mana-infused blade sliced through bone and flesh with the precision of a surgical scalpel.
Thud, Jung Mapil lost his balance and fell on his butt. And belatedly, both of Jung Mapil’s hands, still holding his sword, hit the ground.
Defeat. A crushing defeat at that.
“That swordsmanship just now… what was it?”
Jung Mapil glanced alternately at Cheon Yeomyeong and his severed arm with an expression of utter shock. He was unable to bring himself to ask if that was an application of his own swordsmanship.
The contraction of mana, the movement of the wrist, the way he went for the opening at the end.
Everything resembled his own swordsmanship… but he still couldn’t believe it.
Did this boy really manage to steal his unique swordsmanship, which he had developed over the years based on military swordsmanship, various martial arts, and practical experience, in just a few minutes?
“No way, is that what I’m thinking?”
“Yes.”
It was an unbelievably calm reply.
Watching Cheon Yeomyeong shake the blood off his sword, Jung Mapil laughed without realizing it. It was a laugh filled with astonishment rather than dejection.
Even as the pain from his severed arm surged up belatedly, the corners of his mouth didn’t drop.
Old men, it looks like you’ve messed with the wrong guy.
***
“Wow, look at how clean that cut is. Would a healing priest be able to reattach it immediately even if they hurried to the scene?”
On the rooftop of a military building overlooking the Mercenary Zone.
Wollard, who was observing the fight between Cheon Yeomyeong and Jung Mapil, exclaimed in admiration. He would have been even more thrilled if he could have seen it up close like the other onlookers.
He barely managed to swallow the words wriggling in his mind. After all, he was in the presence of his respected older sister.
“Wollard.”
“Yes, Noonim2.”
“What do you think of that kid?”
Moryne, the woman wearing a blue coat with a rat mask covering half of her face, asked.
Though the question was lacking in details, Wollard understood what she was trying to say and answered immediately.
“He’s a talent who will be able to become a VIP of our company within ten years.”
“That’s a generous assessment.”
“When it comes to growth speed, he has no equal. And I haven’t seen anyone like him since Jeon Yunseong.”
At the mention of Jeon Yunseong, Moryne licked her lips. The young man was comparable to the pride of the United States.
She remained silent for a moment, looking down at the Mercenary Zone.
Among the members of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, who were now getting ready to board the truck, a mercenary wearing a poncho caught her attention.
It was a female mercenary carrying two automatic rifles, three revolvers, and hugging an anti-tank rocket.
She didn’t need anyone to tell her who it was. After all, it was her beloved daughter, the Saintess.
Fortunately, none of the onlookers realized that she was the Saintess.
After all, who would ever think of her as the Saintess?
With a faint smile, Moryne spoke again.
“What about the task I assigned you?”
“…Everything has been scrubbed clean.”
“There won’t be any loose ends, right?”
“You should know our skills the best. Even if someone from our industry digs into it, they won’t be able to find out that guy was once Dung Beetle.”
Wollard didn’t hide his exhaustion. After all, it wasn’t easy to completely erase someone’s past in just two days.
The paperwork wasn’t particularly difficult since there was already a death report…
“How many people did you have to take care of for that?”
“Just one janitor named Park Gusik.”
“…Just one?”
Wollard shrugged and pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket—a sheet containing the memory transfer spell, something the Blue Rat were particularly proud of.
“It’s better if you check for yourself.”
Moryne accepted the sheet and immediately infused it with mana. The next moment, various memories and information flooded her mind.
It was information about the janitor previously known as Dung Beetle. She slowly organized the information in her mind.
A back alley janitor with no family, an ordinary third-rate life in the slums.
There was hardly any information available.
She couldn’t even fathom how he had lived his life up to this point, only passing the GED and not even registering for a mobile phone, which was an everyday necessity for most others.
The only point of note was the history of the Foreman who raised him.
Other than that, it was nothing different from what she already knew.
He was reportedly killed by the Incheon murderer but was actually alive and active.
How did he manage to come back to life when there were even photos of his corpse? Unknown.
How did he become a Superhuman? Unknown.
What were the martial arts he practiced? Unknown.
It also looked like he was related to a series of incidents that happened in Incheon recently, but the details remained unknown.
This was unknown, that was unknown.
If only they could dig into the old man named Jang Man, they might have found something… but he was someone whose safety her daughter had guaranteed by staking her Holy Relic.
It wasn’t just that they had to protect him; digging into his past was completely out of the question as well.
After reaching that point, Moryne spoke again.
It was the moment Cheon Yeomyeong climbed onto the truck amidst the cheers of the onlookers.
“You should manage Cheon Yeomyeong’s identity consistently from now on. Fix any deficiencies, and if anyone tries to track him, find them and… you know what to do, right?”
Wollard nodded.
“Understood. But, Noonim…”
“But?”
“Is that kid really worth all this investment? You’re erasing his past, protecting his information, and you even gave him the Blood Tear Key, didn’t you?”
“Are you dissatisfied in any way?”
“I did say that he could become a VIP within ten years, but… you’ve only met him once. The Saintess, too… Honestly, I don’t understand why you’re investing so many resources in him.”
Moryne looked down at the truck that was just about to depart before answering him.
“…Wollard, are you doubting me? It’s unlike you to talk so much.”
“I’m always on your side, Noonim. It’s just that… the board of directors are acting rather strangely. Some of them might even use this as an excuse to create trouble.”
“Let them try. It doesn’t matter what those remnants of the fallen country try to do.”
Moryne’s voice grew cold. She was about to say more but then shut her mouth.
An abrupt silence descended.
Wollard glanced over, wondering what was happening, then stayed quiet once he realized the reason.
The mercenary truck was now leaving the Manchurian base.
Being a moment of a mother seeing her daughter off, and Wollard had enough sense to understand that, and hence, he decided not to break the silence.
After a while, once the mercenary truck disappeared beyond the horizon, he spoke again.
“…Noonim, did you make a deal with him?”
It was an unusually sharp question. Moryne looked at Wollard and replied.
“Does it look that way?”
“You used a telepathic sheet. I was able to at least notice that much.”
Was able to notice? Moryne chuckled.
“A deal… If you could call it that, then yes.”
“Does the Saintess know… Ah, she probably doesn’t, does she?”
“Of course, she doesn’t. Why? Are you going to tattle?”
Wollard knew this was a good time to laugh and lighten the mood.
However, seeing Moryne’s chilly smile, he was unable to muster a laugh.
“Will it be really okay? The hero candidates we managed to identify…”
“This bastard, that bastard. None of them are related to my daughter.”
“…That’s blasphemous. Noonim, what if the gods get angry?”
“Well, if they were going to get angry over something like this, they would have punished us back when a Soviet-born commie gave birth to the Saintess.”
Only then was Wollard able to laugh. Talking about their fallen homeland always made him laugh bitterly.
“…Huff, this is really… Is that something you should say, considering that you married a Holy Knight?”
“Family and faith are separate matters. Think of Stalin’s mother.3“
They exchanged a brief joke, lightening the atmosphere a bit.
Moryne turned her gaze towards the dispersing reporters and onlookers.
“Wollard, can I ask you to do one last thing?”
“…Noonim, if you give me any more work, I’ll die.”
Wollard pleaded earnestly, but Moryne paid no heed.
“Contact all the major media reporters who had just gathered in front of the mercenary group.”
“…”
“It would be nice if they wrote positive articles about Cheon Yeomyeong. It’s not difficult, right?”
“It seems difficult, but…”
Wollard trailed off, but that was it. He didn’t dare to refuse the order and simply sighed deeply.
Do as you’re told.

That had always been the rats’ long-standing tradition, since the time they were still living in Siberia.


 
 Translator's Note
 Another (one) Motive in the title.

This title of this arc closely resembles a title of a Pavane. Pavane pour une infante défunte (Pavane for a Dead Princess) by Maurice Ravel.




 Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Colonel Jung is a separate individual from Jung Mapil. Although Koreans may share the same surname, it does not always imply that they are blood relatives.
	2. Noonim is the respectful form of Noona. Younger males use this to address their older sisters, older female friends or even females who may not be blood related but are respected as an older sister like in this case.
	3. Ekaterine "Keke" Giorgis asuli Geladze was a deeply religious woman who wanted Stalin to become a priest, even going as far as to work as a seamstress in Gori to pay for his education


   

  Chapter 49: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (2)
***
Three days before the mercenary group were to set off for the Khingan Range.
Shortly after parting ways with Moryne, Yeomyeong left the Saintess and the dwarf behind and returned to his room at the base.
Since he had to depart for North Manchuria as soon as he arrived, he didn’t even have the time to unpack in that unfamiliar room.
Taking out his phone from the bag placed in one corner of the room, he intended to update Seti about his current situation.
What is this?
However, when he pulled out his phone, he saw that his inbox was cluttered with dozens of messages from her.
Yeomyeong looked at the text messages, each packed tightly with content and lacking emoticons, and recalled the thought he had the last time.
…Am I really that untrustworthy?
A short laugh, followed by belated regret.
He felt guilty for not having checked his burner phone until now because he left his bag back at the base camp.
He tried to push down the rising emotions and began reading the messages one by one.
Thanks to Seti’s decent writing skills, the messages were easy to read.
From light inquiries about his well-being to serious discussions about searching for the owner of the Imperial Knight’s sword at the academy.
The various messages continued until they all began to convey the same content at some point.
Be wary of the Saintess.

Even if he happened to get entangled with the Saintess by some unfortunate circumstances, he should never build an intimate relationship with her.
The warning came with the note that if he failed to keep his distance, the mentally unstable people around her would not leave Yeomyeong alone. And she also especially cautioned him to beware of the Saintess’ mother.
Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter smile.
It’s already too late.
He was already involved with the Saintess and had made a ‘deal’’ with her deranged mother.
While the Saintess and the dwarf were talking, the two of them made a secret deal.
She is a typical mother who cherishes her daughter so much that she would even terrorize others…
Yeomyeong pushed his thoughts about Moryne to the back of his mind. There was no need to try to understand her madness any further.
Madness was like black ink; the closer you get to it, the more stained you become.
Anyway, he pulled out the fabricated resume from his pocket to divert his thoughts.
It was an item that symbolized a past he could no longer change. As he glanced at it, Yeomyeong’s gaze grew colder.
He was contemplating on whether he should inform Seti that this resume had been discovered, indicating that her behind-the-scenes work had failed.
However, considering Seti’s personality, she would surely blame herself.
A short period of contemplation followed, but there was only one conclusion. Yeomyeong decided to tell Seti the truth because, for some reason, he didn’t want to hide anything from her.
He ripped the resume to shreds, tossing aside his worries, and then picked up his phone.
The phone only had one saved number on it. Should he give her a call? However, she was probably in class right now.
Eventually, Yeomyeong began to slowly type out a message, feeling unfamiliar with the typing process. Even though it felt like they had just parted ways, he still had so much to write.
The mercenary group that tried to use the discovery regarding his resume as leverage, his encounter with the Saintess, and the deal he made with her mother…

[To Seti, this is Cheon Yeomyeong. I have received your messages. Sorry for the late reply…]



It took him quite some time to write a compose message that started with a stiff preface.
And just as he was about to complete the message, which exceeded 5,700 characters1, someone opened the door and walked in.
***
“Newcomer… I mean, Cheon Yeomyeong-gun.”
The dwarf chaebol from Dungan Heavy Industries, Darulma Dune, made eye contact with Yeomyeong while holding an antique wooden box.
“This is a token of apology to show our sincerity.”
As Darulma entered the room, a pure fragrance filled the air. It was so strong that the surrounding mana seemed to change as well.
And as soon as he smelled it, even Yeomyeong, who knew nothing about elixirs, could tell—this elixir was something precious enough for Captain Kwon to deliver personally.
“We managed to procure this elixir specially from beyond the Dimensional Portal. I’m sure you’ll find it to your liking.”
“…I will accept it gratefully.”
Despite receiving the precious item, Yeomyeong didn’t sound flattered because he realized that this elixir was a gift prepared for the Saintess, not for him.
This item is too valuable to have been prepared for a mere mercenary who fabricated his resume.
Unless they had given the Saintess something more valuable, this was nothing more than a bribe given to him because she wanted Yeomyeong to accompany them.
From the very beginning, the mercenary group’s goal had been the Saintess, and Yeomyeong probably wasn’t even in the picture.
So, should I be grateful to the Saintess instead?
Yeomyeong stared at the wooden box and the dwarf for a brief moment before shifting his gaze back to his phone to finish his text. He added a period and pressed send.
Seemingly misunderstanding his actions, Darulma spoke in a hurry.
“M-May I give you a brief explanation about this elixir?”
“No, there’s no need…”
“Elixirs are always like this; if you take them incorrectly, they can prove to be dangerous.”
He approached Yeomyeong with his stubby legs and opened the wooden box.
Click.
The moment the wooden box was opened, the fragrance that had been lingering in the room vanished, almost as if the elixir had absorbed all the air in its surrounding, sealing away its scent.
Was this a means of protecting its own potency? From within the vacuum-like wooden box, a translucent green gem emerged.
Yeomyeong raised his eyebrows at the sight.
The elixir inside the box was completely different from the ones he knew of. It was a rough, uncut gem-like elixir that sparkled like glass.
Weren’t elixirs usually in the form of a pill or in its raw like wild ginseng?
Before Yeomyeong’s doubts were resolved, the dwarf began his explanation.
“Beautiful, isn’t it? This is an elixir from the famous World Tree.”
“…World Tree?”
The world’s largest tree, which the Americans set ablaze to crush the elves’ will to resist—why was that tree mentioned here?
“This is a hardened crystal formed from the sap of the World Tree. Now that the World Tree has been burned down, it’s not something you can obtain with money.”
“…”
“How about it? To obtain such an item, Dungan Heavy Industries…”
At that moment, Yeomyeong felt Darulma’s voice was drowning out.
To be precise, a single voice overwhelmed all his senses. His vision blurred, and all the hair on his body stood on their ends.
- *I can sense a connection to that child.*
A strange voice that definitely didn’t belong to a human.
On realizing that the voice was coming from the World Tree’s crystal, Yeomyeong frowned.
What was happening all of a sudden…
- *What are you? How is it that someone like you, with no predetermined destiny, was able to meet that child?*
What nonsense? Yeomyeong tried to respond, but his mouth wouldn’t open.
However, just like with Moryne’s telepathy, the World Tree’s crystal could naturally read Yeomyeong’s thoughts and replied.
- *It seems like you truly know nothing. Haven’t you met any elves recently?*
Elves? I have met them.
- *How was the situation when you met them? Was it a good connection or a bad one?*
There was no such connection. It was just a fleeting encounter.
- *You lie.*
……
- *But since you... sincerely believe it, it is the truth then.*
What on earth are you talking about? I can’t understand a word.
As Yeomyeong tried to focus his mana to regain his senses, the World Tree’s crystal glinted.
- *There is no destiny, but a connection has been made, and although there is no qualification, sincerity is felt. It may be unfortunate for the demonic human who was supposed to obtain me... but I will gladly accept this.*
……
- *Rather than being consumed by a demonic human, I will gladly choose you. Now, human whose fate is connected to my child, consume me with joy.*
With that grand declaration, the voice disappeared.
As all his senses returned to reality, the mana Yeomyeong had gathered dissipated into the air.
Yeomyeong blinked in a daze.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong-gun? Are you alright?”
Seeing his expression, the dwarf who had been explaining the effects of the crystal frowned.
The expression was full of the sentiment, ‘Why did he suddenly change?’
“It’s just a momentary dizziness… It’s nothing to worry about, so please don’t concern yourself.”
It was only a brief headache, nothing more. Yeomyeong massaged his forehead as he looked at the crystal inside the wooden box.
What was that just now…
The World Tree’s crystal offered no response. It was almost as if the previous conversation never took place.
…Whether it was a dream or reality, I’ll find out more once I consume it.
Yeomyeong reached for the crystal, but the dwarf, startled, stepped back and pulled the box away with him.
“Didn’t you even listen to what I’ve been saying all this time?”
Since he couldn’t say that he hadn’t heard any of the explanations while conversing with the crystal, Yeomyeong kept silent.
The dwarf frowned deeply and said.
“I told you not to eat it now. The crystal still contains the will of the World Tree. Even Superhuman like you would take a month to digest it.”
“…The will of the World Tree?”
“Yes, the will. Although it’s a faint thought, but the World Tree is no ordinary being. This elixir is something that needs to be digested slowly, over a long period of time.”
Could it be.. was the voice that spoke to him earlier the will of the World Tree? Yeomyeong was convinced of it. There was no evidence to back it up, but his instincts and mana whispered that it was true.
“…I understand your desire for the elixir, but we’re leaving in three days at the latest. You can consume the World Tree’s crystal after the mission.”
The dwarf said as he tried to put the wooden box away. Though he was trying hard to hide his emotions, it was obvious he didn’t want to give it up.
However, just before he could close the box, Yeomyeong snatched the crystal. His superhuman movement was faster than the dwarf’s eyes.
“H-huh!? W-Wait!”
By the time the dwarf could react, the World Tree’s crystal was already in Yeomyeong’s mouth.
Gulp. To his surprise, the World Tree’s crystal tasted like toothpaste.
“Didn’t I just tell you not to eat it now?! What on earth are you thinking…!”
The dwarf stared in dismay as the crystal traveled down his throat. Regardless, Yeomyeong calmly summoned his mana.
“Three days, right? I will digest it before then, so I would appreciate it if no one tries to enter my room in the meantime.”
“…”
“I promise.”
Before Darulma Dune could even reply, ‘Is that even possible?’ mana surged violently from Yeomyeong’s body.
The intense mana was palpable even to those who weren’t Superhuman.
Damn it.
Not wanting to create another problem, the dwarf gritted his teeth and escaped from the room.

 
  Footnotes
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	1. 5,700 characters in Korean could be considered a very long message. It's likely equivalent to about 2,000 words if translated into English, which is roughly twice the length of 5,700 characters in the English alphabet.


   

  Chapter 50: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (3)
***
Back to the present, inside the rattling military truck.
Darulma felt a mix of admiration and astonishment once he realized that Yeomyeong had actually managed to digest the crystal in just three days.
It wasn’t just that the elixir was inside his body—Cheon Yeomyeong, that young mercenary, had absorbed it in the truest sense.
After all, wasn’t the duel that took place just before their departure was proof of that?
How could that novice mercenary who fabricated his resume cut off the arms of a veteran mercenary with over ten years of experience that neatly? It was something that was difficult to believe even when seen with one’s own eyes.
Well, at the very least, it takes someone of that caliber to grab the attention of the Saintess.
Darulma glanced at the Saintess, who was chattering beside Yeomyeong, and licked his lips.
According to their original plan, the World Tree’s crystal was meant to be used as a bribe that would help them form a connection with the high-ranking officials of the Holy Nation through the Saintess.
That was the original intention of the elders of the Dune clan. However, it was only due to Darulma’s unilateral decision that things had turned out this way.
But…
Watching the Saintess and Yeomyeong, who were chattering affectionately, it didn’t seem to be a bad choice.
At the very least, he was certain that it was better to give it to someone more deserving than those stubborn old folks of the Holy Nation.
The elders of the family would certainly throw him into a pepper gas chamber, saying something about ‘Yellow Winter’ if they found out about this, but that didn’t matter much.
Above all, there was something he could trust.
By some chance, even the smallest possibility, if that guy manages to become the Saintess’ lover…?
Then it would really be a huge win.
It wasn’t something that was completely impossible.
Just like her father did, the Saintess might also end up choosing love over duty.
Moreover, unlike the holy sword, blessings bestowed by the gods could not be taken away by the priests of the Holy Nation.
Perhaps giving the World Tree’s crystal to that boy might turn out to be the best investment of his life…?
But that’s something to think about after this expedition succeeds.
Darulma, who was busy delving into his happy thoughts, sighed and turned back to reality.
The expedition had just begun, and there was still a long way to go before they could succeed.
He stood up and looked out the back of the truck. Although they could still see the scavengers coveting the dragon’s rib bones beyond the horizon, the Manchurian base was no longer in sight.
That should be good enough. Now then, should he get started?
“Alright, everyone, your attention please!”
Darulma gathered everyone’s attention with his characteristic deep voice. The mercenaries led by Captain Kwon and Kim Mansoo, along with the Saintess and Yeomyeong, all looked at him.
“Firstly, I must apologize. As originally stated, this mission is not simply about finding treasure.”
Darulma took a short breath and spoke with a meaningful tone.
“We are going to prevent the downfall of Manchuria.”
Some mercenaries chuckled, thinking he was joking, but upon seeing Captain Kwon’s serious expression, they all shut their mouths.
Once he confirmed that all eyes were on him, Darulma cleared his throat and continued.
“You might remember the time when Stalin invaded the dwarven territory. He spread poison gas, massacred those who did not surrender, and dragged the survivors to the gulags… That inhumane war.”
Some were puzzled by the sudden history lesson, but Yeomyeong was different. He listened to Darulma’s words attentively.
“A certain dwarf who witnessed that war sought revenge against Stalin and the Soviet Union. Blood for blood. Hatred for hatred. It was a foolish thought, but he carried it out.”
Once Darulma reached this point in the story, Tian Lin raised his hand.
As the only Manchurian among the mercenaries, he asked with a confused look on his face.
“If he was trying to take revenge on Stalin, why was he targeting Manchuria?”
“…Back then, dwarves assumed that all Earthians were the same. Since the UN ignored them, while some communist countries allied themselves with the Soviets to plunder our land, it was a somewhat reasonable perspective.”
“Huh!”
Reasonable, huh? As Tian Lin let out a snort of disbelief, Darulma added.
“In any case, his revenge ultimately failed because before he could take action, the Soviet Union collapsed and Stalin had disappeared.”
Darulma thought back to the time when the Soviet Union collapsed as countless dwarves gaped at the news in shock.
What was the reason the dwarves built their companies on Earth despite all the disdain they faced? *Revenge—*it was the dwarves’ one and only long-cherished desire.
However, the Soviet Union had fallen by itself, and Stalin was nowhere to be found.
Countless dwarves, who had lost their purpose, despaired in their hollow victory. Darulma’s father was one of those dwarves, so there was no need to elaborate further…
“…So, how exactly did he plan to destroy Manchuria?”
It was Yeomyeong who interrupted Darulma’s thoughts.
“Dwarves were not in possession of nuclear weapons, were they?”
“We didn’t have nuclear weapons nor napalm1. Instead, we had something similar in nature to nuclear weapons.”
“…Something similar to nuclear weapons?”
“The Golden Seal.”
Seeing Yeomyeong fold his arms as if demanding an explanation, Darulma spoke in a serious tone.
“…It is a symbol of the ancient dwarven royal family. It’s a token of leadership among dwarves and one of the powerful magic items in the possession of the dwarves.”
The moment they heard the term ‘magic item,’ the mercenaries all frowned in unison as one of the three major taboos in the mercenary industry came to mind.
Do not touch sealed magic items.

However, regardless of the mercenaries’ thoughts, Darulma continued with his explanation.
“The Golden Seal is a magic item that contains the legend of the first dwarven king, who dug out a mountain to create an underground tunnel. When infused with magic, it casts a spell that automatically digs through the earth.”
Digging the earth? How was that going to be used to destroy Manchuria?
The mercenaries tilted their heads, but they frowned on hearing the next words.
“What do you think would happen if you dig an underground tunnel through a volcano? And what would happen if you were to connect one volcano to another?”
“…”
“The vengeful dwarf planned to create a massive corridor by connecting all the volcanoes in Manchuria. From the Greater Khingan2 to Baekdu Mountain3. He was preparing for a massive chain explosion.”
Only then did the mercenaries’ expressions harden once the seriousness of the situation dawned upon them.
“…Is that even feasible?”
“It could be possible or it could not. Even though the Golden Seal is a great magic item, no one has ever attempted something like that before.”
“Then…”
Wouldn’t it be better to just leave it alone? But before the mercenaries could finish their thoughts, Darulma interrupted them.
“What if it’s possible? After all, that dwarf brought the Golden Seal to this land decades ago. So, it wouldn’t even be surprising if Baekdu Mountain and the Khingan Mountain Range erupted simultaneously tomorrow.”
The story may have sounded unrealistic, but that made it even easier to imagine.
What if all the dormant volcanoes in Manchuria and the surrounding regions erupted simultaneously?
As if in agreement, everyone in the truck fell silent at once.
* * *
“It won’t erupt tomorrow.”
Whispered the Saintess, breaking the silence that had settled in the truck. It was an assured statement from the girl with the blessing of Foresight.
Yeomyeong frowned involuntarily and responded.
“…It sounds like you’re saying it will erupt eventually.”
“Of course it will. But it won’t lead to an apocalypse. Just a few million people in Manchuria will die, and perhaps the volcanic ash will cause astronomical damage to the economies of Korea and Japan?”
“…”
“After that, Korea will lose control over Manchuria and be forced to block the Amnok River. Manchuria will then become a hunting ground for Superhumans.”
Her words were a blatant display of her Foresight abilities. Yeomyeong squinted and glanced at the other mercenaries.
Fortunately, it seemed like no one else had heard the Saintess’ whisper.
“…It sounds plausible. Did the gods tell you this?”
Pretending not to know about the Saintess’ Foresight, Yeomyeong responded rather indifferently.
Was it a mistake? He didn’t know what she was thinking by revealing her Foresight to him, but he judged that it would be more courteous to pretend not to know in this situation.
But…
“It’s similar; you know, I can see the future. Although only in fragments.”
“…”
Was this person for real?
“…You don’t seem to be very surprised. Did you perhaps notice it already?”
Yeomyeong barely managed to restrain himself from giving the Saintess a flick on her bare forehead. Why did she live so carelessly?
“No, I’m just too shocked to even react.”
“…Really? It doesn’t look like that.”
As their pointless discussion continued, Darulma Dune and Captain Kwon spread out a map and gathered the mercenaries.
Yeomyeong was about to follow the rest of the mercenaries but he sat back down on realizing that he didn’t know how to read a map.
Seeing that, the Saintess tilted her head.
“Why use a map when you have smartphones?”
Embarrassed, Yeomyeong fumbled through his bag and replied.
“GPS doesn’t work in the area around our destination in North Manchuria, so we need to familiarize ourselves with the map.”
“Oh, that’s true. But Yeomyeong, why aren’t you looking at the map then?”
Of course, it was because he didn’t know how to read the map, but Yeomyeong chose to remain silent.
Perhaps feeling disappointed by the sudden silence, the Saintess turned her head and glanced at Yeomyeong. She once again whispered in a voice that was too soft for the mercenaries to hear.
“Are you, by any chance, illiterate?”
“…It’s just that I can’t read maps.”
“Oh, that’s worse than being illiterate. A mercenary doesn’t know that?”
Yeomyeong unconsciously made a circle with his fingers, mimicking the flicking gesture shown by Kahal Magdu.
Perhaps she might quiet down a bit if he flicked her on the forehead with that.
Just as he was about to raise his hand with that thought in mind, the Saintess giggled.
“Don’t worry about it. If we do end up getting lost, I can just use my Foresight to guide us.”
“…You’re going to use Foresight instead of the map? How many times can you use it in a day?”
“Usually… twice? Five times if I squeeze all my mana.”
“…”
So it was not an ability that could be used very frequently. Then again, it was not surprising because powerful abilities always came with a massive mana cost.
While Yeomyeong was lost in thought, the Saintess stared at him intently.
Even though her eyes were covered by a blindfold, it felt as if there was an intense gaze boring into him, as if she were staring directly at him.
Was she…?
“Did you just use Foresight?”
“Um…”
“Why waste an ability that can only be used a few times a day at a time like this…”
Just as he was about to scold her, the Saintess interrupted him.
“Yeomyeong, grab your weapon.”
The Saintess quietly took out her automatic rifle and loaded it.
Bewildered by the situation, Yeomyeong pulled out a Remington MH750 and an iron sword from his bag.
“…What did you foresee?”
“An ambush. Some strange bastards with pig heads…”
Pig heads? No further explanation was necessary. Yeomyeong asked as he collected his grenades.
“How much time do we have?”
“5…”
“This is insane.”
“4…”
Yeomyeong stood up and yelled at the mercenaries.
“Ambush! It’s an ambush! Everyone, grab your weapons!”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. It's an incendiary device to be used in fire bombing campaigns during World War II; its potential to be coherently projected into a solid stream that would carry for distance (instead of the bloomy fireball of pure gasoline) resulted in widespread adoption in infantry and tank/boat mounted flamethrowers as well.
	2. The Greater Khingan Range or Da Hinggan Range, is a 1,200-kilometer-long volcanic mountain range in the Inner Mongolia region of Northeast China. It was originally called the Xianbei Mountains, which later became the name of the northern branch of the Donghu, the Xianbei.
	3. Paektu Mountain or Baekdu Mountain is an active stratovolcano on the Chinese–North Korean border. In China, it is known as Changbai Mountain. At 2,744 m, it is the tallest mountain in North Korea and Northeast China and the tallest mountain of the Baekdu-daegan and Changbai mountain ranges.


   

  Chapter 51: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (4)
***
Immediately after Yeomyeong yelled, the Saintess stood up.
With 3 seconds remaining, she opened the back door of the truck.
T-minus 2 seconds, she raised her rifle and aimed.
T-minus 1 second, she pulled the trigger.
Bang!
A bullet casing was ejected as the bullet left the muzzle. Cutting through the air, defying fate, the bullet hit its target.
An anti-tank rocket.
As per the original future, the rocket would have hit the truck and blown it away with a single shot, but just one bullet made it explode.
KABOOM!!!
Thud! As the aftermath of the explosion swept past the back of the truck, the rear wheels wobbled, but that was all.
At the back of the still-running truck, the Saintess turned towards the dumbfounded mercenaries and made a ‘V’ sign with her fingers.
A brief silence ensued.
Amidst the exchange of bewilderment and tension, the first to take action was Yeomyeong. After taking a quick look outside, he jumped out of the truck’s back door without hesitation.
“Hey! Where are you going?”
It was only after the Saintess shouted that the mercenaries returned to their senses and reviewed the situation outside.
“Holy shit! What the hell is all that?”
“…We’ve got a tail.”
Five trucks and dozens of motorcycles.
They were expecting some sort of attack, but these numbers, surpassing that of an average mercenary group, were beyond their predictions.
“Hey, driver! How the hell did you not notice this until now?”
As one of the mercenaries shouted in panic, Captain Kwon, who had been observing them, spoke up.
“It’s magic. Seeing that we didn’t even hear the sound of a single engine, it seems that they’ve really made up their minds.”
Just as Captain Kwon pointed out, no sound could be heard from the ones tailing them.
There was no doubt about it. That magic was surely the work of a highly skilled Mage.
“This situation feels somewhat familiar.”
Recalling the incident just a few days ago in North Manchuria, Kim Mansoo furrowed his brows and checked the Captain’s face. The Captain had a similar expression.
“There are way too many of them to be targeting our rib bones. As they say, ‘Those who are good do not come, and those who come are not good.’1 They definitely have some other objective in mind.”
After quickly assessing the situation, the Captain grabbed his weapon. A giant machine gun and a greatsword befitting his massive frame.
“Anyone who isn’t Superhuman, stay behind and guard Darulma and the truck. The rest of you, follow me. And as for the Saintess—”
Before he could finish relaying his orders, the Saintess jumped out, hugging a bunch of weapons.
A scream, followed by the sound of someone rolling on the ground, was heard belatedly.
“…It seems like she intends to join us.”
After finishing his words, Kwon Mongjoo jumped out of the truck. Kim Mansoo and the Superhuman mercenaries followed behind like seasoned soldiers.
Step, step!
As soon as they landed, the chilly air of Manchuria swept over them—the damned air of the battlefield.
VROOOOM!
Did they just dispel the magic? The sound of the motorcycle engines pierced the mercenaries’ ears.
The mercenaries immediately took a defensive stance, monitoring the motorcycles closely. However, instead of charging at them, the bikers took a wide turn.
Were they trying to avoid engaging in battle? No, it looked like they were clearly aiming for the truck.
Tie up their feet first? They definitely have a commander giving them orders.
And from what they’d observed so far, they were definitely mercenaries or those with comparable military training.
Captain Kwon raised his machine gun and shouted.
“The main priority is the motorcycles! Stop them from approaching the truck!”
No further orders were needed. The seasoned mercenaries responded immediately.
The mercenaries armed with rifles opened fire while those with close-range weapons leaped forward and charged.
Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!!!
And the ones on the motorcycles didn’t just sit back and take it. They drew their guns and returned fire or pulled out grenades to threaten the mercenaries.
However, all the mercenaries gathered here were Superhumans. In terms of mobility and reflexes, they were a step above those bikers.
While the bikers fell one after another, the mercenaries took control of the skirmish without suffering much damage.
Eventually, after accumulating a certain amount of damage, the bikers gave up on engaging and turned back towards their original target—the truck.
“Right side! Block the bypass!”
Call it the trick of fate, the mercenary who was supposed to block the right side was reloading at that exact moment.
Digging into the blind spot, all the bikers took a sharp turn.
A gap created by a moment’s carelessness. Captain Kwon could picture the half-destroyed truck in his mind.
If we lose the truck, we will be completely exposed. That situation must be prevented at all costs…
Just as he was trying to come up with some sort of plan.
Something flew from a distance and exploded in the middle of the bikers trying to bypass them.
BOOM!!!
It was a familiar explosion. How could he not recognize the rocket that had almost hit the back of the truck?
Captain Kwon instinctively looked toward the direction the rocket had come from. And the next moment, he locked eyes with the blindfolded Saintess, who was tossing aside an empty rocket launcher.
Not bothered if the mercenaries had their mouths agape or not, the Saintess lifted a rifle in each hand and gestured at the mercenaries with her chin.
The meaning was clear: Hurry up. Deal with the remaining bikers and follow me.
“…Does the Holy Nation also provide military training these days?”
Unable to process what he had just seen, one of the mercenaries made a half-hearted joke, but Captain Kwon frowned and shouted.
“If you have time to spout nonsense, you’d better fight! Are you going to let the Newcomer take the vanguard all by himself?”
Captain Kwon’s roar had an immediate effect. On the vast plains of Manchuria, the battle resumed once more.
***
Ignoring the gunfire from behind, Yeomyeong focused on the front.
There were five trucks surrounding him, as if trying to encircle him.
As he spread his mana, he sensed a familiar mana emanating from each truck. The twisted mana that was unique to the Shepherds.
Just like back at the North Manchurian base, he couldn’t understand the intentions of the Korean government for doing such things in Manchuria.
A complex political issue? If it was not that, was it perhaps an extension of what Seti had referred to as ‘a deranged act’?
He couldn’t be sure of anything, but he was certain of one thing.
If he was able to thwart their plans here, the government would surely take notice of him.
And it was different from the days when he had to remain hidden and secretly kill the Shepherds as Dung Beetle because now, Cheon Yeomyeong was someone who had proudly made himself known to the world.
As his brief thoughts continued, Yeomyeong drew his sword and swung it through the air.
Ting—!
The bullet aimed at him bounced off and fell to the ground. And judging from the vibration lingering on his sword, it didn’t seem like it was an ordinary bullet.
…Special ammunition?
Since they dared to attack a mercenary group with Superhumans in the double-digits, they had definitely prepared some contingencies.
Finding nothing more of interest, Yeomyeong infused mana into his feet. The mana from the Surging Wave technique surged, and his body accelerated like a flash of light.
“Go-die—!”
At that moment, a voice filled with twisted mana rang out.
As if on cue, the truck doors swung open on both sides, and people poured out.
They were mercenaries with bloodshot eyes, drooling uncontrollably.
Zombies? No, they must have injected twisted mana into living people.
Although he could sense twisted mana in their bodies, the location of the mana was the problem.
The brain. Without exception, the twisted mana was concentrated in their brains.
Yeomyeong frowned as he tightened his grip on his sword.
Despite their horrifying appearance, they weren’t ordinary zombies. The fact that they were armed with firearms and seeing how quickly they assumed shooting stances was proof of that.
Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!!!!!
As expected, precise gunfire rained down on him. Yeomyeong zigzagged to avoid the bullets.
However, it was nigh impossible to avoid all the bullets in the open plains of Manchuria.
One bullet grazed his cheek, another hit his side, two hit his chest, and four struck his left hand, which he had raised like a shield.
No fatal injuries.
Enduring the barrage with his Regeneration ability, Yeomyeong pulled a grenade from his waist as he closed the distance.
Empowered by his superhuman strength, the grenade didn’t fly in an arc. Instead, it flew straight like a baseball.
BOOM!!
The grenade exploded, and the unlucky ones had their limbs blown off.
Although the gunfire continued, a gap was created in the previously impervious net.
Not missing that gap, Yeomyeong dashed through the opening, arriving right in front of them in an instant.
BANG!
He started off with the Remington MH750. Followed by the standard-issued iron sword, and finally, the Surging Wave technique.
Yeomyeong utilized every method he knew of to grant the mercenaries their final rest. Like a farmer harvesting rice, he cut down the infected mercenaries relentlessly.
As the number of mercenaries began to visibly dwindle, the twisted voice rang again.
“Shoot—him! Kill him!”
As soon as the command was given, the mercenaries started firing without regard for their allies.
Tat-tat-tat!!
Regardless of whether they hit their comrades or not, they pulled on the trigger without pausing, desperately trying to land a bullet on Yeomyeong’s body.
However, it had very little effect. Using the truck as cover to dodge and shielding himself with the corpses of the dead mercenaries, Yeomyeong managed to escape the gunfire.
Though some bullets did manage to hit him occasionally, his Regeneration ability was far superior to those of other Superhumans. As long as his brain wasn’t hit directly, even the special bullets were bearable.
Eventually, the battle between Yeomyeong and the mercenaries devolved into a tedious war of attrition—a fight between countless meat shields and one endlessly regenerating Superhuman.
And the victor of this fight was… Yeomyeong. Before long, the number of mercenaries had dwindled to a point where they could no longer stop him.
As Yeomyeong delivered the final blow to the last remaining mercenaries, he scanned his surroundings.
The smell of gunpowder, blood, and foul waste filled the air.
Amidst this suffocating atmosphere, he searched for the source of the problem.
The Shepherd with a pig or cow head—only by dealing with them could he truly put an end to this tiresome battle.
…Where are you hiding?
However, it was not easy to find the Shepherd. Was it because the twisted mana spilled by the dying mercenaries had dulled his senses? An ominous feeling, as if something just within his reach was slipping away, brushed across his neck.
It was like…
“O King of the Undead!”
At that moment, a twisted voice echoed in his ears. Yeomyeong quickly fired his shotgun in the direction of the voice.
BANG!
The specially treated bullet hit its target. However, instead of shattering the enemy’s body, the bullet struck a mana-formed shield.
Crack! The shield cracked, scattering mana dust.
A shield? Actual magic? How is this possible?
As soon as Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes to confirm his opponent’s face, his doubts were resolved. It wasn’t a pig or cow-headed figure who used something similar to magic.
It was a grotesquely distorted horse head.
The bloodshot eyes of the beast met Yeomyeong’s. And just as he was about to swing his sword, the horse head completed his incantation first.
“Corpse Explosion.”


 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
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	1. It is often said to be a phrase passed down in Buddhism, but in literature, it originates from the Qing Dynasty scholar Zhao Yi (1727-1814) in his work Gai yu cong kao (陔餘叢考), where he wrote, 'Those who come are not good, and those who are good do not come' (來者不善, 善者不來).


   

  Chapter 52: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf(5)
***
The spell replaced the fuse, and the twisted mana took the place of gunpowder.
As Yeomyeong aimed his sword at the horse-headed man and the corpses littering the ground began to swell simultaneously, a flower bloomed.
Petals made of blood unfurled, and pollen made of flesh and bones scattered.
It’s over.
Watching the world dyed in red, the horse-headed shepherd was convinced of his victory. He quickly chanted a new spell as a new protective wrapped around him.
Immediately after, the translucent shield turned red.
Feeling fragments of bone clattering against the blood-soaked shield, the horse-headed man gathered more mana to reinforce the shield.
And due to the sheer number of corpses, the explosion continued for quite some time.
Only after the shield had become dangerously thin did the explosion finally cease.
The final act of the explosion was the sound of trucks being overturned and crashing.
BOOM!
Feeling the ground tremble, the horse-headed man deactivated the shield. However, the very next moment, his face twisted in disbelief.
“…How are you…?”
Yeomyeong did not die.
Even though his combat gear was in tatters and his body covered in wounds visible through the torn fabric, he was still alive, holding his sword, and walking toward the horse-headed man.
Step.
Thick blood trailed from his toes, and with each step, his wounds healed at a visible pace.
Blood stopped flowing down his forehead. The hole in his thigh closed up, and his hollowed shoulder was restored.
His vitality was beyond belief.
Wasn’t that the very power every shepherd had longed to obtain, even at the cost of forsaking their humanity?
What the hell was this guy… No, that didn’t matter. Whatever he was, he must be killed here and now.
Tinged with a hint of jealousy and respect, the horse-headed shepherd raised his hand.
A red light flickered as twisted mana condensed at his fingertips.
“O King of the Undead—! Please, lend me a hand!”
A burst of red beams erupted from his hand as the spell was completed.
Having finished regenerating his leg, Yeonmyeong leaped as the sky turned red.
The amount of mana infused in that short leap was immense. Starting from his toes to the tip of his sword, the mana stretched long, undulating like a wave.
Crackle!
The sword sliced through the beam as it descended—a clash of opposing forces.
Seeing that, the horse-headed man gathered even more mana at his fingertips and poured it all into the beam.
“Hnggggg—!”
The moment the thick beam succeeded in pushing the sword back, Yeomyeong let go of his sword. The weakened beam shot high into the sky, and Yeomyeong threw something from his waist.
A grenade?
Seeing the grenade falling toward him, the horse-headed man was at a loss for words. Since he was not a Superhuman, it was impossible for him to avoid it.
KABOOM!
And before he had the chance to deploy his shield, the explosion pushed both him and Yeomyeong away. The horse-headed man was flung into the air and thrown backwards.
“Gah, cough, cough!“
Rolling on the ground, the horse-headed man began chanting his next spell.
Although the pain from the grenade fragments lodged in his chest and thigh made it hard for him to focus, he managed to deploy the protective shield spell just in time.
Crackle!
Yeomyeong’s sword struck down on the protective shield. Even though they were both hit by the same grenade, Yeomyeong managed to retrieve his sword and run to where the horse-headed man was while he was still in the middle of casting his spell.
“What… the hell are you?”
The horse-headed man asked while looking at Yeomyeong through the shield. Despite the intense battle, there wasn’t even a hint of fatigue on the young boy’s face.
On the contrary, Yeomyeong’s eyes grew fiercer as he pressed down with his sword. The blade and the spell clashed, scattering mana in all directions.
Only then did the horse-headed man realize the source of Yeomyeong’s limitless vitality.
The depth of his mana was shockingly high.
The mana radiating from beyond the shield far exceeded that of the horse-headed man, who had already forsaken his humanity, by an even greater margin.
How was that even possible?
Although he knew that Yeomyeong was the one who had cut the rib of the dragon, he never imagined that he was hiding such an ability.
And the judgment of the higher-ups was no different. They believed that the only reason Yeomyeong had managed to survive the battle against the dragon was due to the Saintess’ and the blessing of god, as well as the Dragon’s capriciousness.
It was a reasonable assumption. Who would even imagine a rookie mercenary possessed such power?
A rookie mercenary… the Saintess… what if they were in cahoots right from the start?
Just as something clicked within the horse-headed man’s mind, the shield shattered. Crackle! And the blood-stained sword came down on his shoulder.
Splat!
Blood splattered as his right arm was severed. The horse-headed man screamed as he staggered back, but Yeomyeong didn’t let up his assault.
He raised his sword high, ready to end the horse-headed man in one blow. The shadow of death loomed over the horse-headed man’s nape.
However, the next moment, his sword failed to strike the horse-headed man’s neck.
* * *
Something’s not right.
The Saintess, who had been persistently firing bullets at the bizarre figures on motorcycles, turned her gaze to the other side of the field.
An inexplicable sense of unease washed over her.
Should I use my Foresight? No, if I use it twice in a row, my mana…
Just as she unconsciously bit her lip, a strong wind blew from the other side of the field, strong enough to make the Saintess’ white hair flutter and cause her expression to harden immediately.
The reason was the sickening smell of blood lingering in its wake.
“…No way.”
The Saintess gulped as she turned to the direction the wind had come from. Amidst the scent of blood, she could sense an unfamiliar mana.
A twisted, contaminated mana, unlike anything she had ever felt before.
She couldn’t fathom what the person had done to generate such mana. Could it be that the mana belonged to a Necromancer she had only heard about in stories?
Whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t good news for Yeomyeong, who had ventured ahead all by himself.
“Captain! I’m going ahead!”
The Saintess shouted towards Captain Kwon, who was dealing with the bikers.
One of the bikers aimed his pistol at her, but Captain Kwon’s machine gun instantly turned him into a Swiss cheese.
“Go ahead! Kim Mansoo! Gather those without rifles and follow the Saintess!”
The Saintess nodded at Captain Kwon and then picked up one of the motorcycles lying on the ground.
She started the blood-stained motorcycle. And as soon as the engine roared, she set off in Yeomyeong’s direction where.
VROOOM!
While the other mercenaries were looking for intact motorcycles to accompany her, she sped across the field, showing off the biking skills she had honed over the years.
Fortunately, the distance to Yeomyeong wasn’t that far.
And it didn’t take long before she saw an overturned truck and blood-soaked ground beyond the horizon.
For some reason… there were only two figures standing on that ground.
Yeomyeong, drenched in blood, and a strange Mage wearing a horse-head mask.
Fortunately, it seemed that the battle was in Yeomyeong’s favor. The Saintess’ sharp eyes, hidden beneath her blindfold, could see Yeomyeong pressing down on the shield.
Yet, for some reason, the sense of unease didn’t go away. Instead, it only grew stronger.
Why?
The answer to her question came from above her.
An inexplicable fluctuation of mana.
The moment the Saintess looked up with her blindfolded eyes, an incomprehensible sight entered her view.
“…What the hell is that?”
Dressed in a black winter coat, a person with short golden hair fluttering was walking through the sky… Were they a girl? Or A boy? Their androgynous appearance made it hard to determine their gender.
The Saintess squinted, trying to figure out how they were walking across the sky.
It was certainly possible to fly in the sky with magic, but… the issue was their speed.
With each leisurely step they took, as if they were taking a stroll, their body surged through the air at an incredible speed.
Although not quite at the level of the Divine Sky Steps that the Holy Sword was proud of, but fast enough for a motorcycle to struggle to keep up.
Only after being overtaken did the Saintess realize the source of her unease.
The familiar dwarf they were carrying, the incomprehensible wave of mana, and… the direction they were heading towards.
Yeomyeong, no.
Leaning forward to reduce air resistance, the Saintess pulled the throttle to its limits.
VRRRRROOOOMMM!! The engine screamed, and the accelerating wheels kicked up a cloud of dust.
* * *
Just as Yeomyeong was about to strike the neck of the horse-headed man, something flew toward the back of his head.
An attack with neither forewarning nor sign.
The moment he sensed the intense killing intent, Yeomyeong immediately twisted his sword to deflect it.
Clang—!
Was it magic? Or martial arts? As soon as he blocked whatever was made of mana, his sword vibrated.
Yeomyeong quickly turned his head to identify the attacker.
High above him in the sky, so high that he had to lift his head, someone dressed in a black winter coat aimed a palm at him.
“Oh, you managed to block it? Your Qi Detection is pretty.”
The clear voice was gender-neutral, but it made Yeomyeong frown nonetheless.
The reason was the familiar dwarf hanging limply on the person’s left shoulder.
Darulma Dune, the dwarf who should have been back in the mercenary truck—why was he here?
Only two possibilities came to mind. Either the mercenary group had lost, or only Darulma was kidnapped… Neither situation was good.
Yeomyeong took a deep breath and assessed his body condition.
I still can fight.
Although his body was fatigued from the consecutive battles, the increase in mana from absorbing the World Tree’s crystal sustained him.
While Yeomyeong prepared to fight, the person descended to the ground gracefully, stepping lightly through the air.
“For someone from this world, you seem to have mastered some decent Kungfu…”
A dissatisfied expression appeared on the face, and it was really hard to tell if it belonged to a male or a female.
“What a shame. I honestly don’t have much time right now.”
As soon as they said those words, they moved their right hand. It was the same attack that had aimed for the back of Yeomyeong’s head earlier.
When the mana-infused palm struck the air, a fierce wave of mana split the atmosphere as it flew towards him.
…Palm Blast?
It was a technique Yeomyeong was familiar with. For some reason, its structure was identical to the swordsmanship he had realized in the bunker.
Clang!
This time, instead of blocking it with his sword, he released mana from the blade. When the two forces collided mid-air, they neutralized each other and dispersed.
Yeomyeong did not miss this opportunity—a new martial art, something that could stimulate his talent.
Anticipating his opponent’s next attack from his opponent’s, he infused his sword with mana again.
However, the battle he was hoping for didn’t continue. Instead, a baffled voice pierced his ears.
“The Surging Wave technique?”
“…”
“Someone from this world can use the Surging Wave technique??”
The one who had seen through the martial art and the one exposed to it. The gazes of the two, hardened with tension, met in the air.

 
    

  Chapter 53: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (6)
***
Lunch break at Lord Howe Academy.
The ‘Author’ opened his notebook as he sat in the deserted thicket between the garbage dump and the sports field.
The notebook contained all the content of the original story of this world that he could remember.
It was practically his secret weapon, but there was a big X drawn on the very first page of the notebook.
What the hell am I supposed to do when things go wrong right from the prologue?
The prologue of this world—The attack by the crazy Necromancer and his countless zombie army didn’t take place.
Let alone the Necromancer, there wasn’t even a trace of zombies.
Damn it.
The tragedy that should have claimed countless lives in its wake, passed without an incident. Although it was something he should have been happy about, the ‘Author’ felt anger, not joy.
The prologue was his chance—his one chance to get rid of the supporting characters he didn’t like and identify who the ‘protagonist’ was.
The carefully prepared dagger for assassination and poison needles were now useless. The ‘protagonist,’ who was supposed to draw the world’s attention after dealing with Buzum, didn’t show up.
Since it got messed up from the first button, there was no way the rest of the story would progress smoothly.
The key figure of Chapter 1 of the story was the Saintess.
But not only did she skip the entrance ceremony, she also disappeared from the academy itself.
What was even more incomprehensible was her actions afterwards.
The place the Saintess made her appearance wasn’t the Holy Nation, her hometown, nor the tourist spots she usually dreamed of, but in Manchuria. Why on earth?
Seeing the two hands and the Invisibility Cloak featured prominently in the newspaper, the Author was left dumbfounded and threw his phone away as soon as he read the article.
Damn it, how much has the future changed?
The Author flipped through the pages of his notebook as he fell deep in thought.
Manchuria, known as the ‘Power Leveling Hunting Ground’ in the game, was not only far from being a hunting ground but was also effectively holding off the monsters from Siberia.
And his problems didn’t end there. The dragon, which was only supposed to appear in Chapter 5, made the news, and they even mentioned that it had left behind a rib after a fierce battle.
Manchuria and dragon ribs. How many events would keep snowballing due to this? He couldn’t even make a guess to begin with.
The Author closed his notebook and massaged his temples. Even if he wanted to come up with a new plan, he didn’t have enough information.
He needed to find out what was happening in this world and what those damn supporting characters were up to in order to formulate a proper plan.
Damn it, I really need to get in touch with the information guild as soon as possible.
The Author got up and thought of the two major information guilds he had in mind.
Blue Rat and Secret Society.
As per what he had written in the notebook, his original plan was to contact Blue Rat.
Not only would he be able to reach them through the Saintess, but there were many items he could obtain as well.
However, since the Saintess didn’t come to the academy, the Blue Rat guild member monitoring her also didn’t show up either.
So, in the end, he was only left with one choice.
To think that I have to get involved with criminals from the very start… damn it.
The Author stomped his feet as he left the thicket.
He understood that he had no choice, but it was hard to keep the curses from spilling out.
Damn it, damn it.
Grumbling as he walked to his destination, the Author emerged from the thicket and arrived at the garbage dump.
Just like the other facilities at the academy, the garbage dump was a combination of old facilities filled with history and tradition and the latest modern facilities.
The garbage dump, completely desolate without even a single fly around, was quiet. Well, it was not like any normal students would come to the garbage dump during lunchtime.
Of course, students would hardly visit this place under normal circumstances… but for the Author, this was a good thing. After all, the person he was looking for wasn’t a student.
He sat in a corner of the garbage dump, trying to figure out how to start the conversation.
‘I want to buy some information’? Too obvious.
‘I want to share some secrets with you’? Too old-fashioned.
‘I know what you did last summer1’? That was just plagiarism.
So the safest bet would be…
‘I hate this Earth too.’

Yeah, nothing like a common enemy to bring people together —
Just as the Author arrived at a conclusion(?), he heard footsteps from a distance.
Step, step.
However, it wasn’t just one set of footsteps.
The Author quickly stood up, dusted his seat, and hid behind a pile of trash.
Peeking out from behind a garbage bag, just as he expected, he saw two people enter the garbage dump.
The person leading the way was the spy from the Secret Society, the person he had been waiting for.
A janitor wearing a white janitor’s uniform, with a neat triangular head scarf and pale pink rubber gloves.
As per her lore, she was supposedly a tough cookie who had been undercover as an academy janitor for ten years. Her codename was Auntie Ava.
The person trailing behind her was a girl who was both unfamiliar and familiar at the same time.
…Hong Seti? Why is she here?
The roommate of the pointy-eared princess, who had risen to fame even before the entrance ceremony, and someone even Jeon Yunseong, a protagonist candidate, found uncomfortable around.
She was one of the characters the Author had recently started closely monitoring.
It was only natural.
Despite being involved with some key characters, she was an unknown figure who didn’t make an appearance either in the novel or the game.
And above all… that appearance of hers.
It was hard to dismiss her as just some random extra with those extraordinary looks of hers.
A beautiful face unmarred even by a cold expression, a well-trained figure, long black hair cascading down, and deep blue eyes like lapis lazuli…
Her appearance was on par with that of the pointy-eared Princess, who was a heroine.
Some male students had already started referring to the pair who were always together as the ‘Black and Gold Sisters’, praising them as the academy’s top beauties, so there was nothing more to be added.
…She definitely isn’t just an ordinary extra.
While the Author became convinced of this, the two women began to converse in a corner of the garbage dump, outside the reach of the CCTV.
- *Seti, you broke your promise. You acted on your own without consulting us.*
Ava’s voice was as gentle as ever, but her expression and tone were sharp.
- *We trusted your sincerity and taught you that martial art. And this is how you repay us?*
A promise? Did Seti also belong to the Secret Society? The Author focused the little mana he possessed on his ears.
And the moment he heard Seti’s voice, he involuntarily shuddered.
- *Don’t talk like you gave it to me for free. It’s disgusting.*


	What did you say?



	It was a fair trade, wasn’t it? I gave you what you wanted, and you simply compensated me. Nothing more, nothing less. Isn’t that right?



Seti’s voice was colder than he imagined. It was completely different from the quiet, reserved pretty girl image she usually exuded.
- The Surging Wave technique is a martial art far more valuable than the information you gave us! How dare you…
Just as Ava’s voice was about to rise, a chilling mana pressed down over the garbage dump.
- Let’s cut the crap, shall we?
Unlike Ava, who was only sweating a bit, the Author, who had barely managed to touch the threshold of a Superhuman, could tell.
That Killing Aura, that mana.
Seti was serious. She had gathered all her mana with the genuine intent to kill Ava if the janitor went any further.
- You gave it to me knowing well that I wouldn’t be able to master it, didn’t you? Isn’t that right?
Ava tried to refute, but Seti spoke faster.
- Just as you said, it’s certainly exceptional. It’s so unique that anyone would notice it if they reach a certain level in its mastery.
	No, that’s not…



	Just like a hunting dog after a hunt, you tried to set me up and use the government to dispose of me, didn’t you? I know, and I understand. It does make sense. After all, right from the start, we were never really anything to each other, were we?


She gently placed her hand on Ava’s shoulder— a terrifying hand imbued with mana.
Only then did Ava’s body start trembling like a leaf.
- K-killing me won’t change anything. Our r-resolution is firm.

	What resolution? Is it strong enough to throw away a spy they managed to plant at the academy with much difficulty?



	W-we... we just... want to prevent the S-Surging Wave technique from... being spread. We c-can’t... cough… tolerate an-other dimension’s... martial arts... being spread on Earth... cough!


Ava, who was struggling to speak, couldn’t bear it any longer and collapsed to her knees. She trembled as if she had been struck by lightning.
Gazing down at Ava’s figure for a moment, Seti replied in a cold voice.
- If that’s all, there’s no need to worry abou it. I have no intention of sharing the Surging Wave technique with anyone other than that person.
- Gasp, gasp…
- Of course, you know what will happen if you guys keep bothering me… right?
With that threat hanging, Seti left the garbage dump.
Until her footsteps disappeared completely, neither the Author nor the spy dared to utter a word.
* * *
In the vast plains of Manchuria, with the Khingan Range in view.
An unconscious dwarf, a horse-headed man on the verge of death, and two people glared at each other as a cold wind blew between them.
After a moment of silence, the one in the black winter coat spoke up.
“Don’t tell me… are you from the World of Meru2?”
World of Meru? Hearing that unfamiliar name, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No. I’ve never even heard of it.”
“…Really?”
Mana gathered in the eyes of the one staring at Yeomyeong.
It was a sharp gaze that seemed to pierce through everything, from facial expressions to the slightest movements, and even the flow of mana.
“Where did you learn the Surging Wave technique from, and how? Do you have a master, or did you personally discover the secret manual… no, the Arcane Relic?”
“You sure have a lot of questions for someone who tried to stab me in the back.”
“…”
“What, are you afraid?”
That taunt was as low as they got. The other person stifled a dry laugh as if in disbelief.
“You bastard, I was preparing to go easy on you, thinking you might be a fellow countryman…”
“Go easy on me? At least hide your killing intent before you start bullshitting.”
“…Ha.”
The person tossed Darulma, whom he was carrying, to the ground and glared at Yeomyeong with a fierce expression.
“Whether you’re from this world or another, there are always idiots who need a good beating to know their place.”
“I agree.”
Without giving the person an opportunity to respond, Yeomyeong lunged at him. In the next instant, Yeomyeong was right in front of his face.
Yeomyeong invoked the Surging Wave technique and swung his sword, while the opponent thrust forth a mana-infused fist.
!!!!!!
The clash, not just between sword and fist, but between mana and mana, resonated with a powerful sound.
Mana charged with the waves of the Surging Wave technique collided with the mana generated by another martial art of equal magnitude.
What followed immediately was a shockwave that erupted like an explosion, sending the dwarf beside the person flying helplessly.
As the sword and fist pushed against each other, the person spoke.
“Although you have plenty of mana, you lack finesse. It almost seems like you never had a proper master.”
It wasn’t just some mere taunt. And as if to prove his point, the person began to gather all their mana.
Zzzeong!
And the mana that erupted from their entire body pushed back the sword. No, to be precise, it sent Yeomyeong’s entire body flying.
When Yeomyeong managed to steady himself, he saw a translucent, dark red mana, shimmering like a heat haze, overflowing from his opponent’s body.
“So then, shall we see if you can die now?”
This time, the opponent charged first. Their movements were on a different level from any of the adversaries Yeomyeong had fought so far. The punch they thrust forward as they leaped was so fast, it was almost invisible.
The mana accelerated. The surrounding air heated up in an instant, and the delayed sound of the impact tore through the atmosphere.
Zzzeong—!
They thrust, rebounded, swung, and struck down. Yeomyeong’s sword that blocked each punch of his opponent rang with each impact.
As the opponent’s fist began to outpace Yeomyeong’s sword, a grenade suddenly dropped at Yeomyeong’s feet.
“Such cheap tricks…!”
BOOM!!
The empty explosion separated the two. Both moved out of the grenade’s range and quickly readjusted their stances.
“Carrying grenades around like that, aren’t you ashamed as a martial artist?”
“…Not really.”
Yeomyeong answered while counting the remaining grenades. He had lost most of them due to the corpse explosion, so there were just two grenades hanging from his waist.
What a shame. I could’ve stalled for more time if I had a few more.
He felt a deep sense of regret as he observed his opponent shrouded in mana like a heat haze.
His current opponent was someone from whom he had a lot to learn from. Their method of emitting mana from the entire body, the precise control of mana—every move was textbook perfect.
If they could just fight for an additional hour or two, Yeomyeong was sure that this opponent had the skill to further his own abilities.
However, despite their martial prowess… Yeomyeong did not find their attacks threatening in the slightest.
On assessing the situation calmly, it could be seen that their skills were nearly equal.
Why is that?
Yeomyeong pondered this as he swung his sword at the opponent again.
Even when the opponent’s mana-infused fist struck his body, when he narrowly deflected a palm blast, and when he detonated a grenade, he kept pondering over this.
Then, at a certain moment, he noticed that the opponent was deliberately reducing their movements and realized something.
The difference in physical strength.
For some reason, the opponent’s body was no different from that of a child who had just entered puberty.
From the fine muscles to their cartilage, everything fell short from that of a Superhuman’s.
After all, martial arts were an extension of the method of strengthening the body with mana.
Even with great martial prowess, there were limits due to a lacking physical body.
Though the opponent was somewhat closing the gap with overwhelming martial prowess… the difference was clear when compared to Yeomyeong’s body, which had already surpassed that of an ordinary superhuman.
…Who exactly is this person?
As Yeomyeong’s thoughts intensified, the opponent, unable to contain their frustration, shouted.
“Damn it, what the hell is your body?!”
The opponent stepped back, aghast, creating some distance between them and Yeomyeong.
“You keep regenerating even after taking a hit. Are you really human?”
“…”
“Is your mother a monster and your father human, or something like that?”
If that was supposed to be a taunt, it was absurd; if it was genuine, it was ridiculous. Yeomyeong shook his head, shaking off his sword.
“…And what about you? What’s your true identity?”
“Don’t answer a question with a question! Did they teach you to answer questions with questions at school—”
Just as the absurd conversation was about to continue, something shot from afar pierced the opponent’s shoulder.
Bang!
A bullet wrapped in white mana. Both Yeomyeong and the opponent turned in the direction the bullet had come from.
There, they saw the Saintess riding a motorcycle as she held the handlebars with one hand and aimed a rifle with the other.
“A blessed bullet. Is that the Saintess?”
The opponent glanced at their bleeding right shoulder and swiftly kicked off the ground.
Instead of chasing after the opponent, Yeomyeong leaped towards Darulma Dune, the unconscious dwarf in the distance.
Once he ensured the dwarf’s safety, he realized the opponent’s destination was in the opposite direction.
If the dwarf wasn’t the target, then perhaps…
His suspicion turned out to be true. They embraced the horse-headed man who had lost his right arm and began to walk in the air.
Bang! Bang! Bang!
The Saintess fired successive shots at them from a distance, but this time, they didn’t just take it like before.
Instead, the person used the horse-headed man as a meat shield to block the bullets.
“Kyaa-ack!!!”
The horse-headed man screamed as the bullets pierced him, but the person paid him no heed, indifferent to whether he lived or died.
After ascending into the sky, the opponent yelled at Yeomyeong.
“Hey you, fucking monster! What’s your name?”
“…Why don’t you introduce yourself first?”
Hearing Yeomyeong’s provoking reply, the opponent’s face contorted as they responded.
“My name is Mara. I am Mara of the Six Heaven3. Now, reveal your name.”
Yeomyeong hesitated briefly, considering whether or not to hold him back for a bit longer, but seeing the opponent’s burning gaze, he changed his mind.
For some reason, he had a feeling that he would encounter this opponent again.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“Cheon Yeomyeong, I’ll remember that.”
With that predictable exchange now concluded, the opponent stepped into the air and fled.
Yeomyeong watched the person’s retreating figure for a moment before tending to the unconscious dwarf and the sound of the engine of the motorcycle the Saintess was riding grew closer.


 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. I Know What You Did Last Summer is a 1997 American slasher film directed by Jim Gillespie and written by Kevin Williamson. It is loosely based on the 1973 novel of the same name by Lois Duncan.
	2. 수미세계 (Sumi Segye—Literal translation World of Meru) refers to the range of worlds overseen by a single Buddha.

Mount Meru was originally derived from Indian mythology, first mentioned in the epic Mahabharata.

In Theravada Buddhist texts like the Abhidhamma, Mount Meru is described as floating in space with overlapping circular wind wheels, water wheels, and gold wheels.

The area around Mount Meru is referred to as the World of Meru, which comprises the previously mentioned wind, water, and gold wheels, the Four Great Continents, the sun and moon, as well as the Three Realms (Desire Realm, Form Realm, and Formless Realm) and the Six Paths.

	3. The Sixth Heaven of the World of Desire, also known as the Heaven of Freely Enjoying Things Conjured by Others, is the highest of the heavens located in the World of Desire in the Buddhist cosmology. It is here that paranirmitavasavarti-deva, the devil king of the sixth heaven, resides, sapping the life force of others and taking advantage of their efforts. He is said to harass practitioners of Buddhism to dissuade them from their practice and prevent them from attaining enlightenment.



   

  Chapter 54: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (7)
***
Once the battle ended, the mercenary group regrouped at once.
Fortunately, no one died. In particular, the Superhumans who had jumped out of the truck at the beginning were almost unharmed.
Five mercenaries were injured by stray bullets, but the Saintess who could use healing blessings was accompanying them.
And although it was a near perfect victory for them, the mercenary group couldn’t bring themselves to speak of it.
“…So it was all just a ploy.”
Captain Kwon Mongjoo gnashed his teeth as he looked at the remains of the truck.
He blamed himself for the orders he had given, but the mercenaries thought differently. The enemy had done something that was far outside the norm.
Not only did they use a large force to cover the rear, but they also had a Superhuman attack the truck from the sky.
Amidst the gloomy feelings, Tian Lin, who had stayed behind in the truck, spoke up.
“All those who stayed back at the truck are severely injured. However, there are no fatalities.”
He was sitting with his broken legs propped up against a supply box, and most of the mercenaries who had been guarding the truck were in similar conditions.
The driver had his arms broken, and the other mercenaries were unable to move properly after being hit by mana-infused fists.
“…They were meticulous. They didn’t kill anyone but they broke everyone’s limbs one by one and then left.”
As soon as Tian Lin finished his explanation, Captain Kwon Mongjoo clenched his fists.
It was obvious why the enemy, who had the strength to smash the truck with their bare hands, had not killed the mercenaries.
They were led to waste time and energy treating the wounded.
And the likely reason for buying time in a situation like this was…
“…They are also after the Royal Seal.”
“Yes. Logically speaking, if that wasn’t the case, they wouldn’t have carried out such an attack.”
“There must have been a leak somewhere. Considering how well-planned the assault was, they must have been preparing for quite some time…”
Just as Captain Kwon trailed off, the dwarf suddenly opened his eyes and coughed violently.
He kept vomiting while struggling to collect his senses. After a long struggle, the dwarf finally spoke.
“We need to stop them.”
Everyone’s eyes were focused intently on the dwarf. Their gazes were serious.
“Darulma, it’s likely that the enemy is after the Royal Seal. What exactly—”
“We’ve been betrayed. We’ve been betrayed! I was their target right from the start!”
The dwarf struck the ground with a tearful expression.
“…What are you talking about? Darulma, please give us a clear explanation.”
“The location of the Royal Seal in my head, that was the main goal of this attack from the start!”
Captain Kwon frowned as he listened to the dwarf’s outburst.
The violet liquid infused with mana—the name of a potion came to mind.
“…Truth Potion?”
A magic potion that forced the drinker to only speak the truth. The problem was the ingredients of the potion.
Eyeballs and organs of a living human.
There was no need for any further explanation. Brewed by a wicked Necromancer, the concoction was strictly banned under international law.
“Yeomyeong, did you encounter any Necromancers among the enemies you fought?”
Captain Kwon asked Yeomyeong, who was sitting at the back. It wasn’t to satisfy his curiosity, but to confirm his speculation.
Yeomyeong nodded.
“Yes, there were zombie-like creatures in the enemies’ truck.”
“…I see.”
Captain Kwon pondered for a moment before speaking to Darulma.
“Darulma, we need to ask the government and military for assistance.”
“…What? How can you say that? Do you even know how much money I have invested in you!”
The dwarf shouted in disbelief.
“If the military and government get involved, do you think they will simply return the Royal Seal to the dwarves? No! They’ll demand a stake and make us pay them off!”
“…”
“The Royal Seal is ours, the dwarves’! OUR BLOOD! OUR LIFELONG DREAM! As long as I live, I absolutely cannot allow even a fraction of the Royal Seal to be handed over to Earthians!”
He screamed desperately, almost as if he would vomit blood if he continued. However, Captain Kwon did not even bat an eyelid when he responded.
“If that’s the case, then isn’t it even more important to prevent it from falling into the hands of these unidentified Necromancers?”
“That’s…”
“Think rationally. The mission is already a failure. And now that we no longer have the truck, it’s impossible for us to reach Manchuria and retrieve the treasure before the enemy.”
His words were an irrefutable truth. The truth pierced the dwarf like a sharp arrow, and he shed tears instead of blood.
“No, there must be a way… There must be a way.”
“It’s not possible.”
As Captain Kwon concluded the conversation coldly, the dwarf glanced around with a rather pitiful expression.
“S-Saintess.”
The trembling dwarf fixed his gaze on the Saintess.
“It might be possible with your help. Didn’t you defeat the Skeletal Dragon with Yeomyeong?”
Seeming embarrassed by the attention, the Saintess, who was treating the injured, hunched her shoulders.
“I…”
“We still have some of the motorcycles we seized. If the Saintess and a few Superhumans ride them, we can surely recover the treasure!”
At the dwarf’s outcry, Captain Kwon intervened again.
“…There are only three motorcycles, Darulma. And the fuel is insufficient.”
“Only three? If we split up into pairs, six people can go! Captain Kwon, I beg you. I-If you agree, I will increase the investment by fivefold, no, twentyfold!”
“…Darulma.”
“Please, no matter what, the government and military must never get involved. I’d rather see Manchuria burn to the ground than allow that!”
Hearing the dwarf speak about destruction, Tian Lin muttered a curse, but most of the mercenaries remained silent.
As the silence prolonged for a while, the Saintess cautiously raised her hand.
“Um… Darulma-ssi? I can help.”
“O Five Gods! I believe—”
Just as Darulma was about to kneel and offer his praise, the Saintess thrust her hand forward, interrupting him.
“But I can’t risk my life.”
“…”
“If I judge that the situation is beyond help, I will escape. Is that okay?”
That last statement was not directed at Darulma but rather a means to persuade the mercenaries. The Saintess looked at them, as if asking if this condition was acceptable.
Fortunately, a few of the mercenaries nodded.
As if resigned to the situation, Captain Kwon also nodded on seeing that.
“If that’s the case, I’ll do my best.”
Only then did Darulma let out a sigh of relief. He wiped his nose and spoke to the mercenaries.
“Mercenaries who are willing to follow me, raise your hands. Even if we fail, I will compensate you out of my own pocket.”
The first to raise his hand was Kim Mansoo. He burned with determination as he looked at his companions with broken limbs.
With both the Captain and the Vice Captain volunteering, the other mercenaries began raising their hands.
Soon after, all the mercenaries, except for one person, raised their hands.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong-gun?”
“Yes.”
“You, are you…”
“I won’t go.”
Darulma’s expression twisted. He spoke with a trembling voice, as if in disbelief.
“How can you say that? Do you even know how valuable the elixir you consumed is?!”
Yeomyeong tilted his head and replied.
“Was that elixir the payment for the commission though? I received it as a token of apology. Right?”
“I mean, that’s…”
“And I already fought against unidentified enemies not mentioned in the contract and saved you from the hostile Superhuman. Isn’t that beyond what the original contract stipulated?”
Hearing Yeomyeong respond coldly, the Saintess, unable to stand it any longer, tried to intervene.
“Hey, even so, you should…”
However, Yeomyeong raised his finger to silence her and gave a subtle wink that no one else could see.
It was a signal to inform her that this was all an act, and she should pretend not to notice it.
However, seemingly misunderstanding his wink, the Saintess looked away, as if she had seen something she wasn’t supposed to.
Anyway, once Yeomyeong confirmed that the Saintess had shut her mouth, he turned back to Darulma.
“So, I will not set new terms for the extension of the contract.”
“…Terms”
Darulma looked at Captain Kwon with a pleading expression, but he simply shrugged his shoulders with his arms crossed.
This meant that he considered Yeomyeong’s demands to be reasonable. Darulma, having no other no choice, nodded.
“Alright. Let’s hear the conditions.”
“First, you must immediately request help from the military.”
“What? Haven’t you heard when I said that the military…”
“You don’t have to mention the Royal Seal.”
“…”
“If we fail, the military will block them. If we succeed? It will just end as a minor incident.”
“…A minor incident? Does the military’s involvement seem like a joke? The military will never just let it go.”
“So what if they don’t let it go? They’ll probably demand that we compensate them with the bones. And with all the resources Dungan Heavy Industries has access to, that shouldn’t be a problem, right?”
Hearing Yeomyeong’s response, Darulma paused to think for a moment.
Leaving aside the fact that they needed the help of Earth’s military, Yeomyeong’s argument was pretty reasonable.
In their current situation, the worst-case scenario was losing the Royal Seal to the unidentified assailants, which included Necromancers.
If they could mobilize the military, it would reduce the chances of the worst-case scenario occurring.
And even if the military somehow managed to recover the Royal Seal, if they didn’t recognize its value…?
Realizing that it was something he hadn’t taken into consideration due to his natural disgust for Earth’s military, Darulma readily admitted his mistake.
“…Alright. If those are the conditions, I will gladly comply. So, what’s your next condition?
“My second condition is the right to use the Dwarven workshop.”
This request was unexpected. Hadn’t they already agreed to forge the dragon bones?
The demand for workshop use implied he wanted something more than just that…
“…If we can recover the Royal Seal, I will give you whatever you desire. In fact, I will personally persuade the craftsmen.”
Darulma decided not to ponder over it for long. It was clear who had the upper hand in their current situation.
“Are these all the conditions?”
“No, there’s one last one.”
As soon as they heard the word ‘last’, the mercenaries watching the scene began drawing lots.
There were just three motorcycles. Even if they were divided into pairs, only two spots would remain after countingthe Saintess, Yeomyeong, the Captain, and the Vice Captain.
Regardless of the commotion, Darulma focused on what Yeomyeong was about to say.
“My last condition is…”
The moment Yeomyeong told him his last condition, the dwarf’s brows furrowed deeply.
* * *
As the eastern sky over Manchuria darkened and the western sky turned red, the sun formed a yin-yang pattern in the sky. High above, Mara observed the two mountain ranges that stretched across Manchuria.
They were unable to comprehend why Earthians called the two distant mountain ranges by the same name.
The Khingan Range.
The relatively larger western mountain range is called the Greater Khingan, while the northeastern one is the Lesser Khingan, right? Both are pretty decent mountains.
Although they fell short when compared to the mountains of their hometown, both mountain ranges were passable by Earth’s standards.
That’s right; strange fated1 treasures should be found in mountains such as these.
With that brief thought, Mara began to descend.
With each step they took, the sky split open, and the cold winds of Manchuria swirled around them.
Whoosh—
After descending for quite some time, almost at the speed of a free fall, they stopped just above the deep valley of the Lesser Khingan.
Now that they had arrived at their destination, it was time to awaken the meat shield. They shook the creature they were carrying on their shoulder awake.
“Cough, cough.”
The horse-headed Mage woke up, spewing forth a disgusting mix of mana and blood.
“Are you awake?”
The man glanced around with half-dead eyes, and on seeing the mountain beneath his feet, he trembled in fright.
“Have you found… the location…?”
“This is the location mentioned by the dwarf who took the Truth Potion. I’ve confirmed the coordinates as well.”
“Then… finally…!”
The horse-headed man trembled as Mara landed on the ground. The ground that had been denied human footsteps for so long expelled clouds of dust.
Standing on a sharp cliff with barely any room to spare, Mara and the horse-headed man simultaneously gazed down into the deep valley below.
“Ah, I can truly feel it. The scent of ancient mana mixed with that of the earth…”
Just as the horse-headed man said, Mara also sensed the mana.
Deep within the valley below, the writhing mana… and the mana of a massive spiritual being.
A dragon—this will truly be a satisfying hunt.
As Mara licked their lips, the horse-headed man pulled out a magic item from his pocket—a sinister magic item made from the skull of a dead bird.
“First… I will call for reinforcements.”
“Reinforcements? You still have forces left even after losing that many?”
Although Mara made a rather scathing remark, the horse-headed man simply shook his head.
“Those expendables aren’t worth being called a force.”
“…Ah, so only monsters like you are counted as part of the force? What a remarkable nation you come from.”
The horse-headed man ignored Mara’s mocking remarks. He didn’t need to explain the meaning of patriotism and love for one’s country to a damn criminal bastard who could be bought with money.
The next moment, he gathered mana in his hand and activated the magic item.
Crackle! The bird’s skull shattered, sending the coordinates of his location to the support troops waiting in North Manchuria.
Soon, South Korea would acquire the treasure and the corpse of a dragon they had dreamed of for so long.
Just as the horse-headed man was growing more and more certain of this, Mara spoke up again.
“Hey, that guy who managed to wipe out your troops earlier. I think his name was Cheon Yeomyeong or something.”
“…”
“What’s that guy’s true identity?”
The horse-headed recalled the sight of Yeomyeong charging at him while covered in blood.
The mysterious regenerative ability that surpassed even that of ordinary Superhumans and those golden eyes filled with killing intent.
An unexpected formidable foe. A Superhuman who somehow withstood the combined forces of five trucks and Corpse Explosion.
“…His exact identity is unknown.”
“Exact identity? So, you have some rough information about him?”
The horse-headed man clutched the empty space where his right arm had been as he responded. The spot where it was severed throbbed with pain.
“All we know is that he’s a new mercenary who has just become active. We never expected him to be this strong… We had no idea.”
“Haven’t you heard the saying ‘good wine needs no bush’? There’s no way someone like him wouldn’t be known.”
“There are rumors that he was the one who managed to cut the rib bones of Kahal Magdu.”
“…Rib bones?”
“But it wasn’t a solo act. It’s said that the Saintess, the Vice Captain of the mercenary group, and that person achieved it together, as a collective effort…“
As the horse-headed man trailed off, Mara recalled the Skeletal Dragon that had returned to Siberia with its ribs missing.
He said he had come across a good connection.
Is this what you call a good connection? Damn, you pain in the ass Skeleton bastard.
Struggling to suppress a smile and Mara continued probing the horse-headed man.
“So, it’s certain that he’s no ordinary person? What do you guys… or rather, what do you think?”
“…I can’t be sure, but I have a hunch about his true identity.”
“Oh?”
Mara’s eyebrows twitched.
“If you trace his past actions, he’s always been involved with the Saintess.”
“The Saintess?”
“It’s simple. He ‘coincidentally’ arrived in Manchuria at the same time as the Saintess, and he’s always present wherever the Saintess fights. It’s obvious who he is…”
“Hey, hey. Just get to the point. Quickly.”
“…A secret guard of the Saintess or a future Holy Sword trained secretly by the Holy Knight.”
Was it a… plausible story? Mara, who knew nothing about the Saintess, stroked their chin and asked.
“So, can I kill him? Isn’t it said that the Saintess must never be killed?”
“…Unlike the Saintess, no one will care if a sword that has never been revealed to the world is broken.”
The horse-headed man answered with a voice full of conviction. The fact that he was this certain meant there was a high probability that his conjecture was true.
Mara nodded and stood behind the man.
“Thanks for the information. Thanks to you, I’m now certain of what to do.”
“It’s just a guess, so—”
The next moment, thud— Mara’s foot struck the horse-headed man’s back.
The sudden betrayal came without any forewarning or signal.
The horse-headed man couldn’t even utter a scream as he flailed his remaining left arm and plunged into the valley below.
Shortly afterward, the sound of something exploding echoed throughout the valley.
Calmly looking down at the ground, Mara left a brief remark.
“As expected, I’ll have to take these ‘strange fated treasures’ for myself.”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The raw uses 기연 (Giyeon) whose literal translation  is strange fate. It refers to the concept of a strange fate, which is a common trope found mainly in martial arts novels. It usually signifies a turning point which helps the protagonist's martial arts skills improve dramatically. It could refer to a person or object, like a master who will teach the protagonist or elixirs or secret manuals, etc. In this part, it refers to the "treasures" the group keeps talking about.


   

  Chapter 55: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (8)
* * *
The red dragon, Orsay Taboul, awoke from its long slumber.
Its keen dragon senses informed it that a guest had arrived at its cave.
It spread its wings and stretched as it pondered.
Had the end finally arrived after decades of waiting? Or would it turn out to be yet another futile expectation?
Just then, a rumble echoed as stalactites and dust fell from the ceiling.
Someone was forcing the door open. Indeed, it seemed that a real guest had arrived.
Only then did Orsay Taboul raise its heavy body and begin making preparations to welcome its visitor.
The preparations were nothing grand.
First, he awakened the magic circle and guardians set up throughout the cave. A blue glow of mana illuminated the darkness.
Once visibility was secured, the Dragon carefully cleaned the tomb at its feet, brushing away the dust and meticulously inspecting the treasures beside it.
The preparations were completed quickly; it was something it had done hundreds, if not thousands, of times before.
Thud! Thud!
However, seeing that it would take the guest a bit more time to open the door, the Dragon was granted a brief moment of leisure.
With the extra time that old beings often came across, it closed its eyes and reminisced about the past.
The first thing that came to mind was its nest.
Though it had guarded this place for decades, not once did it think of this place as its nest because its true nest lay beyond the Dimensional Portal, in the dwarven kingdom filled with gold and mana metal.
A place brimming with gold and jewels, adorned with exquisite decorations and treasures crafted by dwarves.
Among them, the most beautiful treasure it possessed was a life-sized statue made in its image.
A statue that captured the moment of its younger self carrying the dwarven king on its back while battling monsters.
That statue was once the Dragon’s pride and joy. And for the dwarves, it was a testament to history and myth, a symbol that promised a great future.
…At least, it had been that way until Stalin invaded the dwarven kingdoms.
The Dragon turned the page to the next chapter of its memories.
Buried in its distant memories, it recalled the war that had destroyed the statue and its nest.
The cursed invader, Stalin, and the communists pelted down mustard gas and shells like rain.
Before the might of Earth’s deadly weapons, the dwarves’ massive fortresses and underground passages were unable to serve their purpose.
The later generations of dwarves came to refer to that time as the ‘Yellow Winter.’
The onslaught of bombardment that lasted through the changing seasons, with no signs of negotiations or appeasements.
After an attack so relentless that made even the most stubborn dwarf have no choice but to surrender—or perhaps wiped out all such dwarves—the dwarves finally gave in, holding up a white flag stained yellow by mustard gas.
However, Stalin, the victor of the war, showed them no mercy. Declaring that dwarves were not human and that animals had no right to be proletarians, countless dwarves were shipped to the gulags.
Entire clans were exterminated. And the Dwarf’s Mountain Range was renamed the Lenin1 Mountain Range.
The fate of its nest was no different.
The nest, which contained a history as long as the Dragon’s life, crumbled under bombardment, leaving no trace behind.
The fate of its statue was even more horrifying. The communists melted down the ‘reactionary’ statue in a blast furnace.
After that, the Dragon had no way of knowing what happened to the statue. It could only vaguely speculate that it had either become material for the Soviet palaces or turned into a Lenin statue…
As it reminisced about all this, the Dragon’s right wing twitched.
Argh… it’s happening again.
The Dragon gently caressed the massive scar that ran across its right wing.
The scar on its right wing was from the time it had flown through Russia’s air defenses with the dwarven king on its back.
Like how the hero defeated the demon king to restore peace, it was the consequence of its own foolishness and ignorance to try and defeat the Demon King Stalin—
Sensing that the seal protecting the cave was broken, and the magic circle prepared at the entrance exploded, its thoughts didn’t continue any further.
!!!!!!
A short quake followed. Unable to withstand the tremors, the ceiling of the cave showered down dust.
Once again, dust settled in the tomb it had painstakingly cleaned up. The Dragon frowned and looked towards the entrance.
And as if to further prove that the entrance had been breached, a unisex voice boomed through the cave.
“Come in—!”
It was the voice of a human, not a dwarf. Orsay Taboul was unable to hide its disappointment.
It looks like it’s not a guest but a thief.
Without hesitation, the Dragon moved the guardians into action.
* * *
As dusk loomed over Manchuria.
Three motorcycles sped across the plains of Manchurian plain under the setting sun, casting long shadows.
Traveling at incredible speeds, the motorcycles quickly sped through the rough terrain of stones, sand, and dirt.
Considering that each motorcycle carried two people, it was almost like a deadly riding stunt.
Despite everything, the group managed to cross the plains without any issues. This was only possible because all the riders were Superhumans.
After traveling across the plains for a while…
As the sun set and dusk turned into darkness, a large mountain range could be seen on the horizon.
Soon after, they went off the plains and rode through snow-covered forests and winding mountain roads instead.
Perhaps because the area hadn’t been touched by humans since the fall of the Soviet Union, the mountain roads were extremely rough, to the point that even their Superhuman senses were of little to no help at all.
Eventually, after Kim Mansoo almost lost his balance and nearly fell down the mountain, the group slowed down.
With the pace eased, the Saintess spoke up.
“So, how’s my riding skills? Is it bearable?”
Hearing her obvious teasing tone, the eyebrows of Yeomyeong, who was sitting behind her, twitched.
“…It’s the worst ride ever.”
“Oh really, that’s probably because you’re holding onto weird places. You can hold onto my waist if you like, you know?”
The Saintess chuckled. It was likely a joke meant to lighten the mood, but Yeomyeong, who was precariously holding onto the seat while struggling to find a handhold, couldn’t laugh.
After all, didn’t he get into a fight with her crazy mother over some ridiculous misunderstanding about the snowfield or whatever just a few days ago?
Yeomyeong briefly considered giving the Saintess a smack on the back of the head, but he then shook his head, deciding against it.
“Enough with the pointless jokes. How much longer till we reach our destination?”
“Pointless, you say? I was being serious.”
“…Answer me.”
“Oh, now you’re lowering your voice again. Can’t you even take a joke?”
“…”
“Argh, seriously. We’re almost there. According to Darulma-ssi, it should be a large valley visible from afar… we should arrive there after we cross this mountain.”
True to the Saintess’ words, a large valley appeared once they crossed the rough mountain with no path.
Unlike the gentle scenery in the surroundings, the valley had sheer cliffs that were almost perpendicular.
If seen without context, it would have been a breathtaking view, but the knowledge that a magic item capable of destroying Manchuria was down there gave it quite a menacing feel.
“We’ll have to continue on foot from here on.”
Seeing that the motorcycle’s fuel was running low, Captain Kwon ordered the group to disembark.
The group carefully laid their motorcycles down and approached the valley quietly.
Fortunately, there were no enemies in sight. However, as they got closer to the valley, Captain Kwon frowned.
“We’ll be helplessly trapped and killed if there are any enemies lying in ambush.”
Captain Kwon pointed to the cliffs above. The walls of the valley were almost perpendicular, with no visible place to hide.
Even Yeomyeong, who was inexperienced, could see that if bullets were poured down from above, they would be helpless.
“…Should I go up and check?”
When Yeomyeong asked, Captain Kwon shook his head.
“No, it’s no use checking from here, we would need to go around the mountain… And we don’t have the time for that.”
“But still, putting up with an ambush is out of the question.”
Kim Mansoo, who was feeling nauseous due to motion sickness, interjected. He looked up at the valley with a worried look on his face.
“Something feels off. How about we split up the team? Some of us will go up with me and scout ahead.”
“Split up into an advanced team and a rear team?”
“Yes, Captain. You, the Saintess, and Yeomyeong will stay below and wait until we finish scouting before proceeding. What do you think?”
“That’s not a bad idea. But let’s adjust the composition of the advanced team a bit. Taking into account the strength we’ll need after entering the treasure’s location—”
As Captain Kwon and Deputy Kim Mansoo continued their conversation, Yeomyeong quietly drew his sword.
Srrrrgggg.
Everyone shifted their gaze to Yeomyeong, who was looking towards the left cliff.
On the cliff, they could see someone looking down with his back to the moonlight.
Kim Mansoo initially assumed it to be a person in a suit, but as the moonlight illuminated the figure’s face, he gasped.
“Pig’s head? Are they the same people who attacked us back in North Manchuria…”
Indeed, it was the very same grotesque beings they encountered during the North Manchuria incident. Yeomyeong confirmed Kim Mansoo’s suspicion.
“It’s definitely them. I told you I encountered a similar creature in the previous attack. Although it had a horse’s head rather than a pig’s head.”
Yeomyeong decided to keep the fact that these beast-headed monsters were actually modified humans created by the government to himself, as it wasn’t information that would prove to be useful anyway.
“…So it’s not a coincidence that they targeted us back in North Manchuria.”
Although Captain Kwon seemed to have some strange misunderstanding, Yeomyeong remained silent.
While Captain Kwon was deep in thought, the number of pig-headed creatures on the cliff continued to increase.
With at least thirty in sight, it was quite the number, even for Yeomyeong, and it seemed like they would have to prepare for a tough battle.
After some thought, Captain Kwon seemed to come up with an idea and looked at the group.
“The enemies outnumber us by several times and are better equipped. We would face certain defeat if we fought head-on, and even if we waited for an opportunity, it’s only be a matter of time before we lose the Royal Seal.”
“…Is there no other way? Should we retreat?”
In response to Kim Mansoo’s question, Captain Kwon looked at the Saintess.
“Saintess, you said you wouldn’t risk your life. What will you do? Will you retreat?”
“…What if I say I want to stay and fight?”
“Then we will set up an ambush. We will climb the right cliff and wait for the enemies to enter the cave with the treasure.”
Although Captain Kwon’s plan seemed plausible, it didn’t guarantee victory because even if they dealt with the pig-headed creatures, there was no guarantee that they would find the Royal Seal.
Understanding this, the Saintess closed her mouth before turning to Yeomyeong.
“What will you do?”
“What choice do we even have?”
All of them must be killed. Yeomyeong swallowed the rest of his words and put on a nonchalant expression.
Even if the group decided to retreat, he would still stay behind and fight those creatures by any means necessary.
Was it because he coveted the Royal Seal? No, it wasn’t that.
It wouldn’t be bad to obtain the Royal Seal and get a reward from the dwarf, but he had no intention of risking his life to fight a dragon just for that.
However, since the government was putting in so much effort … he was determined to interfere by any means necessary.
Seemingly misunderstanding Yeomyeong’s thoughts, the Saintess nodded with a resolute expression.
“Alright. Then we will fight.”
“…Saintess.”
“We’ve already come this far, so we can’t just retreat, can we? Captain Kwon, let’s go ahead with your plan. We’ll climb the right cliff, launch a surprise attack, and then—”
The Saintess’ determined words were cut off.
Because the moment she raised her rifle, a massive wave of mana surged from the depths of the valley.
The trees around them shook simultaneously, and the grass bowed down. The mana was so overwhelming that even the mercenaries swallowed nervously.
The pig-headed monsters on the cliff hurriedly leaped down into the valley on sensing the mana wave.
In other words, they started to climb down the steep cliff cautiously.
“…We’re lucky.”
Said Captain Kwon upon seeing this. Whether it was the right expression or not, everyone in the group agreed.
Those pig-headed monsters, clinging to the cliff, where a single slip would lead them to fall below helplessly.
There was no need for further words or plans.
Click.
The group reloaded their guns and charged toward the cliff where the pig-headed monsters were pouring down.
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	1. Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, better known as Vladimir Lenin, was a Russian revolutionary, politician and political theorist. He served as the first and founding head of government of Soviet Russia from 1917 until his death in 1924, and of the Soviet Union from 1922 to 1924.


   

  Chapter 56: Pavane For A Dead Dwarf (9)
***
Bang!
The Saintess was the first to pull the trigger. The brightly shining bullet pierced through the back of an unlucky pig-headed figure, climbing down the cliff beyond the veil of the night.
The pig-headed figure, who was descending the cliff precariously, spasmed and then fell.
His final scream lingered for a moment before a barrage of gunfire drowned it out.
Rat-a-tat-tat-tat-tat!!!!
Without giving the pig-headed figures hanging on the cliff a chance to react, the mercenaries ruthlessly rained bullets down on them.
The enemy was taken by surprise, and the terrain was thoroughly in their favor. It was the perfect ambush.
“Ambush—! It’s an ambush—!”
The pig-headed figures who noticed the group’s presence belatedly reacted in two different ways.
Either they squirmed, trying to climb back up, or let go and jumped down.
The seasoned mercenaries, led by Captain Kwon, didn’t spare those climbing back up.
They steadily reduced the number of pig-headed figures, starting with those in the top row.
And there was no need to worry about the ones that jumped. All they did was add more bloodstains to the valley floor.
The one-sided massacre continued for quite a while.
And by the time the group had emptied their magazines, nearly 30% of the pig-headed figures had fallen.
“Damn, I guess I won’t be eating pyeonyuk1 for a while.”
Vice Captain Kim Mansoo mumbled as he reloaded his magazine, cracking a joke to ease the tense atmosphere.
The Saintess, who didn’t know what pyeonyuk was, looked sideways at the chuckling mercenaries and then tilted her head on noticing that Yeomyeong was still standing expressionless. Was the joke not that funny?
Or perhaps… he does not get what humor is?
Given that he always turned serious whenever someone tried to crack a joke, it did seem like a possibility.
Yeomyeong’s lack of humor strangely reminded the Saintess of her friend back at the Academy…
As the Saintess was thinking about this and reloading her rifle, the pig-headed figures suddenly started screaming.
Kyaa- aa- ack!
As if they had received some signal, the pig-headed figures began to spasm simultaneously and then dug their fingers deeper into the cliff.
“…Why are they doing that all of a sudden?”
Fixing themselves to the cliff in this situation? Did they come to a conclusion that dying by bullets was better than falling to their deaths?
While the group was puzzled by their dubious action, Yeomyeong spread his mana surveyed the cliff above with a hardened expression.
As expected, he sensed some distorted mana with his sharp senses. There was definitely someone who hadn’t descended yet.
And it wasn’t a pig-headed figure, but someone on the level of a cow-headed or horse-headed figure.
Why hasn’t it come down yet? Could it be…
As if to confirm Yeomyeong’s suspicion, a chilling sensation crawled up his skin as the creature suddenly released the distorted mana.
It was a sign of a spell, and a rather large-scale one at that, being prepared.
Have they been preparing that spell all this while?
Yeomyeong turned to warn the group. Or rather, he tried to.
“Captain! They’re about to cast a spell—“
However, before he could finish his warning, a twisted voice echoed from the top of the cliff.
“Jump—! Jump down—!”
As the voice intertwined with mana completed the spell, all the pig-headed figures turned to look down at the group.
As countless red eyes gleamed eerily, the pig-headed figures let go and leaped off the cliff without a moment’s hesitation.
“Holy shit… What the hell is happening…?”
However, contrary to the group’s tense expectation that the pig-headed figures were committing some kind of mass suicide, they defied gravity and slowly descended into the valley.
Of course, compared to a moment ago, they were descending several times faster. And it would only take them a few seconds to reach the ground.
Glaring up at the cliff, Yeomyeong drew his sword.
“Yeomyeong? Wait…!”
Noticing his expression, the Saintess reached out, but Yeomyeong had already leaped forward.
“It’s dangerous, come… back…?”
The Saintess who was yelling at Yeomyeong fell silent. Contrary to her worries, Yeomyeong wasn’t fighting the pig-headed figures.
Instead, he was using the pig-headed figures as footholds, leaping from one to another, all the way up the cliff.
He jumped on their shoulders and heads as they descended, and when one resisted, he simply kicked them hard in the stomach, sending it flying into the cliff before propelling himself off it towards another pig-headed figure.
After repeating this four or five times, Yeomyeong had already reached the top of the cliff. It was a stunt—no, a divine skill—that was hard to believe even though they had witnessed it with their own eyes.
The Saintess stared blankly at Yeomyeong’s back as he disappeared over the cliff, only snapping back to reality once the pig-headed figures landed on the ground.
“Ugh, seriously. If I had known this would have happened, I would’ve done some physical training like Dad said.”
* * *
When the mercenaries began fighting the pig-headed figures in the valley, Yeomyeong, who had landed on top of the cliff, came face to face with four cow-headed figures who were chanting spells.
All the cow-headed figures had only one reaction on seeing Yeomyeong rise from the depths of the valley.
They were struck silent.
And before the silence could stretch for long, one of the cow-headed figures, who still had some composure left, reflexively raised a pistol.
“You… How did you…?”
He never got the chance to finish his question. It was the last question he would ever ask.
The next moment, Yeomyeong pulled the trigger of his Remington MH750 without a word.
Bang!
Following a flash of light created by the bullet, the cow-headed figure was pitifully blown away as the bullet struck him. Only then did the remaining three cow-headed figures wake up from their stupor and begin to summon their mana.
“Kill him!”
“Gyaaackkk!“
Yeomyeong didn’t give them an opportunity to cast their spells. He infused his sword with mana as soon as he retrieved his shotgun.
Blue mana shimmered along the surface of the standard-issue iron sword.
The mana was similar to Mara’s palm blast he had encountered in the plains.
Unlike the pig-headed figures, who were barely Superhumans, the cow-headed figures immediately recognized the nature of the mana.
“Sword Aura…! Dodge!”
Two of the cow-headed figures leaped in opposite directions as the Sword Aura came crashing down in the place they had been standing.
The Sword Aura sliced through the air, making a long, sharp winding sound.
Swoosh…
And a moment later, the severed winds reconnected, now mixed with the scent of blood.
Yeomyeong lowered the arm that was holding the sword and withdrew his mana. And the next instant…
Thud.
The cow-headed figure who was unable to avoid the Sword Aura had his head fall off from his shoulders.
“You crazy—!”
The cow-headed figure who managed to dodge the Sword Aura by a hair’s breadth groaned.
In a short span of time, two cow-headed figures had been slaughtered. The bloodshot eyes of the remaining two trembled with fear.
“You, you! I know who you are. Cheon Yeomyeong! How can a mere rookie mercenary possess such skills…!”
The cow-headed figures muttered something as they tried to summon more mana, but once again, Yeomyeong lunged at them without a word.
He had no time for conversation, and above all, Yeomyeong needed to deal with them as quickly as possible and go after the Royal Seal.
The horse-headed man and Mara, who were not here, were surely searching for the Royal Seal at this very moment. Time was running out.
Just as Yeomyeong raised his sword with these thoughts in mind, the cow-headed figures instinctively unleashed their mana.
“Gyaaaaccckkk!“
He had seen the same red beam in North Manchuria’s coniferous forest.
It seemed to be some sort of ultimate move, but it was no problem for Yeomyeong. He reached for the Handle of Uragan at his waist to counter the spell.
Or rather, that was what he intended to do.
Rumble…!!
However, the moment he pulled out the Handle of Uragan, the entire valley began to tremble.
…What is this?
The cow-headed figure, who had been preparing the beam, and Yeomyeong, who was about to strike back, both halted mid-attack and turned their attention towards the source of the tremor.
Deep within the valley, inside the cave where the Royal Seal was said to be resting.
An intense vibration and a massive amount of invisible mana began to emanate from there.
Could it be… that they’ve already found the Royal Seal…?
Was it already too late? Had the horse-headed man and Mara already dealt with the young dragon guarding the treasure?
Reigning in his sense of urgency, Yeomyeong charged at the cow-headed figure.
As much as he wanted to rush off immediately, he first had to deal with the enemy in front of him.
Having no intention of going down easily, the cow-headed figure unleashed the mana he had gathered.
Quaaaacccckkk!
Seeing a twisted beam of mana shoot out, Yeomyeong calmly raised the handle of the Uragan.
For some reason, the unicorn’s voice addressing him ‘O Virgin’ didn’t resound. But at the same time, it didn’t seem like its effectiveness had diminished, as a radiant shield protected Yeomyeong.
The red beam shattered before it could reach Yeomyeong’s body.
“What?! How—“
A flash of light tracing the sword’s path emerged from behind the barrier. A thin line of blood appeared on the cow-headed figure’s neck as he let out a cry of agony.
Without even checking to see if the cow-headed figure had fallen, Yeomyeong immediately turned his attention to the last remaining cow-headed figure.
…He’s running away? Is he actually running away?
The last cow-headed figure could be seen fleeing in the opposite direction from Yeomyeong. Perhaps he had begun his escape even before the earthquake, because he was now so far away, that he looked like a small dot.
Yeomyeong frowned, glancing between the retreating cow-headed figure and the bottom of the cliff.
His decision was quick, and his choice was made without hesitation. He abandoned the cow-headed figure and turned his attention to the valley below.
The mercenaries were waging a bloody battle against the pig-headed figures in the valley.
Captain Kwon Mongjoo had dealt with more than seven pig-headed figures, flames spewing from his hands, but the other mercenaries were in a rather precarious situation.
Yeomyeong didn’t hesitate. He leaped straight off the cliff.
*Whoosh—*the wind roared in his ears as he channeled mana into his legs.
The next moment, he kicked off the cliff’s midsection and executed the Feather Step from the Flying Kick technique.
Yeomyeong fell in a long arc toward the bottom of the cliff. And his silhouette against the moonlight was enough to draw everyone’s attention.
Kim Mansoo, swinging a hatchet, the pig-headed figure preparing curses, and even Captain Kwon Mongjoo, who was calmly facing his enemies, furrowed their brows as they looked at him.
And then… Thud!
As soon as he landed, Yeomyeong clenched his teeth to endure the pain.
Despite channeling mana and reducing the height once by kicking off the cliff, he could feel his ankles and calf bones shatter.
It’ll take about a minute for my legs to regenerate…
Despite the intense pain in his legs, Yeomyeong appeared unscathed on the outside, which was enough to inspire courage in his allies and instill caution in his enemies.
The Saintess, in particular, gaped at him, almost as if she would burst into applause at any moment.
“You bastard! If you’re this good, what does that make your seniors?”
Fortunately for Yeomyeong, he didn’t have to stand still for a minute because one of the glaring pig-headed figures charged right at him.
As the pig-headed figure charged at him with mad, bloodshot eyes, Yeomyeong felt a sense of relief as he swung his mana-infused iron sword horizontally.
Slice—the pig-headed figure was cleaved in half by the blade with Sword Aura, spilling out blood and entrails.
“…Aren’t you going to keep attacking me, Shepherds?”
The moment they heard the word ‘shepherd,’ the pig-headed figures’ eyes changed.
The short taunt laced with a small truth.
The pig-headed figures didn’t hold back their fury nor did they try to hide their killing aura. In fact, some of the ones surrounding the other mercenaries immediately turned and charged at Yeomyeong.
“Kill him!”
“That guy knows about us!”
“Gyaaaacccckkk!”
The taunt had worked pretty well. Yeomyeong gathered his mana once again.
And just as he was about to unleash another Sword Aura—
Rumble!!!
A familiar earthquake shook the ground once more. But this time, it didn’t stop at just there.
Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack!
Starting from the other side of the valley, the ground split open and a massive fissure formed throughout the valley. It was a sign that the ground was about to collapse.
Amid the ensuing chaos, Captain Kwon Mongjoo was the quickest to assess the situation.
“Damn it, everyone retreat! Retreat! Saintess, please evacu—”
However, the omen became a reality before he could finish his warning.
KABOOOM!!!
The other side of the valley, where the cave was located, exploded. Rocks and dust shot up into the sky accompanied by a tremendous quake, as if a volcano had erupted.
It was a terrifying sight that demanded immediate evacuation, but everyone in the valley remained frozen, unable to look away.
Because amidst the flying rocks and rising dust, a colossal red dragon spread its wings across the sky.
“…The dragon guarding the Royal Seal!”
As Captain Kwon shouted while shuddering, Yeomyeong frowned.
That grifting dwarf bastard. He called that a ‘young’ dragon?
Yeomyeong recalled Darulma Dune at the base camp, who had mentioned a ‘young’ dragon, and suppressed a bitter laugh.
He was glad that they had renegotiated the terms of the contract before coming here. Otherwise, he might have had the urge to cut off that damned dwarf’s head to feel satisfied.
As Yeomyeong entertained these thoughts, the dragon that had emerged from the ground came to a halt in the sky, bathed in moonlight.
It beat its massive wings, stirring the air, and its yellow reptilian eyes scanned the people gathered in the valley with a menacing glare.
Was it about to unleash its Dragon’s Breath on the invaders? Or perhaps a spell? As everyone in the valley held their breath in tense anticipation—
The dragon spoke, uttering words no one could have predicted.
[Finally!]
[The one bearing the token of the bloodline has arrived!]

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Pyeonyuk is a traditional Korean dish, which consists of thinly sliced meat that has been boiled and pressed. Either beef or pork may be used to make the dish.


   

  Chapter 57: Revenge Is Reserved For The Ones Who Seek It...
It's not like I’ve only read the Communist Manifesto. I also read the Bible from Earth whenever I can. You can learn a lot more from that book than you might think.
...My favorite Bible verse, huh?
I like Leviticus 24:201 the most. I have that verse written deep within my heart.
『An excerpt from an interview with war correspondent Levin2 and Demerond Ipp Marx』

***
The emotion in the voice of the Dragon that had suddenly appeared was neither anger nor hostility.
It was pure, unadulterated joy.
It was an emotion that neither Yeomyeong nor anyone else present in the valley were able to understand.
After all, wasn’t everyone gathered here—be it the pig-headed creatures filled with killing intent or the mercenaries— intent on killing the Dragon to acquire the Royal Seal?
And not only had the Dragon revealed itself to the invaders who had come to kill it, but also felt joy?
The lie about the young dragon and the token of the bloodline… And it seems like there’s more that the dwarf didn’t tell us.
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and turned to Captain Kwon Mongjoo.
After all, the most suspicious person among those gathered here was none other than the Captain, who had personally planned this entire operation with the dwarf.
And as if to prove Yeomyeong’s suspicion correct, Captain Kwon Mongjoo began to prepare something discreetly.
It was fortunate that the pig-headed creatures were focused on the Dragon, or else the Saintess next to him could have been in danger during the fight.
I have yet to fully recover…
Enduring the throbbing in his ankles, Yeonmyeong began walking towards the group.
And just as he took a step forward, the Dragon opened its mouth once again.
[O Bearer of the will of the mountain range! Step forward and present the token!]
A voice echoed throughout the valley.
Unable to withstand the mana-infused voice, the pig-headed creatures and mercenaries covered their ears.
Even Yeomyeong covered his ears and frowned, but Captain Kwon Mongjoo stepped forward calmly.
“Orsay Tabul! O Guardian of the mountain range, O Dragon of Kings!”
He shouted with a voice loud enough to reach the Dragon high in the sky.
[You are… not a dwarf.]
Disappointment briefly flashed in the yellow eyes of the Dragon as it looked down at Captain Kwon Mongjoo, but the Captain knelt before the Dragon without hesitation.
“O Great Dragon, I am Kwon Mongjoo. I have come here as the representative of Darulma Dune.”
He extended his right hand towards the Dragon with a look of seriousness he had never shown before.
In his palm rested a thick ring that Darulma Dune had worn, and even from afar, they could sense the extraordinary aura exuded by the ring.
The Dragon’s eyes twitched as it observed the ring.
[The Dune clan?]
“It’s a collateral line of the Sculptor’s Mountain clan.”
[Dune, Dune… Ah, I remember. Those cowards who were the first to flee beyond the Dimensional Portal.]
“O Great Dragon, that’s all a misunderstanding! The Dune clan retreated to prepare for a greater revenge…”
[Spare me your pathetic excuses.]
The Dragon’s voice cut him off coldly, bringing about an uneasy feeling.
[What I want to hear from you is not an excuse but an explanation. And why in the world did Darulma Dune send an Earthian like you instead of coming here himself?]
“Darulma-nim intended to come in person. But…”
[But?]
“But those… those unidentified enemies over there, who also seek the Royal Seal, ambushed him, so he had no other choice but to send me on his behalf.”
The Captain pointed towards the pig-headed creatures who flinched simultaneously under the Dragon’s gaze.
[Indeed, they are revolting abominations that can only be created by Earthians.]
The Dragon’s assessment was brief, and its actions were swift. It calmly raised its left hand and pointed a finger at the pig-headed creatures.
[Begone.]
Fwoosh!
Crimson flames burst forth from the tip of the long claw.
The flames poured down from the sky like a lightning strike, completely avoiding the mercenaries and the Saintess, only striking the pig-headed creatures.
Some of them tried chanting a spell or turned to flee, but not a single one could escape the fiery downpour.
“Karrrghhh!!“
The flames engulfed the pig-headed creatures, the terrifying heat burning them crisp.
In the time it would take one to blink a few times, only ashes and the smell of burning flesh remained where they once stood.
As Kim Mansoo and the rest of the mercenaries were scared stiff on facing the heat they had barely managed to escape, Yeomyeong clicked his tongue.
If the magic it can use without any incantations is this powerful… it should be at least on par with Kahal Magdu.
The skeletal dragon, Kahal Magdu, whom they had encountered in North Manchuria.
As soon as the red dragon in the sky unleashed its magic, Yeomyeong felt a mana force that was as strong as that of the skeletal dragon.
Of course, he hadn’t gauged its strength accurately. After all, this was his first time seeing a living dragon(?).
However, just from the display of magic it had shown a moment ago, one thing was certain.
If they fought that dragon, they would have to put their lives on the line.
Fortunately, it seemed that both the Dragon and Captain Kwon were more inclined to talk than to fight.
At least for now.
[Earthian Kwon Mongjoo, representative of the Dune clan. I will accept your explanation. Now, tell me the reason you have come here.]
“Darulma-nim and the Dune clan seek the Golden Seal.”
The mana within the Dragon quivered at the mention of the Golden Seal. It looked as though it was barely managing to restrain itself from expressing joy.
[Finally, the time for revenge has dawned upon us.]
Revenge? Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly as Captain Kwon responded in a calm voice.
“Great Dragon, Darulma-nim is not seeking the Royal Seal for the sake of revenge.”
[What? Are you saying that he dares to abandon revenge?]
“No. The revenge has already been completed. The Soviet Union lost Siberia and has broken into many small states, and Stalin is no longer in this world.”
[…What?]
“The fallen Soviet Union has paid war reparations, and the dwarves have regained their homeland. The war has ended.”
[Stalin… is dead? The Soviet Union has fallen?]
The Dragon stared at Captain Kwon before turning towards the northwestern sky in shock, as if it could see Moscow from there.
“Yes, Great Dragon, this is a fact all Earthians know of.”
[…]
“So now, the Dune clan and the dwarves seek to prevent the Royal Seal from becoming a trigger for a disaster that will harm the innocent.”
After hearing Captain Kwon’s words, the Dragon fell silent for a while, then gently extended its hand.
[I will verify the token.]
Captain Kwon lowered his head and raised his hand, holding the ring aloft.
Soon, an invisible force enveloped the ring as it floated from the Captain’s hand.
The gleaming golden ring flew towards the Dragon under the moonlight that illuminated the valley.
[At last….]
Although the dwarven ring was much thicker and larger compared to a human one, it looked smaller than a button in the Dragon’s hand.
Intense emotions swirled in the Dragon’s eyes as it inspected the ring, but no words of sentiment escaped its mouth.
What exactly was it trying to verify?
The Dragon, who had remained silent, finally spoke again after Yeomyeong’s broken leg had completely healed.
[Earthian, do you know about the king who buried the Royal Seal here?]
“That is….”
The sudden question left Captain Kwon unable to respond immediately, and his words trailed off.
Not particularly expecting an answer, the Dragon continued speaking while looking down at the ring.
[Daval Hilin. The rightful king of the Dragon Scale Mountain Range and the greatest warrior.]
Nostalgia filled the Dragon’s eyes. They were not focused on the present but on the distant past.
[He was one of the few great kings of history and the most… noble king ever. He possessed a sublime nobility that even a dragon would have difficulty emulating.]
The Dragon’s voice was calm, but Yeomyeong felt a strange sense of foreboding.
[Do you know? The Royal Seal has already finished carving tunnels beneath all the volcanoes in this land ten years ago.]
“…”
[So why haven’t they erupted yet? It’s simple. King Hilin didn’t want them to. He manipulated the Royal Seal to prevent it from triggering the eruptions.]
Upon hearing this explanation, Captain Kwon sighed in relief, but the Dragon was not done speaking.
[But don’t be mistaken. He did not abandon his pursuit for revenge. He merely decided to leave the choice to his descendants.]
“Leave the choice… to his descendants?”
[By manipulating the Royal Seal along with the token of his bloodline, they can either fill up all the tunnels or trigger the volcanic eruptions.]
“…Then as his representative, I will convey his will: as his descendants, the Dune clan and all the dwarves under them do not desire revenge.”
And with Captain Kwon’s declaration, Darulma’s request should have been completed.
…Or, rather, it should have ended.
However, the Dragon did not respond to Captain Kwon. Nor did he return the token or hand over the Royal Seal.
Instead, he bared his teeth with a menacing grin. It was the chilling smile of a madman.
[However, this is where my thoughts differ.]
The Dragon pulled something from between the scales on his neck. It was a rectangular chunk of gold, slightly larger than its claw.
The Golden Seal.
So it wasn’t sealed away beneath the cave? Captain Kwon’s expression stiffened.
[The dwarves who had been tainted by Earth are no longer worthy. They are not worthy of possessing Hilin’s Seal nor do they have the right to make the choice. The only one in this world who is worthy… is ME.]
The Dragon brought the ring in its left hand, the seal of the Dune clan, to the Royal Seal.
[The choice is now mine, Earthians— suffer as you deserve!]
Flash!
Emitting powerful golden mana, the Royal Seal trembled violently.
And the next moment, a massive golden magic circle appeared above the cliffs of the valley.
There was no need to explain what kind of magic circle it was.
The sky above the valley was dyed in gold, the ground beneath their feet resonated with the magic.
Rumble, rumble, rumble!!!
An earthquake with its epicenter in the valley struck the entire Manchuria.
***
The Earth screamed.
Deep-rooted trees quivered in fear, and stones and grass shook violently up and down.
An overwhelming earthquake so powerful that even Superhumans barely managed to remain standing.
Barely maintaining his balance on the trembling ground, which felt like a prelude to destruction, Captain Kwon shouted.
“O Great Dragon! Stalin is dead, and the Soviet Union no longer exists! There is no one left for you to exact revenge upon!!”
[Huh! And what about the communists who sided with the Soviet Union? And what about the commies who dwelled in this Manchurian land? They are still alive!]
The Dragon shouted, clutching the Royal Seal tightly. A long shadow fell across its face, illuminated by the golden magic circle behind it.
“…The war did not take by their will! How many among the tens of millions in Manchuria even remember that war?!”
[They may have forgotten. For Earthians, even a few decades are more than enough to turn their crimes into history! But I have not forgotten! I still remember the greed of the Earthians and the cruelty of the communists as if it were just yesterday!]
Spreading its red wings wide, the Dragon shouted in anguish.
The immense mana radiating from its body surged forth, permeating the magic circle and dyeing the sky over the valley in a golden hue.
“Then what about the dwarves? If Manchuria collapses, what will happen to all the dwarves who have settled on Earth?”
Captain Kwon shouted with such urgency that his voice broke.
Unable to keep watching their exchange, the mercenaries rushed to grab him, desperately trying to pull him away.
They intended to flee with their captain, but Captain Kwon stubbornly resisted, shouting even louder.
“Earth will not forgive the dwarves! The hard-earned peace will be shattered!”
[Peace? You call this PEACE? That is not peace, Dune clan’s representative.]
The Dragon and Captain Kwon locked eyes beneath the golden sky.
[True peace cannot be achieved by forgetting old grudges. Only after avenging the wrongful deaths of the innocent! Only then can it be called peace!]
“Then you should only punish the guilty! The innocent people of this land—“
[The dwarves who died due to the gas attack were also innocent! Was it their fault that Stalin coveted mana metal? Was the Cold War their fault?!]
The Dragon raised its hand. Having finished absorbing the ring, the Royal Seal shone brilliantly.
Waves of golden mana surged forth and poured down upon the earth like a waterfall.
[How can innocent grudges be soothed with the blood of the guilty few?! The lives of the sinners cannot be equalled to those of the innocent!]
A long golden line appeared beneath the feet of Captain Kwon and Yeomyeong, stretching across the valley and connecting the Khingan Range.
One, two, three, five, ten… and dozens more.
Not a single line among the dozens of lines that began in the valley overlapped.
Some headed towards North Manchuria, while others towards Mount Baekdu.
Even without anyone explaining, everyone present figured out the identity of those lines —Tunnels that connected to all the volcanoes in Manchuria and the surrounding regions.
Captain Kwon and the mercenaries could easily envision Manchuria’s destruction.
Lost in his own thoughts, the Dragon ignored them, shouting again and again at the Manchurian sky.
[A FAIR DEATH! Only innocent blood of equal value can appease the grudges of the innocent!]
Just as the Dragon’s cry reached its peak…
[Earthians! BURN AND BE PURGED—]
Bang!
A shining white bullet pierced the Dragon’s eye.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Leviticus 24:20 "Fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. The one who has inflicted the injury must suffer the same injury."
	2. This may refer to Meyer Levin. Levin was a war correspondent in Europe during World War II, representing the Overseas News Agency and the Jewish Telegraphic Agency.


   

  Chapter 58: Revenge Is Reserved For The Ones Who Seek It... (2)
* * *
58 seconds ago.
As Captain Kwon was shouting and the Dragon raised the Royal Seal, the Saintess didn’t need to use her Foresight to realize that things had taken a turn for the worse.
It was now obvious that talking wouldn’t resolve anything.
She reloaded her gun. Now, she had only one magazine left.
The thought of having to fight a dragon with just 60 bullets made her head hurt.
…But I still have to do it.
As she placed her hand on the trigger with that thought in mind, Yeomyeong came into view.
He was the man who, just like her only friend, obscured her Foresight.
He was currently staring at the Dragon with his lips sealed tight.
Was he scared? No, that wasn’t it. After all, hadn’t he been the first to jump out of the truck and climb the cliff when they were ambushed?
If he were someone who would be frightened by something like this, he wouldn’t have even come here in the first place.
So that expression on his face wasn’t that of fear, but rather…
He’s contemplating.
Whether to risk his life and fight, or to turn around and escape.
The Saintess bit her lip. The urge to ask him to fight together was stuck in her throat, but she couldn’t bring herself to utter them.
Asking him to fight in this situation was no different from asking him to die with her.
“Yeomyeong, are you not… going to fight?”
In the end, what came out of her mouth was a question that cleverly hid her true intentions.
Lacking the courage to voice out her thoughts honestly, she uttered a pathetic and childish question, hoping he would give her the answer she wanted to hear.
Whether he understood what she was trying to imply or not, Yeomyeong responded with a short sigh.
“The weapons you have on your person… Is that all?”
Hearing his question, the Saintess flinched and inspected her weapon.
One rifle with 60 bullets.
Because they had to ride a motorcycle, she tried to travel as light as possible, but after the unexpected fight against the pig-headed figures, these were the only weapons she had left.
The situation on Yeomyeong’s end wasn’t much better. He had a shotgun, a worn-out sword, and only a few grenades and bullets left.
“I’m not sure if Darulma deceived us or if he genuinely didn’t know, but… With the weapons we carried on the assumption that we’d face a young dragon, we don’t stand a chance.”
“Even so…”
The Saintess tried to say something but Yeomyeong interrupted her.
“Realistically speaking, there’s only one way we can stop the Dragon. The Manchurian military Darulma called in needs to arrive before we die.”
“…”
“But considering the distance from the Manchurian base to this place… Even if the military makes haste and hurries, it’ll take them at least two hours to arrive. In the meantime, we’d have to fight the Dragon. Do you think we can manage that?”
There was no need to ponder. It was impossible.
“…So, are you suggesting that we run away?”
Unable to come up with a counterargument, the Saintess asked defiantly. Yeomyeong’s calm eyes met the Saintess’s blindfold.
“You were the one who said that you wouldn’t risk your life.”
He reminded her of the words she said before they set out.

	If I judge that the situation is beyond help, I will escape.




The Saintess clenched her fist tightly. If only she could say she wasn’t being serious back then, if only she could take back what she said. But she couldn’t.
And purely from a political standpoint, she was someone who couldn’t die here under any circumstance.
Yes, in her mind, she knew they had to run away from here.
However, her heart was not willing to accept it. She didn’t want to flee.
“…If we leave things as they are, countless people will die.”
“That’s probably true.”
“Innocents… will die unjustly. Can you just stand by and watch that happen?”
Why do we realize something would lead to regret down the line only after we have already said it?
As soon as she spat out those emotionally charged words, countless rebuttals to her logic flooded her mind.
So, you’re asking me to fight a mad dragon for the sake of people whose faces I’ve never even seen?
What about your mother shooting at me? What crime did I commit to deserve that?
No matter how she looked at it, logic was on Yeomyeong’s side…
All she had was stubbornness and emotions, asking him to risk his life recklessly.
Expecting a sharp response, the Saintess braced herself and closed her eyes tightly.
It was a small relief that the blindfold hid her eyes because if she heard his harsh rebukes, she might involuntarily shed tears.
However, contrary to her expectations, there was no rebuttal or sharp criticism from Yeomyeong.
“…I’m sorry.”
His voice was calm.
“I… have something I must accomplish. It’s more important than anything else, something I cannot give up on, no matter what.”
“…”
“So, I cannot risk my life here.”
It was a straightforward answer without a hint of deception.
The Saintess, who had been expecting an emotional argument, was unable to come up with a rebuttal.
Conviction and reality clashed within her empty heart, causing sparks to fly. Her chest stung, and her body trembled.
Unable to hold back, she blurted out whatever came to mind.
“But if we give up now…”
“…”
“What about the people of Manchuria, how… What about all the efforts we’ve made so far…? Huh? Those innocent people will die, I…”
She simply spilled her heart out, unable to even form coherent sentences. Yeomyeong gently placed his hand on her shoulder.
“I won’t stop you if you intend to die here. But…”
“…But?”
“However, if you want to live, take my hand. If it’s just one person… I can somehow carry you and escape.”
Yeomyeong extended his hand. The Saintess stared at it for a moment, realizing that this was his final act of kindness.
If she rejected this, there would be no turning back. The motorcycle they had ridden had run dry a while back, and there was no way the mad dragon would let them go.
She was at a crossroads.
Would she risk her life and die fighting the Dragon regardless of how slim the odds were, or would she survive and plan for the future?
The answer was almost set in stone. If she died here, more blood would be spilled.
…I guess I have no choice.
The Saintess loosened her grip on the gun to take hold of Yeomyeong’s hand. Or rather, she tried to.
Almost immediately, something ticklish trickled down the crown of her head.
Even if others didn’t know, this was a familiar sensation for her. It was something only a Saintess could experience.
…Foresight?
However, it wasn’t a Foresight she had initiated on her own.
It was a Foresight forcefully revealed to her by the gods high above, or perhaps by someone of comparable power.
The Saintess accepted it without any resistance. Right away, her eyes hidden behind the blindfold shone as they captured the future.
Flash!
The Dragon’s magic circle activated, dyeing the sky gold.
With the sky at her back, the light of the magic circle looked like a halo above her head.
As she slowly raised her head to look at Yeomyeong, her white hair, illuminated by the halo, fluttered gently.
20 seconds.
The light from the magic circle didn’t linger for long. And after the halo disappeared, the Saintess smiled softly.
“Hey, don’t say that you mean to…”
Sensing that something was wrong, Yeomyeong tried to say something, but she brushed off his hand before he could.
“You really are a good person.”
“…What?”
“But you’re not great at playing hard to get, you know.”
It was an out-of-the-blue yet confident remark. Yeomyeong furrowed his brows without realizing it as he stared at the Saintess.
“Did you just… use Foresight?”
“Who knows?”
11 seconds.
“Hey!”
Ignoring Yeomyeong’s shout, the Saintess dashed toward the Dragon.
With each step she took, she gathered her mana and cast blessings on her magazine.
Power boost, acceleration, accuracy, and mana penetration.
Rumble!! Rumble!! Rumble!!
The ground began to quake violently, making it nearly impossible to aim properly, but that didn’t matter to her.
O the Blue Venule, please grant me ascent.
She prayed to the god of wisdom and ascension, and the god answered her plea.
Zing.
Her running body slightly levitated off the ground.
Not high enough to be called flying, but just high enough to avoid the tremors of the earth. Then, the Saintess calmly readied her gun.
2 seconds.
Now, aim.
1 second.
And without any hesitation, the Saintess pulled the trigger.
* * *
K-kaaa-aaaargggh!!
The sudden ambush took the dragon by surprise as it let out a horrific scream as the bullet pierced its eye.
Not only had she managed to target the eyeball precisely, but she also managed to pierce through the mana that wrapped around the Dragon’s body,
The Dagon urgently gathered its mana while covering its eye in a panic.
It deployed a shield around its neck and face in preparation for the next attack, then unleashed a barrage of fire in the direction the bullet had come from.
Whooosh!!
It was an excessive reaction for just a single bullet, but the pain in its eye was enough to remind the Dragon of the terror of anti-aircraft guns.
[Who was that? Who the hell dares to interfere with this Dragon’s vengeance?!]
The Dragon spewed flames as if it intended to burn the entire valley to the ground.
However, as the ground smoldered, the magic circle in the sky began to dim, and the tremors in the earth subsided.
It was a sign that the Dragon’s concentration was faltering.
Everyone in the valley seized the opportunity.
The Saintess moved out of the valley to find a new location to shoot from while the mercenaries and Captain Kwon dashed up the cliff, avoiding the Dragon’s sight.
Meanwhile, deep within the valley, the Demonic Human trapped in the Dragon’s cave also began to move.
“Ah, that damned lizard bastard.”
And from the very same hole the Dragon emerged from, Mara burst out, covered in dust.
Their winter coat was torn in multiple places, proof of the difficult battle they had fought in the depths of the cave.
Spitting on the ground, Mara brushed off the dirt from their body.
“Who would’ve imagined that it would run away without even putting up a fight.”
Despite their grumbling tone, Mara wasn’t all that displeased.
While they were trapped in the cave, they had managed to loot all the treasures the Dragon had hoarded.
Dwarven magic items, jewels, and even potions the Dragon had treasured.
“Hey! You stupid lizard! Take a look at this!”
Mara triumphantly waved a large bag at the Dragon, whose eyes were bleeding.
*Jingle—*The treasures inside the bag clinked together, drawing the Dragon’s attention.
[So you’ve managed to break the seal already. How lucky you are, you disgusting thief.]
The Dragon, who had just regained its composure above the burning valley, growled as it glared at Mara.
“Hah, a thief? Then what do you call a homeowner who locks the door and flees when a thief breaks in? A fool? A moron?”
Mara smirked as they walked through the air.
With each step they took, it was as if they were climbing an invisible staircase, their body rose high into the sky.
A peculiar martial art that allowed one to fly in the sky. Soaring through the air with a technique even the Dragon was unable to identify, Mara was soon on par with the creature’s eyes.
[Stalin and the communists were just as disgusting and shameless as you, desiring what belongs to others without an ounce of shame.]
“Why blame others for your own stupidity? If you can’t even protect your treasures, you shouldn’t have had them in the first place.”
[You! You’re worse than an animal! Just because you have a mouth doesn’t mean you can spout nonsense.]
The Dragon lowered its hand from its eye. Blood still oozed from its eyeball, but it was far from a fatal wound.
It had only temporarily lost composure due to its past trauma. The situation was still overwhelmingly in the Dragon’s favor.
Orsay Taboul raised the Royal Seal and began gathering mana.
[You dare speak of power in my presence? Fine. I will personally show you what true power looks like!]
“Go ahead.”
As it raised its fist, Mara glanced down.
The seal surrounding the cave had been broken thanks to the person who had shot the Dragon in the eye.
A bullet that managed to pierce the Dragon’s eye? There was no need to guess who fired it. It was obvious.
The Saintess—she’s probably hiding somewhere in this valley, right?
Mara licked their lips, thinking of the woman who had shot them in the shoulder.
If the Saintess is here, then that means that Cheon Yeomyeong is also here…
Lucky me. Mara laughed with glee. After they managed to secure all the strange fated treasures, they’d take care of the two of them as well.
“Lastly, it seems like all I’ll need is your heart and a few of your scales to complete my collection of strange fated treasures. What do you say, feeling generous?”
It was a crass taunt. The Dragon was about to respond, but Mara didn’t wait for it.
The moment the Dragon began to manipulate its mana, Mara was already charging towards it, stepping through the sky.
“If you’re a dragon, you should just spit out your neidan1 and die like one!”
Just as Mara’s fist closed in, Orsay Taboul flapped its wings belatedly, unleashing its fury.
[Shut—Up—!!]
A golden light tinged the sky once more as the Demonic Human and the Dragon clashed.
* * *
Standing beside the motorcycles that the group had left behind, Yeonmyeong gazed at the valley bathed in golden light.
Even though he knew that retreating would be the right choice, his feet wouldn’t move.
There wasn’t any particular reason for this.
…The death of innocents.
The moment those words came out of the Saintess’ mouth, he couldn’t stop thinking about the dead janitors.
The Foreman, Uncle Deokbae, Chunsik-hyung, and James… His family members who were killed without any fault or reason of their own.
Was he perhaps influenced by the Saintess? The memory of their unjust deaths seemed to overlap with the deaths that would befall the people of Manchuria.
What if the Dragon activated the seal and made the volcanoes erupt as they were? The people of Manchuria would be covered in volcanic ash and killed by monsters taking advantage of the chaos.
Without any fault of their own, and without knowing the reason… That was how they would perish.
Just like the janitors.
But that’s… not a reason for me to risk my life, especially when I think about the Foreman and all hyung-nims.
Yeomyeong pushed down his inner thoughts and tried to turn away.
However, while he was hesitating and unable to turn his back, the light sound of something being hit echoed from beyond the valley.
Thud!!
Was this the sound it would make if someone were struck by a giant flyswatter?
Squinting to get a better look of what whizzed through the air from the direction of the valley, he saw it was a person—a person who looked quite familiar at that.
Mara, the very one who had taken the horse-headed man and fled, was now falling towards Yeomyeong.
Crash, bang, thump!
The person crashed into a tree, breaking a few branches, rolling over the rocky ground, before finally landing on the floor.
Coincidentally, they landed right in front of Yeomyeong, so close that he could almost reach out and touch them with his sword.
“…Ah, damn it.”
Thanks to the armor-like mana they had enveloped around them, the person didn’t seem to have any visible injuries. However, they had an ugly scowl on their face, as if their pride was hurt.
“Indeed, because of a body like this… I’ve been made to roll on the ground against a lizard.”
Seeing Mara getting up while scratching their head, Yeomyeong felt a bit awkward. Should he just swing his sword now?
While Yeomyeong was contemplating, Mara sensed a presence and turned their head.
The moment their eyes met, Yeomyeong instinctively swung his sword.
!!
Mara barely managed to roll away and avoid the sword.
However, they weren’t able to escape from the Sword Aura unscathed. There was a faint trickle of blood from Mara’s neck.
“Damn it! Rolling on the ground twice in a day.”
Mara glared at Yeomyeong while clutching their neck wound.
“Yeomyeong, how could you ambush me like that? And using that skill on top of it? You should be ashamed of yourself.”
Be ashamed? Yeomyeong was so dumbfounded that he scoffed.
“Well, someone who tried to hit me on the back of my head earlier didn’t seem too ashamed.”
“Ah, well… that’s true.”
Mara also smirked and clenched his fist. Both of them summoned their mana almost simultaneously.
It seemed like they would rush at each other at any moment. However, Mara suddenly asked Yeomyeong.
“By the way, why are you all the way on the other side of the valley from the Dragon? Were you not planning on fighting the Dragon?”
“…”
“By any chance… you weren’t on your way to request for military support, were you?”
Although their guess was slightly off the mark, Yeomyeong chose to remain silent.
As a result, a brief silence filled the space between them, and Mara interpreted this silence as agreement.
[You fools, do you think you can escape from me!!]
The Dragon’s roar broke the prolonged silence as it activated the magic circle.
Once again, the ground trembled, and the valley was bathed in golden light.
Mara alternated their gaze between the valley and Yeomyeong, then shrugged.
“If reinforcements arrive in this situation… Sssppp, there’s no way around it.”
They said this, then raised both hands above their shoulders, erasing not only the killing intent that had been boiling but even their mana.
…What are they doing? Are they planning to surrender? Yeomyeong frowned.
And as soon as he heard Mara’s next words, he almost dropped his sword in disbelief.
“Hey, instead of calling for reinforcements, how about the three of us— you, me, and the Saintess—capture that lizard together?”
“…What?”
“In exchange, I’ll only take the Dragon’s neidan. As for the bones and scales, you can split them among yourselves. How about it?”
A sudden and incomprehensible proposal. Yeomyeong tightened his grip on his sword to keep him from dropping it.
“…What nonsense are you spouting? How can I trust you?”
“Who’s asking you to trust me? I’m just suggesting that we team up.”
“…”
“It’s simple, right? For the personal gains on the line, let’s set aside our fight for the time being.”
Yeomyeong intended to reject their proposal with a literal strike.
In other words, he was about to swing his sword at Mara’s neck.
However, just as he infused mana into his sword, a familiar voice in his head stopped him.
[O Virgin, accept his offer.]
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	1. Neidan, or internal alchemy, is an array of esoteric doctrines and physical, mental, and spiritual practices that Taoist initiates use to prolong life and create an immortal spiritual body that would survive after death.


   

  Chapter 59: Revenge Is Reserved For The Ones Who Seek It... (3)
* * *
The voice of the unicorn residing within the Handle of Uragan.
Unlike its usual frivolous (?) tone, the voice resonating in Yeomyeong’s mind at this moment sounded gravely serious.
[That person’s mind is filled with various schemes to try and manipulate you, but blinded by greed, they don’t realize they are the very person being exploited.]
…
[O Virgin! I shall be your strength. No evil can escape from my sight, so turn the tables and use that person to safeguard this land!]
As soon as the unicorn’s words ended, Yeomyeong sighed.
…What is this?
Why could he hear the unicorn’s voice even though he wasn’t holding onto the handle?
Yeomyeong, with his sword still pointed at Mara, pulled out the handle from his waist.
However, the handle was in an unusual state.
The handle, engraved with the unicorn, was emitting its own light, as if it were a heated piece of metal.
It was not the usual color of the shield but a brilliant golden light—the same hue as the golden seal covering the valley sky.
Yeomyeong gripped the Handle of Uragan tightly and asked the unicorn’s spirit within.
…Explain. Tell me what’s going on.
[O Virgin, there isn’t much time. I will give you an explanation after it’s all over, but for now, you must stop Orsay Taboul.]
Explanation.
Only after he gripped the handle as if trying to break it did the unicorn’s attitude change.
[Are you sure? It’s a long story, full of friendship and tears between a unicorn and the dwarf bloodline…]
Briefly, just the important points.
[…I am also a token of the dwarven bloodline. That’s the reason I have been empowered by the light of the Royal Seal.]
A token? Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes, thinking about the ring of the Dune clan that Captain Kwon brought.
However, he still found it difficult to understand what the connection between the handle and the token was.
[The final token left behind by the true rulers of the Craftsmen Mountain Range, the Uragan clan. That is who I am.]
Yeomyeong then remembered the explanation given by the weapon dealer, Joseph, when he sold the handle.
The handle of an unfinished weapon made by a master craftsman during the war with Stalin.
Since it was originally a dwarven item, it wasn’t particularly strange that it turned out to be a token of a clan.
However…
Then, why did you stay silent all this while and suddenly ask me to join forces with that lunatic to stop the dragon?
Yeomyeong positioned himself and the handle so that he could break it at a moment’s notice, and asked.
Just moments ago, he had seen the dragon that associated with the dwarves go insane; he had no reason to not suspect the unicorn inside the rod.
However, the unicorn’s answer was far from Yeomyeong’s suspicions.
[O Virgin, it is because you want it.]
…What?
Because of me?
[The grudges of the dwarves and the revenge of the dragon are all remnants of the past. They have nothing to do with me now. That is why I have kept my silence all this time.]
The unicorn continued eloquently.
[But Virgin! The anguish you were struggling with just now moved me.]
…
[Be it in life or death, a unicorn will always strive to protect purity and justice, so how could this one ignore the struggles of a noble Virgin torn between ideals and reality!]
Noble… what?
Upon hearing the unicorn’s loud voice resonating in his mind, Yeomyeong wondered if he should just break the handle and be done with it.
Regardless of his contemplation, the unicorn declared boldly.
[Take this handle to the Royal Seal! For I, too, am a token of bloodline with authority, I can take control of the Royal Seal and assist you!]
As soon as the unicorn finished speaking, the first thought that came to Yeomyeong’s mind was, Is it really possible?
To take control of the Royal Seal…
[Indeed! I am the token left by the Uragan clan, one of the nine golden bloodlines that produced kings. I can easily seize any authority, especially from a collateral clan without a name, like the Dune clan!]
Yeomyeong’s doubts deepened. If what the unicorn said was true, and if he and Mara, who had the ability to fly, joined forces…
It might be possible to stop the dragon and save Manchuria.
At the very least, the probability of succeeding was much greater when compared to the dire situation moments before.
The Saintess’s foresight, the unicorn’s words, Mara’s offer for a temporary alliance, and… even the dragon’s wing, bearing a large scar.
Pieces of a puzzle that had been scattered all over his thoughts began to connect.
…Perhaps.
Yeomyeong gripped the Handle of Uragan tightly and looked at Mara, who was waiting for his response.
“Are you going to do it or not?”
Facing the golden eyes, Mara asked him. Yeomyeong lowered the sword he was holding against the person and answered calmly.
“Alright, I will take up your offer to join forces. But I have some conditions.”
“Conditions?”
“No independent actions; you will go along with my plan.”
“Your plan? Well, as long as the plan is nothing too crazy…”
Mara’s eyes flashed as they glanced at the Handle of Uragan. Despite their attempt to conceal it, their gaze filled with intense greed didn’t go unnoticed.
Did they realize that the handle was the key to the plan? Yeomyeong paid it no heed and stated the next condition.
“One more thing. Don’t hold back; give it your all right from the start.”
“What? Of course, I’ll give it my all in a fight. What do you take me for…”
“Right now.”
As Yeomyeong cut him off, Mara burst into laughter. It was a laugh that clearly showed their disdain for Yeomyeong.
“Alright. I’ll show you my full strength right now. But… first, show me what you’ve been hiding. Do you have an ultimate move?”
An ultimate move. Instead of responding to Mara’s provocation, Yeomyeong forced his mana into his heart.
Mimicking the monster’s blood flow acceleration.
His blood vessels expanded, and the blood and mana in his body surged at an abnormal speed.
The microvessels that were unable to handle the pressure burst, and his heart screamed, but his regeneration was more than keeping up in real-time.
Although it seemed nothing had changed externally… Mara was quick to notice Yeomyeong’s transformation and opened their eyes wide.
“…This bastard, you are really a monster?”
“Enough with your nonsense. It’s your turn now. Wait, don’t tell me that you don’t have one—an ultimate move.”
Mara snickered in response to the light provocation.
“Hey, Bastard, don’t be surprised when you see it.”
Saying that, they began to gather mana in their fingers and press down on their body.
First, between their eyebrows, a place called the Yin Tang Acupoint.1
Second, the center of their chest, the Yutang Acupoint.
Finally, below their navel, the Qihai Acupoint.
After sequentially pressing on the three vital points known to martial artists as the upper, middle, and lower dantian2, the mana flowing from Mara’s body underwent a sudden change.
Fwoosh!
The mana that had been swirling around their body precariously surged into the sky, blazing.
It was truly an overwhelming amount of mana, comparable to that of the Dragon.
A powerful wave of mana swirled around them, overflowing as if their body could no longer contain it.
The grass, trees, and Mara’s golden short hair were swept around while Mara raised a corner of their mouth.
“Is this enough?”
It was enough. Yeomyeong carefully observed the mana of the person in front of him and then extended his hand.
Soon, the two figures soared into the sky.
* * *
[Don’t hide! Come out, you vermins! Come and witness the justice that will be brought upon this land!!]
The Saintess held her breath under the golden sky as the mad dragon roared.
After the first shot, the following shots she fired were unable to achieve the same effect as before.
It didn’t matter how much she blessed the bullets, penetrating the dragon’s scales with a 5.56mm NATO3 was impossible.
This meant that she had to aim for places devoid of any scales—such as the mouth, eyes, or the wing membranes …
However, even that was no easy task. It seemed that the dragon was accustomed to bullets as it skillfully deployed shields to protect its weak points.
27 bullets left.
The Saintess took a deep breath while taking count of her last magazine. She could do this. No, she had to.
As she braced herself and was about to peek from the tree she had hidden behind, someone grabbed her shoulder.
!!
The Saintess was startled.
She barely managed to stifle her scream before turning around to see four familiar men standing there.
“…Captain Kwon?”
It was Captain Kwon and the mercenaries from the Sonjuk Mercenary Group. They were injured, with burns all over their bodies, probably because they were unable to escape the dragon’s fiery attacks unscathed.
“Saintess, could you please heal us?”
“Yes? Yes! Of course.”
The mercenaries were in poor condition. Vice Captain Kim Mansoo’s back was nearly burnt off, and the rest of the mercenaries weren’t in a better condition either.
Anyone who wasn’t a Superhuman would succumb to such wounds. The Saintess poured out healing light over the mercenaries.
And as she was healing them, Captain Kwon looked around before asking.
“Where is the New Recruit? Wasn’t he with you, Saintess?”
“…That’s…”
The Saintess trailed off. She didn’t know where Yeomyeong was or what he was doing.
All she knew was the outcome of the future. However, she couldn’t reveal it as the future could still change.
“Could it be that he’s made a break for it?”
Captain Kwon narrowed his eyes and asked. While the Saintess hesitated over how to respond, Vice Captain Kim Mansoo intervened.
“Captain, don’t make baseless accusations in a situation like this.”
“…Kim Mansoo, this is a conversation between the Saintess and me. You have no right to interfere.”
“Captain.”
Kim Mansoo’s eyes grew cold. He fiddled with his hatchet before sighing.
“I can understand the strange test you gave the new recruit and your decision to keep the true intention of this mission hidden from us. That’s within your authority. But suspecting a team member? That’s unlike you.”
“…”
“What sort of conspiracy is hidden under the guise of this mission? What are you fleeing from that has driven the Captain I know into such a corner?”
“…All I can tell you is that it involves the government.”
“The government? The South Korean government?”
“You don’t need to know more. This burden is mine alone…”
As their conversation continued, the Dragon’s roar echoed throughout the valley.
[You insignificant thief, was rolling on the ground once not enough? Fine! This time, I will tear apart your limbs, one by one!]
The Saintess and the mercenaries looked up at the sky over the valley simultaneously.
In that place stood Mara, who had just engaged in an aerial battle with the Dragon before being flung far away, and…
“…Yeomyeong?”
Through the blindfold that obscured the Saintess’s vision, she saw Yeomyeong holding Mara’s hand and flying through the sky.
A staff emitting a golden light identical to that of the Royal Seal was at his waist, and the light grew in intensity as he drew closer to it.
The very light she had seen in her Foresight.
The Saintess stopped healing the mercenaries and stood up without realizing it. She picked up the rifle she had set aside and spoke to the mercenaries.
“Captain Kwon, you want to prevent the catastrophe, don’t you?”
“…Saintess?”
“Then start running, now.”
No further explanation was given. The Saintess began running towards the valley, and the mercenaries, who had been staring blankly, soon came to a realization and looked towards Yeomyeong.
“Captain, we’ll discuss the rest of the details after we save Manchuria.”
The first to follow the Saintess was Kim Mansoo. He sheathed his hatchet and ran in the same direction as the Saintess.
Initially bewildered, Captain Kwon and the mercenaries soon realized the sounds of footsteps were growing distant.
“I guess we have no choice but to leave it to the gods.”
With a sigh, Captain Kwon started running, and the rest of the mercenaries followed suit.
***
Up in the sky, where the dragon was spewing fiery blasts sporadically.
“Hey, is this plan really… okay?”
Mara shouted while dodging the incoming fire. Yeomyeong, who was flying in the sky while holding Mara’s hand, responded calmly.
“If you don’t like it, you can just give up immediately.”
“Damn it, can’t you say something a bit more reassuring?”
Still in the air, Mara adjusted their position with a strange maneuver while complaining.
Using the recoil, Yeomyeong swung his sword, and making the fire blast that was falling from above exploded just in time.
KABOOM!!
Seeing that the decisive strike had missed, the Dragon unleashed even more magic.
[Begone, you pathetic little fly!]
Whoosh!
Ranging from fireballs, spears of flame, fire butterflies, to massive walls of fire—All sorts of magic poured down, enveloping Mara and Yeomyeong.
“That lizard bastard…”
Mara muttered as they stood in the air. The mana, amplified by their dantian, surged and left a long trail behind them.
The crimson line raced across the sky. Although the Dragon’s flames were blocking their path, Yeomyeong, still holding on to Mara, swung his sword to cut through the flames.
[Fools. Do you really think I’ll just let you close the distance?]
As they kept closing in rapidly, the Dragon flapped its wings to fly backward.
Even when facing a Superhuman who could fly with the assistance of some strange martial arts, dragons were a species born with wings. They were never at a disadvantage when it came to aerial combat.
It should have been that way.
Mara’s trajectory changed without warning. Instead of flying straight at the dragon, they began to trace a long parabola, as if trying to throw something using the centrifugal force.
If Mara had a gun in their hand, the Dragon would have deployed a shield. If they had a bomb? The Dragon would have increased the distance.
However, all that Mara held was an unfamiliar human… and so, the Dragon’s reaction was delayed.
“I don’t care if you dieeeee!”
And without giving the Dragon a chance to react, Mara twisted their whole body and threw Yeomyeong.
It was an unexpected attack. Was he planning to self-destruct? The Dragon tried to increase the distance, but it was too late. Yeomyeong was right in front of it.
In Yeomyeong’s hand was an object emitting the same light as the Royal Seal.
Though it was an unfamiliar object, the Dragon immediately recognized what it was because the mana it contained was unforgettable.
[Uragan? Why are you here?]
As the astonished Dragon tried to retrieve the Royal Seal, the Royal Seal and the Handle of Uragan met.
Sparkle!
And above the shining Royal Seal, the form of a golden unicorn appeared.
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	1. Yin Tang Acupuncture Point.
Yin Tang’s location is at the midpoint of the glabella, directly between the inner edges of the eyebrows, an area sometimes called the "third eye" in various spiritual traditions. It is a place that has been associated with insight and inner vision, both in Eastern and Western cultures.
	2. Dantian is a concept in traditional Chinese medicine loosely translated as "elixir field", "sea of qi", or simply "energy center". Dantian are the "qi focus flow centers", important focal points for meditative and exercise techniques such as qigong, martial arts such as tai chi, and in traditional Chinese medicine.
	3. The 5.56×45mm NATO (official NATO nomenclature 5.56 NATO) is a rimless bottlenecked centerfire intermediate cartridge family developed in the late 1970s in Belgium by FN Herstal. It consists of the SS109, L110, and SS111 cartridges. On 28 October 1980, under STANAG 4172, it was standardized as the second standard service rifle cartridge for NATO forces as well as many non-NATO countries.


   

  Chapter 60: Revenge Is Reserved For The Ones Who Seek It... (4)
* * *
[O Virgin! I have seized control of the Royal Seal!]
The unicorn exclaimed, and simultaneously, all the magic circles constructed by the Royal Seal spread across the sky came to a stop immediately.
However, that was not the end. They had only managed to stop the magic meant to make the volcanoes erupt; the Dragon was very much alive and breathing.
At least I’ve managed to complete the first stage. Now, onto the next.
Yeomyeong placed the rod on the Royal Seal and dove towards the Dragon.
Although he couldn’t fly around like Mara, he could ride the massive flow of mana emanating from the Royal Seal.
[Go, Virgin! You are the only one who can put a stop to that Dragon’s madness!]
Mana burst forth from the Royal Seal, propelling him forward.
As a flash of light blinded his eyes, a multitude of varying sensations pierced through Yeomyeong’s body simultaneously.
Mana from the Royal Seal, light from the handle, the unicorn’s will, and… the Dragon’s rage.
[How dare an Earthian defile the token of dwarves!!]
The Dragon swung its foreleg at Yeomyeong as he dove towards it.
Just as the massive, scaled arm was about to strike him, mana surged from Yeomyeong’s sword.
[Graaah!!]
The scales on the Dragon’s right foreleg split open, and blood splattered. This miracle was a result of his mana enhanced by the World Tree’s crystal and the acceleration of his blood flow.
However, the price of striking the Dragon’s hand in midair was not light.
The enormous mass that his sword was unable to block hit Yeomyeong’s body, and he plummeted towards the ground.
BOOM!!
A cloud of dust flew up from the valley floor beneath the Dragon’s feet.
Yeomyeong, who had crashed into the ground, immediately inspected his body.
…Three ribs and the entire left arm. I took more damage than I expected.
Fortunately, thanks to him intentionally concentrating mana in his lower body, his leg bones were intact.
He gritted his teeth and got up. When he looked up, the giant dragon’s eyes were glaring down at him.
Its reptilian eyes burned with a desire for revenge. Yeomyeong met the Dragon’s gaze with calm eyes.
A misplaced desire for revenge and a sense of kinship.
The two pairs of eyes briefly exchanged emotions. And soon after, the Dragon began to cast a spell.
[Companion of the thief.]
Fwoosh!!
A giant fireball began to descend from above Yeomyeong’s head. The blazing flames erupted, causing the valley to scream, and dust to kick up.
Yeomyeong leaped out through the cloud of dust.
Clutching his broken arm, he dashed through the valley.
[Repulsive thief, how the hell did you manage to obtain that token?]
Accompanied by the Dragon’s words, various spells pursued him. Deadly magic that would guarantee death if even one hit him.
[Was it by thievery? Or Are you perhaps a grave robber? Did avarice make you desecrate the dead and steal their last treasure?]
Yet, none of the spells managed to hit Yeomyeong, who evaded them by using the Feather Step. The Dragon bared its teeth and drew more mana.
[Answer me, you fly! By what filthy, despicable means were you able to defile the legacy of the Golden Bloodline?]
The entire valley trembled under the pressure of the Dragon’s mana, and an enormous amount of flames covered the valley.
“Hey! Lizard! Can you not see me?”
Zzzzzzzonk!!
Mara’s fist struck the Dragon’s face. The punch filled with crimson mana made the Dragon’s head turn, and the spells it was preparing scattered all at once.
[How dare you, a pest!]
The Dragon’s teeth rattled, and its red scales flapped, but it quickly regained its stance in the air.
“Spit out your neidan and just go to hell!”
Mara thrust their fist forward once more, and this time, the Dragon prepared for hand-to-hand combat instead of magic. Not only did it ready its hands and feet, but its massive tail as well.
Whoosh!!
As the Dragon, comparable in size to a high-rise building, began to move in earnest, an intense wind swept through the valley.
The wind strengthened the flames the Dragon had spewed earlier, making them even larger. Some flames even spread beyond the valley and spilled into the mountains.
Zzzzzzzonk!!
As the Dragon and Mara clashed in the sky and a forest fire began spreading about the valley, Yeomyeong finally met the Saintess who was rushing towards him.
“Yeomyeong!”
The Saintess didn’t say something clichéd like she knew he’d come back or that she believed in him.
Instead, she threw away her rifle and began pouring healing light from both hands.
“Arrghh, seriously! How the hell do you keep getting yourself this messed up every time you fight!”
Despite her harsh tone, she had a look of worry as she gave Yeomyeong once over.
His skin was red and burned, and his left arm was hanging limp.
And despite the severe pain, Yeomyeong replied with his usual calm expression.
“The Royal Seal has been neutralized. So there’s no need to worry about the volcanoes destroying Manchuria now.”
“…What? Really?”
“Would I even lie about something like that? But even without the Royal Seal… a dragon is still a dragon.”
Yeomyeong looked up and observed the fight between the Dragon and Mara. Due to the difference in size, Mara was barely managing to keep up.
“Unless we manage to take down that creature, the outcome won’t change by that much. Whether it goes around to make the volcanoes erupt or spreads fire… To prevent any possible trouble from cropping up down the line, we need to fight the Dragon.”
“…What should I do?”
The Saintess asked while gazing in the same direction.
“The blessing you gave me back when we were fighting Kahal Magdu. Will it be possible to do the same now?”
“Yes. With my remaining mana… I can do it up to three times if I push myself.”
“What about blessings on weapons?”
“I can bestow that one three times more than God Redox’s red blessing. So, about nine times in total?”
That would be enough. Yeomyeong checked the gradually recovering sensation in his left arm and said,
“Six on our weapons and one on my body. That should be enough to slaughter the Dragon.”
Slaughter the Dragon? The Saintess, who only expected them to buy time until the military arrived, swallowed hard.
“…Is that even possible?”
“If it were impossible, I wouldn’t even try.”
His words, full of conviction, seemed somewhat more reliable than any prophecy.
* * *
Fighting the dragon was pure agony for Mara.
Despite using the Demonic Blood Reversal Technique to squeeze every ounce of their Qi and Blood, the physical limits were proving to be a hindrance.
Originally, just a few gestures would be enough for them to have killed the lizard, but instead of counterattacking, they were struggling to avoid its attacks and were now trying to buy time instead.
What proved to be the problem was not the Dragon’s hands and tail, covering the sky, but the sporadic spells it cast.
When is that bastard coming?
Mara gritted their teeth as they narrowly dodged another fiery blast that passed by overhead.
The irritation surged as they remembered Yeomyeong’s face, who had said an opportunity would arrive if they just held on for a few minutes.
Could he have fled? No, that can’t be true.
There was no reason for him to flee after coming this far. It might be different if it was after they defeated the dragon, but right now, the two of them needed to work together.
Just as their thoughts began to wander, the Dragon began to gather mana in its mouth.
The Dragon’s Breath—The secret technique of a dragon that was stronger than any magic.
Kwaaa!
Flames spewed out from the Dragon’s mouth. The blazing fire spread in a fan shape, on the verge of engulfing Mara.
“This crazy bastard.”
If that hit, they would surely die. Following the warning their instincts were yelling at them, Mara dashed through the air.
Behind the one moving at their fastest possible speed, crimson mana extended like a comet.
Was it because they had squeezed out all their Qi and Blood? Mara barely managed to go beyond the range of the Dragon’s breath. However, they had no chance to catch their breath.
The Dragon flapped its wings and chased after Mara. And as it closed the distance, it cast a spell without warning.
A ring of flames and chains of fire covered the sky, all aimed towards Mara. Though not as powerful, their purpose was clear.
To bind their legs so they could no longer escape.
[Now die, you wretched fly!]
While Mara’s feet were bound by the spell, the Dragon opened its mouth at a range that Mara could not escape from.
Gooooohhh— The flames of its breath surged up its neck.
“Damn, using the Divine Art here is a bit too much…”
Just as Mara began to prepare his last move, and the very moment the Dragon was sure of his victory, a red light surged from the opposite cliff.
Distracted by the light, the Dragon forgot to unleash its Dragon’s breath. No, it had no choice but to be.
Pure red mana. Mana symbolizing a being from beyond the Dimensional Portal, not from Earth.
[O God Redox…?]
As it gazed at the cliff in disbelief, a familiar human appeared in the Dragon’s line of sight—the Earthian who had seized control of the Royal Seal using the token of the Uragan bloodline.
Crimson light was shimmering from his body.
It was an unbelievable sight. An invader from Earth possessed the blessing of a god.
[How dare, how dare, how dare! An Earthian imitate the divine light!!]
The Dragon denied the reality taking place before its eyes. An Earthian receiving a divine blessing? Could there be a more horrifying joke?
Yes, it must be an illusion spell—a disgusting trick to obscure its eyes.
There’s no way God would bestow its blessings upon Earth, the birthplace of communism, let alone on an Earthian.
All Earthians were unbelievers. They scorned religion as the opium of people and openly disregarded the gods.
After all, how many temples did Stalin burn to the ground, and how many holy relics did communists taint? How dare they! How dare!
[This is blasphemy!]
The Dragon frantically began gathering its mana, preparing its Dragon’s Breath to erase the blasphemous being from this world.
However, that Earthian was not afraid. He did not flee.
Instead, he drew a blue dagger from his pocket and, with his hands hanging by his sides, prepared to confront him.
Was he planning on facing the Dragon’s flames head on? Orsay Taboul scoffed at his arrogance and prepared to breathe fire. Or rather, it intended to.
Bang!
Just as the Dragon was about to take its final breath, someone fired a bullet from behind.
It was a white bullet similar to the one that had managed to pierce its eye.
The Dragon closed its mouth reflexively and raised its hand to block the bullet. The bullet bounced off its scales, leaving only a small scratch behind.
However, that caused it to miss the timing for its pre-emptive attack.
The Earthian, who had mimicked the divine blessing, twisted his waist and swung his sword.
The iron sword in his right hand and the dagger in his left slashed through the air simultaneously.
Swaaak!
Along the blade path of red blessing, starlight erupted.
Comet Sword. The brilliant Sword Aura flew towards the Dragon’s wings like beams of light.

 
    

  Chapter 61: Revenge Is Reserved For The Ones Who Seek It... (5)
* * *
As the starlight brushed past its wings, the Dragon shut its eyes tight.
Was it due to the fear of crashing to the ground? No, that wasn’t it. Then, was it due to the pain from the wounds? That wasn’t it either.
It was because of the shame. Yes, the sensation of plummeting to the ground brought back memories that Orsay Taboul never wanted to recollect.
Decades ago, it had dauntlessly charged into the Soviet air defense system, carrying a noble king on its back.
All because of its childish desire to recreate the ancient legend of a hero defeating the Demon King to restore peace.
It was a childish thought, but the noble king accompanied the dragon as it crossed the Kaesong Dimensional Portal.
As they flew across the skies of underdeveloped Korea, the Dragon was assured of their victory as they headed towards Moscow.
The anti-aircraft guns were unable to pierce its scales, and the fighter jets called MIG1 were mere scraps of metal in the face of its breath.
Just as the ancient hero had done, it was confident that it could burn down the Demon King’s castle, the Earthians called the Kremlin2, and defeat the Demon King named Stalin.
However, it didn’t take long for it to realize that those thoughts were nothing but arrogant.
The air defense system of the Soviets was qualitatively different from those of China and Korea.
For one of the superpowers dividing the Earth, a single dragon was nothing more than a moving target to test their latest weapons and new air defense systems. Nothing more, nothing less.
Fighter jets flying at supersonic speeds and anti-aircraft missiles filled the sky.
The Dragon tried its best to resist, but that was all it could do.
Even the mighty dragon’s magic and the king’s magic tool were unable to block the relentless barrage.
And even before they could see the skies of Moscow, Orsay Taboul and the king were struck by a missile.
The horrifying shrapnel warhead shattered the protective shield, and the explosive flames ripped its right wing apart.
And just like that, the Dragon, who had lost a wing, and the noble king…
Fell.
BOOM!!
As its massive body crashed, the entire valley trembled.
Pain shot up the Dragon’s spine as it collided with the ash-covered ground, but it ignored the pain and protected its nape.
[No! I can’t let that happen again!!]
The place where the king would have been seated.
The king it was supposed to protect had long been buried in the grave, yet its mind was still trapped in the distant past.
The Dragon unleashed its magic in a fit of rage.
It erected a wall of fire, reinforced with a protective shield at its foot, to keep the fighter jets and missiles at bay. This was a countermeasure it had rehearsed hundreds of times in its mind.
It was the best means for blocking missiles, but the enemy wasn’t neither the Soviet military nor the fighter jets. It was a Superhuman who could pass through the wall of fire with just his bare body.
Tap.
The one who had severed the Dragon’s wing leaped off the cliff and landed on the protective shield.
The Dragon sensed the footsteps, filled with mana and blessings, dashing across the shield. He was targeting its head and neck.
Thinking of the Sword Aura that had severed his wing, the Dragon immediately dispelled the shield and rose. As soon as its massive body moved, the entire valley trembled.
Yeomyeong’s figure was reflected in the Dragon’s vertically slit pupils as he landed on the ground. Immediately after, heat began to gather in the corners of the Dragon’s mouth.
KW AAAAHHHH!!
The Dragon’s Breath it shot out was weaker than before, but much faster. The red flames surged like waves, engulfing the valley.
And the next moment, Yeomyeong swung his arms simultaneously.
Two blades flashed simultaneously, and blue swordlight shot straight at the breath, colliding with it.
Boom—!
An intense shockwave erupted, causing the air to scream. The Dragon’s narrowed eyes glared at Yeomyeong, who was bracing himself against the shockwave.
Both the divine blessing enveloping him, and the Sword Aura, felt otherworldly, as if it did not belong to this Earth.
Although it was hard to believe, all the evidence before it pointed to one thing.
[The gods… have rejected my desire for vengeance. And at the hands of an Earthian, no less.]
Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied its assumption. He simply stood still, watching the Dragon as it steadied its posture.
[You insignificant pest, thief, and Earthian blessed by the gods.]
Mana began to swirl in front of the Dragon. Dozens of spells wove together filled the burning valley.
[Do you also deny my desire for vengeance?]
It wasn’t seeking an answer. It obviously was one of those questions asked for the purpose of self-justification.
However, Yeomyeong’s response was enough to startle the Dragon.
“No, in my opinion… your revenge is justified.”
[…What?]
Yeomyeong raised his sword. Unlike the Comet Sword, which was an Arcane Relic, the mercenary group’s standard-issue iron sword was so worn that it wouldn’t be surprising if it broke at any moment.
Being able to use the Comet Sword with both hands meant… that he probably had just two more chances.
As Yeomyeong made a rough estimate of his remaining chances, the Dragon asked.
[Then why are you stopping me?]
“Because the target of your revenge is wrong.”
[…]
“If you had flown to Moscow instead, I would’ve just just sat back and watched. If you had gone on a rampage, trying to kill the surviving Soviets, I might’ve even cheered you on.”
Behind the Dragon’s head, Yeomyeong saw Mara flying in with a strange expression on their face. The plan was still on track. So far, at least.
Yeomyeong gathered his mana and made one last attempt to draw the Dragon’s attention.
“But venting out on innocent people… that is something I can’t agree with. That’s all there is to it.”
[…Is that so, that’s all?]
The conversation didn’t continue beyond that. The Dragon swung its hand, unleashing the magic it prepared.
Just as all kinds of flames were about to engulf Yeomyung.
Mara, the Saintess, and the mercenaries all targeted the Dragon’s back simultaneously.
* * *
Whoosh!!
Flames brushed past his back. Although he narrowly dodged them, he couldn’t escape the searing pain of burning flesh.
Swallowing the scream that was rising up his throat, Yeomyeong kept running.
He was the only one present who could pierce the Dragon’s scales and bring it down.
He swallowed the pain as he inhaled and unleashed his mana as he exhaled. He closed the distance between him and the Dragon, across the burning valley, in an instant.
Oooooohhhh—
As if it were waiting, the Dragon opened its mouth wide, preparing to unleash the Dragon’s Breath on Yeomyung. Or rather, it tried to.
At that very moment, Mara descended from the sky and struck the Dragon’s snout.
“Just die already!”
The momentum behind their punch forced the Dragon’s mouth shut and incomplete breath leaked from between the Dragon’s teeth.
However, it didn’t stop there. Mara continued to pummel the Dragon’s head relentlessly. Even in Yeomyeong’s eyes, the series of martial arts moves they displayed were extraordinary, overwhelming the Dragon’s senses.
But the Dragon wasn’t just taking the hits. As it staggered, it unleashed a weakened Dragon’s Breath, just like before.
KWAAAAAAHHH!
Mara unfortunately lost their balance due to the sudden burst of flames— just as they were striking the Dragon’s snout.
Without missing a beat, the Dragon’s thick tail swatted Mara away like a fly.
“Kugh!”
They were sent flying across the valley. And judging by the mana, they probably weren’t dead, but it didn’t seem like they would be returning to the fight anytime.
Seemingly aware of this, the Dragon didn’t even bother to check on Mara, instead turning its attention back to Yeomyung.
Filled with the determination not to let Yeomyung get close enough to strike with his Sword Aura, the Dragon once again began to gather its breath.
The Dragon’s gaping jaw came into view, but Yeomyeong didn’t stop his advance.
After all, there were others ready to help this time as well.
Bang!
A blessed, glowing bullet struck the Dragon’s open mouth. Ignoring it, the Dragon continued to gather its breath, but it was unable to ignore what came next.
Rat-ta-tat-a-tat!
Though not as powerful as the Saintess’, blessed, glowing bullets rained down on the Dragon’s head.
As the bullets aimed for its eyes, the Dragon had no choice but to react. It turned to the direction the bullets were coming from.
Captain Kwon and the Sonjuk Mercenary Group were unleashing their blessed rifles from the opposite cliff.
“Shoot! Aim for the eyes! Stop that breath attack!”
Vice Captain Kim Mansoo shouted as he hurled his hatchet. The blessed, shimmering hatchet flew straight in a straight line, piercing the Dragon’s scales before lodging itself into its snout.
KWA ARRRGHHH!
Unable to endure it any longer, the Dragon withdrew its breath.
The flames meant for Yeomyeong were now aimed at the mercenaries instead, but Captain Kwon emitted flames from his hands and blocked the magic.
In the meantime, Yeomyeong managed to get close enough to the Dragon to use the Sword Aura. Taking note of this, the Dragon took a deep breath, preparing to exhale.
The moment their eyes met, a burst of light erupted from Yeomyeong’s sword.
The Dragon’s right leg split open, spraying blood everywhere. Then, its scales that glittered like red rubies began to fall to the ground with a rustling sound.
Although the wound he inflicted was enough to even make a massive dragon feel pain, it wasn’t fatal. It only brought the Dragon down to one knee.
[If you wish to kill a dragon with a sword, you should have brought the holy sword instead!!]
Converting its pain into fury, the Dragon swiped its foreleg at Yeomyung. Using the Feather Step, Yeomyeong dodged the dragon’s attack nimbly while preparing for his next Comet Sword strike.
Perhaps this would be his last.
Thud, thud, thud!
Not content with just using its foreleg, the Dragon also swung its tail and flapped its still-functional left wing.
Unlike Kahal Magdu, which was only left with its skeletal remains, this attack relied on the dragon’s sheer mass as a weapon.
The ground trembled. And with every move of the Dragon’s massive body, gusts of wind whipped around, and the air, heated by the forest fire, scorched Yeomyeong’s lungs relentlessly.
Not yet, it’s not time yet.
Yeomyeong continued dodging the Dragon’s attacks, desperately waiting for the perfect moment.
His blood, amplified by the Blood Flow Acceleration, surged with mana, stimulating his brain, and the overflowing adrenaline kept his mind sharp.
Soon, the accelerated thoughts and cold logic converged into a single sword path.
…Huff.
Yeomyeong took a short breath. And the next moment, he poured all the mana he had been saving into his sword without reservation.
Flash!
Starlight burst forth from the sword. It was the very same Comet Sword that had made Freya Cahn a hero in Australia.
It was a strike with his whole heart and soul in it, but even in the face of the Sword Aura, the Dragon remained confident of its victory.
The reason was simple. That Sword Aura wouldn’t be able to kill it.
The Comet Sword’s Sword Aura slashed through the Dragon’s left leg instead of its chest or neck.
The massive body lost its balance and toppled, but even this was not a fatal blow.
If Yeomyung could manage one more sword strike, perhaps the outcome would be different, but…
[How unfortunate! You wasted your last opportunity in this manner!]
Unable to withstand the Sword Aura it had unleashed, Yeomyeong’s iron sword shattered.
He still had the blue dagger left, but would a single dagger be able to replicate the power of the Sword Aura from before?
[Victory is mine, human.]
Pressing its massive body against the ground, the red dragon, Orsay Taboul, declared its victory. Though its wings were severed, and it could no longer walk on two legs, its opponent had exhausted all options and still failed to bring it down.
Unless someone brought in a missile, it was impossible to penetrate the Dragon’s scales…
[You don’t know how to give up, I see.]
Discarding the broken sword, Yeomyeong started running towards Orsay Taboul. The Dragon paid its respects to his unyielding determination to the very end.
Which meant that it unleashed all its magic on Yeomyung.
Whoosh!!
Flames engulfed his body. A fireball tore off his arm, and a spear of flames pierced his side.
Yet, Yeomyeong did not stop. He unceasingly regenerated his wounds as he drew closer to the Dragon.
Could it be that he was planning to unleash a half-powered Sword Aura at close range? It was a desperate, almost pitiable struggle.
[What a meaningless effort.]
A massive amount of heat gathered at the Dragon’s mouth—a Dragon’s Breath attack, befitting its final tribute to its last opponent.
Just as the Dragon’s jaws began to open.
Something bright shot towards Yeomyung from the cliff above.
“Yeomyung! Catch!”
The Remington MH750— a rifle Jang Man had prepared for Yeomyeong, glowing as if blessed by God.
“Finish it!”
The Saintess’ shout echoed throughout the valley as Yeomyeong grabbed hold of the rifle.
Without hesitation, he pulled the trigger.
Blam!
Just before the Dragon could unleash its breath attack, the shotgun blast struck the inside of its mouth.
It wasn’t just some ordinary iron buckshot. The bullets were specially treated with magic and imbued with various blessings, making them custom-made ammunition.
[Graaaah!!]
The Dragon’s inner mouth tore apart, and unable to endure the pain, it turned its head away. The breath attack dispersed into the air in vain.
Yeomyeong leaped onto the Dragon’s snout as it faltered.
The Dragon desperately tried to shake Yeomyung off, shaking its head and flailing about.
However, Yeomyeong was a little quicker. His shotgun roared once more.
Blam! Blam!
With the final blaze of the buckshot, the Dragon’s vision faded to black.
The valley echoed with the screams of the Dragon, having lost its wings, legs, and now its sight.
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	1. Soviet Union fighter jet manufactured by Mikoyan-Gurevich.
	2. The Moscow Kremlin, or simply the Kremlin, is a fortified complex in Moscow, Russia. Located in the centre of the country's capital city, it is the best known of the kremlins and includes five palaces, four cathedrals, and the enclosing Kremlin Wall along with the Kremlin towers.


   

  Chapter 62: Revenge Is Reserved For The Ones Who Seek It... (6)
* * *
“So, how have you been doing lately?”
The Foreman asked me as he poured a drink. An old brand of soju that was hard to find filled the glass.
“It feels like I’m going to die from exhaustion.”
I answered, half sighing and half complaining.
Ever since Mignium had resurrected me, I hadn’t had a single day of peace. Fighting, killing… and I even fought a dragon recently.
“Just like when you first started learning the ropes of the janitor’s job huh?“
“…Eyyyy, it’s not as bad as it was back then.”
I scratched the back of my head as I thought of the time when I was still a naive child, and everything was unfamiliar.
Did they say that the cost of the equipment I broke back then exceeded the amount of salary James would earn over three months?
Everyone in the Janitor Guild called me a walking disaster.
Perhaps the Foreman was also reminiscing about those days, as he chuckled and took a sip of his drink. The pungent scent of diluted soju filled the air.
“Dung Beetle.”
The Foreman, who had emptied his glass, called out to me. His voice, always pleasant to hear, was like that of a pine tree.
“Yes, Chief.”
“If it’s too difficult, you can just quit.”
Quit? With so many people left to kill, how can I just quit like that?
I blinked as I responded.
“…I haven’t even started yet.”
“That’s why it’s the perfect time to quit. You haven’t killed anyone famous yet, so you could stop here and start a new life with a new identity.”
“…”
“And suppose you kill someone, even if it’s not the president but a minister, what do you think the world will see you as?”
“…I’ll be seen as a terrorist who killed a minister, I suppose.”
“And will you be okay with that?”
Would I be okay with that? For the first time, I raised my head and looked the Foreman straight in the eye.
His eyes, wrinkled at the corners, were filled with concern as they met mine.
“If you fail, you’ll lose your life, and if you succeed, you won’t have a future. You’ll live the rest of your life being chased. Is that really the kind of life you want to live?”
Instead of replying, I picked up the bottle and walked towards the Foreman.
As I quietly refilled his glass, words I hadn’t intended to say slipped out.
“…Then what should I do? Should I forgive them?”
Though I hadn’t poured that much, the glass overflowed all of a sudden.
Having nowhere else to go, the spilled liquor dripped down like tears.
“Should I justify it by saying the dead are already dead, and then cast aside all the remaining pain and resentment… And then what?”
“You should live the life we couldn’t.”
“…”
“Why not buy the supercar Chunsik always wished to drive? Opening the fried chicken store that James dreamed of wouldn’t be a bad idea either.”
“Chief.”
“Oh, and don’t be like Deokbae. You should date, get married… Wake up to see your wife’s face every morning, fall asleep looking at your children, live a peaceful life… Even experience the heartache of dealing with rebellious teenage kids.”
The life that the janitors dreamed of. I looked at the now full glass and replied.
“If you were the one who lived and I died… could you have lived that kind of life, Chief?”
It was a brash question to ask.
Did he not expect me to ask such a question? The Foreman fell silent for a moment, before smiling broadly as he answered.
“No, I wouldn’t be able to live like that. I would have… probably tried to plant bombs in the National Assembly and Gyeongmudae.”
“…”
“Hey, hey. Is that how one looks at their elders?”
The Foreman clicked his tongue and I let out a long sigh.
“Even though it’s been a while since I’ve seen you, you keep saying strange things instead of encouraging me.”
“Strange things, you say? You little rascal, every word I just said came straight from my heart.”
“…”
“But since that’s the type of person I am, I can’t just bring myself to tell you to give up on revenge now, can I?”
The Foreman reached out and placed his hand on my shoulder. Amidst the familiar smell of alcohol, I could feel his rough palm.
“Dung Beetle… no, Yeomyeong.”
“Yes.”
“I will understand whatever choice you make. But…”
As his palm brushed my face, my vision blurred, and the smell of alcohol faded away.
“We just want you to be happy.”
And before I could reply, the Foreman downed his last drink.
He had already emptied a whole bottle. I glanced around, searching for another bottle, but I saw nothing.
There was nothing but suffocating darkness enveloping us.
“Chief…?”
I turned back to look at him, but only an empty glass remained where he had been sitting.
It was only then that I realized…
That I, Yeomyeong, the Dung Beetle of the Janitor Guild who had inherited the Foreman’s surname…
Was waking up from a dream.
* * *
As soon as he opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was Kim Mansoo’s face, full of dirt and sweat. The moment he saw Yeomyeong’s eyes open, he shouted in surprise.
“Yeomyeong! Are you awake?”
Ah, Yeomyeong finally came to his senses and took a deep breath. His stalled mind started working again as his parched lungs sucked in oxygen.
“…The Dragon? What happened to the Dragon?”
“It’s not dead yet. It’s still knocked out, though.”
As Kim Mansoo said this, he gently raised Yeomyeong’s upper body, Allowing him to see the Dragon lying across the valley.
Despite having lost its wings, legs, and even its eyes, the Dragon was still breathing. Its life force was incredibly tenacious.
“Don’t worry about it. The military will be able to deal with it once they arrive.”
While Kim Mansoo tried to reassure Yeomyeong, the other mercenaries gathered around them.
None of them looked in good shape, especially Captain Kwon, who had severe burns and blisters all over his body, likely from facing the Dragon’s breath directly.
“How’s Yeomyeong’s condition? Does he need to be evacuated immediately?”
Of course, it was nothing compared to Yeomyeong, who had taken the brunt of the breath head-on.
“…I guess I’m somewhat okay.”
“Somewhat?”
Captain Kwon looked incredulous upon hearing his response. Yeomyeong’s condition was serious enough to leave any doctor shocked.
“It’ll take me about… 10 minutes(?) to recover.”
He could recover from severe injuries like this in just 10 minutes?
All the mercenaries looked at Yeomyeong in disbelief. But Yeomyeong began to heal rapidly, as if backing his words.
The burns, which were difficult to cure, started healing in real-time, and new skin grew. Seeing this, Captain Kwon sighed in relief.
“Well, that’s a relief. At least we won’t be losing the hero who saved Manchuria in this place.”
The hero who saved Manchuria—It was a somewhat cringeworthy expression, but none of those gathered here seemed to think it was inaccurate.
Without Yeomyeong… Manchuria would have undoubtedly been destroyed.
Yet, despite achieving such a feat, Yeomyeong’s expression wasn’t bright.
“It’s not over yet. There’s still…”
Just as he was about to give them an explanation, someone fell from the sky.
Thump!
Cloaked in dark red mana like a mantle over their tattered winter coat, Mara landed amidst Yeomyeong and the mercenaries.
“Hello?”
A smile spread across their androgynous face. The mercenaries tensed up, but they didn’t display their hostility immediately.
Partly because they had just teamed-up to fight against the dragon, but mainly because of the vast difference in strength.
Things might have been different if they were all in perfect condition, but right now, there was no guarantee that they would emerge victorious in a fight against him.
Of course, the mercenaries’ thoughts didn’t matter to Mara. They only looked at Yeomyeong and spoke.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, you remember our agreement, right?”
“…Yes, I remember.”
“As promised, I’ll be taking the dragon’s neidan no, its heart.”
The dragon’s heart? Captain Kwon subtly raised his eyebrows but didn’t take any further action.
…Because Yeomyeong nodded as if it was only natural.
“Fine, the heart is yours. Take it.”
But Mara didn’t fly to the dragon immediately. Instead, they alternated their glances between the dragon and Yeomyeong before letting out a small laugh.
“I’m surprised that you’re giving it up so easily. Was the fight with the dragon more difficult than you expected?”
“…I’m just keeping my promise.”
“A promise, huh…”
Mara trailed off as they began to gather their mana, causing all the mercenaries to stand up abruptly.
“But as I recall, we also agreed to postpone our fight. Remember?”
Immediately, something flashed in Mara’s hand. In sync with the flash of light, flames erupted from Captain Kwon’s hand, who was standing at the front.
Boom!!
A shockwave, comparable to that of a bomb blasting, erupted as the flames and palm blast collided.
“Block them!”
The mercenary closest to Mara threw a dagger at them as the shockwave hit him. And the next instant, Mara used their index and middle fingers to catch the dagger with ease.
With a slight flick of their wrist, they sent the dagger flying back to its owner. The dagger, that shot forward like a bolt of lightning, sliced through the mercenary’s shoulder.
One down.
Mara didn’t stop there. They shot palm blast at another mercenary who was raising his rifle.
Both the rifle and the mercenary’s shoulder were destroyed simultaneously, and the mercenary was sent flying.
Now, only two remained.
As they prepared their next attack, Kwon Mongjoo charged in. The Captain’s fiery attack, with flames bursting from his entire body, was impressive, but that was all.
Mara swiftly twisted their body to avoid the attack. Then, they immediately threw a punch at Captain Kwon’s face as he lost his balance.
Teeth broke, and blood splattered, but Captain Kwon did not retreat. Instead, as if intending to incinerate himself, he intensified the flames enveloping him and clung to Mara.
“Are you trying to self-destruct?”
Mara sneered at his desperate attempt and took a step back. Then, they spread their palm and unleashed a palm blast from a distance beyond the flames’ reach.
First, they shattered both of Captain Kwon’s knees, then broke his shoulders, and finally crushed his ribs.
And just like that, Captain Kwon Mongjoo collapsed to the ground in less than ten seconds.
To be precise, it took them less than a minute to defeat all four elite members of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
Mara bobbed his head towards Kim Mansoo, who stood between him and Yeomyeong.
“How should I kill you?”
Kim Mansoo did not reply. He simply gripped his last remaining hatchet tightly and glared at Mara.
“I like that look in your eyes, you bastard. Alright, I’ll gouge your eyes.”
Mara spread their fingers and prepared to launch another palm blast. As they gathered mana and were about to launch their attack…
!!
Something pierced their chest. Blood spurted from the gaping wound in their chest belatedly.
Mara finally turned around. A white hand holding a revolver appeared in space that was empty just moments ago.
“Saintess… you fucking bitch…”
“Sorry, I have this condition where I just shoot any fucking bastard I come across.”
A provocation so crude that it was hard to believe that it came from the mouth of a Saintess.
Mara fired off a palm blast sporadically, but the Saintess disappeared behind her Invisibility Cloak again.
“Saintess! Do you think I can’t kill you just because you’re hiding behind that damn cloak?”
Mara clutched their bleeding chest and shouted. Although the bullet missed their heart by a fine margin, even this level of injury was too much for their frail body to withstand.
It was a crisis as dire as facing the dragon. The sense of ease that had filled their mind was replaced by cold, clear thoughts.
It’s impossible to find the Saintess right away. I need to kill Yeomyeong first. If he manages to recover, my chances will be…
Just as they turned their head while thinking of Yeomyeong, Yeomyeong suddenly stood up.
The sight of him being unable to move a single finger disappeared like a mirage; and now, in his hand was the blue dagger that unleashed the Comet Sword.
“What?”
He said it would take him ten minutes to recover…
As the thought crossed Mara’s mind, a blue light flashed from Yeomyeong’s hand.
A cold blue dagger pierced through their throat.
And that was the last sensation Mara ever felt.

 
    

  Chapter 63: An Unprecedented Transfer Examination
Do you know the wisest way to deal with individuals society cannot handle?
It is to create even more individuals that society cannot handle.
『Queenie Cowan’s answer to the question: Why build an academy?』

* * *
Captain Kwon Mongjoo awakened in pain.
He tried to get up instinctively, but his body wouldn’t budge. Slowly, he channeled his mana and began to assess his physical condition.
…All the bones in my limbs are shattered, and not a single organ has remained unharmed. It’s a miracle that I’m still alive.
It wasn’t until he saw the catheters and IVs connected all over his body that he realized he was still alive.
If he were an ordinary person, he would have been crippled for life, but even a Superhuman would need at least six months to recover from such injuries.
He calmly accepted the state his body was in.
He had been a mercenary for way too long to be swayed by such injuries.
In this line of work, it was not uncommon for a colleague you shared breakfast with to end up in a coffin by dinner.
Rather than being frustrated by injuries of this degree, it was better to be grateful for surviving.
Especially when he thought about the enemies he had just fought…
Ah.
Only after thinking that far did Kwon Mongjoo realize what kind of battle he had fought.
He had fought against bizarre beings wearing beast heads, a flying Superhuman, a revenge-crazed dragon… and saved Manchuria.
He was momentarily dumbstruck. Words were not enough to describe the battle he had just fought.
Even a mercenary captain with 20 years of experience under his belt was left speechless.
None of it felt real. It was like something straight out of a novel, a drama, or some absurd legend from beyond the Dimensional Portal.
Cheon Yeomyeong. What happened to that Newcomer?
Kwon Mongjoo thought of the key figure in that battle.
The rookie mercenary who had joined them using a fabricated resume, and the hero who had fired a shotgun into the dragon’s eye.
And seeing that he was still alive, it was certain that they had somehow managed to defeat the flying Superhuman…
Regardless of whether they survived, he first had to resolve his worries.
And just before he collapsed, Yeomyeong looked even more battered than him.
Luckily, he didn’t have to look too far to resolve it.
“Captain? You’re awake.”
A familiar voice came from the bed beside the one Kwon Mongjoo was lying on.
Enduring the sharp pain, he turned his head and saw a young man sitting on an identical sickbed.
“How are you feeling?”
Golden eyes gleamed from his unscathed face.
Even though his injuries were clearly more severe when he last saw him, Yeomyeong’s bed didn’t even have an IV drip.
It meant he was already completely healed. Captain Kwon asked in disbelief.
“…How many days has it been since the battle?”
“Four days.”
“Four days?”
Those wounds healed in four days? No, judging by his relaxed demeanor, he must have healed a while back.
And when compared to the newcomer… he himself had only just regained his senses?
Kwon Mongjoo sighed in resignation as he realized the difference in their physical capabilities. However, he felt neither inferiority nor jealousy.
He wasn’t foolish enough to feel such emotions towards a companion with whom he shared a near death experience.
Instead, what he felt was akin to awe.
“…Yeomyeong.”
Kwon Mongjoo asked Yeomyeong, who seemed deep in thought.
“Would it be rude if I were to ask about your true identity?”
At first, he thought Yeomyeong was just a random drifter who simply joined the mercenary group with a fake resume.
However, not only had he fought alongside the Saintess against Kahal Magdu on his very first mission, but he also managed to cut the dragon’s ribs.
While the Manchurian military and the dwarf were focused on his relationship with the Saintess, Kwon Mongjoo saw it differently. In his eyes, Yeomyeong held more significance than the Saintess.
He couldn’t explain why… It was just a gut feeling— the same feeling that had saved him multiple times in war.
In conclusion, his feeling wasn’t wrong. Along with the mercenary group, Yeomyeong found the Golden Seal, fought a crazed dragon, and saved the whole of Manchuria.
They were achievements that were hard to believe even after witnessing it firsthand. No, it was even harder to believe because he had witnessed the battle with his own eyes.
However, Yeomyeong seemed to feel no particular emotion about his achievements—or perhaps, he pretended not to.
Yeomyeong simply shrugged his shoulders.
“I’m Cheon Yeomyeong. You know that, right?”
“You know that’s not what I meant by that. In my 20 years as a mercenary… I’ve only ever met one person like you.”
This was a memory from over a decade ago, back when Kwon Mongjoo was still a novice.
In those chaotic days, one Superhuman around Yeomyeong’s age from South America had accomplished similar feats.
Could he be that person’s child? Probably not. Although they’d be around Yeomyeong’s age if that person had a child, there was no resemblance in their appearance.
However, what about his background? There weren’t many places that could produce a Superhuman with such talent at this age.
Thinking along those lines, his connection with the Saintess seemed the most noteworthy.
The Superhuman in Kwon Mongjoo’s memory was a holy knight secretly sent to Earth by the Holy Nation.
“Please, tell me because this might affect the future of our mercenary group.”
“…Is my identity really that important?”
“As you know, the Korean government is not fond of mercenary groups from foreign countries or beyond the Dimensional Portal. If your identity is… what I think it is, you might have to leave Korea.”
“And who do you think I am?”
“Are you… a holy knight sent by the Holy Nation?”
Kwon Mongjoo had a serious look as he waited for Yeomyeong’s response.
But contrary to his expectations, Yeomyeong looked genuinely confused, as if he had no idea what Captain Kwon was talking about.
“…A holy knight? Me? I can’t even use Holy Power.”
“But aren’t you the only one among us who was able to receive the Saintess’ blessing?”
“…Everyone received the healing blessing.”
“I’m talking about the blessing of the Red God. A blessing like that can’t be accepted by just anyone unless they possess a Holy Relic or something similar—”
On reaching that point, Kwon Mongjoo suddenly fell silent. He let out a long sigh before speaking again.
“Huff… I see. You probably aren’t allowed to reveal your true identity. My greed has made me behave rudely. Forget what I just asked you.”
Yeomyeong blinked as he watched Kwon Mongjoo ask a question and then arrive at a conclusion all by himself.
“No, I really have nothing to do with the Saintess—”
“…I finally understand why the Saintess’ mother stopped when she was trying to kill you.”
“Uh… that’s….”
Yeomyeong tried to find the right words, but he realized there was no way to clear up the misunderstanding without revealing an even bigger truth.
So, he kept his mouth shut, which Kwon Mongjoo interpreted as a silent confirmation.
As I thought….
A small misunderstanding hung between them, filling the room with a heavy silence—until the Saintess and Darulma entered the room.
* * *
“Hey! Greet your visitor!”
A loud, frivolous voice greeted them as the door to the recovery room was flung open.
It was the unmistakable sound of someone kicking the door.
Captain Kwon stared at the door in shock as the Saintess entered the room, her long, straight white hair cascading down to her waist.
She was now dressed in a dazzling priestess robe that was nothing like the plain, loose-fitting attire she usually wore—truly befitting the title of ‘Saintess.’
“Saintess?”
However, the first to greet her, as she posed like a model with her chin raised, wasn’t Yeomyeong but Captain Kwon, who was hooked up to all sorts of IVs.
“Oh… This isn’t a private… room?”
Her frivolous atmosphere vanished in an instant. And as if nothing happened, the Saintess cleared her throat and turned her head to adjust her clothing.
While Captain Kwon struggled to hide his bewilderment, a dwarf followed her into the room.
It was Darulma Dune, the investor of the mercenary group and the chaebol from Dungan Heavy Industries.
With an expression that made it hard to tell whether he had grown used to the Saintess’ antics or had simply resigned himself, he entered the room and asked Yeomyeong and Captain Kwon a question.
“How are the two of you feeling?”
It was just a perfunctory question as he could obviously tell by just looking at them.
“Not bad.”
“…So-so.”
They both gave perfunctory responses as well. Darulma plopped down in a chair in the recovery room and continued the conversation.
“What would you like to hear about first? Business or the situation with the mercenary group?”
“…Let’s start with the mercenary group.”
It was Captain Kwon who answered the dwarf as Yeomyeong… was too busy raising a pillow to fend off the Saintess, who was trying to sit on his bed.
Watching them bicker for a moment, Darulma massaged his temples and spoke.
“The situation with the mercenary group is neither bad nor good. Most of our elite are admitted in the hospital after this mission, but the military is blocking the other mercenary groups, so that’s something.”
“The military?”
“It’s an overt show of goodwill as we have something they desire.”
“…The dragon.”
Captain Kwon sighed. First, they tried to take it by force, and now they were trying to play nice.
“Well, you won’t have to worry about the military or other mercenaries for a while. They’re too busy rebuilding North Manchuria. And most importantly…”
Darulma turned his gaze towards Yeomyeong.
“…Instead of us, they’ll have to negotiate with someone else regarding the dragon. Isn’t that right?”
Captain Kwon understood Darulma’s ultimate motive. It was Yeomyeong who had defeated the dragon, and thus, the rights also belonged to him.
Of course, the mercenary group and the Saintess had indeed aided, but no one could deny that Yeomyeong had played the most important role.
“The only other problem is… the reporters.”
“…Reporters?”
Those damned war correspondents. Kwon Mongjoo sighed. It was obvious what they were up to.
“Everyone in the mercenary group is busy avoiding the reporters, all because of their so-called ‘right to know,’ or whatever they claim it to be.”
“…What about the Vice Captain?”
Asked Captain Kwon, thinking of Kim Mansoo, who had fared comparatively better. Darulma shrugged.
“Vice Captain Kim Mansoo was the first to nearly lose his mind. He looked like he was on the verge of chopping off a limb to hide in the recovery room.”
“…”
“But I don’t believe he’s that foolish. That’s why he’s the Vice Captain, isn’t he?”
Darulma turned to Yeomyeong, who had finally managed to push the Saintess off his bed.
“Anyway… Cheon Yeomyeong-gun?”
Despite the Saintess scowling and pointing fingers at him, Yeomyeong, who had managed to protect his bed, turned to Darulma.
“Yes, Darulma.”
“It would be good if we could talk privately, just the two of us. The more secretive a business discussion, the better. When can we arrange a meeting?”
“…Let’s do it right now. Where should we go?”
As soon as Yeomyeong finished speaking, the Saintess interrupted.
“Wait, wait! What about the discussion with me?”
“…Huh? What discussion?”
That was definitely not the way one looked at a Saintess… Darulma thought to himself as he observed Yeomyeong’s expression.
Regardless, the Saintess pulled out a small envelope from within her priestess robe.
“Yeomyeong, do you plan to continue with the mercenary work? Or… do you want to play in a bigger pond?”
“…A bigger pond?”
Seeing that she had piqued his interest, the Saintess grinned as she opened the envelope.
Inside, it was something Yeomyeong had seen once before.
An ornate paper decorated with a luxurious design, filled with spaces for personal information—an application form.
To be precise, it was… the Lord Howe Academy Application Form.
“…Why don’t you accompany me to the academy?”

 
    

  Chapter 64: An Unprecedented Transfer Examination (2)
* * *
Morning was the same as usual for Margan, the only dwarf teacher at Lord Howe Academy.
As always, he woke up at 6 a.m. And after tidying up his bedding a bit, he started the day with a cup of strong barley tea while glancing through some news online.
He didn’t have any specific news portal he frequented.
On some days, he read The Wall Street Journal; other days, News Corp Oceania.
Depending on his mood, he would simply browse through different news portals to pass his time.
However, it was almost like it was fated for him to read the Goryeo1 Times today.
A provocative headline in the Superhumans section of the Goryeo Times happened to catch his attention.

『Korea Made Proud… Defeating the Dragon of Manchuria.』



An exaggerated, grandiose title.
His curiosity getting the better of him, Margan clicked on the article.
He leisurely sipped his barley tea as he read the news… but the result was as expected.
A typical article filled overwhelmingly with patriotism, exaggerated nonsense and self-praise.
Margan chuckled in disbelief after he finished the article.
The article claimed that a medium-sized mercenary group called the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, along with the Korean military, had defeated a dragon hiding in Manchuria?
It was unbelievable enough to even make a passing dog snicker.
It was already hard to believe that a dragon had been hiding in Manchuria for decades, let alone defeating it without any casualties.
Utter nonsense.
Of course, it was surely embarrassing to have their base in North Manchuria raided by terrorists recently, but did they really need to publish a fake article like this just to save face?
Tsk, tsk. Margan clicked his tongue and skimmed through the related articles.
However, the rest of the articles were no different. No, in fact, some were even worse.
From the ridiculous claim that the Saintess participated in the conquest to the absurd story that it was a rookie mercenary who personally defeated the dragon.
It was nothing new to see the South Korean government self-praising themselves, but this… this was a bit over the top, wasn’t it?
Even jokes should have their limits.
As Margan chuckled to himself for a while, a sudden thought popped into his head.
…A joke.
If a dwarf like him found it funny, how would the Earthian teachers react?
Margan didn’t ponder for long.
With the decisiveness characteristic of dwarves, he printed the article and headed to the faculty office to share it with the other teachers.
His prediction was spot on. As soon as they saw the article, the entire office burst into light laughter.
- Ha, they should be restoring North Manchuria, but what’s this now…
- Is Korea going through tough times these days?
- If this story about the rookie mercenary is true, why isn’t he at our academy but in Manchuria?
- Shouldn’t the admissions director go and personally bring him in?
Half sneer, half incredulous. Seeing his colleagues’ laughter, Margan felt satisfied.
Who knew that a few ridiculous articles could lighten up the stiff atmosphere of the faculty office? It seemed like today would be a good day.
However…
Unfortunately, the mood didn’t linger for long. Not long after, an uninvited guest arrived at the faculty office.
The Holy Sword, Freya Cahn.
With her hair tied up roughly and not even having washed her face, she staggered into the office and slouched onto the sofa, saying that she would wait for the principal.
Used to the Holy Sword’s unconstrained behavior, most teachers paid her no mind, but not everyone was unaffected.
O Mordak… Is the Holy Sword really in front of me?
Margan was one of those teachers. He fidgeted nervously as he stared at Freya Cahn.
The Holy Sword. The Superhuman he respected the most—someone who had raised her voice for the sake of the dwarves in Australia.
S-should I ask for an autograph? Or perhaps a photo?
Having forgotten about preparing for his class and, after some contemplation, Margan stood up with a determined look.
…L-let’s at least try to start with a conversation. Humor is always a good icebreaker, right?
He approached Freya Cahn with the printed article in hand.
“Excuse me, Freya Cahn?”
“…Hmm? What’s it?”
“You seem bored. So, would you like to read this article? You might find it interesting.”
What the hell was that? ‘Would you like to read this article’? Are you a newspaper vendor? Margan sighed inwardly.
It was not like he was some middle schooler handing over a love letter to a crush—what kind of disgrace was this?
However, contrary to his worries, Freya Cahn’s reaction was not negative.
“An interestin’ article? What’s it bout, mate?”
“Uh, it’s about a dragon being defeated in Manchuria….”
As soon as he said the word ‘Manchuria’, she swiftly grabbed the article. Her uncovered eye sparkling with interest.
He felt relieved on seeing that her interest was piqued. Margan took a deep breath and began preparing for the next part of the conversation.
If the Holy Sword guffaws, I’ll join in; if she only chuckles, I’ll follow up with another joke.
Unfortunately, the Holy Sword’s reaction was the exact opposite of what he had anticipated.
Her lips did curve upward… but it wasn’t a sneer.
Rather, it was pure joy and surprise.
“Crikey, this lil bugger really killed a dragon?”
“…Pardon?”
Did she really believe that absurd article?
While Margan was bewildered, the Holy Sword squinted her eye and stared intently at the photo in the article.
“Ah, I should have seized him back then and made him my apprentice.”
…What? An apprentice?
Digging into his ears and glancing around, Margan wondered if he had misheard. However, the other teachers had similar reactions.
In particular, the admissions director’s gaze was serious; he looked at Freya Cahn with an expression akin to Caesar as he was betrayed by Brutus2.
If things go wrong, I’ll be the one taking the blame.
Alternating his gaze between the Holy Sword and the admissions director, Margan spoke up cautiously.
“Um… Holy Sword? What do you mean by ‘apprentice’…?”
“Hmm? Nothin’ special, really. You see the bloke in this photo, yeah?”
The Holy Sword pointed to the picture of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group. To be precise, she was pointing at the mercenary with golden eyes standing among the mercenaries.
Margan recognized the face. It was the rookie mercenary who was said to have played a crucial role in killing the dragon.
“I tried recruiting him as my apprentice not too long ago, but he rejected me outright.”
“…”
“Cheeky bugger. I was wonderin’ what the hell he was up tah. So that’s what he’s been at—playin’ mercenary, eh?”
Looking somewhat amused, Freya Cahn turned her attention to another article with a subtle smile.
Regardless of her reaction, the atmosphere in the faculty office grew heavy.
The word ‘apprentice’ was too big of a shock for them.
Freya Cahn’s apprentice. As long as one wasn’t a fool, they could easily grasp the meaning behind it.
And seeing that there were no fools among those gathered in this office, everyone thought of the same term.
The Holy Sword of the next generation.
It was a term not to be taken lightly either in Australia or the academy.
…Oh my God.
Feeling the intense stares directed at him, Margan broke out in a cold sweat.
Glancing sideways, he saw that all the professors in the office were looking at him with an expression that seemed to say, ‘Hurry up and ask.’
Damn it, I can’t even run away now.
He swallowed hard and asked Freya Cahn.
“Um, Miss Freya Cahn. Uh… Where did you happen to meet the mercenary you wanted to recruit as an apprentice?”
“…Hmm? That’s confidential.”
Confidential. It meant it was something related to government operations. Another mountain to climb.
It didn’t seem like Freya Cahn was interested in continuing the conversation, but the admissions director’s gaze was too intimidating for him to end the questioning there.
Margan desperately wracked his mind, trying to think of another question.
“Then, could you at least tell me his name? Maybe we could make some arrangements on our end. What do you think?”
“Name? I don’t know, eh?”
“…Y-you don’t know?”
“I didn’ ask for his name. Reckoned it’s enough that he knows mine, eh?”
What kind of nonsense was that? Margan almost asked her if it made sense, but then remembered the word ‘confidential.’
Could it be that even his name is something she can’t mention freely?
It was a possibility. And it did make more sense than the great Holy Sword not knowing the name of someone she wanted to recruit as an apprentice.
As Margan tried to rationalize this, the admissions director interrupted the conversation.
“The mercenary’s name is Cheon Yeomyeong.”
Everyone’s eyes turned to him. Not only was Margan sweating, but even Freya Cahn, who had been idly flipping through the articles, was now paying attention.
“Medga, how do you know that?”
Medga, the man who had held the position of admissions director at Lord Howe Academy for 12 years, turned his monitor towards Freya Cahn.
On his monitor was an application form.
“That mercenary. He’s an academy applicant. He only happened to submit his application recently. And he would have started in the second semester at the earliest due to the identity verification process.”
“Oh? Really?”
“…Do you think I’d lie about something like this?”
“No, it’s just that it seems a bit strange…”
“Strange? What’s strange about it?”
“He even knocked back my offer to write him a recommendation letter back then, can ya believe it?”
You even offered to write him a recommendation letter? Regardless of the admissions director’s grimace, Freya Cahn, fiddling with her eye patch, fell deep into deep contemplation.
After a moment, she smacked her forehead as if realizing something.
“So, he wanted to grow on his own, no handouts, eh?”
“…”
“You said the earliest he could start was the second semester? So, he must’ve buggered off to Manchuria to get some hands-on experience for six months. No, I reckon that’s it since he even killed a dragon, that’s gotta be it.”
“…”
“Fair dinkum, kids these days are built different. Back in my day, all the Superhumans also grew up like this. But now they’re off to academies and stuff…”
Seeing the Holy Sword jumping to her own conclusions, Margan couldn’t bring himself to ask her if that was mere speculation. But it did seem pretty plausible this time.
In fact, it didn’t even matter if it was just a speculation. What was important was that the Holy Sword was clearly interested in the person.
As everyone in the office were lost in their thoughts, an announcement that would save them echoed through the school.
- A very good morning to the students and teaching staff of Lord Howe Academy.

The resounding broadcast announced the principal’s arrival. Only then did the Holy Sword get up from the sofa and quietly leave the faculty office.
“Well, I’m off.”
Her departure was just as abrupt as her arrival, but no one in the faculty office dared to speak up.
Amidst the bewildered atmosphere, the first to regain their composure was the admissions director.
“See, see that crazy bitch, huh.”
He muttered a heartfelt curse, scribbled something onto a piece of paper, and then approached Margan.
“Margan.”
“Y-yes?”
“You’re the Transfer Admission Examiner from now on. Cancel all your classes today.”
Not understanding what was happening, Margan blinked in confusion.
“Transfer Admission Examiner? Did we have such a position at our academy…”
“I just created it. Do you have any problem with that?”
“Then, what about my classes…”
“Gemini will take over for the time being.”
The admissions director thrust a piece of paper labeled ‘Transfer Admission Examiner Document’ into Margan’s hand and continued.
“Head to Manchuria right now and come back with that crazy bloke, Cheon Yeomyeong or whatever his name is, back to the academy before word gets out about his connection with Freya Cahn. Got it?”
His expression was fierce as if to say no objections would be tolerated.
Though Margan wanted to ask why him, he dared not open his mouth.
Two hours later, he boarded a flight to Kaesong.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Goryeo was a Korean state founded in 918, during a time of national division called the Later Three Kingdoms period, that unified and ruled the Korean Peninsula until the establishment of Joseon in 1392.
	2. Julius Caesar’s assassins had been meticulously orchestrated by two men he considered to be friends: Brutus and Cassius.

The death of Caesar sparked a civil war. Shakespeare's play The Tragedy of Julius Caesar depicts Caesar's last words as "Et tu, Brute?," which translates to "You too, Brutus?" Shakespeare used this line based on the book Twelve Caesars written by Suetonius over 150 years after Caesar has been assassinated.




   

  Chapter 65: An Unprecedented Transfer Examination (3)
* * *
In the outskirts of the Manchurian base.
A luxurious car was speeding along the road leading to the military warehouse.
Inside the smoothly moving vehicle, it was Darulma Dune behind the steering wheel. His skills were uncharacteristic of a dwarf, heading swiftly towards the warehouse.
Of course, he couldn’t try to push the speed to the limit since this was a military-managed road, with a checkpoint almost every three minutes.
Is this already the fourth checkpoint?
Darulma sighed as he approached the checkpoint, and a barricade came out with the stop signal.
These Korean soldier bastards really don’t know the meaning of moderation.
Well, it was understandable for them to be greedy given how extraordinary the item in the warehouse was… but this was just too blatant.
He waved at the approaching sentry and glanced at the rearview mirror.
- *Ah, seriously. There’s all sorts of things in Lord Howe, you know?*


	Is that so?



	There’s an airfield connected to the sea train that goes to Sydney, and in the senior dormitories, they have a temporary Dimensional Portal as well…



They were the Saintess, who was enthusiastically talking about the academy, and Yeomyeong, who was fiddling with his phone without even giving her a glance.
Looking at the two of them, Darulma thought about the events that had taken place just a few minutes ago.
The Saintess offered him an admission application to attend the academy together, and Yeomyeong rejected the proposal.
He didn’t give any detailed reason for his refusal. It was just a simple ‘There’s no need.’
Having been rejected, the Saintess showed neither surprise nor disappointment. Instead, she chuckled as if she had expected this to happen…
However, Darulma, who had been observing them, was different. His mind was filled with question marks.
Why? No matter how much he thought about it, Yeomyeong didn’t seem to have any reason to refuse.
He wasn’t lacking in terms of skills to attend the academy, nor was he too old, and he wasn’t short of money either.
And attending the academy with the Saintess was an opportunity anybody would jump at. It was a chance to guarantee both his current fame and future glory!
Countless companies and governments would be showering him with offers… so why give up on all that?
Darulma subtly adjusted the rearview mirror and snuck a glance at Yeomyeong.
…And it doesn’t seem like he has let go of his desires.
He had swallowed the World Tree’s crystal in one gulp and claimed ownership of the items from this expedition…
Looking at the actions Yeomyeong had taken so far, he seemed far from a hero who had let go of all his desires.
If anything, he at least seemed to be less greedy than ordinary Superhumans or mercenaries.
Of course, even that was impressive by itself, but it was far from the hero promised by destiny.
A promised hero should be free from all desires…
…Hero?
Why am I thinking about this? Darulma unconsciously shook his head.
Is it because I’m tired? Hero? What does that even…
At that moment, he made eye contact with Yeomyeong through the rearview mirror. From his narrowly opened eyes, Yeomyeong’s subdued golden gaze swept over him.
Darulma flinched in surprise and quickly looked away. Had he just been caught peeking? He awkwardly cleared his throat.
- The inspection is complete. You may pass now.
Fortunately for him, the inspection ended just in time.
The sentry waved his hand, and as soon as the barricade that had been blocking the road was opened, Darulma hit the gas
For some reason, the look Yeomyeong had just given him was stuck in his mind.
Why did he do that?
Trying to shake off his stray thoughts, Darulma focused more intently on driving.
“Darulma.”
After increasing the speed for a while, Yeomyeong suddenly spoke up.
“Uh, hm? What’s bothering you?”
“Are you okay?”
“What do you mean by ‘okay’… Ah, are you talking about the inspection? If that’s what you’re worried about, don’t be. I’ve known what those Korean soldier bastards are like for a long time.”
“Not that. I’m asking if there’s something wrong with your health…”
“Is it really obvious? It’s just that I haven’t been getting much sleep these past few days due to work.”
Darulma replied while deliberately avoiding Yeomyeong’s gaze. Yeomyeong looked puzzled but he didn’t press further.
“…If you notice anything wrong, please let me know immediately.”
With that final remark, the group arrived at the warehouse.
* * *
The perimeter around the warehouse was heavily guarded. Thick iron doors, high outer walls, and heavily armed soldiers greeted the group.
As soon as they stepped out of the vehicle, a military officer who seemed to be an officer approached them.
“Welcome to Warehouse No. 4 of the Manchurian base.”
“Long time no see, Colonel Jung.”
“It’s been a while, Darulma-nim. And it’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Saintess. I am Colonel Jung Mincheol, overseer of this warehouse.”
The officer, who introduced himself as Jung Mincheol, saluted the Saintess with a serious demeanor, and the Saintess returned the greeting with a slight nod.
However, he… completely ignored Yeomyeong, who had just gotten out of the car. It was a deliberate disregard.
“Darulma-nim, if you had let us know in advance, the Commander would have personally come to greet you. With all due respect, I’m the only one here to welcome you at the moment.”
“Why should the owner need to notify anyone when they are just coming to check the item?”
“Owner… Yes, the owner of the item is you, Darulma.”
“Show us around. We want to take a look at the items first.”
Unlike when he had been avoiding Yeomyeong’s gaze earlier, Darulma was now exuding the dignity of a chaebol as he ordered Colonel Jung.
With a somewhat reluctant expression, Colonel Jung led the group.
Creak.
As they entered the warehouse under the protection of armed soldiers, the ‘item’ Darulma had mentioned greeted them.
Red scales and wings, and a massive body that occupied the entirety of the warehouse with its tail coiled.
The dragon, restrained by enormous metal shackles, was also being administered a staggering amount of anesthetics and sleeping pills, and it was a creature both Yeomyeong and the Saintess were familiar with.
It was the red dragon that had once threatened to burn Manchuria to the ground, Orsay Taboul.
The dragon was still alive. It was just asleep as if unconscious, but thanks to its fierce life force, even the wounds on its wings and legs had almost healed.
…Isn’t this dangerous?
Yeomyeong had a slight frown as he carefully observed the dragon’s condition.
He was informed that the government was keeping the dragon alive, but he hadn’t taken into account its regeneration speed.
However, Colonel Jung led the group to a surveillance tower above the dragon’s head without any concern.
From this position, they could easily see the entire dragon. Colonel Jung proudly pointed to the office window.
“What do you think? This equipment for capturing dragons is the Korean military’s pride.”
“Equipment to capture a dragon?”
How long had it been since dragon hunting was banned, and they still had such equipment?
It was as if they were screaming, ‘We are this serious about dragons!’ Darulma simply shook his head.
“Well… it is impressive.”
“I’m glad that you find it impressive.”
After exchanging customary pleasantries, Colonel Jung spoke in a subtle voice.
“Darulma-nim, if it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to get straight to the discussion regarding the shares of the dragon. The Saintess is here as well, isn’t she?”
“Shares? What are you talking about?”
“I’m speaking of the byproducts after we slaughter the dragon. The military doesn’t want much. Just the whole tail… that would be sufficient.”
It was a rather blatant request. Darulma raised his eyebrows in disbelief and looked at Yeomyeong. His expression was no different.
“Darulma-nim, I hope you understand that this is the tiniest request.”
“…Tiniest? That makes it sound like there’s something even more absurd than this.”
“Do you remember the treasures around the dragon?”
As soon as Colonel Jung said that, a soldier from the surveillance tower quickly went out and brought in something from the outside.
A box labeled [Strictly Controlled].
Inside it was the treasure bag that had belonged to Mara, the Royal Seal, and the Handle of Uragan.
Darulma’s expression twisted with displeasure as he examined the contents of the box.
“Why are these things here? I’m sure we requested for them to be returned.”
“Darulma-nim, all these treasures were secured by the military. And unlike the case with the dragon, the military has a share in these treasures.”
“The military has a share in these? These are treasures that my mercenary group fought for, and some originally belonged to the mercenaries. No law recognizes shares in such cases!”
Darulma protested vigorously, but Colonel Jung simply smiled.
“If you wish, you can take this matter to court.”
Court? Darulma snorted.
“You’re planning on dragging this to Korean courts rather than the International Court of Justice, aren’t you? Ha, so you plan to delay things and torment us all until we reach the Supreme Court? Is that what you’re saying?”
“As I said, that’s only if you choose to go down that path. If you just hand over the tail, the military will immediately give up all claims to these treasures and return them to the mercenary group.”
“Do you think Dungan Heavy Industries will tolerate this outrage? We’ve even paid all the costs for deploying the military!”
“Darulma-nim, please understand that this is the biggest concession the military can make.”
Saying this, Colonel Jung then turned his gaze to the Saintess.
“Saintess, I should let you know in advance that pressuring us like last time won’t work.”
Was Colonel Jung still bitter about having had Kahal Magdu’s rib bones taken from right under his nose? There was even a hint of subtle hostility in his gaze.
Regardless, it didn’t look like the Saintess cared.
“Anyway, Darulma-nim, I hope you think about this carefully. The Korean military wants to maintain a good relationship with not only Dungan Heavy Industries but also with the mercenary group that defeated the dragon—“
As Colonel Jung droned on his explanation, he noticed something strange and fell silent.
Both Darulma and the Saintess were focused on some mercenary instead, not paying attention to him in the slightest.
While Colonel Jung took a moment to try and get a read of the situation, Darulma spoke.
“Yeomyeong, what will you do?”
“…Didn’t you bring me here knowing well that this would happen? I’m disappointed, Darulma.”
“No, that’s a misunderstanding. I thought they would only ask for a claw or two or maybe a tooth.”
Playing with his long beard, Darulma added.
“But to think they’d ask for the whole tail just for handling the transportation. Pretty audacious of them. Do you think I would have expected this?”
Only then did Colonel Jung realize that the conversation had gone awry. Why was Darulma being so deferential to that mercenary?
And who was this mercenary bastard, anyway?
On closer inspection, he did look oddly familiar. A young mercenary with golden eyes… Could it be?
“Um… Darulma-nim, who is that mercenary?”
“Tsk, you should already know. This is Cheon Yeomyeong, the mercenary who played the most vital role in defeating the dragon.”
Hearing the name Cheon Yeomyeong, Colonel Jung unconsciously clenched his fist.
The same bastard who had seized the dragon’s rib bones the military had painstakingly obtained and had cut off Jung Mapil’s arms as well.
Did he realize how much money he had to spend just to re-attach Jung Mapil’s arms? The thought of the slush funds he had to squander naturally stirred up the deep-rooted resentment in his heart.
Colonel Jung spoke as he tried to suppress his anger.
“Ah, so you’re the one who’s been making waves recently. I have failed to recognize him. But… to say that he played the most vital role in defeating the dragon?”
“According to Captain Kwon Mongjoo, the injuries to the dragon’s wings, legs, and eyes were all his handiwork.”
“…”
“To put it plainly, Colonel Jung, the largest share of the dragon belongs to this person.”
He had the largest share? Colonel Jung blinked in disbelief.
He did come across articles written by some unreliable reporters about a rookie mercenary defeating the dragon… but was that really the truth?
What nonsense… This joke has gone too far. This damn halfing bastard.
Swallowing his racial slurs, he decided to play along with the dwarf.
Having reached this far, he didn’t care what kind of antics they tried to pull because the military was determined to get the tail.
“Ahem, it looks like we’ll need to negotiate with this person then.”
Colonel Jung cleared his throat in an exaggerated manner before speaking to Yeomyeong in a tone that was much more domineering than when he was addressing Darulma.
“Yeomyeong, as stated earlier, the military’s position remains firm. Hand over the dragon’s tail, and we can part ways amicably.”
Yeomyeong did not respond. He simply tilted his head slightly as he looked at Colonel Jung and then shifted his gaze to the dragon outside the surveillance tower.
“Again, this is the biggest concession the military can make. Even if we prolong this discussion, the military’s stance will not…”
“Just release it.”
“…What?”
“The dragon is a species protected under international law. Won’t it be fine to just let it go?”
“…”
What the hell was this crazy bastard saying?
Bewildered, Colonel Jung looked at Darulma, but Darulma was stroking his beard with a look of admiration.
The Saintess was no different. As if she found it amusing, she laughed as she alternated her gaze between Yeomyeong and Colonel Jung.
“I agree. I’ll relinquish all my shares to Yeomyeong.”
As soon as the Saintess gave her approval, everyone’s attention was now on Darulma. He stared at Colonel Jung with narrowed eyes.
“Well, if the Saintess has decided to show mercy, the mercenary group has no choice but to agree as well.”
“Then it seems the matter regarding the dragon is settled. Now, let’s go and prepare for court.”
Was that an empty threat? Or was he being serious? While Colonel Jung was pondering, Yeomyeong turned around.
“W-wait a minute!”
Just before the party could exit the surveillance tower, Colonel Jung stopped them.
“Darulma! This is completely unacceptable! This is a lawfully subdued dragon! And you want to let it go?”
“…To be precise, the one who said to let it go was this person here.”
“Is that what you call talking? A brat like him managed to defeat the dragon? There’s a limit to how much you can look down on the military!”
As Colonel Jung shouted, the gaze of the soldiers in the vicinity turned towards the group.
Despite the stares from the heavily armed soldiers, Darulma just shrugged his shoulders.
“Well, what can we do if that’s the truth? And if you don’t believe me, you can just ask the dragon yourself. Ah, you’ll need to wake it up before releasing it, right? You can do that then. Isn’t that right?”
Only then did Colonel Jung realize Darulma’s audacity wasn’t just an act. So, did it mean that it was true?
Colonel Jung gulped down hard unconsciously.
If what Darulma said was true, and they had to release the dragon…
The military would look for a scapegoat to hold accountable.
And that scapegoat would be none other than… Colonel Jung himself, the one who provoked Darulma.
The military would never forgive him. Best case scenario, he would face a dishonorable discharge; worst case scenario, he could be sent to the frontlines of North Manchuria on an eradication mission.
…That must never happen.
Colonel Jung’s eyes darted around anxiously. Then, he noticed the soldiers behind Yeomyeong and his group, watching him.
These were the troops the higher-ups had mobilized to guard the dragon, to be precise, the warehouse where the dragon was sleeping.
And the soldiers in sight were just the beginning. Including those outside the warehouse, there must be close to a hundred.
A hundred soldiers. An epiphany crossed Colonel Jung’s mind.
With this force… isn’t it worth a try?
All thoughts about the consequences of killing the Saintess and the dwarf chaebol had already vanished from his mind.
What’s the big deal? It will be fine as long as they don’t get killed.
After all, I will either die this way or that way. And it’s better to die trying to do something than to do nothing.
Take care of Yeomyeong and restrain the Saintess and Darulma.
As people often did when cornered, Colonel Jung took action immediately.
He pulled out the remote for the emergency alarm and his pistol, pointing it at the back of Yeomyeong’s head.
Sensing something odd, Yeomyeong turned his head.
Bang!
The Colonel pulled the trigger.
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* * *
The moment Yeomyeong saw the barrel of the gun aimed at him, he let out a hollow laugh; a laugh born out of utter disbelief.
You’re trying to shoot me from behind just because a deal went south?
Considering that this deal was almost like a one-sided robbery, there was no greater display of audacity than this.
This bastard, that bastard, all of them are the same…
With a sigh, Yeomyeong raised his hand. If it was just a simple bullet, he could use his arm to block it and then let it regenerate, so it wasn’t that big of a deal.
However, regardless of how long he waited, the bullet didn’t hit his arm.
No, in fact, he didn’t even hear the gunshot.
Feeling something was off, Yeomyeong lowered his arm and what he saw was a bizarre scene unfolding before his eyes.
Everything around him had frozen still.
Darulma was carefully descending the stairs, the Saintess was just starting to turn her head, and even the soldiers who had been watching this place.
The face of the enraged Colonel Jung, as well as the blazing gun muzzle, were all frozen in place.
“…What’s it this time?”
Perhaps because he had experienced so many absurd things recently, Yeomyeong felt a strange sense of déjà vu instead of surprise.
After massaging his temples for a moment, he tried to gather his mana to enhance his senses. Or rather, he attempted to.
However, as soon as he began to gather his mana, Darulma, who was frozen, suddenly opened his mouth.
[You don’t seem to be surprised at all. Your lack of reaction is really making me question the effort I put into acting.]
A soft dwarf voice, one completely different from Darulma’s.
“Darulma?”
When Yeomyeong turned his head, Darulma… no, the being that had possessed Darulma shrugged his shoulders.
[Do I look like the eldest son of the Dune clan?]
Overlapping with Darulma’s body, was a translucent image of a dwarf dressed in luxurious formal attire and wearing a large crown.
“…Are you the Dwarf King?”
[That moniker is too short. The real moniker is something like this.]
Before he could complete his sentence, the ghost of the Dwarf King—or rather, something similar to a ghost—began a grandiose self-introduction.
[The rightful king of the Dragon Scale Mountain Range, descendant of the Hero, the rightful master of Gal-Uragan, a friend of dragons, ruler of unicorns and the great moles, master of the Great Mountain Range, overseer of the Grand Road, father of all dwarves, blessed by the five gods, lord of the stone, Redox’s Hammer, friend of the Emperor, mediator of the five councils, the orcs’ terror, supreme maker of gold, keeper of the gold coin, and bearer of countless other monikers…]
What is this crazy guy blabbering about? As Yeomyeong raised his eyebrows in confusion, the dwarf concluded.
[…I go by the name of Daval Hilin. I allow you the special privilege of calling me Daval.]
“…Cheon Yeomyeong. I’m just a human.”
Yeomyeong responded with his arms crossed, and the Dwarf King moved a finger.
[Where did you put the moniker of Dragonslayer?]
“…Dragonslayer? I have never killed a dragon.”
Yeomyeong looked at the red dragon lying behind him. Though its legs and wings were scarred, it was still alive.
[Then let’s call you a Dragon Conqueror. The more monikers you have, the better.]
What’s wrong with this guy? Yeomyeong wondered if he should kill this Dwarf ghost and be done with it.
However, he hesitated, worried that the innocent Darulma might die if he made a mistake…
[Now that we’re done with the self-introductions, Dragon Conqueror Cheon Yeomyeong. Shall we have a chat?]
Feeling like refusal wasn’t an option, Yeomyeong sat down on the surveillance tower stairs with a thud.
“Make it as brief as possible.”
[That would be difficult.]
“…”
[Try putting yourself in my shoes. How can I end this quickly after having opened my mouth for the first time in decades?]
Yeomyeong subtly executed his Surging Mana technique in his fist. Seeing the swirling mana, Daval Hilin spoke with a grin.
[How much do you know about me?]
“…I only know what everyone else knows. The last Dwarf King.”
[The foolish king who was shot down while making a reckless flight to Moscow?]
Yeomyeong did not respond. It was a silent acknowledgement.
[To give you some details, you’ve probably learned that my recklessness had political and practical reasons, haven’t you? To draw the attention of the international community and bring the Soviets to the negotiating table, that was the best course…]
Having said that, the Dwarf King sighed.
[…which is an excuse historians came up with. History is always like that, while the truth is a bit more cruel and sad.]
The truth hidden behind the veil of history might interest the documentary-loving janitor, but…
Right now, it’s not a good time for it. Yeomyeong shook his head.
“I’d rather not know.”
[Is that so? Then what if it’s related to fate rather than history?]
“You’re probably going to say something like being destroyed by the Soviets was your fate…”
[No, no. That’s not what I’m referring to. The fate I’m talking about is the same fate the World Tree’s crystal spoke about.]
“…What?”
The World Tree’s crystal? Seeing Yeomyeong’s interest piqued, Daval added.
[How much do you know about fate?]
“…”
[You look like you’ll hit me if I delve too deeply into it. Fine. I’ll keep my explanation as brief as possible.]
Clearing his throat, the dwarf started his explanation.
[In this world… there are unchanging currents. For example, the World Tree’s crystal you consumed was originally meant to end up in the hands of the Demonic Human.]
“Demonic Human?”
[Haven’t you met them already? The one you can’t tell if they are male or female, and flies around the sky…]
And even before the explanation was complete, a person came to mind.
“…Mara.”
The one who used a bizarre martial art and flew in the sky.
Though all Yeomyeong knew was that they were employed by the government, the moniker of Demonic Human fit them perfectly.
Because of their personality and greed… they were definitely more closer to a demon than a human.
[Mara, that name is a bit different from what I know… but anyway, you changed his fate.]
“…Was consuming the World Tree’s crystal such a significant event related to fate?”
[If it were just that, I wouldn’t have even bothered telling you all this. If things had gone according to fate… Mara should have consumed the heart of Orsay Taboul and obtained the Golden Seal.]
The dragon’s heart and the Golden Seal. As Yeomyeong recalled what Mara had been after, he frowned.
[But where are those things now? Oh, look. The dragon is still alive, and the seal is kept there.]
Yeomyeong paused, contemplating over the Dwarf King’s words. What if he hadn’t gone to Manchuria?
Mara would have attacked the mercenary group, stolen the World Tree’s crystal from Darulma, and fought the dragon to obtain the heart and the Royal Seal.
Of course, this was merely a hypothetical scenario. As for whether the grand word ‘fate’ spoken by the Dwarf King really suited the situation… well, it didn’t.
[You seem skeptical. But I can assure you, you have definitely changed the flow of fate. Not just one, but three things. Don’t ask me how it happened. I don’t know that either.]
The Dwarf King laughed. It was a laugh that seemed both hollow and empty.
[For a long time… I believed that fate was immutable. So, I willingly sacrificed myself. And yet… I never expected that I would meet someone who could change fate after I died.]
“…So what? If you have something to say, just get to the point.”
[You’re waiting for my request, aren’t you? You’re probably used to being asked for favors or being tested. It seems those around you haven’t left you alone either.]
Yeomyeong’s lips twitched.
[I understand that feeling well. The world doesn’t like to leave outstanding people alone.]
“…Please, just get to the point.”
[If that’s what you wish… it’s not a big request. I just hope that you’ll save my best friend.]
Best friend? Yeomyeong turned his head to follow the Dwarf King’s gaze. Over there, was the red dragon bound in restraints.
[Orsay Taboul, my best friend. I didn’t tell it the truth. I simply used it for my fate.]
“…”
[That friend… having not known that, felt guilty. It went mad while blaming itself for my death.]
Yeomyeong involuntarily recalled the dragon’s cries. A misplaced desire for vengeance against communists.
While the Saintess and the mercenaries felt fear in its presence, Yeomyeong felt differently. He…
Felt a sense of kinship.
“…Tell me, why should I save that dragon?”
However, that couldn’t be a rational or logical reason to free the dragon.
Empathizing with the dragon’s desire for revenge and sacrificing resources that would aid him in his revenge were two entirely different matters.
[Didn’t you just say that you’d release my friend?]
“…”
[Ah, I see. It was a joke. I already knew from your actions that you were obviously bluffing. Though I didn’t expect the opponent to suddenly shoot at you.]
The Dwarf King glanced at the frozen Colonel Jung and then brushed his translucent beard as he spoke.
[…Justice or interest. Which one would you prefer?]
“Interest.”
Yeomyeong replied without hesitation. He had no connection with the word ‘Justice’.
However, the Dwarf King seemed to have a different opinion.
[That’s rather surprising, someone who devoted himself to saving Manchuria would prefer interest over justice?]
Yeomyeong wanted to say that he wasn’t fighting for justice but rather because of the Saintess’ foresight, the compensation promised by Darulma, and the dragon’s corpse.
However, seeing the Dwarf King’s subtle smile, he was sure that anything he said would go in one ear and out the other.
Because it was true that he had helped the Saintess save Manchuria and was yet to receive proper compensation.
“…Think whatever you want to.”
Seeing Yeomyeong respond sullenly, the Dwarf King laughed heartily and patted his beard.
[Regardless of your true feelings, since you chose interest instead of justice, I’ll adapt accordingly.]
Saying this, he extended his hand towards the surveillance tower. What was he trying to do?
As Yeomyeong turned his head, he saw something flying from the other side.
Thud. Just like a magnet attracting iron, what was drawn to the king’s hand was a massive seal emitting a golden magic power.
The Golden Seal.
The magic item that had nearly brought destruction upon Manchuria and a Dwarf relic that Darulma desperately sought.
[Would something more valuable than the dragon’s corpse pique your interest?]
The king extended the Royal Seal to Yeomyeong. Yeomyeong looked at the seal for a moment, then turned to look at the Dwarf King’s face overlapping with Darulma’s.
“This is not enough.”
Of course, it was likely that the Royal Seal held more value than the dragon’s corpse. After all, it was a relic filled with historical and cultural value of an entire race.
However, what Yeomyeong wanted was not something abstract but practical and immediate power.
Compared to what he could gain from the dragon; starting with the bones, scales, and heart, the power of the Royal Seal… at best, was just magic for digging tunnels.
And if he could wait for decades like the dragon, just to trigger a volcanic eruption, there would be no greater weapon. However, Yeomyeong had neither the time nor any reason to wait that long.
[Is it insufficient? Are you saying that even after knowing what the seal’s power is?]
“…Magic for digging tunnels?”
[You only know about the most basic ability. It’s a token of royalty; there’s no way that’s all it can do, right?]
On Earth, a token of royalty didn’t seem particularly impressive.
While Yeomyeong was thinking about that, the king threw the Royal Seal towards the dragon.
To be precise, he threw it towards the restraints binding the dragon.
Clack!
As soon as the Royal Seal made contact with the restraints, all the locking mechanisms of the restraints were released.
Since the world was still frozen, there was no immediate change visible, but once time resumed, all the restraints would fall off the dragon’s body simultaneously.
[Did you see that? That’s one of the abilities granted to the seal’s owner. It can unlock any lock in this world.]
As the king raised his hand, the Royal Seal returned to him.
“I understand that it’s a good ability, but…”
[…But?]
“It doesn’t seem that useful to me.”
[…]
“Is there anything else?”
[If there’s enough mana available, it can also remove any bans and seals. Unfortunately, I can’t show an example because there are no such seals nearby.]
The ability to remove bans and seals. It was a rather modest ability for something symbolizing royalty, but…
Yeomyeong could not help but accept the Royal Seal.
The moment he heard that it could remove bans, he thought of a certain girl who was living with such restrictions.
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* * *
“I will accept the Royal Seal.”
[…All of a sudden?]
The Dwarf King, who had been preparing other items to convince him, paused midway. After gazing at Yeomyeong, he raised his thick eyebrows as a realization dawned upon him.
As soon as he heard that the Royal Seal could lift any restrictions, his gestures and gaze underwent subtle changes.
The young man tried to hide it, but… it was impossible to avoid the keen observation of the king, who once ruled over the masses.
[Ah, so that’s it.]
Daval smiled as he fidgeted with the Royal Seal. Did he now have the upper hand in the transaction? No, that wasn’t it.
It was a smile of relief.
He was relieved that, even with such treasures before him, Yeomyeong could still think of others rather than only focusing on his own gains.
He’s not a hero who will save the world… but at the same time, he’s not a selfish bastard either.
Daval paused for a moment before extending the Royal Seal towards Yeomyeong, who was staring at him.
[Do you know that magic items made by dwarf craftsmen have secrets?]
Yeomyeong, who had been reaching out, tilted his head slightly. His expression seemed to ask, ‘What nonsense are you on about this time?’
[One cannot harness the complete power of magic items made by craftsmen from the bloodline unless passed on in the proper manner.]
“…That’s the first I’m hearing of it.”
[Well, it’s understandable that you wouldn’t know. After all, they only produce mass-produced items nowadays, so how would you know about the history and tradition behind it.]
He said this while raising his other arm. Again, a familiar item flew from the direction of the surveillance tower.
[For example, the Handle of Uragan that you used to take control of the Royal Seal… Originally, this handle was a tool that could purify all sorts of curses and malicious magic. But you probably just used it as a rod with flowing magic, didn’t you?]
What kind of nonsense is this? Yeomyeong glanced back and forth between the Handle of Uragan and the Dwarf King speaking.
“…I am using the Handle of Uragan correctly, though?”
[What? That can’t be true?]
The Dwarf King furrowed his eyebrows.
He looked up and down at Yeomyeong, who was sitting on the stairs, then seemed to realize something as his jaw dropped in surprise.
[Ah, no way… you are…]
Though he trailed off, it was easy to guess what he would say next—a virgin.
[…Well, matters related to romance are a personal choice. I understand. I, too, died without seeing my descendants.]
With a humorous tone, Daval offered him a consolation that wasn’t quite a consolation and shrugged his shoulders before adding.
[Of course, I didn’t die unmarried.]
“I see. I suppose so.”
Seeing Yeomyeong respond with a nonchalant expression, the dwarf laughed heartily.
[Anyway. Unless you plan on living your whole life as a virgin, you will need to receive this handle in the proper manner. The Royal Seal as well.]
“…Proper manner?”
[Receive the recognition of the maker or have it certified by the previous user. Or… receive acknowledgement from the rightful king of the mountain range.]
As his explanation came to an end, golden mana burst forth from the Royal Seal.
Although it couldn’t be compared to the light of the magic circle drawn by the dragon, the light that filled and overflowed from the frozen warehouse.
However, as the Royal Seal’s light grew brighter, the Dwarf King’s figure became increasingly faint.
Yeomyeong observed the scene in silence.
It was a mystery how the dead spirit was able to distort his senses, but… everything made sense once he saw the light of the Royal Seal.
Like the unicorn’s soul housed within the Handle of Uragan, the Dwarf King had infused his soul and mana into the Royal Seal in a similar manner.
However, unlike the unicorn, which had infused its soul into its horn—a part of its own body—the king’s thought form was bound to the Royal Seal by only the tiny amount of leftover mana.
Once this magic came to an end and the mana within the Royal Seal was depleted, the king’s soul… would disappear.
Realizing this, Yeomyeong felt a pang of sympathy for the Dwarf King.
To be trapped within the Royal Seal for decades just because of his damned ‘fate,’ only to watch his friend deteriorate mentally…
What was the fate he had witnessed that made him take such measures?
While Yeomyeong pondered over these thoughts, the Dwarf King, having completed his preparations, extended the Royal Seal.
[Yeomyeong, kneel… Hmm, it might be a bit difficult to kneel on the stairs. Just accept it while standing.]
Facing the Royal Seal emitting a brilliant, golden light, Yeomyeong rose from his seat and received it with great care.
The cold touch of the metal and the warm mana flowed through his hand. Yeomyeong quietly inspected the mana of the Royal Seal.
After a moment, the king spoke again.
[I, Daval Daval Hilin, in the name of the rightful king of the Dragon Scale Mountain Range, transfer the ownership of the Golden Seal to Cheon Yeomyong.]
Immediately, something within the Royal Seal formed a connection with Yeomyeong’s mana. It was an indescribable, unfamiliar sensation.
[Furthermore, in place of the deceased Ma Uragan, I also transfer the ownership of the last weapon left by the Uragan bloodline.]
The last weapon? When Yeomyeong glanced up a little, Daval smiled and placed the Handle over the Royal Seal.
[You will need to find the rest of the parts: the body, the head, and the pommel by yourself.]
“The other parts? But this weapon…”
[It’s incomplete. The workshop was bombed just a day before it was to be assembled. Truly a tragic event.]
Although Daval spoke of it lightly, Yeomyeong, who knew the history behind it, remained silent.
[Since the handle has fallen into your hands by fate… I trust that you will take care of the rest well.]
After saying this, the Dwarf King extended A finger and began to draw something in the air.
What is he trying to do now? Grasping the Royal Seal and the handle, Yeomyeong silently observed the drawing.
What the Dwarf King had drawn using his mana as paint was… a map.
A map as detailed as a military map.
The map, shimmering with the blue light of mana, pointed to some unknown mountain range and a location deep within it.
“…What is this?”
[It’s a map that shows the location of the royal family’s treasure vault. It’s only accessible if you have the Royal Seal.]
A treasure map? Yeomyeong looked at the dwarf with probing eyes.
“What’s your reason for showing this to me?”
[Since you’re already defying fate, it’s better to defy it thoroughly.]
And before Yeomyeong could respond, the Dwarf King pushed the map towards him.
Hooook—
As the map made of mana collided with Yeomyeong’s body, it vanished like mist.
To be precise, the mana in the form of the map flowed into Yeomyeong’s mind.
[Ah, it’s been a while since I last used memory transfer, so I’ve forgotten that it consumes quite a bit of mana.]
Daval spoke to Yeomyeong, who was busily sorting through the memories that had flooded his mind without warning. Though he spoke as if it was nothing, his form had become even dimmer than before.
It was evidence that he didn’t have much time left. The Dwarf King looked at his fading hand and spoke.
[Well, I have done my part. Now it’s your turn. Please… save my poor friend.]
Holding the Royal Seal, Yeomyeong turned his head and looked at the fallen dragon.
Orsay Taboul. The very dragon whose wings he had cut, legs he had severed, and eyes he had burst.
Yeomyeong hesitated for a moment before turning back to the Dwarf King and spoke.
It was a question that Daval hadn’t anticipated.
“…Do you have any final words for your best friend?”
So he was more cultured than I thought, huh? The Dwarf King smiled brightly as he conveyed his final words.
* * *
The world, which had been frozen, began to move again.
To be precise, Yeomyeong’s senses, which were confined within the magic of the Royal Seal, returned to normal.
Bang!
As soon as he regained his senses, the bullet fired by Colonel Jung sliced through the air.
However, Yeomyeong merely moved his head slightly and dodged the bullet.
Both the shooter and Darulma standing beside him were shocked.
“T-This crazy bastard! What if you hit the Saintess…!”
Just as Darulma, who just realized what was happening, yelled, Yeomyeong turned around and ran towards the surveillance tower.
His foot movements were imbued with the mana from the Surging Wave technique.
And before the astonished Colonel Jung could raise his gun again, Yeomyeong had already arrived in front of him.
Wham!
Moving like lightning, Yeomyeong struck Colonel Jung’s left arm, which held the emergency alarm remote, and grabbed his right wrist, holding the pistol, twisting it around.
Lacking both the strength and the skill to withstand the pressure on his joints, Colonel Jung let out a scream of pain as soon as his arm was twisted behind his back with a crunching sound.
“Argh!”
All this unfolded in the blink of an eye. The soldiers who turned their heads on hearing the gunshot, as well as Darulma down below, were unable to properly follow Yeomyeong’s movements.
“L-let go! You bastard! Do you think can you get away with this… cough!”
As Colonel Jung began to rant, Yeomyeong grabbed the Colonel’s neck with his unoccupied hand.
Only then did the soldier in the surveillance tower draw his pistol and shout.
“W-What are you doing!”
It was the soldier who had brought the [Strictly Controlled] box earlier. Glaring at him with subdued eyes, Yeomyeong replied.
“Can’t you see? I’m subduing the crazy bastard who tried to assassinate the Saintess.”
An assassination attempt on the Saintess? Colonel Jung struggled, feeling unfairly accused, but Yeomyeong tightened his grip on his neck even more.
The expression of the soldier watching the scene contorted.
An assassination attempt on the Saintess? Why would Colonel Jung do something like that?
Various thoughts raced through his mind, but he was unable to come up with a rebuttal.
He had only seen Colonel Jung shoot at someone below the surveillance tower but hadn’t seen who the target was.
“If you’re just going to stand there, bring the box over.”
As Colonel Jung’s struggling body grew limp, Yeomyeong pointed toward a corner of the surveillance tower.
He was pointing at the [Strictly Controlled] box the soldier had brought earlier.
The soldier glanced back and forth between the box and Yeomyeong, his eyes shifting nervously.
Should I fight or comply?
His hesitation didn’t last long. After all, he didn’t want to die while entangled in such a foolish situation.
The soldier set down his pistol and picked up the box.
“…I-I hope you understand that neither I nor the military is involved in this matter.”
As he lowered the box, his arm trembled violently. Yeomyeong could almost hear the frantic gears turning in the soldier’s mind, as if he were trying to think of a way to escape from this situation.
“All excuses should be made to the Saintess, not to me.”
Although, the Saintess probably wouldn’t care.
Yeomyeong bit his tongue as he pulled the Golden Seal from the box.
“What on earth… Yeomyeong? Why are you holding the Royal Seal?”
Darulma, who had finally ascended to the surveillance tower, spoke up. At that moment, Yeomyeong was staring at the dragon while holding the Royal Seal.
It’s best to deal with this while the iron is hot.
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* * *
Unlike Darulma, who was blinking repeatedly while looking flustered, the Saintess remained composed.
Calmly climbing back up the surveillance tower, she scanned the surroundings and spoke.
“Yeomyeong, are you planning to release it immediately? Are you sure it’ll be alright? The Korean military won’t just stand by idly…”
Although her tone was as frivolous as usual, it was also filled with concern. Yeomyeong responded while tucking the Golden Seal into his waist.
“Do you think that they’ve been just standing by without doing anything until now? As long as we have a dragon here, the military will continue to behave like this.”
“…That’s true.”
From the moment they managed to obtain Kahal Magdu’s rib bones, the Korean military had done nothing to hide their greed.
Their blatant display of power trips, engaging in insidious backdoor schemes, and just a moment ago, a bullet had flown towards their heads.
Though that was likely an unrelated action taken by Colonel Jung…
But judging by how they were using the spoils as leverage to demand the Dragon’s tail in its entirety, it seemed that the intentions of the higher-ups in the military weren’t that different from Colonel Jung’s.
Having sorted her thoughts, the Saintess poked the unconscious Colonel Jung with her foot and said.
“Still, I didn’t expect him to pull the trigger that quickly. And if we release the Dragon now, won’t they attempt to assassinate us later?”
“As for the assassination attempt, they’ve already made one, haven’t they?”
“…Huh?”
Already made one? The Saintess tilted her head in confusion.
Yeomyeong pointed at Colonel Jung and then at her. The Saintess then understood what he was implying and gasped.
“Even if they desire the Dragon, how dare he try to assassinate a Saintess…”
The Saintess snuck a glance at the soldier standing behind Yeomyeong. His head was bowed low, and his arms trembling.
“…Hmm.”
Was Yeomyeong planning to frame the narrative in this manner? The Saintess chuckled and approached Yeomyeong.
“So, what next? Do you have a plan?”
She spoke in a hushed voice, too soft for the soldier or Darulma to hear. Yeomyeong answered in the same low tone.
“I’ll propose that we overlook the assassination attempt on the Saintess in exchange for the Dragon’s release.”
“Oh… that’s quite a dilemma, isn’t it? Should they be known as the military that attempted to assassinate a Saintess, or the military that released a dragon?”
The Saintess was somewhat impressed. Considering it was a hastily made plan, it didn’t seem too bad.
It had barely been a few minutes since he dodged the bullet, yet he managed to come up with something like that in that short time despite seeming to lack any political sense or understanding of international relations.
Could it be that… is he the type of person whose mind works better when it comes to outwitting others?
She stared at Yeomyeong with a new perspective. Although it wasn’t right to judge people by their appearance, if he were an actor, his looks would suit the role of a villain better than a hero.
“…Come to think of it, he wanted to kill Wollard when we first met, right?”
“What are you suddenly mumbling about?”
“Oh? No, it’s just…. I-I also agree with that plan.”
Seeing the Saintess hastily change the topic. Yeomyeong stared at her with narrowed eyes at her, before raising the Royal Seal.
Just as he was about to infuse mana into the seal, Darulma intervened.
“Hey, Yeomyeong. Are you really going to release the Dragon?”
Darulma didn’t hide his surprise. He thought that it was just a bluff to string the military along, but he never imagined that the young man would actually release the Dragon.
“Yes, I do intend to release it.”
His voice was firm. Realizing that Yeomyeong was serious, Darulma was about to say something but then shut his mouth.
If the owner intended to release it, there was no real reason to try and stop him.
Of course, it would be regrettable for them to lose the Dragon’s heart and bones… but looking at the facts, that dragon wasn’t even property of Dungan Heavy Industries.
Honestly, he just saw it as an opportunity to deliver a blow to the rude Korean military. However, Yeomyeong’s plan didn’t seem that bad either.
“…Is there anything I can do to help?”
Darulma, who managed to quickly organize his thoughts, spoke. Yeomyeong pondered for a moment before turning his head towards the Dragon and responding.
“Could you possibly gather the reporters right away?”
“Reporters? This is a military-managed area, so the reporters won’t be able to make their way in.”
“Not here, but at the Manchurian base. It doesn’t matter where, as long as all the reporters gather in one place.”
“Well, that’s possible.”
Instead of asking why he needed reporters, Darulma immediately pulled out his phone and ordered his employees to gather the reporters.
Seeing the soldiers’ expressions turn grim at the mention of reporters, Yeomyeong added belatedly.
“Oh, and could you ask them to bring good cameras as well?”
“…Good cameras?”
“Preferably ones good enough to capture a flying dragon.”
* * *
Orsay Taboul was immersed in a deep sleep beyond the realm of dreams—A death-like slumber induced by a massive amount of anesthetics and sleeping pills.
And while the Dragon’s consciousness was still wandering within, it suddenly felt a warm mana flow into its body.
This mysterious mana began to expel the drugs from its veins and breathe life into its stiffened heart.
The Dragon realized that it was holy mana blessed by the gods.
It was almost identical to the mana bestowed upon it when the priests of the five gods blessed it a long time ago.
Was God trying to save it?
The Dragon’s consciousness followed the mana, breaking free from the effects of the drugs. Its limp muscles began to twitch, and its stagnant mana pulsed through its veins.
Blood and mana flowed into his brain, bringing its consciousness back to the surface. In an instant, the Dragon completely shook off its sleep and the effects of the drugs… and awakened from its long slumber.
“You’re finally awake.”
The Dragon’s large eyelids slid open.
Looking to see who had woken him up, he saw a female human with a white light radiating from her hands.
[…Saintess.]
Orsay Taboul stared blankly at her white priestess robe and a blindfold covering her eyes.
[Why am I still alive?]
The Saintess, focused on healing, did not answer him but instead gestured to the side.
The Dragon tried to raise its neck to check, but something was binding its neck and body securely.
The Dragon instinctively tensed its body on realizing that it was a device meant to restrain domestic animals.
Kugugung…
The restraints screamed as it shook, but that was all. The thick restraints still remained secure against the Dragon’s body.
The Dragon instinctively understood that this restraining device was specifically constructed to hold dragons and would not be broken even if it used all its strength.
Though it wanted to unleash its Dragon’s Breath while in this state, the Saintess was in the way. It had no choice but to just shift its gaze and look to the side of the Saintess.
What entered his sight was a familiar human male.
[You are….]
How could he forget the male human who had cut off its wings and legs and shot it in the eyes?
“Orsay Taboul. I know you must be confused seeing that you just woke up, but first, let me…”
And before the human male could even finish his sentence, the Dragon began to gather its mana in its mouth.
Goooo—
Even though its entire body was restrained, at the end of the day, it was still a dragon.
It prepared to unleash its breath and sweep away both the restraints and the human male in front of it.
However, in the next moment, the Dragon had no choice but to shut its mouth upon seeing the object the human held up.
The Golden Seal. The last legacy left by its dear friend.
[Cursed Earthian! How dare you!!]
The Dragon’s roar echoed throughout the warehouse. The startled Saint covered her ears, and the human holding the Royal Seal frowned slightly.
“Oh, come on… let’s just talk.”
[Talk? Are you trying to taunt me right before you slaughter me?]
“…”
[O Saintess! How could you do this?! How could you align yourself with an Earthian! Do you not see the resentment of the millions of believers who were persecuted by communists…!]
As the Dragon was about to expound its long-held fury, the human male flung the Royal Seal in the air. The Dragon was horrified by the sight.
[Wh-what is this madness!!]
The Dragon trembled with fury. If it weren’t for these damned restraints, it would have immediately raised its arms and crushed that Earthian!
Just as it was about to scream in frustration, the pressure on its body vanished along with a clinking sound.
All the restraints had come undone at the same time.
No longer bound, the Dragon forgot its anger and stared at the human male with a bewildered expression.
[The restraints are gone? What is this…]
Instead of replying, the human simply raised his hand. After a moment, the Royal Seal returned to him.
Not only was he able to release the restraints, but he could also retrieve the Royal Seal? The Dragon’s eyes trembled with disbelief as it stared at the human male.
[How? Even I wasn’t able to use all its powers. Who handed it over to you?]
“Someone you also know well.”
[…How dare you! Are you mocking me?]
As the Dragon bared its teeth and growled, its mana erupted, causing the entire warehouse to shake.
The soldiers watching the Dragon reacted immediately, drawing their guns.
Numerous gun barrels and tense gazes were focused on the Dragon.
However, neither the human male nor the Dragon paid any attention to the soldiers.
After a brief silence, the human male raised the Royal Seal and spoke.
“Bloodlines may dilute.”
[…]
“Statues may rust, and oaths may be forgotten.”
As his words came to an end, the Dragon spread its wings wide, and its eyes bulged.
The wounds on its eyes, still not healed, began to tear apart, and blood started flowing from its eyes like tears.
“Nothing in the world is eternal, yet we…”
[…wish for eternal friendship.]
The Dragon lowered its body to meet the human’s gaze. The human male’s figure was reflected in the Dragon’s vertically slit reptilian eyes.
“Do you now believe that I met someone you know well?”
[…I believe.]
As Orsay Taboul replied calmly, everyone in the warehouse, including the Saintess, had a look of shock on their face. Especially Darulma, who trembled as if struck by lightning.
[Please reveal your name.]
“My name is Cheon Yeomyeong. And I am the human who defeated you.”
[Orsay Taboul, the Dragon.]
Fortunately or perhaps not, unlike the Dwarf King, the Dragon had no desire for monikers.
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 * * *

Once they were done with the mutual introductions, Yeomyeong turned his head to survey his surroundings.
Numerous weapons were aimed at them, tense-faced soldiers, and officers were hastily entering the warehouse.
The most noticeable among them was a copper-skinned officer with stars on his shoulders.
Even from a distance, the fierce look on his face and mana were unmistakable.
Behind him stood a group of Superhumans, including Jung Mapil, whose arms Yeomyeong had severed, almost as if they had gathered all the Superhumans from the Manchurian base.
Is he planning to fight if things go south?
However, that wouldn’t happen. Yeomyeong gave the officer a light smile before turning around again.
The Dragon wiped the blood from its eyes and spoke.
[Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, what do you want from me?]
“Nothing.”
[…?]
“Regarding the compensation, your best friend has already given me more than enough.”
Yeomyeong proudly lifted the Royal Seal as he said that. The Dragon looked at the Royal Seal for a moment, before tilting its head in confusion.
[So, you’re saying… you’ll let me go just like this?]
“Yep.”
Yeomyeong simply shrugged his shoulders in affirmation.
The Dragon narrowed its eyes and brought its face closer to Yeomyeong. It was so close that he could feel its breath.
[I cannot understand. I intended to bring disaster upon your land.]
“But you were defeated before you were able to do that.”
[That is why I am all the more puzzled. I am a defeated avenger. Are you truly willing to give up on the rights of the victor and the rights for revenge?]
It was a voice filled with suppressed emotions, having trouble coming to terms with the current situation. Yeomyeong nodded without a trace of hesitation.
“…That’s the deal I made with your best friend. Since I have already received the compensation, I have to let you live. That’s all.”
The Dragon did not even point out that the only proof of their transaction was the Golden Seal and thus, Yeomyeong could still manipulate the terms of the deal if he wished to.
No, it could not bring up that point as Yeomyeong had not asked it for anything.
Why? Even if Yeomyeong had manipulated its friend’s words and demanded its service, the Dragon would have complied.
And it was not something difficult to do either. The moment it heard its friend’s vow, it would not have doubted anything Yeomyeong said.
However, this human did not do that. Did he say it was because he had already received compensation? While the Golden Seal was indeed a great treasure… as far as the Dragon was concerned, human greed was endless.
The Dragon, half hopeful and half suspicious, focused all its senses on Yeomyeong, but it could sense neither malice nor a scheme.
Rather, as if mocking its suspicions, Yeomyeong pushed its face away and said.
“That should have explained everything. Now go wherever you desire before the soldiers behind me start having second thoughts.”
Since he hadn’t spoken loudly, only the Saintess was startled by Yeomyeong’s words.
“Hey! If you’re going to let it go, you should at least tell it to not seek revenge!”
Contrary to the Saintess’ bewilderment, Yeomyeong remained calm.
“Why should I?”
“Why, you say? If the Dragon goes on a rampage while seeking revenge….”
“Without the Royal Seal, it’s impossible to burn down Manchuria, and Stalin has been missing for quite a long time.”
Yeomyeong interrupted the Saintess, as if questioning what the problem was. And before she could say anything more, he continued.
“And if it dies while attacking the Moscow air defense network … the Russian government will probably be very pleased.”
“…”
Whether she couldn’t think of a retort or was simply dumbfounded, the Saintess glanced back and forth at Yeomyeong and the dragon with her mouth slightly agape.
A brief silence ensued. After a moment, the Dragon let out a sharp snort.
[Are you, an Earthian, trying to gauge my desire for revenge?]
The Dragon gave a short, incredulous laugh. At the same time, it recalled what Yeomyeong had said to it during their battle.
- *Your revenge is justified.*
Why did the Earthian say something like that… Orsay Taboul then realized the meaning hidden within those words.
[Is that so? Are you also…]
…a seeker of revenge?
The Dragon swallowed the rest of its words because it seemed like the Saintess had no knowledge about Yeomyeong’s desire for revenge.
Perhaps it was only natural. The Saintess was a being chosen directly by the five gods. It was close to impossible for her to endorse revenge.
Revenge did not seek for understanding, and thus, it was a lonely path.
Swallowing a strange sense of kinship, the Dragon rose from its seat.
As it moved its enormous body, the warehouse shook, the floor trembled, and the walls swayed.
The tense soldiers aimed their weapons at the Dragon, ready to fire at any moment, but it paid them no mind.
Since Yeomyeong and the Saintess had decided to free him, none of the other Earthians present here were its opponents.
[Saintess, and Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong.]
Planting its four legs on the ground as it spread its wings, the Dragon gazed at the two people below and said.
[I give you my sincere gratitude for your goodwill and mercy. I wish to offer more than mere words of thanks, but… at the moment, I do not have much I can offer.]
“It’s fine, let’s just say goodbye…”
As Yeomyeong was about to reply casually, the Saintess next to him silenced him immediately. Then, she turned to the Dragon and said.
“Will you… continue seeking revenge?”
[Even the gods cannot stop justified revenge, O Saintess.]
The Saintess bit her lips as if pondering over something before raising her head again and speaking.
“Then… please At least think about it.”
[Think?]
“Think if it is the right target and if your revenge is justified. Also think about the impact your revenge might have on Earth and beyond the Dimensional Portal.”
Was it something a Saintess should say, or was it something a girl who did not understand revenge would say?
Either way, the Dragon was unable to refuse her earnest request.
[I understand, O Saintess. I will heed your words. And… Yeomyeong, do you truly not wish for anything?]
Yeomyeong made a troubled expression. Since the Dragon was being so insistent, it seemed impolite to refuse it again.
He glanced around the warehouse one last time and then replied after seeing a pale-looking Darulma watching them.
“Well, um… could you give us a lift?”
[Of course. Where would you like to go?]
“Not too far from here. You just need to give us a ride to the Manchurian base next door.”
[I’d be happy to oblige.]
With that, the Dragon leaned forward and extended its long neck toward the Saintess and Yeomyeong.
The Saintess mounted the dragon’s neck with an expression that suggested she had just come across an unexpected stroke of luck.
Yeomyeong then asked the Dragon to wait for a moment and headed to the surveillance tower to fetch the treasure box.
The soldiers displayed their hostility and killing aura toward him rather openly, but no one dared to attack.
Ignoring them, Yeomyeong gathered the treasure and walked towards Darulma, who was looking perplexed. No, to be precise, he grabbed Darulma’s hand.
“H-hold on! Yeomyeong, I’m fine. While it’s an honor to ride on a dragon’s neck, I can’t just leave my car behind!”
“Just get the military to return it to you.”
“Oh, please! Yeomyeong! I have acrophobia!”
Acrophobia, he said? Yeomyeong gave a wry smile as he recalled how Darulma had returned to the Manchurian base by helicopter.
“Don’t worry too much. It’s not like you’ll die.”
As it turned out, Darulma did not die.
Well, he did scream for his life until they landed inside the Manchurian base crowded with reporters.
* * *
The only dwarven teacher at Lord Howe Academy, Margan, sighed as he gazed out of the transport plane’s window.
He began to wonder where things started to go wrong.
Even after being chased out by the admissions director, he still held on to a fine shred of hope as he boarded the plane in Sydney.
Although the talks of the young mercenary being a potential apprentice of the Holy Sword and him being in charge of transfer admissions was burdensome, ultimately, it was all about bringing in outstanding students.
As an educator, it seemed like the natural thing to do.
He arrived in Kaesong, anticipating what expression the student who received the transfer permit would make… but his plans began to go awry right from the start.
- *Manchurian base? You can’t go there right now.*
Due to the incident in North Manchuria, all land routes to Manchuria were completely blocked.
Even though he tried leveraging his status as an academy teacher, all he received was a notice telling him to wait.
Margan had no choice but to ask the academy for help.
After wasting three days in Kaesong, the academy finally managed to secure a spot on a military transport plane.
The issue was that the transport plane was for cargo. There wasn’t even a proper seat on this plane, let alone a seat for a dwarf.
Crouched among the cargo, Magan sighed again.
The cloud-filled sky outside the window remained bright and clear, indifferent to his feelings…
“What’s that?”
The instant he saw something emerging from between the clouds, Margan pressed his face against the window.
Its red scales glinted, reflecting the sunlight, its wings larger than the clouds, and its tail curved beautifully.
“…It’s a dragon.”
Didn’t they just defeat a dragon in Manchuria? How could there be another dragon flying now? Was Manchuria actually a dragon habitat?
Even while such thoughts passed his mind, his eyes sparkled like a child’s.
The legend his grandfather used to tell him when he was young, the one about the guardian dragon and the hero from the Dwarf Mountain Range, came to mind.
With glimmering red scales, it flew while carrying a king on its neck…
??
What was that? Did he see that correctly? It looked like there were three people seated on the Dragon’s neck just now.
While he rubbed his eyes, the Dragon had already disappeared below the clouds.
“Ah…”
Just as Margan sighed in regret, an announcement came over the loudspeaker above him.
- *We will soon arrive at the Manchurian base. Please be careful not to collide with the cargo.*
* * *
As Margan got off the transport plane, he was met by a crowd filling the airfield.
“What is this…?”
He stared wide-eyed at the noisy crowd. It was nothing compared to the academy’s entrance ceremony, but everyone gathered was holding a camera.
Were all these people reporters? Did they gather all the reporters from the Manchurian base or something?
Suppressing his rising curiosity, Margan headed outside the airfield.
Because the reason he had come here was not for the news, but to find the transfer student.
Just as he was about to walk past the reporters… a familiar dwarf caught his eye.
“…Darulma? The troublemaker of the Dune Clan?”
“Ugh…”
Darulma looked like he had been through a storm. His luxurious suit and his cherished beard were all ragged.
And judging by his half-dazed and vacant expression, it was clear that something serious had just happened to him.
“Hey, Darulma! Do you recognize me? It’s me, Margan. Mal Uragan!”
“…Margan?”
Darulma stared at him blankly before slowly opening his mouth.
“Didn’t you… go to the academy? Why… are you here?”
“I came for academy business. What on earth happened to you?”
“D-dragon….”
“…Dragon?”
“I… rode a dragon….”
What kind of nonsense was he spouting? What on earth happened for him to lose his mind like this?
Despite his confusion, Margan shivered at the harshness of the Manchurian base.
With so many people at the airfield, how come no one was helping a dwarf on the verge of death?!
“Darulma, wait here a moment. I’ll call someone who can help!”
Just as Margan was about to put down his luggage and turn around, a girl’s voice resounded from the empty air.
“There’s no need for that.”
What now? Margan instinctively took a defensive stance and began gathering his mana.
“He’s just a bit scared. He’ll be fine after he rests for a while.”
A somewhat familiar, frivolous voice. Margan squinted and glared at the air where the voice was coming from.
“…Who are you? Reveal yourself.”
“Me? I’m the Saintess.”
“…What?”
The next moment, the air parted slightly, revealing the face of a girl wearing a blindfold.
The face of the Saintess, which Margan had seen several times on TV.
She quickly vanished into thin air again. Only then did Margan remember that the Saintess usually went around while wearing an Invisibility Cloak, and he gasped, swallowing hard.
“W-why is the Saintess here…?”
“This isn’t the time to talk about me. You came to the Manchurian base for a specific reason, didn’t you?”
“…”
“That person.”
Suddenly, a hand emerged from the air, pointing behind Margan. He unconsciously turned his head to follow the direction of the finger.
A little distance away, the reporters were crowding around someone, conducting an interview.
The person facing the barrage of cameras was none other than… the golden-eyed young man he had been looking for.
“What are you doing? You need to take him to the academy as quickly as possible.”
The Saintess urged Margan, who had been staring at the young man in surprise.
Margan took a brief glance at the reporters, before taking out a piece of paper from his pocket and walking towards them.
The Saintess silently watched the dwarf’s back grow further, then realized belatedly.
“Ah, I see. He said he didn’t need the application form, but he didn’t say he wasn’t going to the academy.”
Once again, her foresight was wrong. Watching the moment Margan and the young man met, the Saintess chuckled softly.
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* * *
Even though the path to Manchuria was still blocked due to the North Manchurian Incident, it didn’t stop people from heading there—People who sought to turn the crisis into an opportunity.
The first to make a move were the mercenaries seeking riches and fame—Foreign mercenary groups who were planning to use Manchuria as a stepping stone to reach the Kaesong Dimensional Portal, and all sorts of people hoping to come across a windfall like a dragon’s rib bones.
With the mercenaries’ increase in activities, the Korean army also began to advance northward in earnest. Hence, the North Manchuria Incident was resolved more swiftly than expected.
Normally, it would take at least a year for the state of affairs to return to how it was before the incident…
However, this was an undeniably positive development compared to the initial predictions that Manchuria would become a lawless land for the next decade or so.
And behind the blood and sweat of mercenaries and soldiers, there was another group that was secretly thriving in this situation.
It was reporters.
Whether they were genuine war correspondents with strong professional ethics or unscrupulous reporters simply chasing clicks, every day was a day to rejoice for the reporters who came up to Manchuria.
Not only were incidents and accidents occurring almost on a daily basis, but there were also newsworthy stories involving famous figures like Tanahashi, a prominent figure in the mercenary world, and the Saintess, as well as stories that were directly released by the military and the government.
For reporters, Manchuria was like a goldmine with new stories pouring in every day.
And then, there was an incident that was the pinnacle of such news…
A dragon.
The giant shadow appeared above the heads of the reporters who had gathered at the base airfield after receiving a message from the Sonjuk Mercenary Group saying that they had something amazing to show them.
- It’s a dragon! It’s really a dragon!
- Oh my God.
- I-is that for real?
The dragon, with its wings spread wide and shimmering red scales, landed in the airfield and lowered its head to let someone descend to the ground.
Some reporters recognized the person dismounting from the dragon.
The man who had teamed up with the Saintess to fight against Kahal Magdu, cut off Jung Mapil’s arm, and even participated in a dragon-conquering mission while partnering with the military… the new recruit of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
The subject of absurd rumors that would make even the most unscrupulous reporters, who wrote both fiction and news, scratch their heads in confusion.
It reached a point where some of the reporters gathered here began to speculate that he might not even be a real person, or that he was a fictional hero created by the South Korean military for the purpose of propaganda.
However, as soon as he arrived at the airfield, riding a dragon no less, the reporters were convinced that even the most exaggerated rumors about him were true.
An Earthian riding a dragon? If he was capable of a feat like that, none of the things he was supposed to have done to date would be surprising.
Anyway, as if they all had the same thought, the reporters began to bombard the dragon and the new recruit with camera flashes.
Some reporters urgently called for filming teams or tried to gather any available information about the new recruit, but they were in the minority.
Most reporters were eagerly waiting for an opportunity to draw his attention, trying to come up with ways to snag even a single line for an interview.
And the dragon hadn’t been present, they would have used their numbers to push their way in and shoved a microphone in his face.
However, none of the reporters present were bold enough to provoke the dragon. Hence, the dragon and the new recruit were able to exchange farewells amidst the camera flashes.
Due to the considerable distance from the reporters, no one could hear what the new recruit said. But the voice that came out from the dragon’s mouth was clearly heard by everyone at the airfield.
[Earthian, I hope we meet again someday.]
With a farewell that carried a hint of goodwill, the dragon flew into the sky.
Only three people didn’t watch the dragon leave the airfield: the Saintess under her Invisibility Cloak, the dwarf, and the new recruit.
As for the rest, every reporter had their eyes glued to the sky until the dragon disappeared beyond the clouds.
Only after the dragon’s long tail had disappeared beyond the horizon did the new recruit finally speak to the reporters.
- *Any questions?*
It goes without saying that all the reporters rushed at the young mercenary.
- What is your relationship with that red dragon? How did you meet it?
- Was that the same dragon that the military was said to have subdued? What is the military thinking?
- Is the Saintess involved in this matter as well?
Like a school of hungry fish, the reporters bombarded the mercenary with questions. The shouting was mild compared to those who kept shoving microphones into his face.
Although it was extremely rude, the new recruit responded while maintaining his expression.
In other words, instead of providing the information or clear answers the reporters desired, he stirred up their imaginations with ambiguous statements.
Anyway, the interview went on until a dwarf, who introduced himself as a teacher from the academy, intervened.
- *Prospective student Cheon Yeomyeong, I am Margan, a teacher at Lord Howe Academy.*
With the reporters’ attention focused on him, the dwarf handed over a crumpled piece of paper while mentioning an unprecedented position.
- As a Transfer Admission Examiner, I hereby authorize your transfer to Lord Howe Academy. Do you agree?
As soon as he finished speaking, all the reporters present had the same thought.
They would have no shortage of news for the next week.
* * *

『The Manchurian Dragon Really Existed… The Appearance Of The Dragon Cutting Through The Clouds.』



『A Dragon Carrying A Human? Does Earth Finally Have A Dragon Rider?』



『‘I Hope We Meet Again Someday’—A Recording Of the Dragon’s Real Voice.』



The blue-eyed girl, Hong Seti, chewed on her thumbnail as she sifted through the numerous articles on her laptop because she was unable to calm her restless heart.
Was it because of the news about the dragon that flooded the media, including social and Superhuman-related news? No, that wasn’t it.

『New Recruit Of The Sonjuk Mercenary Group—His True Identity Is A Special Admission Transfer Student From The Academy?』



『Unprecedented Transfer Examination! Protests From Netizens And Parents, Why Is Lord Howe Still Silent?』



Then, was it because of the spotlight on Cheon Yeomyeong, who had surpassed her expectations? Of course, it was surprising, but that wasn’t the reason for her unease.
What troubled her was…

『Shocking Interview With The Current Mercenary. Cheon Yeomyeong, Is He The Secret Escort From the Holy Knights? In-Depth Analysis Of His Relationship With The Saintess.』



It was a tabloid with a picture of the Saintess and Cheon Yeomyeong side by side.
Fortunately for her, the article didn’t have that many views. It was filled with nonsense about him being the Saintess’ secret escort from the Holy Knights and supposed romantic escapades with her.
It barely had the same number of views as a propaganda piece titled ‘South Korea Respects International Protection Laws And Grants Freedom To Dragon’…
However, seeing the Saintess’ photo was enough to make her blood boil.
Seti knew it was foolish thinking.
Yet the trauma and her feelings of inferiority were not something that could be erased by understanding alone.
Only after she had gnawed her thumbnail into a ragged state did Seti manage to calm her mind a little.
“…What a mess first thing in the morning.”
She took a deep breath and covered her face with her hands.
Feeling this unsettled just by seeing a photo the other girl was in—that was ridiculous even for her.
“Huft! What? Am I some kind of girlfriend waiting for her conscripted boyfriend or something?”1
In a situation where she should have been making careful preparations for her revenge, this was an utter waste of emotions.
Was she supposed to feel troubled that Yeomyeong managed to gain fame thanks to the Saintess? She should have been pleased about getting one step closer to their goal, shouldn’t she? There was no reason to feel upset.
He was different from the gods beyond the Dimensional Portal. Yeomyeong wouldn’t have any reason or intention to abandon her…
As Seti continued her train of thought, she slapped her cheeks and raised her hand to close the laptop. Or rather, she was about it.
But the moment she heard the soft voice of her roommate waking up, she froze.
“Huh? Dung Beetle?”
Did she hear that wrong? Seti turned her head to see her blonde roommate, who had just woken up, staring wide-eyed at the photo of Yeomyeong on the laptop.
“Wow, it’s really Dung Beetle-ssi.”
Seeing her blonde roommate marveling as if she knew him well, Seti swallowed the curse that was about to come out.
What now?
* * *
At the Manchuria base airfield, inside the VIP waiting room.
As the blazing noon sun heated the waiting room, Margan sighed as he gazed outside.
“Relentless. They are absolutely relentless.”
A massive crowd had gathered outside the waiting room.
Not only were there reporters trying to push their cameras through the waiting room windows but also soldiers with menacing looks as they peered into the waiting room.
“I don’t understand why they’re creating such a fuss over a mere article.”
Margan sighed deeply, unable to endure the gaze that felt like sitting on a bed of nails, while Darulma teased him from beside.
“Well, even so, they’re actually being pretty restrained. Normally, they’d barge in and shove their cameras in your face.”
“Are you telling me that now?”
“Why raise your voice? You were the one who proudly announced yourself as the Transfer Admission Examiner in front of everyone.”
“…”
“And you’re not having it as bad as those two. Isn’t that right, Yeomyeong?”
Darulma naturally addressed Yeomyeong. However, it was not Yeomyeong who answered him but the Saintess seated beside him and flipping through an academy pamphlet.
“Even so, I must say, it was pretty impressive. ‘I hereby authorize your transfer to Lord Howe Academy!’ An academy teacher is definitely something else.”
As the Saintess spoke with a smile, Margan turned away, trying to hide his mixed expression of embarrassment and shyness.
Seeing Margan’s reaction, Darulma shook his head. Meanwhile, Yeomyeong slowly opened his eyes.
“Darulma.”
“What is it, Yeomyeong?”
“Do you remember the conditions I spoke of back when we were in Manchuria?”
Upon hearing that, Darulma immediately recalled the conditions that Yeomyeong had set before going to fight the dragon.
“Of course, I remember them. The right to use the dwarf’s workshop and… the connection to the elixir vendor who sold the World Tree’s crystal.”
Although he did find them a bit unfair when he first heard the requests back then, things were different now because the investment value on Yeomyeong had greatly changed.
From a business perspective, some connections were valuable just by the virtue of having them. Connections like Yeomyeong and the Saintess were the type that fell under that category.
If it was possible to maintain those connections through this deal, there was no reason to refuse.
“Feel free to contact me anytime you wish to use the workshop. I’ll craft whatever you need from the dragon’s rib bones. As for the elixir vendor… I will need some time. Is that okay?”
“Yes, waiting a bit is no problem.”
Darulma stroked his thick, full beard and added.
“Also feel free to contact me if you need anything else. Dungan Heavy Industries does not forget a favor.”
While the two were exchanging pleasantries, a plane arrived at the airfield.
The plane was adorned with a symbol of books, swords, and a staff standing beside it against the morning glow.
It was one of the three planes of Lord Howe Academy that existed on Earth.
“It’s finally here!”
The Saintess smiled widely at the sight of the plane, but Margan could not bring himself to smile. Just the thought of having to push through those damned reporters to get to the plane was already giving him a headache.
Since he couldn’t avoid boarding the plane, he got up and began to gather his belongings.
It didn’t take him long to get ready. To begin with, the Saintess didn’t have much luggage, and both Margan and Yeomyeong only had one travel bag each.
Just as the three were done with their preparations and were about to leave the waiting room, Darulma spoke in a wistful voice.
“…Yeomyeong and Saintess… I hope we can meet once again in good health next time.”
The Saintess replied ‘with a blessing from the gods’ and was the first to leave the waiting room. Ignoring the commotion caused by the reporters, she rushed towards the plane, going as far as to use her mana.
Watching her back for a moment, Yeomyeong turned to Darulma and spoke.
“Please give my regards to everyone in the mercenary group.”
Perhaps surprised by the unexpected request, Darulma raised his eyebrows for a moment before responding with a grin.
“If you want to send your regards, you can do it yourself. You know our mercenary group’s number, don’t you?”
“…”
“Well, if you’re too shy to do it, I could do it for you… but I don’t think that’s necessary.”
It was a surprisingly playful response from the chaebol. Yeomyeong unconsciously grinned along with him. And with that, their farewell was over.
Yeomyeong bowed his head to Darulma and left the waiting room.
However, after passing through the corridor filled with reporters, the smile on his lips had long gone as he headed towards the plane.
Lord Howe Academy.
Finally, he was heading to the place where the Player would be.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. What she actually says here is "Am I the girl who wears gomusin/rubber shoes?" This is a South Korean term for a young Korean woman who is waiting for her boyfriend to return from her two-year compulsory military service.


   

  Chapter 71: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student

Do I look like Stalin or Pol Pot1 to you?
What we are trying to establish is a school, not a munitions factory.
While we can teach children how to become either soldiers or scholars, we cannot teach them how to commit murder.
『Queenie Cowan, at an unofficial meeting at the White House』



* **
If you traveled east from Sydney, Australia, you would come across a massive island after an hour or so.
Centered around the UNESCO World Heritage Site, ‘Lord Howe Island,’ this place was connected to three other artificial islands.
This was the pride of Australia and the only academy in the world dedicated to Superhumans.
Lord Howe Academy.
The four islands that made up the academy each boasted different characteristics and atmospheres, as each artificial island had 15-year intervals between their completion.
Perhaps this also served as a testament to the advancement of modern architectural technology.
On the oldest southern island, you could see antique buildings with decades of tradition.
While on the newest northern island, you could find cutting-edge buildings and facilities.
And that beauty was merely on the surface level. The true beauty of Lord Howe Academy was something only the students could experience.
The curriculum, befitting the name ‘academy’, was the true beauty and pride of Lord Howe.
For Superhumans, they had physical enhancement methods and martial arts.
For Mages, it was Thaumaturgy comparable to the Magic Tower or Grande école2.
For Persons of Religion, teachings on spiritual descent and blessings were provided by priests dispatched directly from the Holy Nation.
Following the wishes of founder Quinny Cowan, the academy provided all the techniques for handling mana according to the aptitude and talent of each student.
And it didn’t stop there; it also included classes on general knowledge and etiquette necessary for modern society, and…
“…Are there no shooting classes?”
What brought Margan’s endless praises about the academy to a stop was the voice of the Saintess.
“Shooting? Are you speaking about military training?”
“I don’t know the exact name. Are there any classes related to modern weaponry like pistols, rifles, grenades…?”
Modern weaponry? Hearing that unexpected question, Margan tilted his head before responding.
“Yes, we do have such classes, but they are to prepare students aiming to enter military academies in the United States.”
He subtly turned his gaze towards Yeomyeong, who was listening to his explanation with one ear and letting it go out the other, only staring out the window.
“If this question is related to Mr. Yeomyeong, I don’t think it’s necessary for him to receive military training at the academy.”
“What?”
“From what I know, all Superhumans in Korea are required to join the military. And as per my knowledge, Korean students immediately after graduation. Mr. Yeomyeong would probably…”
Seeing that Margan had misunderstood her query, the Saintess once again interrupted with a smile.
“No, no. I’m the one who’s interested in learning it.”
“…”
“Also, Yeomyeong probably doesn’t need to learn how to shoot, you know? He seems pretty adept at handling firearms and carrying grenades…”
The Saintess, who had been trailing off, had a sudden realization dawn upon her.
“Wait… have you perhaps already completed your military service?”
Only then did Yeomyeong turn his head to look at Margan and the Saintess.
“…How old do you think I am?”
“Well, now that I think about it, aren’t you much older than me?”
“…”
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and stared at the Saintess’ blindfold, as if asking her if she had just realized this.
“Then… since we’re on the topic of age, should I call you ‘oppa’?”
For the first time since they got on the plane, Yeomyeong showed a look of disdain.
It was a look that hadn’t appeared on his face even when countless reporters were crowding around him.
Seeing that expression, Margan understood that the relationship the Saintess and Yeomyeong had wasn’t the ‘the kind of relationship’ the reporters had been talking about.
Anyway, faced with an unexpected reaction, the Saintess scratched her nose and said,
“That’s strange. I heard that Korean men like being called ‘oppa.’”
“…Who told you that nonsense?”
“My friend?”
“…”
You have a friend who’s of your age?
Yeomyeong barely suppressed the retort rising to his throat.
He wanted to say, ‘Even your deranged mother let you make friends, huh?’ but he held that back as well.
Only after literally exercising his Superhuman patience did Yeomyeong manage to give her a suitable response.
“Regardless, don’t call me ‘oppa.’ It feels uncomfortable seeing that we’ll be in the same grade.”
“Your reaction makes me want to call you ‘oppa’ even more.”
“…”
“It’s pretty hilarious to see you make that face every time I joke around.”
As the Saintess chuckled, Yeomyeong shook his head before turning his gaze back out the window.
“Um, Saintess. If you really want to learn how to shoot, how about joining a shooting club instead of military training?”
“A shooting club?”
“Upholding the founder’s legacy, our academy conducts various activities for the students. Among them…”
Margan subtly began his long-winded explanation about the academy again, and the Saintess listened attentively.
Clubs and societies, Olympic gold medalists as personal instructors, and so on…
As Margan’s gentle voice droned on, regaining his solitude, Yeomyeong fell back into his thoughts.
The Sword of the Imperial Knight, the Academy Route, the Player…
Under the coldly sinking golden eyes reflected in the airplane window, the janitor dove even deeper into his thoughts.
* * *
- Hey, those guys will be arriving soon, right?
- Really? Today? How are they going to be coming? The Dimensional Portal? The airport?
- It must be the airport. There was an article about them taking a plane from Manchuria.
The ‘Author’ gritted his teeth as he watched his classmates whispering among themselves as they shared news articles on their phones.
Was it because they were chattering among themselves during such an important lesson? No, that was not it.
The thing that was troubling him was the term ‘those guys’ his classmates were speaking about.
The Saintess who changed the future of Manchuria and the unknown transfer student.
…I can somewhat understand the Saintess.
Although he didn’t know the reason she had suddenly departed for Manchuria, details revealed in news interviews and articles weren’t much different from the Saintess he was familiar with from the novel.
She was depicted as a righteous figure willing to roll up her sleeves to prevent the deaths of innocents.
Even though the reason she headed to North Manchuria remained unknown, it was within his realm of understanding since she had returned to the academy just before Chapter 1 began.
However, the variable here was the rumored transfer student. He… was a being outside the Author’s knowledge.
…Cheon Yeomyeong. I’ve never used that name in the novel nor have I heard of it. At least, I know that there are no main characters with that name.
The Author chewed on his lips while thinking about the transfer student.
It was hard to tell how many of the articles released by the war correspondents from Manchuria were actually true, but even if only half of them were factual, it was still unbelievable.
Not only did he supposedly fight Kahal Magdu and obtain the dragon’s bones, but he also defeated a living dragon and on top of that, he even rode it?
And the most unbelievable piece of information was his occupation.
A rookie mercenary, they said? In the game, weren’t they NPCs that struggled against level 6 trash mobs?
But what? He fought dragons?
Maybe the dragon was weaker than expected, or perhaps it probably went easy on them after seeing the Saintess’ face.
The dragon Orsay Taboul was a character only mentioned in the passing, so the Author had no way of knowing its skills and tendencies in detail.
However, no matter how one looked at it, a dragon was still a dragon.
Even with the help of the Saintess, the fact that a rookie mercenary survived an encounter with a dragon was not normal.
It was something that did not make sense, no matter how much he thought about it.
Still, if he tried to think of a possibility…
…Is he like me? Someone who came from outside the work?
It was the most plausible hypothesis and also the worst-case scenario.
If this hypothesis were true? This person had already turned the entire story upside down while he was twiddling his thumbs, waiting for the prologue to start.
Once he reached that far, doubts began to spiral into more doubts.
What if he monopolized the strange-fated events? And what if he brought the Saintess in to capture the dragon?
Of course, it was all just a hypothesis. Without meeting him directly and digging into the man’s background, there was no way for him to confirm his doubts.
His worry was deepened. It was a worry without any answer.
He habitually chewed his lip, only snapping out of it when his lower lip split and the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.
And soon, the chime announcing dinner time rang.
As soon as the familiar melody of ‘Für Elise’ ended, the students began to rise from their seats.
However, unlike usual, no one was rushing to the dining hall.
- Who wants to come with me to the airport?
- But the seniors said that the airport is off-limits today.
- Even so, won’t it be fine for the first-year students?
- I don’t care. I’m going anyway!
- Hey! Wait for me!
The Author licked his torn lips as he watched the crowd of students rush out of the classroom.
Should I go and check it out as well? Or should I escape from the academy while I still can?
While he was pondering over this, someone placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Do you not plan on going?”
The owner of the hand was… Jeon Yunseong. From the Author’s perspective, this boy came the closest character to being the protagonist.
The Author trailed off, addressing the boy who believed the fake friendship he offered was real.
“Uh… I… am not sure. Will it be okay to go and see? I think the teachers might not like it.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. We’re not the only ones going.”
“What if we all get demerits? There will definitely be people who won’t go.”
The Author said this while glancing at the other people still remaining in the classroom.
Apart from Jeon Yunseong and him, only two others were in the class.
The elf princess who was hiding her identity and… an unknown crazy bitch.
“If there are people who haven’t gone yet… Ah…”
Following the Author’s gaze, Jeon Yunseong turned his head and blushed slightly.
In contrast to the innocent, youthful affection of the boy, the author swallowed blood-tinged saliva.
It was because he remembered the crazy bitch he had encountered back at the garbage dump.
The terrifying killing aura and mana that made his knees buckle just by thinking of it.
Come to think of it… The transfer student isn’t the only variable problem; that bitch was one too.
What on earth was wrong with this world that such people were attending the academy?
“Yunseong, why don’t we just…”
Just as the Author was about to suggest that the two of them should go alone, the other boy happened to muster his courage.
“Uh, um…! Miss Soe Miri?”
“Yes?”
Jeon Yunseong called out to Soe Miri, who was organizing textbooks, and asked hesitantly.
“Uh, well… would you like to accompany us?”
“…Accompany you? Where to?”
Realizing that he had omitted the context, Jeon Yunseong hastily added.
“To the a-airport! We’re thinking of going to see the Saintess and the transfer student!”
Jeon Yunseong said while pulling the Author up.
Taking some time to process the sudden proposal, Soe Miri blinked at the two of them and then smiled faintly.
“Yes, let’s go together.”
“…Oh? Really?”
“We are planning to go see them as well.”
We? The Author swallowed his curse as he looked at Seti, who was accompanying Soe Miri as if it were natural. Damn it.
He wanted to leave the group immediately, but facing those cold blue eyes, he felt like a rat facing a tiger, unable to open his mouth.
“Shall we go?”
Following Soe Miri’s excited words, the Author and the group left the classroom and started walking towards the airport.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Pol Pot was a Cambodian communist revolutionary, politician and a dictator who ruled Cambodia as Prime Minister of Democratic Kampuchea between 1976 and 1979.
	2. A grande école is a specialized top-level educational institution in France and some other previous French colonies such as Morocco and Tunisia.


   

  Chapter 72: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (2)
* * *
The plane carrying Yeomyeong and the Saintess landed gently on the runway.
It was such a smooth touch-down that if they hadn’t been looking out the window, they wouldn’t have noticed that the plane had landed.
“That’s a good start.”
Margan commented briefly before turning his gaze in the same direction as the Saintess and Yeomyeong.
Beyond the small airplane window was the view of the entire airport.
Though the airport at Lord Howe Academy was smaller than most international airports, it was no less beautiful.
According to the famous architect who designed it, he wanted it to be a place that radiated the vitality of youth…
Just as he said, the view outside the window was brimming with youthful energy.
It was not in a metaphorical sense but in the literal sense.
“Uh… is it always this crowded?”
The Saintess, who was looking out the window, asked in a startled voice.
Hundreds, possibly over a thousand people, were swarming around the airport and the runway.
“…It’s not what I think it is, right?”
Unable to hide his flustered expression, Margan didn’t respond.
“You told me that there wouldn’t be a welcoming ceremony!”
Unable to hold back any longer, the Saintess screamed, and a drop of cold sweat ran down Margan’s forehead.
“Well… the school didn’t specifically make an announcement about your arrival today, Saintess…”
“Then who are all those people? They’re all staring at our plane!”
“Well, to be honest… I myself am not sure as to how the students and staff found out about it and gathered here like this…”
Seeing Margan hesitate, Yeomyeong intervened.
“It’s probably because of the reporters back in Manchuria.”
“…The reporters?”
“Why else would they have been swarming around the Manchurian airport? They were probably planning to write an article or inform their fellow reporters about our departure.”
There was no need to guess what happened next.
Given the nature of flights, once the destination and time of departure were known, it was not hard to predict the time of arrival.
Of course, understanding the situation and accepting it were two completely different things.
“Ugh…! I would have just attended the entrance ceremony if I had known that this would happen…!”
As if embarrassed by something, the Saintess covered her face and stomped her feet.
She continued behaving like that until the plane finished landing and was being towed to the airport.
And just as the oblivious captain announced, ‘The airstair will be ready shortly…’ over the intercom…
The Saintess spoke in a feeble voice.
“Yeomyeong, what are you thinking right now?”
“…Why do you want to know about my thoughts?”
“Because you don’t look scared or nervous in the slightest… I’m just curious about what’s going on in your mind.”
“Hmm… actually, I’m thinking about how I’m lucky to have you with me.”
“What?! Wha-what the hell… are you saying all of a sudden…?”
Startled, the Saintess raised her head. Yeomyeong shrugged and added.
“Well, with the Saintess here to draw everyone’s attention, I should be fine. Isn’t that something to be grateful for?”
“…”
Perhaps the joke meant to ease the tension worked, as the Saintess let out a wry laugh.
However, immediately after that, she threw a punch at Yeomyeong with an expression mixed with laughter and anger.
* * *
…Anyway, while the two of them continued bickering, the plane came to a complete stop.
And only after the plane’s exit door was opened did the Saintess stop punching Yeomyeong.
It was because the once-absent sounds filling the airport became clearly audible—the noise of people rushing, shouting, and camera shutters clicking. All these sounds, filled with anticipation and chatter, mingled together.
“Arghhh, seriously….”
The Saintess glanced at her suitcase. More precisely, at the Invisibility Cloak inside it.
Until the time she headed to Manchuria… she always wore an Invisibility Cloak at all times out of fear of the prejudice for being a half-Earthian and the pressure from the expectations placed on her as the Saintess.
However, after going through various experiences in Manchuria, she decided to make a change. No, she had already changed.
Just as she hadn’t fled from the war correspondents, she would be able to handle the attention from the academy calmly.
Although she still sighed heavily, the Saintess steeled herself. Also, Yeomyeong’s indifferent expression was making her annoyed…
“…Shall we go now?”
As soon as she stood up, Yeomyeong also got up and grabbed his bag.
Margan, who had been watching the two of them, took the lead, with the Saintess and Yeomyeong following behind. And just as they were about to disembark from the plane…
Someone stepped in through the plane’s doorway.
A middle-aged man with a face full of wrinkles, dressed in a neatly arranged suit.
Seeing the angry look on his face, Margan shouted.
“Admissions Director Medga?”
And before he could complete his sentence, Yeomyeong quickly glanced over at the middle-aged man.
The Admissions Director? Why was someone this important, the person who oversaw all admissions at the academy here?
“Admissions Director, what brings you here….”
Before Margan could even finish his question, the Admissions Director strode straight into the plane and bowed his head to Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
“I sincerely apologize for the inconvenience caused to the Saintess and the transfer student. This matter is entirely our fault.”
“Pardon? No, no. It’s fine. There’s no need to apologize.”
The Saintess looked at Yeomyeong with an expression that seemed to say, ‘You agree, right?’ and Yeomyeong nodded in response.
However, the ‘mistake’ the Admissions Director was talking about was more than that.
- We oppose the transfer!
- Get out, you fraudster!
- Cancel the unfair admission!
A sudden outburst of protests. The hostility it contained was not directed at the Saintess but at Yeomyeong.
From cries about the unfairness of the transfer examination to jeers about why a Dragon Rider bastard was using a plane.
“What the hell are they talking about…!”
Having finally understood the meaning of the protests, the Saintess tried to step outside the plane, but the Admissions Director reached out to stop her.
“Saintess, before you get angry, could you please hear me out?”
“Hear you out? What more do you have to say? Yeomyeong is being insulted publicly at this very moment…!”
And before the Saintess could say more, Yeomyeong gently held her by the shoulder.
“…Let’s listen to what the Admissions Director has to say.”
Since the person who should have been worked up was saying so, the Saintess had no choice but to swallow her anger.
As she quickly turned her away, Yeomyeong calmly asked for an explanation.
“So Director, what on earth is going on down there? Why am I being insulted?”
“Well… it’s because of the transfer examination.”
Transfer examination? What did that have to do with anything?
As Yeomyeong furrowed his brows, the Admissions Director began his explanation.
* * *
The competition for a seat at Lord Howe Academy was so intense, that the term ‘murderous’ didn’t even do it justice.
Even though one of the requirements was that applicants had to either be Superhuman or, at the very least, able to sense mana, the interest in Superhumans among the general public meant that the number of people applying to the academy never decreased—if anything, it kept increasing exponentially every year.
Because of that, all sorts of temptations lurked around the Admissions Office, which handled the Academy’s admissions.
Famous celebrities, politicians, and even nobles from beyond the Dimensional Portal openly solicited backdoor admissions.
Bribes of stocks or cash were just the start; there were also those who promised elixirs or power.
Of course, none of those illicit requests were approved over the past 12 years.
This was partly due to the founder’s resolution for the academy’s admission process to be fair and also thanks to the stubbornness of Medga Dubois, who had held the position of admissions director for 12 years.
However, had those 12 years been too long? Or was the lure of bribes and illicit requests simply too strong?
Over the years, those eyeing Medga’s position began to appear within the academy.
Nikolay Tcherny, an Academy board member, was a prime example.
For the last few years, he made brazen attempts to place his own person in the position of Admissions Director.
And the only reason he failed was because Medga, the current Director, never showed any flaws, but it was widely believed among the teachers that he could take over the Admissions Office at any time…
“…Um, Director?”
“What is it, Mr. Cheon Yeomyeong? Is there something you haven’t understood?”
“No, not that, but it’s a bit long. Could you just get to the point?”
“…”
As soon as Yeomyeong finished speaking, the Saintess let out a soft chuckle.
Momentarily at a loss for words, Megda then nodded upon hearing the insults coming from outside.
“…It seems that I’ve been lacking in consideration. You’re the one being insulted. My apologies.”
He cleared his throat before continuing.
“To put it briefly, this whole situation is a scheme to use your transfer as a pretext to humiliate you and oust me from the position of admissions director.”
“…Is my transfer really that big of an issue?”
“Originally, our Academy never had a transfer system. You’re the first and… likely the last.”
“…”
Yeomyeong was already aware that his transfer was unprecedented.
After all, even Margan, who had come to authorize his transfer, only had a single piece of paper with the words ‘Transfer Admission Examiner’ written on it.
However, he never imagined it would lead to such a big issue.
Considering all his achievements and the skills he had demonstrated.
…I never thought I’d end up getting entangled in the Academy’s internal politics. This is truly beyond my expectations.
Yeomyeong massaged his temples for a moment. The voices outside the plane continued to criticize him.
“Mr. Cheon Yeomyeong. I’m sorry that you have to go through this ordeal because of my selfish desire to have you transferred here as soon as possible. I hope you don’t get hurt by the foolishness of the adults.”
“No, well…”
“And just in case you’re worried, I can assure you there’s no chance you’ll be expelled. Your entire transfer process was conducted under the legitimate authority of the Admissions Director and approved by the Principal.”
Medga offered both an apology and reassurance in a polite tone. Hearing this, the Saintess raised her head.
“Then wouldn’t it be enough to just explain the reason behind Yeomyeong’s transfer? People aren’t fools; he defeated a dragon…”
Before she could finish speaking, Medga sighed.
“Saintess, when faced with something they find hard to believe… some people will simply assume it to be false.”
“…”
“And there are also those… who turn away from the truth due to jealousy.”
The people cursing Yeomyeong from outside were surely such people.
Having understood this, the Saintess simply pursed her lips without saying anything.
As everyone on the plane fell silent for a moment, Yeomyeong suddenly began rummaging through his bag.
“Yeomyeong?”
“What?”
“What are you doing?”
“I can’t just sit around and do nothing, right?”
Saying this, Yeomyeong pulled out a standard-issued iron sword from his bag.
Since the Academy prohibited sharp blades, this sword had been dulled on purpose.
While Medga and Margan stared at the sword with puzzled looks on their faces, only the Saintess realized his intention and opened her mouth in shock.
“Hey! What are you planning to do now? You’re at the Academy!”
“The simplest solution?”
Simple solution, he said? Only then did Medga guess why Yeomyeong had drawn his sword, and joined the conversation.
“…What do you plan to do, Mr. Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“If they’re making all this fuss just because of my transfer, shouldn’t I just prove my abilities?”
“You’re right. That’s why we’re also planning to arrange an opportunity for you to do so. We’ll be gathering the staff and the press in a few days…”
“…But aren’t they already gathered outside?”
And before Medga could do anything to stop him, Yeomyeong quickly turned around and walked toward the back door of the plane.
“W-wait! Yeomyeong! Just hold on for a moment!”
Margan, who had been watching them until now, tried to stop Yeomyeong, but this time, the Saintess raised her hand to block him.
“Leave him be.”
“B-but, Saintess! If Yeomyeong loses like this…!”
“He might injure his opponent, but Yeomyeong won’t lose.”
“…”
“Oh, and even if he does injure his opponent, I can heal them right up. So, it doesn’t matter if he cuts off a limb or two!”
After the Saintess said so, practically shouting loud enough for everyone to hear, Yeomyeong exited the plane through the rear door.
Since there was no stair truck at the back door, he had to jump down from a considerable height, landing on the ground with a thud.
- Stop the illegal transfer!
- Admissions Director, you should resign!
- Come out, you fraudster! Come out and… huh?
The moment he landed, everyone’s eyes were immediately drawn to him.
Not only the reporters and external figures stationed at the Academy, but also the various staff members and students gathered there.
Before the eyes of a crowd with more than a hundred people, Yeomyeong calmly raised his sword.
“Hello, everyone. I’m Cheon Yeomyeong, the newest transfer to the Academy.”
Compared to the murmurs of the crowd, his voice was soft, but the Superhumans gathered at the airport gathered their mana to listen to Yeomyeong’s voice.
“To all those who have been doubting my abilities, those who have called me a fraudster… whoever you are, I will give you the opportunity to back your claim.”
As he spoke softly, mana began to gather around his sword. It was a gesture more convincing than a thousand words.
“If anyone wants to fight me….”
As silence filled the space between the crowd at the airport, Yeomyeong’s declaration resonated in their ears.
“Step forward.”

 
    

  Chapter 73: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (3)
* * *
A brazen, yet bold declaration.
All those who heard it had reactions that varied greatly.
Some burst out in laughter, some took a step back in fright, while others raised their cameras in admiration.
And the most common reaction… was anticipation.
Not only among the first-year students, who boasted the largest number of attendees, but also among the staff and external lecturers who had come to watch.
As if they had planned it in advance, everyone turned their gaze to the transfer student with his sword drawn out and the people who were insulting him at the same time.
- Wow, are they really going to fight?
- No way, really?
- The one who loses is going to be completely humiliated.
Those who knew of the political conflict between Director Nikolay and the Admissions Director looked all serious, but the students were simply bubbling with excitement as they looked forward to the fight.
Superhuman versus Superhuman. And on top of that, one of them was the protagonist of those ridiculous rumors, wasn’t he?
- Hey! Hurry and find a spot.
- Tall guys, stand in the back! I can’t see!
- Damn it, I left my phone behind.
The students began to move, each trying to find the perfect spot to watch the fight.
As they pushed each other and climbed over railings, the crowd reached all the way to the airport runway.
Even the airport security staff, who should have stepped in, were too distracted by the fight, allowing a natural barrier to form around the transfer student and those who had insulted him.
A wall of students.
Trapped within the human barrier without warning, the expressions of the instigators hardened.
“What are you waiting for? Is there no one willing to step forward and prove themselves?”
Riding on that momentum, the transfer student began to taunt the instigators.
However, there was no response. The dozens of instigators who had just been hurling insults moments ago fell silent at once.
They were either hesitating, looking for a chance to escape, or simply keeping their mouths shut as they glared at the transfer student.
- This is weird.
- What the hell. Are they not going to fight?
- More importantly, does anyone know who those people are?
Just as the students were starting to feel disappointed upon seeing the instigators retreat
Step.
The transfer student made his move.
The more perceptive students narrowed their eyes as they watched his steps with complete attention.
The way the mana rippled with each step he took suggested that he had undoubtedly mastered a unique martial art.
One step, two steps.
As the transfer student drew closer, the instigators gradually retreated. And were even some who appeared to be Superhumans among them.
And just when the distance between the instigators and the transfer student had narrowed down to approximately ten paces…
“Stop! We were merely raising a legitimate concern!”
One of the instigators suddenly yelled.
A few spectators recognized him as an employee associated with the board of directors. Additionally, they also knew that he was a part of Tcherny’s faction.
“I can’t believe my eyes! Not only has he drawn his sword against a crowd of unarmed people, but he also dares to threaten us so openly! How can someone like him be admitted to Lord Howe?”
He shouted, conscious of the attention focused on him.
“Everyone! Do you see this? This is why the founder never established a transfer system! It’s to prevent unvetted individuals like him from tarnishing the reputation of the Academy!”
“…”
Instead of replying, the transfer student stopped and tilted his head, as if daring them to continue.
The instigator who met his calm, golden eyes swallowed hard before yelling with even more passion.
“Everyone! Take a good look at the person the Admissions Director has brought in after ignoring tradition, using some ridiculous transfer examination bullshit!”
“…Hmm.”
“A lowly mercenary who draws their sword without hesitation! Is it even acceptable for a person like this to become an academy student?”
As soon as his passionate speech came to an end, the students shifted their gazes to the transfer student.
Regardless of his achievements in Manchuria or the rumors surrounding him… it was true that he was admitted without going through the proper procedures.
Of course, the students weren’t thinking that far when they looked at the transfer student. A political matter like this was best left for the staff to bicker over.
The students were simply curious to see how the transfer student would respond.
And in the next moment, the transfer student’s response exceeded their expectations.
“Do you know? The Saintess can even heal injuries such as severed limbs without much trouble.”
“…”
What did he just say…? The employee who had been yelling just a moment ago tilted his head and on realizing the meaning behind the words, he swallowed audibly.
I'll cut off your limbs.

Seeing him fall silent, the transfer student pointed his sword at each of the instigators.
“A finger from those who oppose the transfer, an arm from those who insulted me, and a limb each from those bastards who blatantly incited others.”
His tone was calm, yet menacing.
The instigators, as well as everyone around them, were left speechless.
In the eerie silence, the transfer student slowly began to walk towards the instigators.
- *Wow, damn... crazy...*
- Shouldn’t someone stop him? If he cuts off their arms, they might probably die from shock itself.
- Why us?
The students whispered among themselves, and security guards rolled their eyes.
Some staff members started making urgent calls for help, and the instigators tried their best to push past the students and escape.
At that moment, someone leaped out from the crowd of students and blocked the path of the transfer student.
Beneath her neatly combed black straight hair, the girl had eyes as deep blue as lapis lazuli.
Her cold expression and perfectly maintained school uniform gave off a dignified air.
If not for the heavy hammer she was holding, she could have been mistaken for a model student.
Anyway, the girl who blocked the transfer student let the hammer hang and said.
“Let’s end it here, shall we? Mr. Transfer Student?”
“…Why should I?”
“If it’s a matter of proving your skills, you can do it without these fools, right?”
And with those words, the two of them glared at each other in silence, neither saying who should go first.
To others, it looked like a tense moment of mutual assessment…
In reality, both of them were trying their best to suppress their laughter.
With twitching lips, Yeomyeong finally broke the silence after barely managing to reign in his laughter.
“…What’s your name?”
“Hong Seti. I was accepted as the third highest-ranked student among the first years. Will I be a good enough opponent to prove your skills?
“Well… we’ll see.”
With that, both of them swung their weapons simultaneously.
* * *
Boom!
As the sword and hammer clashed, mana erupted. The displaced air instantly surged forth, creating a gust of wind.
And it was Seti who was pushed back in the clash of strength.
Though she was using a smaller War Hammer than usual, Yeomyeong’s mana was above expectations.
Even the spectating staff were wide-eyed on seeing the density of the mana.
His mana was far beyond what it had been during their previous encounter.
Had he consumed some sort of elixir? What kind of elixir made him this strong? Did he eat a dragon’s heart?
Thinking that it would be nice if that were the case, Seti stepped forward.
The Flying Kick. The same technique she used to strike his head during their first encounter, with the exact position and angle.
Whoosh!
Yeomyeong avoided the foot by a hair’s breadth and swung his sword at the empty space. It was clear he was holding himself from using the Flying Kick technique against Seti.
With a smirk on her face, Seti swung her hammer using centrifugal force.
Once again, the sword and hammer clashed.
Clang—!
Mana surged again and a shockwave more powerful than the previous one swept through the area.
As Seti was pushed back, she could see her spectating classmates and faculty members gaping in astonishment.
That was the exact reaction she was going for. Yes, this was how his academy debut should be.
Seti gathered even more mana and locked eyes with Yeomyeong. The emotion in his golden eyes was plain: faster and stronger.
If that was what he wanted, then so be it.
She immediately unleashed her martial arts technique. Mana surged violently like a storm, enhancing every part of her body.
Her arm and shoulder wielding the hammer, as well as her trapezius muscle, latissimus dorsi muscle, and erector spinae.
The foundation of martial arts was to squeeze every muscle in one’s body.
Following that simple principle, Seti swung the hammer down at Yeomyeong.
KABOOOM—!!!
The next moment, the runway roared. A tremendous wave shook the surroundings, and the students within reach tumbled over.
Even Yeomyeong, who barely avoided the attack, could only focus on regaining his balance on the trembling ground.
Seizing the opportunity, Seti suppressed the recoil of her hammer and used the Flying Kick technique.
Overwhelming power made up for the lack of precision.
And the next moment, she once again brought the hammer down on Yeomyeong’s head.
Quickly adjusting his stance, Yeomyeong swung his sword. With that swift decision he made in a split second, his blade sliced through.
The mana imbued in the sword rippled—Mana from the Surging Wave technique, which she was also familiar with.
However, there wasn’t enough time for him to fully unleash his mana.
Contemplating on whether to reduce the power, Seti widened her eyes at the light bursting from his sword.
!!!!!!
The deafening noise was not just from the clash of weapons.
It was the sound of refined mana and mana nullifying each other.
- T-that’s! A Sword Aura! It’s a Sword Aura!!
Despite the shock, a student who had been watching the two intently shouted as Seti’s body was suddenly lifted into the air.
Thud.
Maintaining her stance, she landed on the ground with much difficulty.
Although she avoided the disgrace of rolling on the ground in her school uniform, her hair was disheveled, and the hand holding the War Hammer trembled.
It was clear that she had been pushed back overwhelmingly.
“…How strong.”
As she swept her hair back, Seti figured it would be a close fight even if she took it seriously from now on.
Should I go all out…?
Although all of this was merely a performance, she was still a Superhuman. It was unavoidable that she felt a sense of pride creep up in her chest.
Of course, unlike her, Yeomyeong didn’t seem to feel any such pride.
The fact that he kept glancing at her with a subtle look of worry was enough proof.
It seems going any further… will be too much.
Seti’s original plan was to keep fighting until someone intervened, but it was clear that Yeomyeong would be the first to ask to conclude it.
“Are you going to continue?”
As expected, Yeomyeong asked while loosening his grip on his sword.
He was such an easy person to get a read on. Seti suppressed a smile and raised her hammer again.
“I still have an ultimate move left.”
Just one last big move.
“…”
Yeomyeong sighed instead of replying and began channeling the mana from the Surging Wave technique into his sword.
It was as if he was determined to demonstrate his actual Sword Aura this time, relentlessly infusing his blade with mana.
Seti, too, drew mana and infused it into her war hammer.
The next strike would decide the winner.
The two of them looked at each other with such blatant intensity that even the most oblivious person present could see it clearly.
Of course, it was also evident that Seti was at a disadvantage… but fights were rarely that simple.
As the surrounding students held their breath and even the staff who planned to intervene momentarily paused, the two prepared to swing their weapons. Or rather, they intended to.
“Seti?! Yeomyeong?! No!”
Just before the Sword Aura could burst forth, a frivolous scream from the direction of the airplane interrupted them.
The sudden noise caused everyone’s attention to shift toward the airplane door.
There, a girl in a pure white priestess robe was climbing down the airstairs.
“Yeomyeong, you fool! If you hurt Seti, I won’t just—ack!”
To be precise, she tumbled down the stairs.

 
    

  Chapter 74: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (4)
* * *
Lord Howe Academy, Conference Room 1.
People of different colors and ethnicities were seated at a massive round table made of luxurious hardwood, unfolding documents.
Teaching representatives from major departments, as well as directors from key offices such as administration, admissions, and public relations.
With everyone, who could rightly be called the real power of the academy, gathered, only the hushed sound of pages being turned could be heard.
And just before the silence could become uncomfortable, the door to the conference room opened, and a middle-aged woman with her hair tied up stepped in.
Himena Libero.
Or as she preferred to be called ‘Principal’ instead of her official title ‘President of Lord Howe Academy’.
“You’ve arrived. Ms. Pre—no, Ms. Principal.”
The staff stood up in unison and bowed their heads.
In response to their greeting, the Principal smiled gently and casually made her way to the seat at the head of the table.
Following her lead, the staff also sat back down and turned toward her.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the staff, I apologize for summoning you at this late hour. As those of you who have seen the documents on the table already know, this emergency meeting was convened at the behest of Director Nikolay.”
The Principal looked at Director Nikolay Tcherny, who was sitting to her left.
“The agenda for this meeting is for us to vote on… the disciplinary action regarding both the transfer student and the Admissions Director.”
The staff, who were quick to pick up on the latest rumors, showed no reaction as if they had expected this.
However, professors, like Professor Kadan from the Magic Department, turned to the Admissions Director with a look of surprise.
How did that strict person end up in this situation?
As everyone pondered this, Nikolay raised his hand. The Principal gave him permission to speak with a slight gesture.
“Ahem, ahem. As some of you may already know, a tragic event occurred at our academy today.”
Director Nikolay stood up and scanned the staff around the table before continuing.
“Due to one person’s choice and one person’s misconduct, the academy has suffered enormous mental and material damage.”
With a triumphant voice, he turned towards Medga, the Admissions Director.
“First, Runway 2 at the airport has been damaged. According to the Facilities Management Department, it will take three days to restore it to normal.”
The runway was damaged? Some teachers turned to the head of Facilities Managemen,t as if asking if that was true.
He simply shrugged his shoulders in response. On receiving his unspoken affirmation, Nikolay continued.
“But that’s not all. According to the numerous testimonies we have received, the transfer student overtly threatened the staff who were present on-site. Not just with words, but using weapons and mana as well.”
“… Huh.”
Upon hearing a sigh from an unknown staff member, Nikolay spoke with greater emotion.
“Additionally, 27 staff members, including Pedro, an employee of the board, are complaining of mental distress. Some have even requested leave due to post-traumatic stress disorder.”
“…”
“A total of 19 people, including the students who had gathered on the runway, have suffered injuries of varying degrees. Fortunately, none of them were severe, but the medical team has officially requested restraint.”
He spoke with an agitated expression and gestures. Seeing everyone’s attention fixed on him, Nikolay slammed his hand on the table.
“And among the injured is the Saintess herself! It’s fortunate she was able to heal herself, but she still suffered a broken arm! We’re not just talking about some ordinary person here—this is the Saintess! And this happened on her very first day at the academy!”
Medga remained silent, glaring at Nikolay, who had just finished speaking while trying to hide a sneer.
“Everyone! I hereby call for immediate disciplinary action to be taken against the transfer student and for the removal of Medga from the position of Admissions Director.”
Teachers with even little to no interest in the internal politics of the academy recognized Nikolay’s ploy and frowned, but that was all.
Assuming that all of Nikolay’s claims were true, then disciplinary action against the Admissions Director was warranted.
After all, this transfer was solely the Admissions Director’s unilateral decision.
“Do you have any rebuttals, Admissions Director Medga?”
The Principal, who had been resting her chin on her hand, asked. Medga sighed and replied.
“It’s hard to say that the transfer student is the only one at fault. There were people who were deliberately condemning the transfer. And especially…”
But before he could continue with his explanation, Director Nikolay interrupted.
“Condemn, you say?! What they were doing was expressing their opinion in a legitimate manner! How could you describe people who were protesting against your overreach of authority like that, Admissions Director! Aren’t you ashamed?”
“… Hah.”
Faced with such a shallow ploy, Medga swallowed his sigh.
Even though that man had relied on his connections outside the academy to gain his current position, how could he stoop to such a low level?
Although it was a situation that would make one sigh involuntarily, the other staff members had grim expressions.
Even if they put aside the damage caused to the runway, the fact that a Superhuman student threatened ordinary staff and caused the injury to the Saintess was no trivial matter.
“If there are no objections, we will immediately proceed with the vote.”
As Nikolay said this, the back door of the conference room opened, and secretaries carrying the voting boxes and ballots rushed in.
It was as if they were advertising that they had prepared everything in advance. From the emergency meeting to the voting, it was all just so blatantly obvious.
Ignoring the staff’s uncomfortable expressions, Nikolay continued to address the table.
“Lastly, I will ask. Does anyone oppose the voting?”
It was clear that no one would oppose taking a vote, though there might be those who cast an opposing vote.
“Then, we will start the voting…”
Just as Nikolay was about to declare it triumphantly, the Principal raised her hand.
“…Ms. President?”
“Principal.”
“Yes, Ms. Principal. Uh, may I ask why you raised your hand?”
“You asked if there were any objections, didn’t you?”
The Principal’s stern gaze caused Nikolay’s expression to harden.
“Objections? You have heard my entire explanation, right? The transfer was an overreach of authority by the Admissions Director…”
“Not by the Admissions Director. It was my command.”
“… What?”
Nikolay was struck speechless. Tapping the table, the Principal continued.
“I was the one who approved the transfer of the mercenary called Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…”
Tap. Tap. Tap. The sound of the Principal’s fingers tapping the table echoed through the conference room.
“So, if anyone should be taking responsibility for this incident, it should be me. Don’t you agree, Director Nikolay?”
The Principal enunciated each word with great care.
“You also brought up dismissal, right? I think it’s too extreme of a measure for an accident caused by a single student.”
“M-Ms. Principal, I….”
“I know, I know. I understand that you have put in some effort for all this.”
“…”
“But boundaries must be maintained. The students gathered at the airport are no fools, and if the staff are fooled by such blatant schemes, what will the students think?”
The atmosphere had become peculiar. Director Nikolay, not even bothering to wipe the sweat from his forehead, answered in a flustered manner.
“I thought this was a matter of the academy’s prestige. And if you take any matter involving the Saintess lightly…”
“…because of the Saintess.”
The Principal narrowed her eyes and turned her head.
However, her gaze was not directed at Director Nikolay but rather to the back of the table.
“Does that woman think so as well?”
Only then did the teachers’ gazes turn to the back.
At the end of the conference room, where the secretaries and personal assistants were sitting in a row…
Sat a woman in a blue coat, with a plain blue mask on her face while crossing her legs and looking at the table.
Only a few recognized her identity.
At most, a few keen-eyed individuals realized that the coat she was wearing was the representative attire of the Blue Rat.
But Nikolay was different. As soon as he saw the blue mask, he swallowed nervously.
It was an appearance anyone from Moscow would recognize.
“Wh-why… is that woman at the academy…”
Nikolay stammered as he took a step back.
While the staff, unable to guess her identity, were unable to hide their confusion, the Principal simply tilted her head.
“Is it that strange for a parent to come to see their daughter’s admission?”
* * *
The male dormitory for first-year students at Lord Howe Academy was chaotic as ever. While it was always lively, it was even more so.
Because today was the day the rumored transfer student was moving in.
The dormitory staff gritted their teeth while sneaking occasional glances at the clock, while the students gathered in groups at the windows, keeping an eye on the path leading to the dormitory.
- Is today really the day of his admission?
- I heard he was released from the Disciplinary Office earlier.
- Which room do you think he’ll get?
After a long wait, two people could be seen walking down the brightly lit hallway.
Leading the way and giving directions was the familiar dormitory supervisor. And following him was…
- *They say he’s an ex-mercenary, but he doesn’t look that different in the school uniform.*
Students, who were seeing the transfer student for the first time, did not hide their disappointment. The neatly dressed transfer student did not seem special in any manner.
- *That’s because you haven’t seen him fight*.
Of course, the students who had seen him back at the airport thought differently.
They had seen the transfer student threatening to sever the limbs of the instigators and the battle in which he brought forth his Sword Aura.
Jealousy, admiration, pure curiosity.
Amidst countless gazes of the male students, the transfer student had already arrived right in front of the dormitory.
- Which room will he be assigned to? An available one or according to tradition?
- It should obviously be done according to tradition.
- He didn’t even take the entrance exam. How can they place him according to tradition? They’ll probably assign him to any available room.
The Tradition of the Dormitory
It referred to the long-standing practice of assigning rooms based on admission rankings, the higher the ranking, the better the room.
Although it was only a matter of assigning rooms with better sunlight or ones closer to the stairs…
Boys of this age often stoked their competitive spirit over such minor trivialities.
- But if they stick to the tradition, does that mean Jeon Yunseong will have to vacate his room?
Asked one of the students rushing down the central staircase.
It was a simple question, but it was enough to ignite a flame in the boys’ hearts.
Who was stronger? Jeon Yunseong, the strongest first year and the pride of America? Or the transfer student who had supposedly defeated a dragon?
- Nah, Jeon Yunseong is probably stronger. Even third-year seniors don’t dare to challenge him
- Hey! The transfer student supposedly defeated a dragon in actual combat. How can Yunseong compete with that?
- They say it was thanks to the Saintess’ blessing. It might be different if he fought barehanded.
By the time the transfer student entered the first-floor lobby, that was the discussion that had everyone’s attention.
Thud.
However, as if on cue, the moment the transfer student stepped into the dormitory, the students fell silent at the same time.
“Hmm…”
His cold, golden eyes scanned the students gathered in the lobby and the central staircase.
After observing the students for a moment, the transfer student turned to the dormitory head and asked.
“…Mr. Dormitory Head. Is there a welcoming ceremony or something?”
“Uh… well…”
Looking flustered, the dormitory head trailed off.
He didn’t know why so many students had gathered in the lobby.
Fortunately, his bewilderment did not last long. Unable to tolerate the silence, someone revealed the truth.
“This isn’t a welcoming ceremony; everyone’s gathered to see you.”
“…See?”
A burly boy stepped forward from among the students. He added in a gruff voice, as if he had just past puberty.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, you are a famous person who’s been all over the news as of late. So, you know, it’s like they’ve gathered to see a celebrity.”
“…”
“And also… maybe… you might be assigned to the best room in our dorm.”
Assigned to the best room… what? What kind of nonsense was this? Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, I see. It looks like you don’t know about this yet. It’s a tradition in the first-year male dormitory.”
Seeing Yeomyeong’s indifferent reaction, the boy hastily explained the dormitory’s tradition.
Though his explanation was a bit muddled, it wasn’t difficult to understand.
The tradition where male students were assigned to better rooms based on their admission ranking.
As soon as his explanation ended, Yeomyeong commented curtly.
“What a foolish tradition.”
Reactions were mixed. Some snickered in agreement, while others frowned in displeasure…
Regardless of the students’ reactions, Yeomyeong paid them no heed and addressed the dormitory head.
“Mr. Dormitory Head, where is my room?”
“Uh… Room 314. I’ll show you the way.”
Relieved that no dispute regarding the room seemed imminent, the dormitory head sighed and prepared to guide him.
However, the next moment, the boy who had given him the explanation of the tradition earlier jumped up.
Thud!
Landing in the center of the lobby, right in front of the dormitory head and Yeomyeong, the boy did not hide his burning gaze.
“Cheon Yeomyeong. I’m Wesley, ranked 4th in the admission rankings. I’m currently using the second-best room in this dorm.”
It was clear what he would say next, even if left unsaid.
Let’s have a fight over my room.

Cheon Yeomyeong could have refused, but there was no reason for him to do so.
He wouldn’t have acted so boldly back at the airport if he didn’t want to be noticed.
It seems I’ll be fighting more often than I did as a mercenary.
Yeomyeong was about to open his bag and take out his sword. However, he just set the bag down and clenched his fists.
Why should I use a sword against kids?
Seeing this, Wesley also raised his fists. Far from being displeased, he actually had a smile on his face.
“…Are we going to do this barehanded?”
“Yes, barehanded. Are there any rules?”
“Until one side surrenders.”
The dormitory staff tried to intervene, but the dormitory head waved them off. It was a gesture to let them be.
This marked the moment when Yeomyeong and Wesley’s fight officially became a dispute over a room.
- Hey! Everyone up there, hurry down! Wesley and the transfer student are going to fight!
As the staff sighed and the male students cheered…
“Here I come.”
Wesley kicked the ground.

 
    

  Chapter 75: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (5)
* * *
Contrary to most common misconceptions, Superhuman martial arts were not just techniques meant to enhance the body.
The Superhuman strength and speed were merely the external manifestation.
The true foundation of martial arts lay in the philosophy and ideology of handling mana.
It was what Superhumans often called the ‘True Intention’
A single line from a book, a realization buried in a person’s heart, or someone’s earnest dream…
That was what they called the true martial art. Thus, martial arts had become a teaching for cultivating the mind and training to test the limits of the body.
Of course, there were exceptions.
In such cases, the very purpose of martial arts was to seek greater strength and faster speed.
For example, many military Superhuman martial arts developed during the Cold War displayed such tendencies.
Although those martial arts had naturally been phased out in modern times, some were still being passed down.
And the martial art Wesley practiced was precisely one such martial art.
Its official name was classified by the military, but the media called it Air Dominance, a super-speed martial art.
As soon as Wesley said, ‘Here I come,’ he immediately reached right under Yeomyeong’s nose.
Wham!
His fist traced a bold arc, and the wind struck Yeomyeong’s cheek first.
Yeomyeong neither blocked nor tried to dodge the punch. Instead, he used his right fist to counter.
A blatant cross-counter. Wesley withdrew his punch and blocked Yeomyeong’s fist using his elbow.
He planned to deflect the fist and then deliver a follow-up blow.
Crack!
However, contrary to Wesley’s expectations, a chilling sound echoed from his elbow that met Yeomyeong’s fist.
Horrific pain surged up Wesley’s arm, but he did not relent.
Instead, he raised his knee, aiming for the lower body. It was blocked.
Left punch, blocked. Shoulder strike while trying to close in, deflected. Headbutt, dodged.
In the rapid exchange of blows, Wesley’s attacks kept failing repeatedly.
Was the gap this big? Just as Wesley gritted his teeth and tried to continue attacking…
Thud!
Yeomyeong’s foot struck his abdomen without warning and Wesley flew before crashing to the ground.
The force behind the kick was so strong that the flooring broke with a cracking sound.
Reactions to that scene were complete opposites. The students were in awe while the dormitory staff massaged their foreheads.
Regardless of their reactions, Wesley rose from the ground with a look of grimace.
“Motherfu— were you holding back?”
Seeing Wesley spit blood, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, I thought this much strength would have been sufficient. You’re sturdier than I expected.”
“Ha!”
Wesley bared his teeth and laughed. Even though his legs were trembling from the shock and blood flowed down his forehead, his eyes were full of determination.
“It seems like you prefer using your legs instead of your fists. Don’t hold back; use your full strength.”
“…Hmm.”
If I go all out, you’ll die. Yeomyeong struggled to keep himself from retorting sharply.
Although he was worried about the possibility of his statement being perceived as a taunt, he was more concerned about killing Wesley by accident.
Controlling his strength was harder than expected. After all, did the need to control his strength ever arise?
From the Necromancer to dragons and Mara. All the opponents Yeomyeong had faced so far were formidable in their own right, that if he didn’t exert every ounce of his strength, he would be putting his life on the line…
“Are you thinking of something else during the fight!?”
Seeing Yeomyeong remain silent, Wesley shouted angrily before charging again.
It was a lightning-fast but straightforward attack. The martial art pursuing pure strength aimed for Yeomyeong’s vital points.
Starting with a punch aimed at his neck, the exchange this time was one-sided this time as well. Rapid strikes and powerful blows, counters and evasions.
But the exchange didn’t last long.
At the moment Wesley’s mana showed signs of depleting, Yeomyeong suddenly reached out for Wesley’s neck.
“Gack!”
With his neck grabbed all of a sudden, a scream barely escaped Wesley’s mouth.
If controlling his strength was proving to be difficult, Yeomyeong decided to just knock him out with a normal attack and grabbed his neck.
“Keuh, l-let… go…!”
Recognizing Yeomyeong’s intention, Wesley swung his fists frantically, but Yeomyeong’s grip around his neck tightened even more.
As Wesley’s strength began to drain from his limbs and as the dormitory staff were rushing in to stop the fight…
Someone’s foot came flying from the central staircase railing.
Thud!
The dropped attack was aimed precisely at Yeomyeong’s arm holding Wesley’s neck.
Fortunately, Yeomyeong instinctively flung Wesley to the side; the force behind the kick would have probably broken his arm if he had accepted the blow directly.
As if proving his judgment right, the lobby floor cracked, and a cloud of dust was kicked up.
Yeomyeong frowned while looking at the dust. Was he surprised by the surprise attack? No, that was not it. It was because he recognized the technique used against him.
Quake Stomp.
From what Seti told him, that technique could be considered the strongest attack of the Flying Kick technique.
And as the dust settled, a familiar handsome boy appeared.
“…Jeon Yunseong?”
The public enemy number one in Korea and, at the same time, he was considered as the most handsome Korean by blood.
Although Yeomyeong had never met him face-to-face, he glared at the other boy with a fierce expression.
“That Flying Kick technique! Don’t say that… the one sent from Korea….”
Just as Jeon Yunseong was about to say something, Wesley, who regained his senses, yelled at him.
“Hey, Jeon Yunseong! Why did you interfere!”
“No, I was trying to save you….”
“Save me? Why? Did you think that a fight over a room was going to end in murder?”
Wesley’s words made the other students’ attention shift to Jeon Yunseong simultaneously.
And for some reason, there was not a trace of goodwill in their gazes.
…It doesn’t seem like it’s just because he interfered in the fight. Is he being ostracized or something?
Even Yeomyeong, who wasn’t very perceptive, noticed that the students’ gazes towards Jeon Yunseong were rather strange. It was almost like they were looking at someone who insulted their parents.
And it wasn;t just Yeomyeong who felt this way. After mumbling to himself, Jeon Yunseong lowered his head deeply.
“…Sorry, I misunderstood.”
“Hey! You call that an apology?”
“…I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin the fight.”
Jeon Yunseong bowed his head to Wesley, while the students glared at him coldly while the dormitory staff looked bewildered.
After observing the scene for a moment, Yeomyeong dusted his clothes.
Regardless of Jeon Yunseong’s circumstances, he had played around enough for the time being.
“Mr. Dormitory Head, what happens to the fight over a room if it ends like this?”
“…Usually, it is considered to be a draw.”
“Is that so? Then… shall we go to the originally assigned room. Was it Room 314?”
Wesley, who had been listening to their conversation, was startled and tried to intervene.
“A draw? It’s not over yet!”
“…That’s what you think.”
“No! I can still fight….”
Yeomyeong gazed at Wesley without saying a word. Wesley’s lips twitched, before quickly turning away, his fists trembling.
…What a brat.
There was a limit to being honest with one’s emotions. Seeing someone who looked like they were not far off in age behaving like this really hit home that he was actually at school.
But to have his first day at the first school he ever attended turned out like this…
Yeomyeong stifled a sigh before gathered his belongings. He then addressed Wesley, whose fists were still trembling.
“…Be it a fight over a room or a duel, we can do it as many times as you like.”
“…What? You want to go another round?”
“Yes, but not tomorrow… I have a prior appointment. Maybe sometime later this week.”
Next time, please fight in the dueling arena. As the dormitory head added silently, Wesley jumped up and burst into laughter.
“Huh, I was defeated in skill and in character.”
“…”
“I heard you were a mercenary, but it turns out that you’re quite the something after all, huh?”
As Wesley strode over and extended his hand, Yeomyeong struggled to keep the muscles in his face from twisting into grimace.
…Is he as crazy as the Saintess?
He sincerely hoped that such people weren’t common in the academy. Pushing away the ominous feeling, Yeomyeong shook Wesley’s hand.
Reactions to their handshake were neither particularly good nor bad.
Most students were satisfied with the entertaining spectacle, while the dormitory staff frowned at the damaged floor.
Some students, who were unable to read the mood, had question marks floating above their heads, but the majority began to disperse with the attitude that it was better to just let it go.
As the commotion on his first day as a transfer student came to an end, Yeomyeong followed the dormitory head, briefly locking eyes with Jeon Yunseong, who stood blankly in the lobby.
Envy, disappointment, and intense suspicion.
Sensing those emotions of his, Jeon Yunseong averted his gaze belatedly, but Yeomyeong decided to remember that look, recalling Seti’s words about using him for revenge.
* * *
The Author held his breath, listening intently to the sounds coming from outside the door.
The chatter about Jeon Yunseong and the confrontation between the transfer student and Wesley continued until it suddenly fell silent.
Were Wesley and the transfer student fighting? In the ensuing silence, the Author recalled the scene they had seen at the airport earlier.
The fight between the transfer student and Hong Seti, that crazy bitch.
While Jeon Yunseong and Soe Miri, who were watching the duel alongside him, expressed their admiration… the Author felt differently.
To be honest, it was terrifying.
Was it because it was his first time witnessing a fight with Killing Aura and mana erupting?
While that was partly the reason, what truly frightened the Author was the transfer student’s skills.
Not only was he able to coat his sword with mana, but he could also execute Sword Aura.
Being able to execute Sword Aura means that he has reached at least the level of releasing mana… Damn, are these people already messing around from the start of Chapter 1?
Compared to him, who was still on the verge of becoming a Superhuman, the difference was as vast as heaven and earth.
And if the transfer student was truly from reality… the gap was one that he would never be able to bridge, no matter what he did.
The Author buried his head between his knees and trembled.
What if he discovers my identity?
Should he propose an alliance or request his cooperation? Perhaps he could even use the strange fated events he knew about as bait to recruit him as a subordinate…
Damn, if it’s you, would you agree to that?
It was a matter of perspective. After all, didn’t he himself think that this world belonged to him?
What if that guy was another person from reality? He would have gotten the Author immediately, without a second thought.
Indeed, staying at the academy no longer seemed like a good idea; perhaps escaping and finding another way would be better…
- *Knock knock*
While the Author was contemplating his next move, someone knocked on the door. Startled, he looked toward it.
“Wh-who is it?”
- *It’s the dormitory head. May I come in?*
Why was the dormitory head here at this hour? Feeling a sense of foreboding, the Author answered.
“Ah, yes, Mr. Dormitory Head. Please come in.”
The door opened immediately after he gave his permission.
And the next moment, the Author bit his lip to suppress a scream.
Behind the dormitory head who opened the door, was the transfer student… Yeomyeong.
No way, no, it can’t be.
“Mr. Cheon Yeomyeong, this is the room you will stay in from now on. The dormitory rules are on that desk, and for the blankets and pillows….”
His worst-case scenario had come true. The Author thought of the assassin’s dagger and poison needles he had hidden under his pillow but soon shook his head.
They might have worked against those novice freshmen, but it wouldn’t be effective against a Superhuman of this guy’s caliber.
Thus, he had only one remaining option…
I have to ensure that my identity stays hidden by any means necessary.
He swallowed his saliva and forced himself to appear calm.
As the Author desperately suppressed his trembling lips, the dormitory head finished his explanation and left the room.
Left alone with the transfer student, the Author covered his trembling legs with a blanket.
Meanwhile, the golden-eyed student scanned the room with a calm expression before frowning.
Did something upset him?
Damn it.
After taking a deep breath, the Author opened his mouth to speak to Yeomyeong, who was putting down his bag.
“Um… Um… hi? Shall we introduce ourselves first?”
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…I-I’m Baonic L-Lerac. Nice… n-nice to meet you.”
Damn, my tongue won’t move properly. As the Author muttered curses inwardly, Yeomyeong stared at him with a strange expression.
“…Lerac? Are you a part of the Lerac Household?”
“Uh… Y-yes. Do you know my family?”
Of course, he did. The Lerac Household was more famous than most royalty beyond the Dimensional Portal.
Although not for good reasons.
“Of course, I know your family. I’ve seen your family mentioned in documentaries a few times.”
“D-documentaries…?”
“The series about families beyond the Dimensional Portal. Your family was the second one featured… though you might not know that.”
The transfer student replied while taking something out of his bag.
Startled.
Baonic trembled upon seeing the hilt of a sword sticking out of the bag, but what Yeomyeong took out was something else.
A portable broom and dustpan. Items Baonic would have never been able to predict.
“…”
While he was momentarily speechless, Yeomyeong asked.
“The room is a bit dirty. May I clean it up?”
While the Author was surprised that Cheon Yeomyeong was much friendlier than expected, he was even more taken aback by how well he cleaned.

 
    

  Chapter 76: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (6)
* * *
It was a tranquil night at the academy.
The footsteps of the night patrol guards were quiet enough to maintain the calm, and the sound of the night breeze rustling through the bushes was not long enough to awaken the night.
An ordinary night, just like any other, as if the commotion caused by the transfer student had never happened.
However, an eerie voice suddenly broke the silence that seemed to last for eternity.
“…The Saintess has finally arrived at the academy today.”
The voice sounded as if dozens of people were speaking simultaneously.
“Everything is just as the prophet foretold.”
Each time the voice resonated, the nearby street lights flickered, and winged insects fell dead.
Witnessing the surrealist scene, the moonlight briefly illuminated the owner of the voice, but all that emerged from the darkness was a thick robe that revealed nothing underneath.
“Now, I will resume the plan that was delayed. Does anyone oppose it?”
Amidst the darkness of the night, several figures were standing beside the owner of the eerie voice.
“I disagree.”
A middle-aged woman with a husky voice spoke up.
“…Why?”
“Have you already forgotten about the Manchurian affair? The prophecy has already gone awry.”
The owner of the eerie voice shook his head.
“The Manchurian affair… is unrelated to the prophet’s prophecy.”
“How can it be unrelated? According to the original prophecy, the Saintess was supposed to head to Manchuria during summer vacation, not to a perfectly intact Manchuria, but to one that was already burned to the ground!”
The middle-aged woman raised her voice in frustration.
“And is that all? What about the transfer student who arrived at the academy along with her? Was there any mention of him in that so-called great prophecy?”
As soon as the ‘transfer student’ was mentioned, everyone gathered in the darkness fell silent.
After a moment, the eerie voice spoke again.
“The net of the prophecy may be full of holes, but nothing can escape it. That student must be hiding his true identity, but he is undoubtedly part of the prophecy.”
“…That’s nonsense.”
“Oh Ava, how could you lose your faith?”
The middle-aged woman, whose name had been revealed, flinched but that did not stop her from speaking.
“We are not the Church. We must accept the reality unfolding before our eyes, not just faith. If the transfer student is hiding his identity, what on earth is his purpose in doing so?”
“It’s such a pity but Ava, it seems like you’ve been associating with the Earth’s evil spirits for a bit too long.”
As the eerie voice finished speaking, the darkness in the surroundings began to ripple.
Crash! Unable to t withstand the unseen pressure, a street light burst, and the surrounding darkness grew even thicker.
“…Wait, wait. Priest, just a moment. Ava’s words do hold some weight, don’t they?”
A light voice interjected between the two.
“It seems that you already have an idea about the transfer student’s true identity, Priest. So please enlighten us.”
“…”
“Only the devout, like the Priest, can maintain unwavering faith, even in the face of doubt. You know that as well, don’t you?”
As soon as the gloomy voice finished speaking, the pressure exerted by the so-called priest vanished like the melting snow.
“Tch, faithless ones…”
The priest clicked his tongue softly and explained.
“Try to recall where and how the transfer student made his appearance, and what he has been doing so far.”
Without needing to be told, everyone present knew exactly what the transfer student had been up to.
From the moment the Saintess failed to make her appearance at the entrance ceremony, all their attention had been focused on North Manchuria.
“…Did no one really notice? He is a secret escort dispatched by the Holy Knights to protect the Saintess.”
“A secret escort? What makes… you think that?”
“The prophecy says that the fallen shield of the Holy Knights lies hidden within the academy, protecting the Saintess. And the transfer student has been protecting the Saintess since Manchuria. Could these two connections be mere coincidence?”
Though his logic had many flaws, no one present pointed them out.
Was it because People of Religion were always like that? No, it was because the hypothesis sounded plausible. It also fitted well with how unreal the transfer student’s achievements seemed.
A mercenary suddenly appearing out of nowhere and defeating a dragon alongside the Saintess and then earning the dragon’s recognition? It wasn’t like he was a hero from the legend or something.
But what if the mercenary’s true identity was the Saintess’ secret escort? If all this were part of the apostates’ conspiracy… It was quite a plausible story.
They would need to activate their information network for a more detailed investigation, but everyone present had a similar thought.
“Is there anyone who still opposes the plan?”
There was no answer. In a situation like this, silence was equivalent to agreement, and the priest nodded.
“Then, as the prophecy foretold, the academy will burn to the ground.”
“…When will it start?”
“Today, the moment the day breaks.”
No further explanation was necessary. The figures in the darkness turned away without saying a word.
As everyone disappeared without a sound, only the middle-aged woman called Ava remained behind, staring blankly at the priest.
“Why did you stay?”
“Priest, about the transfer student. As you said, there is a possibility that he is the Saintess’ secret escort, but…”
“…”
“Is it entirely impossible that he’s just an earth-born mercenary? And what if he is the master of fate in the prophecy…?”
The term ‘master of fate’ made the priest turn his head sharply. His eyes, darker than the darkness itself, fixed on Ava.
“… Under no circumstances can an Earthian ever become the master of fate—just like the Saintess, who has been tainted with commie blood.”
It was the most confident he sounded among everything he had said so far.
Ava did not say anything in response and simply turned away.
As she walked away, the priest slowly turned his head to look up at the broken streetlight.
The shattered bulb spewed sparks intermittently, as if a dying person were spitting out blood.
After watching it for a moment, the priest raised his hand. Then, the next moment, he clenched his fist.
Crack.
With that, tranquility returned to the night .
* * *
The Saintess looked at the school uniforms on the bed while tapping her lips.
Two types of winter uniforms, two types of summer uniforms, gym clothes, and even religious garments like a veil and a shoulder cape were all placed beside each other.
She contemplated over each piece of the academy-provided uniforms, picking them up and putting them down one by one.
Hmmm… How should I wear this…
Should she go with the top of the winter uniform and the bottom of the summer one, like the trends she saw on social media?
Or should she wear a winter skirt and summer blouse like the celebrities did in dramas?
There were even some cheeky examples like using the academy pajamas and swimwear, but… she couldn’t wear those to school, so she dismissed those thoughts.
Anyway, after contemplating over uniform combinations for over two hours, she finally decided on her outfit with just 10 minutes left before school started.
A navy-colored coat with silver accents and a neat pleated skirt.
It was the standard winter uniform combination of Lord Howe Academy, and it was the exact outfit that Seti had worn yesterday.
After giving her outfit a once over, the Saintess hesitated about whether to wear the pure white shoulder cape that symbolized the five gods’ priests. And only after hearing the dormitory head’s call to hurry to school did she leave the room.
Fortunately, since there were many other students besides her who were also rushing to school at the last minute, it did not look odd.
Of course, she did attract the attention of students who recognized her with a blindfold and shoulder cape.
Normally, she would have probably felt a bit intimidated by all the attention… but the Saintess was quite pleased with it at the moment.
She walked confidently. As she neared the main building for the first-years, her heart pounded with the realization that she had finally arrived at the academy she had dreamed of.
I wonder if Seti and Yeomyeong have already arrived?
She thought of her sole… no, her two treasured friends as she passed through the main entrance of the building.
Even if she wasn’t sure about Yeomyeong, the diligent Seti must have arrived early.
Although she didn’t get the chance to greet Seti yesterday because the girl was dragged away by the disciplinary committee as soon as the fight came to an end, she was determined to catch up with her today…
Huh?
The moment she entered the hallway, she saw two female students walking side by side.
A blonde girl chattering away in a friendly manner and a black-haired girl listening to her in silence.
Seti…
As she watched the two, the Saintess felt an unexpected surge of emotion.
The sight of them walking shoulder to shoulder was exactly like the academy life she had always dreamed of.
Of course, it wasn’t strange for Seti to make friends besides her, but still… still, she felt…
As she struggled to contain the unfamiliar emotions rising within her and her hands trembled, Seti made eye contact with her.
The Saintess, who felt a pang of sadness, smiled brightly and waved, and Seti…
Only gave a slight bow in her direction; a formal greeting with no sense of familiarity.
…?
And that was the end of her reunion with Seti. There was no heartfelt conversation or hug. Seti simply entered the classroom with her friend.
Left alone in the hallway, the Saintess stood there blankly, gazing alternately at her hands and the classroom Seti had disappeared into.
What was this? What was happening?
Her mind was in turmoil, unable to accept the reality. Was she having a nightmare?
“What are you doing standing in a daze?”
As she stood there frozen, a familiar voice pulled the Saintess back to reality.
“…Yeomyeong.”
She turned towards Yeomyeong, who looked unusually neat in his school uniform, but she was unable to offer any compliments or greetings. Her mouth just wouldn’t open.
“Uh… well… uh…”
‘Did I just get dumped?’ was the first thought that came to mind. Following that were all sorts of harsh words, but she couldn’t bring herself to say any of them out loud.
So she just kept her mouth shut and was about to enter the classroom.
Or rather, she tried to.
However, the moment she opened the back door of the classroom, she was greeted by the sight of Seti standing there with her arms crossed.
A corner of her mouth was slightly raised, and her blue eyes had a playful look in them.
“Yo!”
“…”
“Long time no see.”
As soon as Seti uncrossed her arms and stretched out her arms, something burst inside the Saintess’ heart.
“You, you can’t be serious… were you trying to mess with me…?”
“Did it work?”
“Y-You…! You bad bitch!”
The Saintess jumped into Seti’s arms. Ignoring the curious gazes of the other students in the classroom, she hugged her long-lost friend tightly.
“I really, really missed you…”
“But I didn’t really miss you though?”
“Hmph! You’re saying that again!”
Unfortunately for the Saintess, their emotional reunion didn’t last long.
Just as she started to rub her face against Seti’s uniform, Yeomyeong cleared his throat and said.
“…Do you really have to do that right at the door?”
* * *
Instead of its formal name, the ‘Academy Security Management Department,’ most people simply referred to it as the ‘Watchtower.’
At the top of the towering building was a room known as the Central Security Room.
This place managed not only the surveillance cameras installed throughout the academy but also the detection magic that covered all four islands.
Though it was considered to be an impregnable fortress, it was not without its weaknesses.
For instance… what if an explosion occurred in the commoner guard’s night duty room, located just four floors below the Central Security Room?
The mana source leading to the Central Security Room would be cut off, and the island’s detection magic would be instantly neutralized.
Of course, the neutralization wouldn’t last long. The mage residing in the security room would quickly restore the magic.
However, even the shortest recovery time needed would take over 5 minutes.
And five minutes was more than enough time to turn the whole world upside down.
John didn’t particularly agree with this assessment… but at least, that was how the organization he worked for saw it.
“…John? Why do you look like that? Is something wrong?”
Seeing John fiddling with his bulky bag, a fellow guard asked.
John was about to say that everything was fine.
After all, it would be foolish to tell him that this bag contained a massive bomb that would not only shake the night duty room but even the security room above.
However, what came out of his mouth was… something entirely different.
“Chief Kim, you said something about seeing your grandson recently, didn’t you?”
“My grandson? He’s so adorable, just like his mother. But, forget about that, and we need to talk about your condition first…”
“You should get out of the management department immediately.”
“What? John, why are you saying this?”
John squeezed his eyes shut.
As the priest said, it seemed that he had spent too much time mingling with the Earth’s evil spirits.
“Damn it, can’t you hear me? Get out immediately!”
Drawing his pistol from his waistband, he aimed it at the other guards in the night duty room.
Though they were taken aback, Chief Kim and the other guards did not attempt to subdue him.
Fortunately for John, they seemed to catch on to the situation and slipped out of the night duty room furtively, likely intending to call for a superhuman from another department.
Well, even John would have done the same. That was the only way to ensure that no one got hurt.
Bang!
Once he confirmed that all the guards had left, John locked the door to the night duty room.
Although he wasn’t sure if this would allow the other guards to escape the explosion safely, he was at least grateful that he wouldn’t have to witness their deaths with his own eyes as he opened the bag.
“Hail to the Empire’s independence!”

With those last words that no one would hear, the night duty room exploded.

 
    

  Chapter 77: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (7)
* * *
The first class on Friday at Lord Howe’s always took place at the same location—A massive circular classroom resembling an ancient Greek theater.
It was a place imbued with the founder’s desire for all students, be it Mages or Superhumans, to gather in one place at least once a week.
The sight of students filling the room to the brim was one of Lord Howe’s distinctive traditions. However, beyond this unique appearance, the class itself was nothing out of the ordinary.
The subject taught was a common one, such as ‘Life and Ethics, Superhumans and Society’.
Although some students and staff proposed that it would be better to get rid of such an inefficient tradition, Yeomyeong’s impression was different.
…It’s not as bad as I thought.
Let alone attending a normal school; he had rarely been in the same place with peers of his age.
Sitting among the students, looking down at the podium, he felt…
Something strange.
It was a different feeling from when he was under the spotlight back at the airport or dormitory.
Was this the reason the Foreman kept nagging him to attend a proper school instead of simply answering the GED?
Although it was impossible for him to find the real answer now, somehow, it seemed that was what the Foreman meant.
As Yeomyeong was lost in his thoughts, the front door of the classroom opened, and a woman wearing a neat suit walked in.
With each click of her heels echoing throughout the room, the students’ chatter gradually died.
Like the rest of the students, Yeomyeong’s attention was focused on the teacher at that moment.
“She’s Miss Gemini, the Ethics teacher.”
A sudden explanation about her came from beside him.
Turning to his side, he saw a gloomy-looking boy with his chin resting on the desk.
Baonic Lerac.
Yeomyeong’s dorm roommate. And despite his prestigious family background, he was living in a room that looked like a pigsty.
“She graduated from MIT’s Department of Magic. While she is strict, she is also a good person. And as you can see, she’s also a well-known beauty in the academy.”
“…”
“Here’s something funny. Her fiancé’s name is Hoochie1…”
He kept spewing out information without being asked, occasionally glancing at Yeomyeong to see his expression.
It was as if trying to gauge whether Yeomyeong was already aware of this.
Why was he behaving like this? When Yeomyeong tilted his head and met his gaze, the boy smiled awkwardly.
“I just thought that you might be curious… Did I make you uncomfortable?”
“No. Thanks for telling me.”
An awkward silence ensued. While Baonic seemed to be mulling something over, Yeomyeong turned his head to the other side.
There, he saw Seti pushing the Saintess’ forehead away with her finger while the Saintess kept trying to snuggle up to her, and… an elf hiding her ears with magic.
He knew she had come to the academy while accompanied by the Holy Sword, but who would have imagined that she’d end up as Seti’s roommate?
He didn’t know the reason she enrolled at Lord Howe’s, but hopefully, she wouldn’t get tangled up in his plans.
As Yeomyeong’s brief thoughts passed, Seti glanced his way.
Her blue eyes were beautiful as always.
Still pushing the Saintess away, she quietly mouthed something.
- Lunch, main building, at the back.
Yeomyeong gave her a slight nod as a subtle exchange of glances passed between them.
He then turned the other way, as if pretending not to know her, but there were many things he wanted to say.
Although they had occasionally exchanged messages while he was in Manchuria, because of Yeomyeong’s poor texting skills, they hardly had a proper conversation beyond any important matters.
…I should tell her about the Golden Seal as well.
Anticipating her reaction when she heard that he would be able to lift her ban, Yeomyeong turned his gaze toward the podium.
- Well, good morning, Freshmen.
Miss Gemini had already opened her textbook and started with the lecture.
* * *
Modern Superhumans and Social Ethics.
Miss Gemini’s class was interesting in its own way.
From the content to the teaching style, nothing felt familiar, but that made it all the more evident that he was learning something new.
- *Most modern countries that have joined the UN have stricter standards for Superhumans when it comes to injuries and assault...*


	As per the international agreement established after the Miami terror incident, the use of martial arts in exceptional circumstances is…


This was real academy education, far beyond what he had seen in the documentaries.
At some point, without realizing it, Yeomyeong found himself completely engrossed in the lesson. Then, as Miss Gemini turned her head, she met his gaze.
Recognizing his face, she raised her eyebrows and, upon noticing his empty desk, spoke up.
- Everyone, if there’s a student besides you without a textbook, please share yours.
Among all the students present in this large classroom, the only students without textbooks were the Saintess and Yeomyeong, who had just arrived yesterday. Not calling them out explicitly was likely her way of showing consideration.
Just as Baonic said, she seemed like a good person.
Anyway, Yeomyeong planned to share a textbook with Seti, who was sitting next to him.
However, Seti was already sharing her textbook with the Saintess. Though it was more like she didn’t have a choice as the Saintess was clinging to Seti unilaterally.
And seeing that she wasn’t in a state to share her textbook with him, Yeomyeong was about to ask Baonic.
However, just as he was about to turn the other way, the girl sitting besides the Saintess stood up without making a sound and approached him.
“Shall we share?”
It was Miridith. The elven princess he met back in Incheon.
Before Yeomyeong could respond, she had already walked past the Saintess and Seti and taken a seat beside him.
It felt awkward to refuse her kindness, and more importantly, it seemed like she had something to say to him, so Yeomyeong nodded.
“I’d appreciate that.”
“It’s just a textbook, no big deal.”
The princess tucked her long blonde hair behind her ear and placed her textbook between the two of them.
As Yeomyeong scanned the textbook, the elf princess picked up a pen and wrote something on the corner of the page.

[It’s been a while. How have you been?]



A short greeting written in cute handwriting. She handed the pen to him with a small smile.

[I’ve been well. How about you?]



Yeomyeong took the pen, wrote his response, and handed it back.

[So-so? By the way, do you know? Rime got a job as a staff member. She works as a gardener on the central island.]



Rime? Oh, she must be talking about that silver-haired elf who was her escort.
Since he wasn’t particularly interested, Yeomyeong just nodded indifferently.

[I’m glad to hear that the both of you are adapting well to life on Earth.]



[Are we really adapting well? I’m not sure. The only person I can call a friend is Seti…]



Tapping the pen on the page for a moment, the princess quickly jotted down her next question after glancing at Yeomyeong’s face.

[Your name, Dung Beetle. Fake? Real?]



[Real.]



[Then your current name. Is it a fake?]



Without a moment’s hesitation, Yeomyeong wrote his reply.

[Cheon Yeomyeong, Dung Beetle. Both are my real names.]



[That’s strange.]



[By my standards, Miridith is pretty strange as well.]



[I’m not Miridith right now, I’m Soe Miri.]



What? Yeomyeong’s hand froze as he was about to take the pen from her.
Could it be… did she think that ‘Soe’ was his family name and made up that nickname? Ignoring the ominous feeling, he replied.

[What kind of name is that?]



[Is it a strange name?]



[By Earth’s standards? Of course, it’s strange.]



[Stranger than ‘Dung Beetle’?]



Yeomyeong didn’t reply and instead twirled the pen around his fingers, unable to think of an appropriate response.
Of course, in his opinion, ‘Dung Beetle’ was a better name than ‘Soe Miri’ but anyway, that wasn’t the issue.
Yeomyeong picked the pen again.

[I doubt you came here just to ask me how I’m doing. Do you need something from me?]



Reading his reply, Miridith… no, Soe Miri, nodded slightly.

[I know that you’re no longer a mercenary, but I’d like to make a request.]



[And if I refuse?]



[The reward is something you can’t refuse.]



A reward? Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow, and just as Soe Miri confidently reached into her pocket.
The atmosphere in the classroom shifted.
A menacing change that anyone sensitive to mana could feel.
Everyone in the classroom sensed it and turned their heads to look out the window at the same time.
WHEEEEEENGGGGG!!
A siren blared across the entire island.
* * *
The Author, Baonic Lerac, bit his lip as soon as he heard the emergency siren blare.
While the other students tilted their heads in confusion, unsure of what was happening, he knew exactly what was happening outside.
Why is the story progressing all of a sudden?
The prologue hadn’t even taken place, and the issue in Manchuria was already resolved.
But why is Chapter 1 still moving ahead as planned?
He frantically racked his brain.
According to the original story, the siren currently blaring marked the beginning of a terrorist attack orchestrated by spies from the Secret Society and the priest from the ‘Church’ who had managed to infiltrate the academy.
The academy, still reeling from the tragedy described in the prologue, would be caught off guard by the sudden attack.
And amidst the chaos, the Saintess, who foresaw the massacre, would team up with the protagonist to thwart the attack in the grand finale of Chapter 1.
Could it be because the Saintess is at the academy?
Baonic turned to look at the Saintess.
Unlike everyone else who was staring out the window with serious expressions, she was nestled in Hong Seti’s arms, giggling foolishly.
She looked nothing like the Saintess he knew, but regardless, she was still the Saintess.
Now that Chapter 1 had begun… she would surely move as per the story’s course.
According to the story… the first person the Saintess seeks out after her Foresight is the protagonist.
Baonic swallowed nervously, waiting for the Saintess to action.
- *Everyone! This is not a drill! Please remain calm and proceed to the shelter in an orderly manner!*
As Miss Gemini guided the students to safety, and everyone in the classroom moved towards the emergency shelters, he continued waiting.
However, let alone having a prophecy, the Saintess was simply held onto Seti’s hand and kept chattering about trivial matters.
She spoke about which combinations of school uniforms looked the cutest, some cosmetics she had seen on social media, and popular restaurants on the north island…
Time passed as she wasted it on such nonsense.
Only after the shelter doors were shut with the students inside did Baonic realize that something was terribly wrong.
Could it be… that the protagonist isn’t here?

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. This is probably inspired by the protagonist of a Korean web novel, Dragon Raja, written by Lee Yeongdo, one of the most famous fantasy novelists in South Korea. It was first published online on 3 October 1997 on a serial forum of an online service provider, Hitel.

The protagonist's name in that series is Hutch Nedval (also spelled as Hoochie Nedval) and he has a fiancée named Gemini Smeintharg.

Lee is quoted to have said that Hutch's name came from the first and last syllables of Huanmu-chi (Korean: 후안무치, Hanja: 厚顔無恥) which literally means "thick-skinned face no shame," or "acts brazen and feels no shame."




   

  Chapter 78: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (8)
* * *
- *Everyone! This is not a drill! Please remain calm and proceed to the shelter in an orderly manner!*
As soon as the emergency siren blared, Miss Gemini began guiding everyone to the shelter.
- *Please do not panic and follow the evacuation procedures! Starting from the front row, please get up slowly and proceed to the emergency shelter!*
- Everyone, please maintain order and do not panic! If anyone around you has gone to the bathroom, please let me know!
Following the lead of the teacher, the students left the classroom and descended to the basement via the central staircase.
Should we say, ‘as expected of Lord Howe’?
No students seemed to be scared or screamed. There was no sign of anyone attempting to cut in line, as you’d usually expect during a large-scale evacuation. What more could be said?
Some were even chatting casually, as if nothing was wrong.
- We’re getting some good exercise this morning, aren’t we?
- Did the Department of Magic mess up again?
- Does anyone know what’s for lunch today?
Their composure seemed beyond calm—it was familiarity.
The odd atmosphere of the blaring alarm mixed with the students’ chatter continued until they reached the shelter.
Once inside the shelter, which resembled a massive air-raid shelter, the students seemed to finally relax, either gathering with friends or plopping into a seat.
Observing the scene for a moment, Yeomyeong turned to Soe Miri, who was standing next to him, and asked.
“…Why is everyone so calm?”
Soe Miri blinked at the unexpected question, before giving him a faint smile as if realizing something.
“Oh, that’s right. Du—I mean, Yeomyeong, you just arrived yesterday, right?”
She then added briefly.
“Actually, this is the third evacuation already. So, everyone’s pretty much gotten used to it.”
“…The third one?”
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow, baffled. Didn’t the semester just start?
Soe Miri explained as if it was nothing.
“The first alarm was the day after the entrance ceremony. The Magic Department accidentally set off some fireworks leftover from the ceremony, causing the alarm to go off.”
“…”
“The second time was last weekend… They said that the staff had accidentally triggered the alarm or something? Anyway, it was nothing serious, so we dispersed around five minutes after we had gathered in the shelter.”
Yeomyeong glanced around the shelter with a new perspective.
After all, humans were beings who would learn to adapt by nature. If they had already experienced this twice, it made sense why there was no tension.
However, this was precisely the reason Yeomyeong was unable to relax.
Just because the previous alarms were nothing serious, didn’t mean this one would be, too.
“…Complacency always leads to a major accident.”
Yeomyeong remarked briefly as he gazed at the students in the shelter.
“I have a bad feeling about this.”
“Hmm… Aren’t you worrying for no reason? With the number of Superhumans and Mages stationed at the academy, it’ll be resolved in no time.”
“Well… I don’t think so. Look over there.”
Yeomyeong pointed at Miss Gemini.
She was tapping on a phone prepared in the shelter and her own cell phone simultaneously, trying to send messages somewhere.
Was there no service? Her expression while holding the phone wasn’t good.
She was trying her best to conceal her expression, to prevent the students from becoming afraid… but that wasn’t enough to fool the Superhuman eyes of someone like Yeomyeong or Soe Miri.
It was only then that Soe Miri realized something was amiss and began to quietly gather her mana.
“…I’m suddenly getting a bad feeling, too. What should we do?”
“What do you mean, what should we do? We don’t even know what triggered the alarm, so it’s not like we can make any plans.”
“…That’s true.”
Soe Miri paused for a moment before turning her head towards Seti.
More precisely, she was looking at the Saintess who was clinging to her.
“…Should we ask the Saintess?”
“Ask her what?”
Standing on her tiptoes, Soe Miri brought her lips close to Yeomyeong’s ear. And as if that wasn’t enough, she whispered in a very low voice.
“This is a secret… but the Saintess has the ability to see the future.”
She spoke with utmost caution, as if she were revealing a tremendous secret.
Yeomyeong didn’t ask how she knew that. After all, she was the elven princess.
And considering the legendary exploits of elven spies during the Cold War, it wasn’t all that surprising for her to know such a secret.
Anyway, after glancing around to ensure no one was listening, Soe Miri continued.
“If the Saintess can look into the future and let us know what’s going on… maybe we can prepare for it.”
It wasn’t a bad plan. And even though Yeomyeong wasn’t keen on getting further involved with the Saintess… he was unable to think of a better plan at the moment.
Having made up his mind, Yeomyeong immediately walked towards the Saintess without any hesitation. Not expecting him to act so quickly, Soe Miri was startled and hurried after him.
“Y-Yeomyeong! Wait, hold on. You can’t just ask her about her Foresight directly. You have to go about it subtly….”
“No need for that. I already know.”
“Huh?”
“I said I already know.”
Before Soe Miri could ask him what he knew, Yeomyeong strode over and stood right in front of Seti and the Saintess.
“So, as I was saying? My mom… huh? Yeomyeong? What’s going on?”
Having noticed Yeomyeong approaching them earlier, Seti didn’t make a big deal out of it. As a result, the Saintess was the one who spoke up first.
“Could you spare me a moment? I need to speak to you in private.”
“…Just you and me? What’s this about all of a sudden?”
“It’s urgent. It won’t take long.”
The Saintess hesitated, not wanting to part from Seti.
Then she stood up reluctantly when Seti gave her a firm push.
“Follow me.”
As Seti finally let out a sigh of relief, the Saintess and Yeomyeong headed to a corner of the shelter with no other students around.
Although this place wasn’t completely secluded, it was enough for a private conversation.
“What’s going on? Don’t tell me….”
The Saintess looked Yeomyeong up and down with a sly glance before he could say anything.
“…You’re not jealous of me and Seti, are you?”
What the hell was she talking about now?
Forget about Foresight—Yeomyeong flicked his finger against the Saintess’ forehead in exasperation.
Thwack!
Caught off guard by the sudden flick, the Saintess let out a sharp yelp and threw her head back.
“Hey! That hurt…!”
Just as she was about to protest further while holding her forehead, Yeomyeong cut her off in a serious tone.
“I need your Foresight.”
“…Why all of a sudden?”
“The timing of this alarm is giving me a bad feeling. I don’t think it’s something we can just brush off.”
Perhaps realizing that he wasn’t joking around, the Saintess rubbed her forehead but now had a serious expression.
“Looking into the future isn’t something that can be taken lightly….”
“Please. I’ll return the favor later.”
“Huh? Really? You’ll grant me a favor? You promise?”
“…As long as it’s not something weird.”
As soon as Yeomyeong said that, the Saintess smirked and crossed her arms.
She looked confident, but the red swelling on her forehead made her seem far less imposing.
“Alright, just wait a moment.”
And the next moment, the Saintess’ gaze shifted to a distant place.
* * *
Who would’ve expected her to use her Foresight immediately?
Shuffling about to hide the dazed Saintess behind him, Yeomyeong used his body to shield her from others’ view.
He was a bit worried that her Foresight might fail due to all the people watching them.
And just as Yeomyeong feared, numerous eyes were drawn towards the Saintess and him.
For unknown reasons, most of the people staring at them were male students.
Among the curious watchers were Wesley, who had fought Yeomyeong back at the dorm, and Jeon Yunseong, squinting his eyes.
Ignoring the spectators, Yeomyeong remained calm and continued to block everyone’s view of the Saintess.
In the meantime, he also observed the people in the shelter one by one.
The students who still seemed relaxed, Miss Gemini turning her back as if making an attempt to hide her worry, Jeon Yunseong staring at Soe Miri with a complex look, and…
Baonic Lerac biting his lip as if he was terrified, glancing back and forth between the shelter wall and the Saintess.
…What’s wrong with him?
It wasn’t just some typical fear; his hands and feet were all restless, as if there was a bomb right in front of him.
Just as Yeomyeong squinted his eyes to take a closer look —
Gag!
The Saintess, who had just finished using her Foresight, bent over and began to dry heave all of a sudden.
“What’s wrong? What did you see?”
“N-no… can’t… die… can’t let them die…”
“Die? Who’s going to die?”
“Se-Seti, my Seti…”
As Yeomyeong patted her back, she clung to his sleeve, mumbling like she was in a daze.
“W-we need to get out of here right now… If we stay like this…”
Looking at the Saintess, who was trembling and trying to reach Seti, Yeomyeong sighed and grabbed her shoulder with his left hand, pulling her up.
And with his right hand…
Slap!
He slapped the Saintess across the cheek.
The slap, loud enough to ring in everyone’s ears, echoed throughout the shelter. The Saintess’s head snapped to the side.
The students who had been watching them opened their wide in shock.
“…Ah.”
Only then did the Saintess regain her senses and finally look straight at Yeomyeong.
“Tell me clearly. What did you see?”
Startled, Miss Gemini rushed over to them as the Saintess spoke.
“Soon, people of unknown identity will break through the wall and enter the shelter.
“Are they terrorists? Or Necromancers?”
“I don’t know… The prophecy was too blurry to see anything clearly… but a lot of students will die…”
“How much time do we have left?”
“Ten minutes… no, less than that. And…”
The Saintess’ shifted her gaze to the wide wall of the shelter. No, she was looking beyond it.
“It’s not safe outside the shelter either. Under the sea around the school… there are countless corpses, and… they’re all swarming towards this place after turning into undead.”
“…Corpses around the school? Why?”
“I-I don’t know, it’s beyond the range of my Foresight…”
Releasing his grip on the Saintess’ shoulder, Yeomyeong turned toward Miss Gemini, who had arrived right next to him.
“Hey, transfer student! How could you slap the Saintess like that?! Violence between students is—“
Miss Gemini raised her voice as she began to scold him, but Yeomyeong cut her off immediately.
“Miss, are there any weapons or firearms in the shelter that can be used immediately?”
His question seemed out of place, but his tone was dead serious.
Glancing back and forth between Yeomyeong and the anxious Saintess, Miss Gemini sensed that this was not just some simple student quarrel.
“…Why are you looking for weapons?”
“Enemies are coming. If we don’t take immediate action, the students will die.”
Full of conviction, his manner of speaking left no room for doubt, with a faint trace of mana emanating from him.
Miss Gemini didn’t ask him how he knew enemies were coming. No, she couldn’t.
She was overwhelmed by the aura flowing from Yeomyeong’s golden eyes. She averted her gaze before answering him.
“…This is a shelter. There’s no way there would be weapons here.”
“Then we need to get out of the shelter immediately. Be it the dormitory or anywhere else, it needs to be a better place than this.”
As Yeomyeong said this, Miss Gemini’s expression clearly grew darker.
“Leave the shelter… can you tell me the reason?”
“…That’s…”
Yeomyeong couldn’t simply talk about the Saintess’ Foresight. He hesitated, touching his lips for a moment, before coming up with another solution.
“I can’t explain it. But is there any way we can at least let those who want to leave go?”
“…This is an emergency. You’re aware that your decision could put everyone at risk, right?”
“Yes.”
On hearing his firm response, Miss Gemini massaged her forehead. She glanced back and forth between Yeomyeong and the Saintess before suddenly realized that the Saintess, who had been slapped, was not making any attempts to stop Yeomyeong; instead, she kept glancing around, as if worried about something.
Her deliberation didn’t last long. She still didn’t know the reason, but she decided to put her trust in the Saintess. Miss Gemini carefully jotted down something on a small piece of paper and handed it to Yeomyeong.
“Enter 19740809 into the lock mechanism on the lower left side of the shelter door.”
“Thank you.”
Yeomyeong bowed his head to the teacher, who had just made a tough decision, and immediately headed towards the shelter door. Just as Miss Gemini said, there was a small dial on the lower left side of the door, and without hesitation, he entered the code.
However…
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The dial’s reaction was strange. The door didn’t open; No, it didn’t budge in the slightest. What was happening? The exterior looked fine, so it wasn’t due to old age. Thinking the code might have been wrong, he asked Miss Gemini again, but she looked even more bewildered.
“The shelter code didn’t work? That can’t be.”
Only after she entered the code herself did she realize that something was wrong. As she murmured ‘an insider…’ under her breath, Yeomyeong quickly made up his mind.
They were trapped.
As Yeomyeong furrowed his brows, the Saintess ran towards Seti, who was approaching them.
Seti, looking surprised, hugged the Saintess. She gently patted the Saintess’ back and shot Yeomyeong a questioning look.
What’s going on here?
The expressions of the other students weren’t much different from Seti’s. Why had Yeomyeong suddenly slapped the Saintess and then started fiddling with the shelter door?
Only Soe Miri, who was already aware of the Saintess’ Foresight, and Baonic, whose eyes shone strangely, remained calm.
Just as Yeomyeong struggled to come up with a plausible explanation and kept his mouth shut as if expecting the worst-case scenario, Miss Gemini spoke up.
“It’s not a proper weapon, but there are some practice weapons that the club members have left behind…”
Although the teacher trailed off, Yeomyeong nodded. If they didn’t have teeth, they had to use their gums.
And even if they were practice weapons, they were meant for Superhuman students, so they wouldn’t be mere toys.
“Please bring them out. And…”
Then, Yeomyeong turned toward the students in the shelter.
Bewilderment, suspicion, expectation, fear… a range of emotions filled the gazes directed at him. Yeomyeong spoke, infusing his voice with mana.
“I will pick those who will join the fight.”

 
    

  Chapter 79: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (9)
* * *
The first thought every student had on hearing Yeomyeong’s words could be summed up in a single line.
What nonsense is he talking about all of a sudden?
It was already baffling enough that he had slapped the Saintess’ cheek out of nowhere, and now he would be picking people to join the fight?
Some tilted their heads in confusion, some frowned, and a few, though rare, began to gather mana.
Regardless of their reactions, Yeomyeong paid them no heed and continued speaking.
“Enemies will soon make their way to the shelter. We don’t know the level of the enemy, but sure enough, they aren’t something the average student can handle.”
Enemies were coming? Most students snorted in disbelief.
However, a few observant individuals swallowed nervously as they watched their teacher, Miss Gemini, head towards the shelter’s storage to retrieve weapons.
“The situation is not good. We have limited weapons, and we don’t have time to coordinate. So…”
Yeomyeong’s golden eyes scanned the students.
“Anyone who lacks the skill or isn’t ready to put their life at risk need not step forward. Only those with enough skill and resolve to fight alongside me, please come forward.”
The abrupt declaration left the students speechless, but no further explanation was given.
Yeomyeong crossed his arms and shut his mouth as if to say, ‘It’s up to you to decide.’
- Why is he acting like this all of a sudden?
- Is this a hidden camera prank?
- What enemies? Does he think that the academy’s security is a joke?
From soft murmurs to blatant hostility, the once relaxed atmosphere became quite serious.
- Hey, but just in case…?
- Just in case of what? How does he even know that enemies are coming?
Time went by, but no one stepping forward.
- Hey, wait, that thing Miss Gemini is bringing over… aren’t those the weapons used for club activities?
Miss Gemini, who had gone into the shelter’s storage, came out dragging a sack full of practice weapons.
The students frowned as they watched her walk towards Yeomyeong.
If the teacher was acting like that, too, it must mean that his words did carry some weight…
Just as the tension began to gradually fill the space between the students.
Step.
Seti stepped forward.
She didn’t approach directly Yeomyeong, but went to help Miss Gemini with the sack of weapons.
Unlike the teacher, who was struggling to drag the sack, Seti lifted it effortlessly, all while carrying the Saintess on her back.
And as soon as she arrived in front of Yeomyeong, Seti dumped the sack of weapons onto the ground.
With a rustling sound, the weapons spilled out… their condition was clearly not that good.
Swords, sabers, spears, shields… after sorting through the ones that were somewhat intact, only about ten weapons remained.
“As expected, there’s no war hammer. The sad fate of unpopular weapons, huft.”
Seti grumbled as she chose two swords from the sack. She didn’t intend to dual wield; handing one directly to Yeomyeong.
As he accepted the sword, Seti gave him a wink that no one else noticed.
Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter chuckle as he examined the condition of the sword. Although it wasn’t sharp, its durability was no worse than the iron swords used by the Manchurian mercenaries.
After giving the sword a few light swings, he spoke to the students.
“No one else?”
This time, Soe Miri quickly walked up to his side. Although she looked tense, she didn’t pick any weapon in particular.
And knowing that Soe Miri used a peculiar, invisible type of magic, Yeomyeong didn’t insist either.
Instead, it was Miss Gemini who picked up a weapon.
Grabbing a slender spear, she took off her glasses and shoes, and ripped the side of her skirt.
Anyone could tell that she was getting ready for battle.
By now, even the most oblivious student should have realized this wasn’t a joke.
“Is there anyone else willing to fight alongside us?”
Yeomyeong asked the students once again, but still, no one stepped forward.
Seeing this, Soe Miri subtly furrowed her brows. She hadn’t expected that there was still no one to step up even after all this.
However, Yeomyeong wasn’t particularly disappointed. Honestly speaking, he wasn’t expecting the students’ help from the start.
If you have no expectations, there will be no disappointment.
After giving the students a brief glance, he checked the auxiliary bag hidden inside his school uniform blazer.
The Handle of Uragan and the Golden Seal were inside the bag, which was just large enough to hold a few grenades.
If worse comes to worst, I’ll open the shelter door and escape.
He didn’t need to reveal the Golden Seal since he didn’t intend to use it right away.
Just as he had informed Miss Gemini earlier, it was enough as long as he could protect himself. He had no intention of putting his life on the line for the other students.
Of course, it would be ideal to hold off the enemies here…
“…Alright. Those who won’t be participating in the fight, please move away from the walls and head to the far corners of the shelter.”
Although Yeomyeong had spoken politely, not one person budged. However, instead of taking a step back, the students began bombarding him with questions.
“Is this for real? Not some hidden camera prank?”
“How do you know enemies are coming!?”
“Why do we have to fight? What are the academy staff doing?”
“T-they’ll protect us, right?”
“Miss! Please say something!”
Their shouts, infused with mana, echoed throughout the shelter, but Yeomyeong still maintained a calm expression as he faced them.
And just as the chaos seemed to be escalating, he infused his foot with mana and used Quake Stomp to stomp the floor hard.
Boom!
Dust rained down from the shelter’s ceiling, and all the questions stopped abruptly. Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly and spoke.
“If you don’t want to believe it, don’t. If you want to live, figure it out yourself. We’ll handle things our way.”
His manner of speaking was devoid of any sympathy. Some students turned red with anger, but others showed completely different reactions.
For example, people like Wesley.
“Haha! Yeah, that’s right! If you’re not going to fight, then shut up! I don’t know what this is all about, but I’m in!”
Wesley, with his buzz-cut head gleaming, stepped forward, accompanied by a few more students.
Superhumans, Mages, priests-in-training…
There were about twenty of them. They were valiant for students, but Seti intervened and sent most of them back.
“Those who can use healing magic are better off supporting from the rear rather than being on the front lines. Mages… Do any of you have reagents or a staff? No, right? Then you’ll be able to use only a few support spells at best, so it’s better to provide cover fire from the rear rather than being in the front.”
Her strict criteria were even applied to the Superhumans.
Some didn’t have the right weapons, and some lacked the skill…
Although some students protested, Yeomyeong sent them back personally since being on the front lines meant death if they weren’t skilled enough.
After filtering them out, one by one… aside from Wesley, only one other person remained.
Jeon Yunseong. The top-ranked student in both the Superhuman martial arts department and admission rankings.
He kept glancing at Soe Miri as he chose a shield and a sword from the sack of weapons.
It was plain to see for everyone that Jeon Yunseong was interested in Soe Miri.
…Will he be able to fight properly?
Considering his reputation, he could be somewhat assured about his skills… but Yeomyeong clicked his tongue internally as he gave the rest of the party a once over.
Fortunately, Soe Miri, who was busy with her own preparations, seemed unaware of Jeon Yunseong’s gaze. On the other hand, Seti made a face as if she was looking at something disgusting before turning away from Jeon Yunseong.
On the contrary, Wesley didn’t seem to be bothered, as if the rest of the male students were already aware of Jeon Yunseong’s feelings for Soe Miri.
…I shouldn’t expect too much from him.
In any case, Yeomyeong and the party took their battle stances as they formed a circle around the shelter’s walls.
And just as their hands gripping the weapons started to sweat…
Rumble, rumble, rumble…!
The sound of something massive approaching them could be heard from beyond the shelter’s walls.
* * *
Ugh.
Margan stretched his back. Perhaps it was because he had been up all night, writing reports, even his thick, dwarven bones were creaking in protest.
“…It’s been ages since I’ve pulled an all-nighter.”
His usual wake-up and tea time had long passed.
All because he had to pull an all-nighter to write a report right after a business trip. He shook his head as he got out of his seat.
He quickly washed his face at the sink and took a shot of coffee, which he couldn’t even remember when it had been brewed.
After doing his best to rid himself of sleepiness, he sat back down to continue with the report.
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The report wasn’t really coming together. Perhaps due to accumulated fatigue, his eyes were feeling heavy.
Margan massaged his temples, searching for the best remedy for his fatigue: thinking of someone who had it worse than he did.
The first person who came to mind was Admissions Director Medga, who had forced him to fly to Manchuria.
All Margan had to do was finish and submit his report. However, the Admissions Director would have to deal with the media and even the Prime Minister’s Office in Sydney to handle the fallout due to the transfer.
He had even been called to an emergency meeting just yesterday.
…Those goddamn political professors.
Although he couldn’t attend it due to the report, the purpose of this emergency meeting was obvious to anyone. It was Director Nikolay’s plot to target the Admissions Director…
WHEEEEEENGGGGG!
Just then, an alarm blared throughout the island.
It was a Level 3 warning, alerting all faculty and staff on the island, but Margan rose from his seat without any trace of worry.
Again?
There had been more than a few false alarms this year alone.
There were no such problems in the previous years… but this year seems particularly problematic.
Wondering if he should file a complaint with the Watchtower, Margan opened the window.
And then, the next moment…
He furrowed his brows as he felt the mana blowing in from outside the window.
“The detection magic… has been dispelled?”
In the same manner how Superhumans used their senses, the detection magic spread mana across the island was used to monitor enemies.
The mana carried by the wind was definitely the residue of that spell.
Only then did Margan realize that something had seriously gone wrong and took out his phone.
Beep- Beep- Beep—
However, there was no service. With no Wi-Fi or satellite connection, it was clear someone had intentionally destroyed the communication network.
“Damn it…”
This wasn’t just a simple mishap; it was an actual crisis. And wasn’t today the day all the students gathered in one classroom?
Was it just a coincidence that they targeted this day?
His judgment was quick, and his actions were even quicker. Margan immediately stepped outside the faculty dormitory.
He first headed toward the main academic building. Or rather, he tried to head there.
However, the moment he saw an enormous number of somethings writhing along the island’s coastline beyond the faculty dormitory, he stopped in his tracks and squinted.
“…Holy shit.”
Seeing the writhing figures, Margan cursed. The things filling the coastline were… zombies.
And they were not just any zombies, but special ones coated in mana, resistant to decay caused by seawater.
Margan found himself staring dumbfoundedly in the direction the zombies were heading. However, when he saw the building at the end of the long line of zombies, he gritted his teeth.
It was the building where all the first-year students had gathered.
That place was already surrounded by zombies on all sides.

 
    

  Chapter 80: A Coincidence For The Transfer Student (10)
* * *
Thud!
A sound echoed from beyond the wall, as if something had collided against it. How it managed to approach the underground shelter was unknown, but one thing was certain.
The shelter walls wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.
Drum, drum, drum!
The sound of something digging through the wall reverberated throughout the shelter. And soon enough, cracks began to appear on the wall.
Gulp.
Someone gulped audibly as they saw the wall cracking. Only then did all their doubts turn into certainty. Yes, the enemy had arrived.
As soon as reality struck them, there were short screams and the sound of footsteps retreating in panic.
The noise of frightened students and the cracking wall.
Crack. Crack. Crack!!
As screams erupted throughout shelter erupted and the wall began spewing out chunks of concrete and dust, Yeomyeong tightened his grip on his weapon and said,
“…Everyone, get ready.”
The giant wall shattered with a loud crash, as if hit by artillery.
Immediately, everyone quickly took defensive positions, either raising their weapons or crouching down reflexively…
Except for Yeomyeong.
Whoosh!
As soon as the wall came crashing down, he launched himself off the ground. Ignoring the flying debris, he unleashed his Sword Aura through the collapsing wall.
Attack over defense; a lesson he had painstakingly learned in North Manchuria.
“Argh! My arm!!”
An arm hit by his Sword Aura was flung into the air. And before the blood from the severed shoulder could hit the ground, Yeomyeong already landed beyond the wall.
Thud.
There was a massive cave large enough to fit six adult men standing side by side beyond the wall.
Yeomyeong wasn’t that knowledgeable when it came to construction, but even he could tell that it wasn’t possible to make a cave like this overnight.
This alone proved that this attack had been planned over several months or even years.
“T-that guy! It’s the transfer student!”
The cave was swarming with unidentified armed individuals carrying firearms. Not only were there rifles, but someone was also aiming a rocket launcher from beyond the wall.
The firepower, surpassing that of a typical mercenary group, was all directed at Yeomyeong.
“Kill him!”
As the unidentified individuals pulled their triggers, Yeomyeong sprang into action.
Rat-tat-tat-tat!
Since it was impossible to dodge the bullets in the narrow cave, Yeomyeong simply bore the bullets with his body as he charged towards the closest enemy.
The main culprit behind the wall’s breach was undoubtedly a staff-wielding Mage.
“H-Hilaria’s…! Respond to me—cough!”
The Mage began casting a spell reflexively, but Yeomyeong’s sword was a bit faster. The mana-infused sword sliced through the Mage’s neck.
“C-Cough…”
Yeomyeong then grabbed the bleeding Mage’s body and raised it in the direction of the cave.
It was clear that he was planning to use the Mage as a meat shield.
Seeing this, the attackers stopped shooting instinctively, but the bullets that had already left the barrels hit the Mage’s body.
“Deral! No!”
Shocked by the attack, the assailants showed a brief opening and Yeomyeong did not miss the opportunity.
Holding the Mage’s corpse like a shield, he charged towards the enemies.
“Stop him! He’s the one who captured the dragon! Don’t let him through!”
First step. Bullets rained down. Yeomyeong used the Mage’s corpse to cover his face and upper body.
Second step. His heart pumped harder. Blood flowed freely from the wounds he had received before he killed the Mage, but at the same time, his mind was accelerating rapidly.
On his third step, bullets struck his calves. Gritting his teeth, he infused mana into his sword.
Four, five… and seven.
And as soon as he reached close enough to see the enemies’ pupils, Yeomyeong threw the corpse and swung his sword.
Flash!
The suppressed Sword Aura exploded, its light permeating the cave.
The sword aura imbued with mana from the Surging Wave technique cut through the incoming bullets and the air.
“Dodge!”
Someone yelled, but was there even room to escape in the narrow cave? The attackers could only fire their guns frantically or shut their eyes tightly.
Just before dozens of bodies were split in half…
“Light of Hilaria—!”
A beam of light burst forth from the attackers’ rear.
Clang!
The beam of light collided with the Sword Aura at a speed invisible to the eye. And with a flash, the mana dispersed chaotically before exploding, causing the entire cave to echo with screams.
Rumble. Rumble. Rumble…!
Debris and dust billowed. Swept up by the shock, Yeomyeong quickly regained his stance and glared at the enemies.
Seeing that there weren’t many casualties, it seemed like the magic had reduced the power of the Sword Aura.
Despite the massive amount of mana infused in the strike, only a few were flung against the cave wall by the explosion.
However, even that was more than enough to shock the attackers beyond belief.
After all, they had never expected to be hit back like this. Their initial plan was to simply fire their guns from beyond the cave.
Using the Flying Kick technique, Yeomyeong leaped and charged at the enemies, not giving them any time to recover.
“Move to Plan B! All Superhumans, advance! Don’t hold back! He’s on par with the Saintess and the Vessel!”
The enemies didn’t just sit back, either. Instead of wasting bullets, Superhumans among the attackers began to step forward.
They immediately swung their swords at Yeomyeong’s face. Their swordsmanship was different from the crude styles shown by Manchurian mercenaries.
This was genuine martial arts, which Yeomyeong had only seen a few times since becoming a Superhuman.
Are they skilled enough to raid the academy?
Yeomyeong was curious about their identities, but the attack of more than three swords interrupted his thoughts.
Clang, clang!
Sparks flew as swords clashed. The mana-infused sword expelled the shock, and Yeomyeong’s arms tingled.
That was a close call.
It wasn’t just about skill; the weapon was an issue.
The practice swords were unable to withstand his mana. He could already feel cracks forming along the blade.
Yeomyeong continued to parry their swords while contemplating whether to retreat or…
Kill them with one strike and seize the weapon.
It didn’t take him long to arrive at a decision. Gathering his mana, Yeomyeong prepared his Sword Aura again.
“That Sword Aura again! Everyone, fall back…”
And at that very moment, someone with flowing black hair and blue eyes suddenly appeared from behind Yeomyeong.
Swoosh!
The practice sword swept past the neck of the Superhuman who had been focusing on Yeomyeong.
“How could you charge at the enemies alone?”
Seti’s voice rang out belatedly.
And before the Superhuman with his neck sliced could fall, Yeomyeong and Seti exchanged glances.
No further explanation was needed. Both of them extended their swords toward the Superhumans simultaneously.
And with that, the rest of their companions charged in.
* * *
Jeon Yunseong and Wesley, Soe Miri and Miss Gemini… and at the rear, the Saintess. shouting,
“Seti! Don’t get hurt!”
As Seti and the rest of their companions jumped into the chaos created by Yeomyeong, the enemy’s formation began to collapse.
“Damn it! They’re all Superhumans! Everyone, forget about hitting the allies and just shoot!”
Even though they were just students, as Superhumans, they would at least be able to dodge bullets on seeing the gun barrels.
The attackers kept firing their guns frantically, but the battle had already turned in their favor.
However, for some reason… the battle was not as one-sided as expected.
The sound of gunfire was relentless, and occasionally, a Superhuman’s sword flew towards Yeomyeong.
Having driven a sword into a Superhuman’s neck and seized his weapon, Yeomyeong turned his head to investigate.
After watching his companions fight for a brief moment, Yeomyeong realized why the battle had stagnated.
…Now that I think about it, they probably don’t have much experience.
Only Yeomyeong and Seti were killing their enemies without mercy.
The other four were wasting their strength by either taking down or incapacitating the attackers.
However, he had no reason or desire to chastise them. After all, they were students showing courage. It would be too hard on them if he forced them to kill.
Instead, Yeomyeong fought even more fiercely to make up for it.
His sword was soon stained red, and blood flowed with every step he took.
Thanks to that, the attackers became more aggressive in their attacks focused toward Yeomyeong than anyone else.
“Die!”
Some attempted to commit suicide with grenades, while others fired rockets without considering their allies…
Bang!
And that was when the Saintess, who had somehow picked up a gun, pulled through and helped Yeomyeong by sniping the enemies.
He did not know how she was able to take such accurate shots in the dark cave, but… well, didn’t the Saintess always wear a blindfold?
Yeomyeong paid her no mind and continued to reduce the number of enemies.
And finally, he came face to face with the Mage hiding at the very back.
“Th-this can’t be….”
The Mage had a look of pure shock on his face, and his eyes, especially when he looked at Yeomyeong, was even a hint of despair.
“The Priest’s prediction… was wrong. You’re no Holy Knight. No Holy Knight could be as ruthless as you.”
“…The Priest? Is some religious organization behind this attack?”
Yeomyeong asked while still keeping his guard up. The opponent was a Mage, one who was able to cast a spell to nullify his Sword Aura in no time.
He could fire a surprise spell at any moment…
“…Mr. Joseph?”
Miss Gemini, who had somehow reached Yeomyeong’s side, spoke to the Mage.
“Miss Gemini.”
“H-how could you…?”
“I’m sorry that we have to meet in a place like this.”
That Mage was an Academy teacher? Yeomyeong glanced back and forth between the two.
Miss Gemini’s face was full of shock. However, the Mage, named Joseph, showed no change in expression.
“M-Mr Joseph, why… why are you doing this?”
“… It was for a greater cause.”
As soon as Joseph replied, Yeomyeong interjected.
“A greater cause that became your reason to rain bullets into students. What a grand cause indeed.”
“Feel free to speak as you please. Someone like you will never be able to never understand our grievances and cause.”
“Why don’t you say that to the police instead of me?”
With that provoking remark, he drew his sword.
No matter how skilled a Mage was, take away their staff and cut off their limbs, and they were just slightly healthier than an average person.
Seeing Yeomyeong draw closer with big strides, Joseph sighed and spoke to the still-dazed Miss Gemini.
“Miss Gemini, I’ll give you one last piece of advice.”
“…”
“If by some chance, you manage to survive here… don’t ever look back, just return to your hometown.”
“W-What do you mean….”
“This isn’t our first time attacking the academy, nor will it be the last. There are countless people who want to shatter the false symbol of peace established by the Earth.”
As Joseph spoke, he suddenly began gathering his mana and just as Yeomyeong was about to reflexively release his Sword Aura….
“Even at this very moment, the fact that others besides us are targeting the academy is proof of that, isn’t it…”
The mana that erupted from Joseph’s body was too crude to be labeled a spell but too sophisticated to be a mere rampage.
Self-destruction?
No, it wasn’t just a simple self-destruction. The mana that exploded, tearing Joseph’s body apart, surged upward and struck the ceiling.
KAAAABOOOOM!!
Was he trying to make the cavern collapse? Yeomyeong quickly tried to create some distance, but Joseph’s intentions were beyond that.
The ceiling had a large hole where his corpse had collided. It wasn’t an attack aiming for the entire cavern, but a precise self-destruction aimed at a specific spot.
What the hell…
Yeomyeong cautiously examined the hole in the ceiling. As he looked up, he met eyes with something peering down from the hole.
Rotting, soulless eyes dripping with pus.
The problem was that it was not just one or two of them.
Even just the ones visible to his naked eye numbered in the hundreds, and the sensation he felt…
“Seti!”
Yeomyeong shouted at his team, who were organizing the cavern.
“Huh? Yeomyeong?”
“Retreat to the shelter immediately! Right now!”
As he grabbed the dazed Miss Gemini and began running back to the shelter, an enormous number of zombies began pouring in from the hole in the ceiling.

 
    

  Chapter 81: The Butterfly Effect For The Author

21\. Which of the following is NOT a correct statement regarding the global situation after the Berlin Dimensional Portal opened?
(1) The Allied forces stationed troops in Asia under the pretext of tracking down the remnants of the Nazis.
(2) The Kingdom of Gelcha, which persecuted merchants from Earth, was destroyed.
(3) The Emperor gifted Stalin an elixir.
(4) Atomic bombs were dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima.
(5) The Deep Tower collapsed due to the Air-conditioner revolution.
 


 
『Lord Howe Academy Entrance Exam - Social Studies Section (Modern and Contemporary History)』


* * *
There were always minute, unpredictable errors in everything that took place in this world.
Errors so minuscule, that no one really paid them any attention.
And most of those errors vanished without having any effect whatsoever.
However, some of those errors occasionally led to significant changes that no one could have anticipated.
Some people called such changes the butterfly effect, while others used the term chaos theory.
However, at this very moment, the Author who had transmigrated into the novel was unable to think of either term.
Facing the enormous change brought about by an unpredictable error, he could only say one thing.
“Damn it.”
Beyond his enhanced vision, after scraping up every bit of his almost nonexistent mana, he saw something pouring down from the ceiling of the dark cave.
And unlike the other students, who were only focused on the transfer student’s party, he instantly recognized what was pouring in.
Zombies.

And they weren’t some shabby zombies that were unable to even scratch the skin of a Superhuman. Each one was a special creation, crafted by a deranged Necromancer with pure hatred and madness.
But why?
Why were these zombies, which were supposed to appear during the prologue— at the Bloody Entrance Ceremony, to be precise—showing up now?
He had no way of knowing. And even if he did, it wouldn’t change anything.
I need to run.
That was the first thought that surfaced instinctively. However, right after, a counter-argument followed: where to?
The shelter’s doors were firmly shut, and zombies were pouring into the cave. There was nowhere to run, nor were there any weapons to fight with.
It was a truly hopeless situation, but only the Author felt that despair.
The rest of the students in the shelter chattered away, each sharing their thoughts about the victory the transfer students had achieved.
- We survived…
While there were some who were relieved by the victory.
- He was acting all serious, but it wasn’t that big of a deal now, was it?
Others were spouting nonsense bravado.
- How could they kill…
And there were even those who were frightened by Cheon Yeomyeong’s ruthlessness.
What a bunch of idiots…
The Author ground his teeth while glancing at the students.
Although some of them had belatedly noticed something wriggling behind Cheon Yeomyeong and his party, most had already relaxed their enhanced vision and now had expressions of relief.
Even though they should all be fighting for their lives, they had already started to let their guard down. And he didn’t even need to see what would happen next.
Most of the students in this shelter would end up becoming zombie food.
You guys can die all by yourselves for all I care.
The Author bowed his head low and retreated far behind the students.
And to buy enough time to retreat, he intentionally remained mum about the approaching zombies.
Fortunately, he managed to reach the opposite wall easily, thanks to the students stepping forward to meet the transfer student’s party.
Did he feel any guilt for withholding information and using his peers as a meat shield? He felt none.
After all, weren’t they supposed to have been slaughtered during the entrance ceremony as per the original story?
…Let’s just hold out until the academy’s rescue team arrives. Then, I’ll survive.
Originally, he would have simply clung to the strong ones to stay alive… but all present strong ones from the first-year, except for one, had followed Cheon Yeomyeong to the front line.
And even that one person wouldn’t be of much help in this situation, so using his peers as a meat shield seemed like the best option…
As the Author continued this line of thought…
Cheon Yeomyeong’s voice echoed through the cave.
“Grab any weapons you can while retreating!”
His voice contained a sense of urgency, enough to make even the most clueless students realize that things weren’t over yet. Only then did commotion break out among the students.
- *What? There’s more?*
- Behind, look behind!
- Zombies?
Surprisingly, the students’ murmuring wasn’t that loud.
Because it was common knowledge that ordinary zombies didn’t pose much of a threat to Superhumans.
However, after Cheon Yeomyeong and his party, carrying all sorts of weapons, reached the collapsed wall, everyone fell silent.
“Damn it, I almost died while picking up weapons!”
Wesley, who ranked fourth in the entrance exam, had zombie bites and scratch marks all over his so-called Superhuman body—a sight that defied everything they thought they knew.
And that was followed by the sight of zombies flooding into the cave.
“Kyaaaaaacccckk!”
With the scream of an unknown student as the signal, chaos descended upon the shelter once again.
* * *
Right in front of the collapsed wall of the shelter.
- *Uoooooooohhh…*
Watching the zombies slowly gather beyond the cave, Yeomyeong’s expression gradually became grimmer.
It was because he had discovered an unexpected flaw in his repertoire of martial arts.
…None of them are useful for a prolonged battle.
All the martial arts he knew were specialized for short-term combat on a fundamental level.
Ignoring aftereffects, he could push his body to its limits with techniques like the ‘Flying Kick technique’ and ‘Blood Flow Acceleration.’
There were also moves like the ‘Surging Wave technique’ and ‘Comet Sword,’ which consumed a tremendous amount of mana proportional to their power output.
His martial arts were extremely unbalanced, he hadn’t noticed any particular problem but up until now because all the opponents he had come across were always either similar in strength or stronger than him.
However, now that he had to face countless zombies, he realized that all these unbalanced martial arts had a fatal weakness.
What if the enemy used sheer numbers to tire him out and force him into a battle of attrition? He would suffer from an unquestionable one-sided disadvantage.
After all, wasn’t that exactly what happened during the fight against the horse-headed man in Manchuria?
He had wasted his strength on taking down contaminated mercenaries, which held him from confronting the horse-headed man.
Yeomyeong pondered over it quietly. After identifying the problem, a solution came to mind easily.
A martial art specialized for prolonged battles… One that could use mana efficiently.
The first thing that came to his mind was Mara, the demonic human who used the most varied martial arts Yeomyeong had ever seen.
They were an enemy he had much to learn from.
From the Palm Blast to flying techniques, Yeomyeong, who had just started learning martial arts, could broaden his perspective just by watching them.
If they had still been alive, Yeomyeong would have loved to receive another lesson in the guise of a fight. However, that demonic human was already confined to the mortuary at the Manchuria base.
No regrets; after all, it was Yeomyeong himself who had turned them into a corpse.
Anyway, Yeomyeong slowly reviewed Mara’s martial arts in his mind.
He especially paid attention to the technique that made them exude mana from their body like a heated haze.
He couldn’t steal the martial art itself because he was unable to grasp its true intention. However…
If I imitate it, even crudely, it seems that I can achieve quite satisfactory results.
Just as he was thinking about something that would have shocked Mara or other Superhumans if they had heard it…
“Yeomyeong, don’t worry too much.”
Soe Miri placed her hand on Yeomyeong’s shoulder. And despite her words of reassurance, her hand was slightly trembling.
“…The rescue team from the academy will be arriving soon. We just need to hold out until then.”
She had a serious look on her face as she spoke with a determined voice. It seemed that she had misunderstood the situation and thought Yeomyeong was tense.
“Didn’t you fight well just a moment ago?”
Yeomyeong didn’t know how it looked to the others, but he could tell. She was trying best to muster her courage to help him relax.
Perhaps that was the reason Yeomyeong couldn’t bring himself to say that it wouldn’t be a problem for him, no matter how many zombies came and that he was actually thinking about martial arts rather than feeling tense.
Seeing him remain silent… Soe Miri grew more courageous.
“Today… no one in this shelter will die. Because we’re going to make sure of it.”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t reply this time as well. Regardless of the elf princess’ determination, he wasn’t particularly interested in the lives of the others.
As long as he could save Seti, the Saintess, and Soe Miri beside him, that was enough.
Why should he care if people he didn’t know died…
At that moment, Wesley stepped in between the two.
“That’s impressive.”
“…”
“A Superhuman should have at least that level of determination.”
Wesley said this as he glanced at the party. Jeon Yunseong, the Saintess, Seti, and Miss Gemini… all wore serious expressions as if they agreed with Soe Miri’s words.
…Even Seti?
As Yeomyeong looked at her in disbelief, Seti gestured towards the shelter.
Following her gaze, he saw a red-haired girl give him an awkward smile.
…Siri? Ah, that’s right.
Seti’s sisters were also enrolled in the academy.
Yeomyeong immediately erased the plan to use the Golden Seal to open the shelter door and escape.
…I should test out the martial arts as well
As he quickly made his decision, his actions were even faster. Yeomyeong raised his sword and pointed at the zombies that were closing in on them.
And just as he was about to charge forward, Soe Miri called him again.
“Yeomyeong.”
“What?”
“…At least say a few words of determination for the last time.”
No, that was a bit… As Yeomyeong suppressed the words rising to his throat, Soe Miri added more.
“It would be nice if you did. After all, you’re the one who gathered us.”
The moment was too perfect to be a coincidence.
The zombies were right at the shelter’s doorstep, and the party’s attention turned to Yeomyeong…
“…Don’t die. I don’t want my first meal at the academy to be at a funeral.”
Even Yeomyeong felt embarrassed by the words he uttered.
He dared not turn his head, fearing his awkward act might be discovered, and charged straight towards the zombies.
Of course, the others didn’t see it as such.
* * *
In the face of the unprecedented situation where the academy was attacked, the staff only had one reaction.
Anger.
Not only the Superhuman security guards, but the Mages who otherwise locked themselves in the magic department rushed out to chase the attackers as well.
The attackers were unknown terrorists armed with firearms.
And their target was the northern island, with hardly any students present.
And just as they thought it to be a stroke of luck that all the students had gathered in another place for the joint class… that turned out to be the enemy’s trap all along.
Taking advantage of the academy’s defense forces gathering on the northern island, they targeted the students in an unimaginable way.
Zombies.
A vast horde of zombies, enough to cover the coastline, swarmed onto the island.
By the time communication was restored and the staff were able to grasp the situation, the zombies had already surrounded the students.
The Australian army and the U.S. Navy were deployed to protect the academy, but it would take them at least two hours to arrive.
In the end, the academy had to make a difficult decision:
Which grade should be saved first?
The first-year students, which included the Saintess and the Vessel?
The second-year students, which included a member of the royal family beyond the Dimensional Portal?
The third-year students, which included the grandson of the President of the United States?
All the teachers argued that every grade should be saved simultaneously, but the reality was cold. They were short on manpower and time to do so.
It was a crisis where they could lose everyone across all grades if they weren’t careful.
There wasn’t much time to deliberate, and the choice was brutal.
Given the importance of the Saintess and the Vessel, the academy staff decided to prioritize rescuing the first-years.
However, the Principal thought differently. She decided to split the forces between the second and third years, rather than the first.
- Are you suggesting that we abandon all the first-year students?!
The staff’s fierce protests continued, but the Principal’s decision was firm.
No one could change her mind. Or rather, to be precise, there wasn’t enough time to try to change her mind.
Half with no choice, half with faith in the principal, the staff began their battle against the zombies.
And so, after fighting off the zombie horde for several minutes, a hero descended upon the academy to save them from the unending, despairing situation.
Holy Sword, Freya Cahn.
Watching her sweep away thousands of zombies with a single blow as she descended, the staff shouted desperately.
- *Holy Sword! Please save the first-years first!*
But for some reason, Freya Cahn’s response was not that different from the Principal’s.
- First-years? The Saintess and that cheeky bugger are there, so why?
The Holy Sword, having cleared the third-year shelter in the blink of an eye, headed toward the second-year shelter, leaving behind just one line. Little did she know the impact those words would have.
- *If he is goin’ to be taken down by mere zombies, I wouldn't have given him the Comet Sword.*

 
 Translator's Note
 Butterfly Effect:
In chaos theory, the butterfly effect is the sensitive dependence on initial conditions in which a small change in one state of a deterministic nonlinear system can result in large differences in a later state.

The term is closely associated with the work of the mathematician and meteorologist Edward Norton Lorenz. He noted that the butterfly effect is derived from the metaphorical example of the details of a tornado (the exact time of formation, the exact path taken) being influenced by minor perturbations such as a distant butterfly flapping its wings several weeks earlier.

Chaos Theory:
Chaos theory is an interdisciplinary area of scientific study and branch of mathematics. It focuses on underlying patterns and deterministic laws of dynamical systems that are highly sensitive to initial conditions. These were once thought to have completely random states of disorder and irregularities. Chaos theory states that within the apparent randomness of chaotic complex systems, there are underlying patterns, interconnection, constant feedback loops, repetition, self-similarity, fractals and self-organization. The butterfly effect, an underlying principle of chaos, describes how a small change in one state of a deterministic nonlinear system can result in large differences in a later state (meaning there is sensitive dependence on initial conditions). A metaphor for this behavior is that a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil can cause a tornado in Texas.




   

  Chapter 82: The Butterfly Effect For The Author (2)
* * *
Although it was called an academy for Superhumans, not all of its staff were Superhuman.
Contrary to the image portrayed by the media, most of the staff at Lord Howe Academy were regular civilians.
Unless they were staff who dealt with Superhumans personally, it wasn’t a requirement for the facilities management staff or outside researchers to be Superhuman.
So, when the alarm blared throughout the academy, most of the staff headed to the shelters instead of the frontlines.
Of course, there were brave staff members who stepped forward and volunteered to save the students, but the Principal shot them down immediately.
After all, there was a difference between courage and recklessness.
And among the non-Superhuman staff, only medical workers, priests, ex-soldiers, and mercenaries were permitted to fight the terrorists.
At least, that was the academy’s stance.
However, keeping a check on all the staff while dealing with an emergency was no easy task. There were quite a few who defied the Principal’s orders and joined the fray.
Energetic staff like Gulzar, the first-year cafeteria chef, and Ava, the janitor, even opened the shelter doors to join the fight outside.
It was an act that could potentially endanger the staff shelter if something went wrong, but no one blamed them.
This was an academy and everyone cared about the students.
But of course… there were always people with other motives.
And Reporter Park Sungyeok was one of those people.
Although he wasn’t a Superhuman, he argued that all Korean men served in the military, then slipped out among the staff and headed to save the students.
Was it because he genuinely wanted to save the students? No, in the first place, he was not an academy staff member but a special correspondent for the Goryeo Times assigned to the academy. Hence, his motives were more aligned with those of a reporter.
A scoop. One so sensational that it would attract the attention of the entire world.
Although the attack on the academy itself could be considered as the scoop of all scoops… wasn’t it something that reporters from various media outlets present at the academy could write about as well?
Park Sungyeok wanted more than that.
He was seeking hidden secrets of the attack that the academy had failed to censor or sensational truths.
If he could find a story like that…
Becoming the head of the news department back at the head office wouldn’t be just a dream.
Anyway, he headed to the battlefield with a rather resolute determination while hiding a camera in his sleeve.
However, perhaps because he had joined the battle late, he didn’t even get to witness the fierce fights against the terrorists.
All that he captured in the northern island city were gunpowder stains, bullet holes, and ice shards left behind by Mages.
Although this was not the sight he was expecting to see, Park Sungyeok was not disappointed. The battle was yet to conclude.
He moved along with the staff, following the communications about zombies and rescuing students.
Ugh, damn it. What the hell is this?
The path leading to the main academy building was horrific.
The luxurious walkway, originally prepared for the students, was now filled with the decaying, bloated flesh of dead zombies.
- *Uoooohhhh…*
- Priest! Is there a priest here?
Zombie limbs were piled up carelessly, and staff members with injuries were being carried to the rear.
The once beautiful learning hall was now a shell of its former self, but it was still in better shape when compared to the area right in front of the first-year main building.
- The area outside the main building is clear! We need support to clear the path leading to the shelter!
- The third-years have been rescued! We just need to hold on until all the staff from there come over!
- Damn it, does it matter if we hold on? It is the shelter that has to hold on!
The scene unfolding before his eyes could literally be mistaken for a battlefield.
To stop the zombies from swarming towards the main building, the few Superhumans and armed staff members fought desperately, while frantic calls for support continued in the background.
- Damn it, if only we had a Mage or some proper firearms.
- Abandone the first years? The Principal must be out of her mind…
Park Sungyeok filmed the scene in complete silence.
Not missing the opportunity, he carefully recorded the conversation about the academy’s decision to abandon the first-year students and rescue the second and third years first.
This is a huge scoop.
The academy was selectively rescuing students?
This wasn’t something even the renowned principal of the academy could simply overlook. Given the value of the current batch of freshmen… ensuring their survival would be the best outcome.
Indeed, sneaking in was the right choice.
Park Sungyeok continued filming for a while, suppressing the smile that was trying to creep onto his lips. Suddenly, he heard a voice over someone’s radio.
- *Emergency! There is an emergency!*
- What’s happening?
- A-a large hole has opened in the main building’s courtyard! Seeing the zombies keep jumping into the hole, it seems like it leads to the shelter!
As soon as the transmission ended, everyone’s expressions hardened. They had thought they had some time, thanks to the shelter… but was it already breached?
The students’ desperation must have hit the ceiling, right? No, would there even be any survivors left?
There were two distinct reactions on hearing the despairing news.
- *Damn it, when is the support going to arrive!*
There were those who were angry. One staff member even threw their radio in frustration and shouted.
And there were those who were praying for a miracle. Especially the priests who had rushed over to save the Saintess, were desperately seeking divine intervention.
- O Five Gods… please protect her.
Park Sungyeok’s hidden camera captured this entire scene as well.
Thoughts like ‘What if the Saintess and the students die?’ no longer crossed his mind. Instead, as soon as the thought ‘What if the Saintess dies?’ appeared, he began to wonder if he could take a photo of her dead body…
…Even a Pulitzer Prize wouldn’t be a faraway dream.
If things turned out that way, forget about the future head of the news department but an executive position at Goryeo Times would be guaranteed…
And then something happened.
A woman’s voice came through the radio.
- Oi, listen up everyone in the first-year main buildin’! Get to the entrance in 10 seconds. I repeat, get to the entrance in 10 seconds!
The voice was far too lighthearted for the current situation.
Most people here frowned at the sudden orders, but a few staff members reacted differently. Especially the administrative office staff, who had been bothered by the owner of that voice as of late, cheered with joy.
- *The Holy Sword! The Holy Sword has arrived!*
The Holy Sword? Could it be Freya Cahn? Dreaming of another scoop, Park Sungyeok aimed his hidden wrist camera to the sky.
And the next moment, a giant light descended to the ground from above, a bit quicker than the promised 10 seconds.
Flash!
A white light, made tangible by holy mana, illuminated the entire main building.
The light, as warm as sunlight, engulfed the zombies. The zombies turned into sparkling dust and scattered one making contact with the light.
It was such a surreal and divine sight, revealing the reason why faith from beyond the Dimensional Portal had replaced the faith of Earth.
- *Holy Sword!*
Everyone who witnessed the appearance of the sudden hero into their radios.
However, this time, they were not shouts of joy.
- The underground shelter has been breached! We need to rescue the students as quickly as possible!
Did she perhaps not hear the desperate pleas of the staff begging her to save the children as quickly as possible?
The Holy Sword in hand, Freya Cahn was walking down from the sky. Her pace as slow as a feather falling.
- Holy Sword, please!
- Could it be… is she perhaps already out of power…?
- Y-you, you Holy Sword-thieving bitch! You’re letting the Saintess die!
Pleas, suspicion, anger. The staff could only watch her, shifting their feet anxiously. When she finally set foot on the ground, her first words were:
“Oi, is there a journo here, eh?”
Everyone looked baffled, even dumbfounded, but she ignored them and scanned the staff gathered around the main building.
“There should be at least one here ….”
Saying that, Freya Cahn snapped her fingers. The staff members who knew how to handle mana realized that she had spread her mana to scan the bodies of the people around her.
“Ah, found him. There were four or five of them at the third-year main buildin’—no way there’s not at least one here.”
However, as he was not a Superhuman, Park Sungyeok felt nothing and continued pointing his camera at Freya Cahn obliviously.
“Oi, ya over there, come on up, mate!”
“Huh? M-me?”
Freya Cahn pointed her finger at Park Sungyeok, who was unable to hide his surprise.
“Get ya camera and recorder out, mate.”
“W-wait! Holy Sword, I’m a reporter…”
Park Sungyeok tried to protest, but he was unable to avoid the Holy Sword’s hand. In an instant, she pulled out the hidden camera and recorder from his clothes.
“So what if you’re a journo, aye?”
“…”
The surrounding gazes turned toward Park Sungyeok. Not only had he hidden his identity and snuck into a battlefield, but he’d also been filming them freely.
The face of the staff member who had given him a gun in particular twisted into a vicious scowl. If it weren’t for the presence of the Holy Sword, he might have shot him on the spot.
“I’m gonna delete all the recordings and photos… Any objections, eh?”
“H-Holy Sword, but… the right of the public to know…”
“Are ya serious? Ya wanna talk about the right to know here, mate?”
Freya Cahn’s single eye curved into a half-moon. It was only then that Park Sungyeok became aware of the intense stares directed at him and shut his mouth.
He suddenly recalled a well-known saying among war correspondents.
Rights are far, but fists are close.

Damn…
As soon as Park Sungyeok shut his mouth, the staff resumed pleading with Freya Cahn for help. Some priests even got on their knees.
- We need to get to the underground shelter quickly! The students may not be able to hold on for much longer!
- Some students might even be dying at this moment!
However, the Holy Sword still did not respond to their pleas. She slung an arm around Park Sungyeok’s shoulders and handed him the camera after formatting the data.
“Oi, ya want help gettin’ a scoop?”
“…”
“Ya got no say in this, so zip it and follow me.”
Her high-handed attitude didn’t give Park Sungyeok room to refuse. The other staff members sighed in relief when they saw her heading towards the shelter.
However, Freya Cahn was heading towards the shelter’s main entrance instead of the underground hole.
Zombies that had managed to avoid the Holy Sword’s light were swarming inside the main building.
When she took the lead, the zombies posed no threat. The same zombies the staff fought with their lives on the line turned to dust with just a few swings of the Holy Sword.
After quickly heading toward the main building’s underground, the staff finally reached the shelter’s entrance. However, upon discovering a problem with the lock, they began attempting to forcefully unlock the door together.
- *Just wait a little longer! We’ll rescue you right away!*
Amidst the staff’s shouts and the clanking of metal, Freya Cahn turned to Park Sungyeok and said:
“Oi, get a good pic, will ya?”
“…W-what picture are you talking about?”
Could it be that all the students inside were already dead due to the delay? Or was she telling him to take a picture of the dead Saintess?
As Park Sungyeok rolled his eyes, pondering, Freya Cahn wore a grin.
“You’ll suss it out when ya see it.”

 
    

  Chapter 83: The Butterfly Effect For The Author (3)
* * *
Yeomyeong’s manner of fighting was far from glamorous.
It wasn’t like the desperate struggle typically seen in zombie stories, nor did it have the grandeur of overpowering force.
His fight was more akin to labor.
A fight like… how back-alley janitors silently moved their hands as they cleared all the filth for a moment of cleanliness.
It started off with swordsmanship. Yeomyeong raised his sword and struck the head of the first zombie rushing at him.
- *Kyaaaaaccckk!*
The voice spilling from its rotten vocal cords was cut off, and rotten bodily fluids and flesh splattered everywhere.
Meanwhile, another zombie opened its mouth and went for his arm, but Yeomyeong didn’t dodge. Instead, he threw a punch and crushed the zombie’s head.
More bodily fluids, flesh, and bone fragments soaked the floor of the cave. The first school uniform he had ever worn in his life became mottled, like a butcher’s apron.
It was a brutal sight, but the zombies, lacking the intelligence to comprehend it, continued swarming in, and Yeomyeong’s sword didn’t stop either.
Then, after cutting down over a hundred zombies, his sword broke pitifully.
One of his quick-witted companions—probably Seti—tossed him another, and he continued fighting.
He had to switch his swords like this three or four times before the weakest member of the party, Soe Miri, was unable to endure it any longer and was forced to retreat.
With the rear mage gone, the weapons they had seized from the attackers dwindled down quickly, and the party’s stamina began to wear thin.
The Saintess, who had run out of bullets, squeezed her mana to the limit until she collapsed from exhaustion. Meanwhile, Miss Gemini lost consciousness after being bitten by a zombie.
Wesley was the next to fall. He tripped over a zombie with only its upper body remaining and it only took a few seconds for the zombies to pin him under.
And by the time Yeomyeong pulled him out of the hoard of zombies, he was already in a dire state.
The priests-in-training at the shelter poured mana into him, barely keeping him alive, but his injury was too severe to rejoin the fight.
In the end, only three remained before the hole in the shelter: Jeon Yunseong, Seti, and Yeomyeong.
All three were skilled and fit enough to fend off the zombies. However, none of them could fend off ten with just one hand.
- *Kyaaaccck!*


	Damn it, mages fall back!


Some of the zombies managed to bypass the three and enter the shelter.
Although the students could handle one or two zombies by themselves, the number of zombies entering the shelter after getting past the three kept increasing with each passing moment.
At this rate, even the exhausted Saintess and Soe Miri would be in danger.
Yeomyeong stopped grappling with the zombies and leaped into the cave.
“Yeomyeong?! Where are you going all by yourself…!”
Soe Miri’s startled voice came from behind, and almost immediately, dozens of zombies turned their gaze toward him.
Yeomyeong pulled the Handle of Uragan from his pocket.
[O Vir—no, O Inheritor! You have finally come looking for me! Oh, zombies! You sure get entangled with the undead often! Where are the curses and magic that I need to block?]
So it no longer called him ‘Virgin’? Yeomyeong felt a strange emotion as he replied in his mind.
Forget the protective shield. Just shine some light right now.
[… Light?]
A light bright enough to draw the attention of the zombies will suffice. You can do that, right?
[…My first task after being inherited is to become a flashlight… I’m so thrilled, I could cry!]
Despite its grumbling, the unicorn immediately emitted light. All the zombies crowding the cave turned towards the light and looked at Yeomyeong.
Then, the next moment, Yeomyeong landed right in the middle of the cave, surrounded on all sides.
Bang!
His unleashed mana caused the cave floor to hollow out. And soon, the zombies in the vicinity collapsed, creating a space around him.
Yeomyeong pressed down harder against the ground and clenched his fist.
“Alright… let’s do this.”
A blue haze shimmered around his body.
* * 
A literal mountain of corpses was piled high in front of the shelter wall.
Seti caught her breath and spoke.
“Whew… Uh, Cheon Yeomyeong-ssi?”
Yeomyeong opened just one of his closed eyes to glance at her.
“Are you okay?”
Despite her light tone, her face was filled with concern.
And judging by her expression, she wasn’t worried about anyone else because she was facing Yeomyeong with her back to everyone else in the shelter.
On the contrary, Yeomyeong, facing the entire shelter, naturally responded with a cold expression and tone.
“Why? Does it look like something is wrong?”
It was all an act to hide the fact that they knew each other.
While Yeomyeong felt awkward enough to make him cringe, no one suspected his behavior.
Even the Saintess, who lay flat on the ground, mumbled something like, ‘See, see that rude jerk…’ while pointing at Yeomyeong, so there was no need to say more.
Anyway, Yeomyeong and Seti exchanged a few words to check on each other’s condition.
They spoke about things like the name of the martial art that emitted a haze earlier, about his life as a mercenary, and who among them had been the most helpful— a conversation important for the two of them but of little value to anyone else, went on for quite a while before the shelter door began to rattle as the lock was being released.
- Just wait a little longer! We’ll rescue you right away!
The moment the voices of adults could be heard beyond the door, the disheartened students finally let out sighs of relief.
However, there was no noticeable cheering or joy because Yeomyeong and his party had already dealt with the terrorists and zombies threatening their lives.
Perhaps because of their lukewarm reaction, the voices of the adults on the other side of the door grew more urgent.
- Please wait! We’re almost there!
Just as it seemed that the lock on the shelter door would break due to the force being used on it, Yeomyeong slowly rose from his spot.
“…It’s finally over.”
He sighed as he brushed off the filth on his uniform.
…To end up looking like this on the very first day of wearing a uniform… I guess uniforms and I aren’t meant to be.
And with that useless thought in mind, Yeomyeong glanced around, only to be surprised on seeing that he was the only one standing on two legs.
Seti and the others who had fought alongside him were all too exhausted to pick themselves up from the floor, and the other students were all gathered at a distance near the shelter wall.
Just as the strange stares were becoming unbearable to him and was about to reach out to another party member…
Click.
The large door swung open, and the adults entered the shelter. Most of the armed adults appeared to be academy staff.
Except for one person.
Click.
A man holding a small camera. Having encountered plenty of reporters back in Manchuria, Yeomyeong was able to guess his identity pretty easily.
“…How did a reporter get in here?”
As if he was possessed by something, the reporter continued to photograph Yeomyeong.
Being quite familiar with cameras, the Saintess reflexively flung a gun at the reporter, but the last person to enter the shelter caught it mid-air.
“…Ah.”
Even the students who were rushing towards the staff stopped in their tracks and simply stood there with their mouths gaping due to the woman’s overwhelming presence.
She glanced at the hole in the shelter, now blocked with zombie corpses, then grinned and strode towards Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong began to adjust his clothes unconsciously. As soon as she stood at eye level with him, she poked his forehead with her finger, snickering.
“Long time no see, mate.”
“Yes, it’s been a while… Holy Sword.”
Holy Sword.
The students, who were still uncertain upon seeing her, widened their eyes in surprise. Especially Baonic, who had been hiding behind the other students, looked as if his eyes would pop out at any moment.
And, as always, Holy Sword ignored the stares of the spectators and spoke her mind.
“Didya use the thing I gave ya well? Judging by what happened in Manchuria, it looks like ya already mastered it.”
“…Yes, it was very helpful.”
“Reaaaally?”
Her lone uncovered eye subtly scanned Yeomyeong up and down.
“What’d he say, eh? Bet he’s stoked to have finally found a proper successor, yeah?”
“Uh…”
Yeomyeong held back his words, recollecting the final request of the Comet within the Comet Sword.
- When you meet Freya Cahn, be sure to return the dagger. I-I’m begging you.
Recalling the desperation in the Comet’s voice, Yeomyeong carefully hid his expression.
Although he felt sorry for the Comet Sword he had left back at the dormitory, but it seemed nigh impossible to return it now.
“…Can we talk about him later, just the two of us?”
“Heh, ‘course. It’s a tough ask, eh? We’re both successors of the Comet, after all.”
Holy Sword laughed lightly as she patted Yeomyeong on the shoulder.
And that sight was pretty shocking to those who knew her well. And what she did next was enough to even shock those who didn’t know her on a personal level.
“Oi, and you—getta pic with me.”
“…A picture? Isn’t that man already taking pictures?”
Yeomyeong said, glancing at the reporter who was still frantically clicking the camera shutter.
“Not those sorta pics. Let’s set up somethin’ really intense.”
“…”
What the hell was she talking about? While Yeomyeong was still bewildered, the Holy Sword began lifting his exhausted party members.
“Let’s grab a solo pic of ya… What? It’s already done? Alright, then let’s snap one with your mates sprawled around here.”
Looking somewhat honored, the party members took her hand and got to their feet.
Only the Saintess coldly rejected Holy Sword’s hand and grabbed the hem of Seti’s skirt instead. Sighing, Seti helped the Saintess up.
In any case, even the Saintess didn’t refuse to take a picture.
The Holy Sword called the reporter over and began taking pictures of the party with the zombies in the background.
From artificially staged battle-concept photos to natural poses of resting.
While everyone was bewildered by the sudden photoshoot, Yeomyeong asked her cautiously.
“…What’s the point of all this?”
“Just adding a bit of flair beforehand… Nah, it’s just some political thing, ya don’t need to stress too much.”
“…”
“You’ll prolly’ thank me in a few days.”
Hearing her voice filled with confidence, Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking what exactly he’d be grateful for.
In fact, he couldn’t even begin to imagine what kind of aftermath the academy attack incident would bring about…
 * *
Beyond the Dimensional Portal, was a country known as the Empire.
Once upon a time, it was the mightiest and greatest nation in the world.
Now, it was merely a shell of its former self.
Those who called themselves wise consoled themselves, saying that at least the shell remained, untouched by the capital, technology, and ideologies spread by Earthlings…
However, the third prince had a different opinion.
As the old Earth saying went, even when a rich man falls, his wealth lasts three generations.
Even though it was just a shell of its former self due to the mistakes of his father and grandfather, the Empire was still the Empire.
As long as the great bloodline and will remained, the Empire would one day reclaim what it had lost to Earth and restore the glory of its past…
The third prince often voiced such thoughts.
Upon hearing it, his wet nurse would fret that saying such things would end up causing great trouble, but the third prince thought differently.
Wasn’t it natural for someone born of imperial blood to harbor such ambitions, unlike those of lowly birth?
Even his older brother, the crown prince, would simply shake his head at the third prince’s ambition, but the third prince didn’t stop at mere words.
I will prove that our bloodline is superior to Earth’s.
Defying all opposition, the third prince crossed over to Earth and enrolled at Lord Howe Academy.
On the day he left the imperial palace, he held his wet nurse’s hand tightly and swore to prove the superiority of the imperial bloodline.
And since that day, the third prince had not forgotten that pledge he had made a year ago.
He kept pushing himself relentlessly, working hard and striving even harder. And as a result of that, he retained the top rank in his class throughout his first year.
There were students who could match him in various fields, but… in the overall rankings, no one could surpass him.
Perhaps because of that, the prince fell into the trap of arrogance during his second year.
He began to take the praise he received for granted, and advice to remain humble seemed like envy from those who were less skilled.
And because of that, the prince frequently skipped classes, without permission.
Especially those damned joint classes—He didn’t even bother attending them.
Why should someone as noble as himself have to sit in a classroom with the lowly?
It was a pointless and futile exercise—at least, that was what he thought.
And so, the prince confidently skipped the joint class today as well.
But he shouldn’t have done that. At least not today.…
- Kyaaaacckk!!
The third prince fled from the zombies, regret gnawing on his mind.
If only he hadn’t skipped the joint class.
If only he hadn’t ignored the warnings.
If only he had listened to the broadcast instructing them to head to the shelter.
They were all useless thoughts, yet he couldn’t help but feel regret.
It was hard to believe that he was on the verge of death just because he had skipped a few classes.
He panted, gasping for breath, as tears streamed down his face.
“Gasp… Gasp… Someone… please, s-save me…”
He wanted to live.
At first, he thought the zombies were nothing to worry about, but it didn’t take long for him to realize that it was just foolish bravado.
It was impossible to face hundreds, thousands of zombies all by himself. It was already a miracle that he somehow managed to escape before he was surrounded.
“Sa-save me… someone, please…!”
Those damn zombies didn’t tire and kept chasing him relentlessly.
And perhaps because he had run around the school to avoid being surrounded, his stamina and mana had depleted a while back.
“Is anyone there?! Save me! Please!”
He eventually reached the faculty office in the main building.
He hoped there might be a teacher inside who could save him, but all that greeted him in the office was gloomy silence.
“Ah…”
Is this how I, a prince of the Empire, will meet my death?
He let out a hollow laugh as he heard the footsteps of the approaching zombies echoing through the hallway.
“Please, someone, anyone; just save me… Imperial Father… Nanny…”
Just as he was sinking down to the floor of the faculty office, on the verge of giving up on life, someone opened the office door and stepped inside.
“Oh, someone here already.”
Fortunately, it wasn’t a zombie… but the person’s appearance was hardly better than one.
His entire body was drenched in blood, and it dripped with every step he took.
If it weren’t for the familiar second-year uniform, one might have easily mistaken him for a crazed murderer.
However, the third prince was in no position to be picky. Even this gruesome figure now looked like a lifeline bestowed upon him.
“H-Hey! Save me!”
The third prince spoke with urgency as he heard the footsteps of the zombies drawing closer to the office.
“I am the third prince of the Empire! I can grant you anything you desire!”
The blood-soaked student stared at the prince with a look of contemplation, before slowly getting down on one knee.
In his hand was a sword, though the prince didn’t know when he had drawn it. The posture he assumed, with the sword held forward and one knee on the ground, was one the prince was very familiar with.
“A-a knight of the Empire…?”
The guardians of the Empire, which had been disbanded by force by the Americans.
The very stance was how a member from this long-forgotten organization would take when swearing loyalty to the Emperor.
“I greet Your Highness, the Prince.”
“A-are you perhaps…”
The prince stared at him with disbelief.
Upon closer inspection, even the sword in his hand was a genuine artifact of the Empire’s Knights—not some crude imitation made by Earthian, but one that flowed with mana.
“Is this a dr-dream? Is this one dreaming?”
Tears welled up in the prince’s eyes. He had never thought that he would encounter the glory of the Empire in a moment like this, in a place like this.
“This is no dream, Your Highness.”
Said the blood-soaked student as he slowly rose from his kneeling position. He used his blood-stained hands to help the prince stand up.
“Your Highness, could you remain hiding inside the faculty office for now?”
“Y-You’re going to fend off all those zombies all by yourself? No, perhaps you should carry me, and we can escape together…”
The prince expressed his opinion cautiously, but he eventually fell silent. The knight’s eyes, looking down at him, gleamed like snakes’.
“You need not worry, your Highness. These zombies are no match for me.”
“I-If you say so, then I shall trust you.”
The prince swallowed hard as he thought to himself.
Was there a student like him in the second year? And why is he in the faculty office at this moment?
However, those thoughts did not last long. The zombies had already swarmed into the faculty office and began banging against the door.
Terrified, the prince clung to the knight. Raising his sword, the knight pushed the prince away, and headed toward the faculty office entrance.
And just before he opened the office door, the knight seemed to remember something and turned to the prince.
“Your Highness, could you retrieve a wooden box from Mr. Morrison’s desk drawer while I’m fighting? It’s a finely wrapped red wooden box.”
“…Are you asking me to steal a teacher’s belongings?”
“Steal? It was mine to begin with.”
“…”
The prince nodded quietly. It didn’t seem like the knight was lying. And even if he was, the prince had no choice but to believe him.
“And just in case, it would be best if you remain in the office.”
With those parting words that sounded unclear whether they were a threat or a request, the knight stepped outside the office.
Amidst the sounds of zombies and something being smashed, the prince, now alone, crawled toward Mr. Morrison’s desk.


 
    

  Chapter 84: The Butterfly Effect For The Author (4)
* * *
The dawn held its breath as the sky began to grow brighter.
Yeomyeong got out of bed calmly and without even stretching, he scanned the room with indifferent eyes.
It was a luxurious room. From the large window overlooking the academy grounds and the marble-finished floor to the antique furniture, it was nothing short of opulent.
According to the staff who had escorted him to the room, this was a special room reserved for external VIPs…
And from that explanation, one could easily tell that it was an excessively grand room for an ordinary student.
If he were to put it in simpler terms, it seemed that the academy was treating him more importantly than just an ordinary student, perhaps even as a VIP.
After all, this was the least he deserved for saving the entire batch of first-years from unknown assailants and a horde of zombies, didn’t he?
…But nothing in this world was ever that simple.
Yeomyeong didn’t believe that the academy had provided him with this room purely out of goodwill.
The world he knew wasn’t so sweet.
Even a mere Janitor Guild was rife with political maneuvering and dirty dealings; how much more complicated would the academy be, with its hundreds of layers of intertwined interests?
However, the reason the academy was treating him this way…wasn’t hard to guess.
Did they misunderstand my relationship with the Holy Sword?
None of the staff had asked him about his connection to the Holy Sword, but he could tell from the way they looked at him.
The academy—at least the staff familiar with the Holy Sword—were treating him as if he were practically the Holy Sword’s apprentice.
He didn’t know if this was something that happened by chance or if it was something the Holy Sword was aiming for…
This is getting troublesome.
Yeomyeong massaged his throbbing forehead. Being the Holy Sword’s apprentice was of no use to him, no matter how great a future it guaranteed.
In fact, it was nothing but a disadvantage when taking his plans for revenge into consideration.
And wasn’t the Holy Sword an artifact fiercely protected by the Australian government, despite strong opposition from religious circles?
If it were to become known that Yeomyeong was the Holy Sword’s apperentice, or something akin to that… Australia would do everything in its power to prevent him from making contact with Korea.
After all, even a small country like Korea employed monstrous figures like Shepperd to work behind the scenes, so what might a powerful nation like Australia do?
However, that wasn’t the only problem. Even if he were to exact his revenge while under the protection of the Holy Sword and Australia’s goodwill…
How will people take the news if they learn that an apprentice of the Holy Sword assassinated the President of Korea and other key politicians?
It would create chaos beyond imagination. Yeomyeong shook his head.
…Indeed, he should stop before he became too close with the Holy Sword. Dealing with the airhead Saintess, who cluelessly tried to get closer to him, was already more than enough.
I should return the Comet Sword Arcane Relic the next time I see her… and firmly refuse the offer to become her apprentice.
After spending some time with his thoughts, Yeomyeong got dressed and left his room. He didn’t have a particular destination in mind; he just wanted to get some fresh air.
Yet, unless he had alcohol, he would not be able to ease the tightness in his chest.
Yeomyeong walked through the empty corridor and up the stairs to the rooftop.
Was it called the rooftop garden? The rooftop, which overlooked the entire academy, was furnished with flower beds and rest areas.
Given the time, it was not surprising that the rooftop was empty. Basking in the familiar solitude, Yeomyeong sat on the closest bench.
Sitting alone on the rooftop while gazing at the gloomy sky, he felt the sea breeze blowing in from beyond the horizon—cold, just like the one he remembered from Incheon.
Yeomyeong shut his eyes and let time slip away with the passing wind.
Feeling somewhat better after a while, he was about to stand up when…
“…Ah.”
Sensing someone’s presence, Yeomyeong turned his head.
“…”
He made eye contact with a blue-eyed girl who had just stepped onto the rooftop garden. The girl, with several convenience store bags in her hands, blinked upon noticing Yeomyeong.
A brief silence ensued.
As the sea breeze belatedly swept between them, Yeomyeong chuckled softly.
“Isn’t it a bit early to be having breakfast?”
When he gestured toward the convenience store bags with his chin, the girl averted her eyes, her face turning red.
“…I need to replenish my energy since I used it all.”
“And you don’t usually eat instant food, right?”
“…”
As soon as that oddly familiar conversation ended, the girl scooted over and sat right next to Yeomyeong.
“Why are you sitting here acting all miserable by yourself?”
“…I just couldn’t fall asleep. But why did you come all the way up here instead of eating in your room?”
“Unlike you, the girls only got one room.”
She grumbled as she set the bags down at her feet.
The bags, numbering more than five, were so heavy that it seemed like they contained everything from the convenience store’s food section.
“I was thinking about waking you up to eat together, but as you said, it’s too early… But eating alone would be scary if I got caught.”
“…Does it even matter if you get caught? You can just eat with them.”
“After being caught with a mountain of food?”
She muttered something about how it must be nice to be so insensitive, before pulling out a cream-filled bun.
Given its large size for the price, it was a snack janitors often enjoyed.
And it took her less than ten seconds to devour a bun of that size.
How could she eat that quickly with such a small mouth?
Yeomyeong watched her silently, and when she pulled out her third bread, he finally broke the silence.
“It’s been a while, Seti.”
His sudden greeting made Seti freeze in the middle of tearing open the wrapper, but then she grinned and replied.
“…It’s been a while, Yeomyeong.”
“We finally get some time to ourselves.”
“Well… We haven’t really had the opportunity to do so, have we?”
From the moment he landed at the academy airport to the attack yesterday.
It was true that they had been involved in various incidents nonstop, making it difficult for them to meet in secret.
However…
“…If you had just used the burner phone I gave you to contact me, there wouldn’t have been a need for us to meet alone, right?”
“…”
Yeomyeong smiled awkwardly and looked away while Seti gazed at him sullenly.
Well, she wasn’t actually blaming him. After all, hadn’t he been in the middle of the chaotic events taking place in Manchuria? It wouldn’t have been easy for him to give her a call.
Still… he could have at least sent her a text, right?
How many texts had she sent since he and the Saintess made the headlines? If he had at least replied to one in every ten or so of the dozens of texts she’d sent, it wouldn’t have been so frustrating!
…Though she almost blurted that out, the bread in her mouth kept them inside.
Seti swallowed the bread and finished off a can of cola before finally speaking.
“I can somewhat understand… the reason you were unable to send a message… After all, not everything can go as per plan, even if it’s you, Yeomyeong.”
“…”
“So right now, just… tell me everything you haven’t told me… what actually happened in Manchuria? Is everything the articles said the truth?”
“I don’t know which article you saw, but most of them are probably true.”
“…So, did you really kiss the Saintess?”
Yeomyeong smiled, thinking it was a joke, but seeing the look on Seti’s face, he quickly wiped the smile off his face.
“…No. That’s just tabloid gossip.”
“Hmm… it’s really not true, right?”
“There was no reason for me to do that.”
“…That’s fine then.”
Fine? What was fine? Yeomyeong was about to ask, but Seti immediately started gobbling another piece of bread.
She chewed the bread as if she had no intention of speaking for a while.
Given the amount of things he needed to share with her, Yeomyeong decided to use that time to gather his thoughts.
Starting with the mercenary recruitment test.
Chasing after a member of Blue Rat and meeting the Saintess by chance.
The Korean government’s involvement in Manchuria and the situation in North Manchuria.
The Saintess and Kahal Magdu.
The fact that his fake resume had already been exposed and that the Saintess’ mother was the president of the Blue Rat.
And the story about the dragon sleeping in Manchuria.
It was going to be a long story, but fortunately, Seti had brought a substantial amount of food with her.
Taking a can of coffee from the bag, Yeomyeong leaned back against the bench.
As the sun loomed over the horizon, he began speaking calmly.
* * *
The story went on for quite some time.
It would have been a rather boring story, but thanks to Seti’s amusing reactions, the atmosphere was maintained until the end.
She would flinch every time the Saintess was brought up, and when it was revealed that his fabricated resume had been exposed, she choked on her bread, causing Yeomyeong to pat her back.
In any case, Yeomyeong told her almost everything honestly , without any embellishment.
Except the part where he met the ghost of the Dwarf King.
Because he was certain that the so-called ‘fate’ the king spoke about was ominously related to Mignium.
Seti seemed to have felt some awkwardness, but she didn’t press the matter.
By the time the long story came to an end, the food Seti had brought over was finished as well, as if perfectly timed.
After sharing the last tuna sandwich with Yeomyeong, she shared her thoughts on the recollection of his recent experiences.
“You’ve been through a lot.”
Yeomyeong was about to say that it was nothing, but before he could, Seti placed her hand over his.
“And… thank you.”
Seti then raised her other hand to gently touch Yeomyeong’s cheek, her blue eyes locked with his.
“…For coming back in one piece.”
“…”
“I’m not joking. With the situation in Manchuria and the resume… It all seems like all that happened because I wasn’t able to assist you properly… If something had happened to you, I…”
Just as she was about to make a confession, Yeomyeong, unable to handle the awkwardness, averted his eyes.
Only then did she realize what she was saying.
“…”
Red-faced and in awkward silence, they both turned their gaze to the sea almost simultaneously. Fortunately, dawn was breaking and the sun was rising, making their flushed faces less noticeable.
Yeomyeong continued to watch the sunrise in silence, glancing at Seti occasionally.
Her lips reflected the faint sunlight, and her blue eyes sparkled like jewels.
As Yeomyeong gazed at her, a multitude of emotions surfaced in his mind, only to disappear beneath the surface of his thoughts, leaving only ripples behind.
Although this was his first time experiencing such emotions, he was certain of one thing.
For now, let’s not say anything.
After a time that could be considered either long or short, depending on one’s perspective, Yeomyeong was able to bring up the other topic he had prepared.
“…Seti.”
“Yes?”
“I have something else that’ll make you thank me later. Want to hear it?”
Surprised by the sudden shift, Seti blinked while Yeomyeong continued, suppressing a smile that threatened to form on his lips.
“The ban in the minds of you and your sisters.”
“…Why are you bringing that up out of nowhere?”
“What would you do… if I told you that I found a way to get rid of it?”
Before she could say anything, Yeomyeong began to explain about the Golden Seal—A magic item that could unlock every lock and bypass any restriction in the world.
Seti’s eyes opened wide as she stared at Yeomyeong. She found it hard to believe him, even suspecting that he was joking, to which Yeomyeong simply responded with a faint smile.
“…Ah.”
It was unclear whether it was due to joy or some other emotions bubbling up, but Seti lowered her head.
After taking some time to suppress her emotions, she looked up as if she had just remembered something.
“Yeomyeong, did you… receive the Golden Seal from the dragon?”
“Yes. How do you know that?”
“…”
Seti’s expression hardened. She tightened her grip on Yeomyeong’s hand and asked.
“Did you, by any chance, receive it in exchange for saving the dragon?”
“…”
Yeomyeong was impressed by Seti’s deductive skills, having figured it out without hearing the story about the Dwarf King.
Of course, regardless of that, Seti’s expression grew even more rigid.
“…Did you give up on the dragon because of me?”
“No, that’s not it. There were other reasons. I also built rapport with the dragon while dealing a blow to the Manchurian military, and…”
Although there were a multitude of complex reasons that made him save the dragon, Seti seemed more shocked by the simple fact that he had given up on it.
She spoke with a subdued voice.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you trouble…”
“It’s not like that, really.”
Another bout of silence fell between them.
Both of them fell silent for different reasons: Yeomyeong couldn’t find the right words, and Seti didn’t know how to repay this favor.
After a moment, once the sun had risen above the horizon, Seti broke the silence with a long breath.
“…Thank you, Yeomyeong.”
“I’ll accept your thanks after we manage to lift the ban. As for that… let’s wait until all your sisters have gathered.”
Yeomyeong brushed the bench and stood up. It was time to part ways as the staff would soon be coming to their rooms to find them.
However, Yeomyeong was unable to leave because Seti hadn’t let go of his hand.
“…Yeomyeong.”
“Yes?”
“Let’s cancel the plan to pretend that we don’t know each other at the academy.”
“Why the sudden change?”
“…Just because.”
“Hmm, but if we become close all of a sudden, won’t the other students think it’s strange? We fought at the airport, remember?”
When Yeomyeong said this playfully, Seti somehow got angry for some reason.
“Let’s just tell them that we grew close after fighting. We did fight those zombies together; who would think it’s strange? And if they do, so what?”
Hearing Seti’s response, Yeomyeong unconsciously raised his other hand to pat her head.
Suddenly feeling the pat on top of her head, Seti tried to protest, but Yeomyeong was a bit faster.
“Then let’s start by speaking more casually.”
“Uh… well, that is…”
“Why? You can’t do that?”
“I under— no, alright.”
“Oh, but don’t call me ‘oppa.’”
“…Huh?”
Seemingly dumbfounded, Seti loosened her grip. Yeomyeong naturally withdrew his hand and walked away from the bench.
“See you later, Seti.”
“Yeah, see you… later.”
Following that brief farewell, Yeomyeong left the rooftop, his steps lighter than when he had arrived.
Left alone, Seti gazed at the morning scene at the academy for a moment, then covered her face with both hands and stamped her feet.
As regret set in and the bench rattled with her silent screams, Seti came to her senses when she heard someone approaching.
She hurriedly gathered her things, got up from the bench, and left the rooftop.
Then, silence descended upon the rooftop garden again.
Or rather, it should have.
The next moment, a frivolous voice rang out from the empty rooftop the two had left.
“…Oh my God. Oh. My. God.”
The voice of someone obscured by something transparent was neither words nor screams. For a while, she was just mumbling to herself before finally forming a coherent sentence.
“O Five Gods, what have I just witnessed?”

 
    

  Chapter 85: The Butterfly Effect For The Author (5)
* * *
Two days after the academy raid incident, early in the morning.
Principal Himena was sitting in her office, battling a thick pile of documents titled ‘Damage Report.’
Medical expenses and compensation for almost hundreds of casualties along with the enormous damage costs and restoration fees left in the aftermath of the battle.
Complaints and appeasements kept pouring in from all directions.
And no matter how much they were processed, the complex material and political issues seemed never-ending.
Setting the documents aside for a moment, the principal massaged her temples.
She hadn’t slept for the past two days, her head was throbbing, and the accumulated fatigue was making her eyes dry… But the thought of rest did not pass her mind.
The real problems hadn’t even started yet.
…Those damned unscrupulous reporters.
Even at this very moment, reporters from all over the world were flocking to the scene.
The Australian and U.S. Navy forces stationed on the island were doing their best to control access and prevent information from leaking.
However, as the Academy was not a military facility, it was impossible to censor every single communication.
Stalling by telling parents and faculty member’s families, ‘We’re still assessing the situation’ had reached its limit long ago.
And by the time the sun rose, the media would have roughly grasped the situation and started publishing articles.
I expected this, but… it’s still exhausting.
The principal massaged her temples, thinking about the criticism that would be directed at the Academy.
The fact that the attack coincidentally took place during a season with no major news didn’t help either.
Although Manchuria was still drawing some attention, even that seemed like it would be wrapping up soon.
For the hyena-like media companies, the tragedy at the Academy was an opportunity they couldn’t pass up.
And once public opinion got worse… those who have been eyeing the Academy would tear it apart.
And France in particular, as they had been desperately trying for over 10 years to make the Superhuman Department in Grandes Écoles surpass Lord Howe’s Superhuman School. They would undoubtedly keep bringing up this incident over and over again to undermine Lord Howe.
Three months until the Superhuman Olympia… it’s going to be a nightmare.
The principal sighed as she picked up another report.
This report was titled ‘Analysis of the Relationship Between the Transfer Student and the Holy Sword and Countermeasures.’
She began reading the report slowly, meticulously, without missing a single word.
The report written by the dwarf teacher who had gone all the way to Manchuria… wasn’t long. However, it wasn’t substantial either.
How did the Holy Sword and the transfer student meet, what led to their connection, and what was the exact nature of their current relationship…
Not a single thing was identified properly. They were all conjectures followed by more conjectures.
To be honest, the report fell short of the standard.
However, the principal didn’t throw or tear it up.
Even though it didn’t meet the standards, it provided the information she had hoped for.
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After confirming that phrase multiple times, the principal reached for the phone on her desk. Or rather, she tried to.
Just as she grabbed the receiver…
“Ahem.”
A soft cough came from behind.
The principal gathered her mana as she checked the mirror on the desk. And as soon as she confirmed the identity of the person reflected in the mirror, she sighed.
“…What are you doing here at this hour?”
“Your request has been completed.”
It was a woman with a blue mask covering the upper half of her face and a long blue coat reaching down to her calves.
“…I didn’t expect President Moryne to deliver the report personally.”
“You are an important client. I couldn’t just send an ordinary employee.”
As they continued their brief conversation, the principal tried hard to not be conscious of the report in her hand.
She slowly set the report down as naturally as possible. Then, she deliberately shifted her body to completely hide the report from the other’s view.
It might have seemed like an exaggerated measure, but the principal still felt it was insufficient.
After all, the report was related to the ‘Holy Sword’ and it was a document that should never be shown to outsiders, not even its title.
Especially since the person in front of her was the head of a comprehensive information management company… or simply called the Information Guild.
Had the principal’s act worked? Fortunately, it didn’t seem like the other person had noticed the report.
Without even glancing at the report on the desk, the woman extended her hand toward the principal.
“First, please verify the information.”
In the hand of the Blue Rat President were two sheets of paper, each slightly smaller than the size of a palm.
Although there was no explanation, the principal understood that these were spell sheets containing a memory transfer spell, something the Blue Rat Company prided themselves on.
“…You could have just given me a report.”
“It’s safer this way.”
The principal didn’t bother arguing and just accepted the spell sheets.
The two spell sheets had the titles ‘Status of Academy Internal Spies’ and ‘List of Potential External Teachers and Conciliatory Measures for Special Training’ respectively.
The principal stared at the titles of the spell sheets for a moment before waving her hand dismissively.
“The payment will be deposited into the usual account. Thank you for your hard work.”
Though it was a clear dismissal, the Blue Rat President did not leave the room and kept staring at her in silence.
“…Anything else?”
“There’s one thing… I need your permission.”
“Permission… what kind of permission?”
The word ‘permission’ made the principal feel an inexplicable sense of unease. What was she planning to do that would require permission?
“I wish to converse with a certain student. Unofficially, of course.”
“…”
Unofficially? That was a rather elegant way of saying that she wanted to sneak into the Academy.
Anyway, it wasn’t as big of a request as she expected. The principal nodded with a sigh.
“Do as you please. If a parent wishes to meet their child, who am I to stop them?”
“…”
“Now, go ahead. Have a good time with your daughter.”
Yet again, the Blue Rat President didn’t leave.
Instead, she even smiled awkwardly under her mask and looked at the principal’s back.
“…It’s not your daughter you wish to meet, right?”
The Blue Rat President nodded silently. It was an unspoken confirmation.
“…Sigh.”
The principal didn’t ask who the Blue Rat President was going to meet. There was no way she would give her a straight answer either.
“…Alright, I’ll allow it as long as you don’t harm the student in any way. And though it won’t happen, try not to get caught by the military.”
As soon as she obtained permission, the Blue Rat President disappeared from the room in the same manner she entered it.
The principal stared at the spot where the Blue Rat President had been just a moment ago before turning back and sitting down at her desk again, only after confirming that there was no other presence in the room.
“The problems keep creeping up, it feels like climbing mountain after mountain…”
The principal gazed at the spell paper titled ‘Status of Academy Internal Spies’ with a bitter expression.
However, she didn’t use the spell sheets right away. There was something more important to handle at the moment.

‘List of Potential External Teachers and Conciliatory Measures for Special Training’



The principal held the spell sheets that contained information that could potentially change the fate of the academy and every student attending before falling into deep thought for a moment.
Her deliberation didn’t last long.
“If there’s no path, you have to cross the mountain.”
And the next moment, she infused the spell sheets with mana.
* * *
Five days after the large-scale terrorist attack.
The academy was struggling to return to everyday life.
The principal had prioritized the repair of the students’ dormitories and the main building above all else.
Fortunately, the construction didn’t take long.
Because unlike the other places, where they were having a hard time clearing away thousands of zombie corpses, the area around the dormitory and main building was completely cleared up by the Holy Sword, who turned all the zombies to dust.
Anyway, they managed to repair the main building in just three days.
Although they could have resumed classes immediately, the principal did not force them to do so.
Instead, she categorized all classes as ‘temporary classes’ and allowed students to attend as they wished.
Some students were puzzled by this decision.
However, the staff, especially those with military backgrounds, agreed with it wholeheartedly.
They felt it was too soon to resume classes right away, given the significant events the students had just experienced.
The sudden terrorist attack, the hordes of zombies swarming all around…
Just one of these events could result in lifelong trauma, but they faced both in quick succession.
Even the second-year students, who were safely hidden in the shelters, reported mild stress, while among the third-year students, who had suffered direct casualties, there was a surge of students looking into withdrawing from the academy.
Of course, not all students were traumatized. After all, the students of Lord Howe were different from the average student.
They were Superhumans who could wield mana, and each one striving to overcome the trauma in their own way.
A priest-in-training created a memorial for the deceased staff and held prayer meetings to console their sorrow.
While some students locked themselves in the training room, focusing on intense training.
The first-year students, who had witnessed the battle firsthand in particular, were determined to improve their skills.
Some of them even skipped classes to seek guidance from upper-grade combat instructors, causing trouble for the teachers.
As a result… the academy was yet to return to normal.
In particular, the ‘temporary classes’ also had an atmosphere that was very different from usual.
Attendance in subjects like Ethics and World History was low, and most students struggled to focus even in subjects like Magic and Faith Education.
The only exception was the combat class.
* * *
First-year Academy Main Building, Outdoor Training Ground.
“It’s been a while, students.”
In the vast space, where nearly a hundred students could move simultaneously, the dwarf instructor addressed the students.
“I am Margan, the instructor will be taking the hand-to-hand combat class today. Since your regular instructor, Mr. Antoine, is currently hospitalized, I will be covering this class temporarily.”
While it might have seemed strange for Margan, who usually taught Ethics, to teach hand-to-hand combat, none of the students complained.
That was because they remembered seeing him drenched in the blood and flesh of countless zombies outside the shelter on the day of the terror attack.
Unaware of this, Margan sighed in relief on seeing the students’ reactions.
“Since this is a temporary class, we will be paying more attention to the basics rather than following the usual curriculum. I hope you understand.”
As an experienced teacher, he proceeded with the class smoothly.
“As you all know, hand-to-hand combat includes battles between Superhumans, as well as Superhumans and civilians. So you first need to learn how to control your strength properly to become functional members of society….”
It was a typical lesson, starting with an explanation about the theory behind using mana and martial arts as Superhumans, followed by a brief demonstration to teach the students how to utilize the combat techniques.
As the lesson progressed for a while, one of the students interrupted.
- Instead of the basics, is there anything useful for actual combat?
It wasn’t clear whether the lesson seemed too simple to the students specializing in martial arts or if it was because they had just gone through a terror incident, but every student present in the training ground shared similar thoughts.
- Is there a way to counter guns?
- What about strategies for fighting zombies?
- This so-called hand-to-hand combat is really just about controlling our strength to avoid killing civilians, isn’t it?
Margan didn’t ignore the gazes and questions directed at him. After listening to the students for a moment, he responded in a serious tone.
“I understand that, given the recent series of events, you all wish to learn practical combat techniques.”
The dwarf instructor made eye contact with each student as he continued speaking.
“But at times like this, the basics are even more important. Teaching a child who has just learned to walk how to run is no different from making them trip deliberately.”
His words were logical. While not everyone agreed, they couldn’t refute him easily.
The students fell silent, and a brief moment of stillness filled the training ground before disappearing.
“Ahem. Now, let’s get back to the lesson….”
Just as Margan cleared his throat and was about to continue with the class…
- *How about a sparring match, then?*
This time, a voice that was different from the student who had spoken earlier interrupted Margan.
It was a gentle voice from a boy.
A voice that Margan… no, everyone else gathered here knew very well.
“…Jeon Yunseong, what do you mean by a sparring match?”
Margan and the students turned their gazes towards Jeon Yunseong, who was standing at the edge of the training ground.
Though he flinched slightly, possibly uncomfortable due to the sudden attention, he soon spoke with determination.
“Isn’t sparring between students and observing those matches also part of hand-to-hand combat? Especially in a temporary class like this.”
“…Student Jeon Yunseong.”
“And, we happen to have a student who can share actual combat experience with us.”
With those words, Jeon Yunseong turned towards the other side.
At the end of his gaze, standing at the back of the student group, was a student with golden eyes.
Cheon Yeomyeong, the transfer student who had saved all the first-year students.
With a determined voice, Jeon Yunseong addressed the student who had been quietly listening to the class.
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…?”
“…Let’s spar.”
As Margan sighed and massaged his forehead, murmurs of anticipation spread among the students.
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* * *
Jeon Yunseong. The freshman representative, the son of a traitor, and the pride of the United States.
As soon as the boy, known as the strongest among his peers—no, the strongest of his generation—made the sudden sparring request, all eyes in the training ground turned to Yeomyeong.
In a way, it was a natural reaction.
Since the day Cheon Yeomyeong had knocked down Wesley during their duel for the room, everyone had the same question on their mind.
Who among these two, Jeon Yunseong or Cheon Yeomyeong, was stronger?
It was a simple, perhaps even trivial, question, but at the same time, it was the most fitting question for a Superhuman.
Unlike a Mage or a priest, strength was proof of their martial art and the evidence of their ideology for a Superhuman.
The question, ‘Who was stronger?’, carried an inherent consideration of whose ideology was deeper and more faithful.
Of course, all this was purely theoretical. Most of the students gathered at the training ground were watching Yeomyeong and Jeon Yunseong with a mix of curiosity and anticipation.
For some reason, Jeon Yunseong was pressing his lips tightly together, trying to suppress the trembling in his body due to nervousness, while Yeomyeong, who had been chosen as his sparring partner…
Was furrowing his brows to hide his bewilderment.
What’s this all of a sudden?
He didn’t care about the gazes or the interests of his classmates.
But challenging him to a spar out of the blue? Why now?
If he really thought about it, it wasn’t like he had no reason at all.
It could be his bad first impression, his childish sense of competition, or his obvious feelings for Soe Miri…
However, none of them were a good reason for the embarrassment Jeon Yunseong was trying so hard to hide.
…Does the reason even matter?
After all, he was someone Yeomyeong would have to defeat someday to draw the attention of the Koreans. It’s just that he didn’t expect that day to be today.
Yeomyeong stared at Jeon Yunseong for a moment, and then took a step forward.
He slowly began to gather mana, and just as the students, eager for a fight, began to part …
Someone grabbed Yeomyeong’s collar. It was Seti, who had been standing amongst the other students just moments before.
She had approached him silently and whispered softly in his ear.
“Please do not— No, I mean. Don’t fight now.”
“…Why?”
Yeomyeong asked, puzzled. Wasn’t it Seti herself who once said that he should defeat Jeon Yunseong someday?
“…Who kills a sacrificial lamb in the middle of the street?”
“Seti, no matter what, calling someone a sacrificial lamb is…”
“Forget about the metaphor! Taking down Jeon Yunseong is the main highlight of our plan. You should fight him in a stadium full of cameras, not some training ground with a bunch of students.”
Said Seti as she let go of his collar.
As the students watched the two of them with keen interest, Seti raised her hand.
“Sir, may I share my opinion?”
Margan, who had been observing the situation, nodded as if to say, ‘Let’s hear it.’
“I believe that the spar proposed by Jeon Yunseong violates the academy rules and is not a necessity for our temporary classes.”
A smile spread across Margan’s face as soon as Seti finished speaking.
Conversely, a wave of disappointment spread across the students. Some even began to jeer.
- Boo, boo!
- Who are you to butt in?
- Don’t stop a man’s duel!
Since they weren’t really serious in their jeering, Seti simply ignored them.
However, Yeomyeong was unable to do the same.
As he listened to the jeers directed at Seti, he gathered mana, raised his heel and…
Thud!
Stomped on the ground with his Quake Stomp, sending up a small tremor accompanied by a cloud of dust.
So what?
And just as Yeomyeong intended, the jeering stopped, but instead, the two now had strange looks directed at them.
A brief silence ensued.
Seti stifled a laugh with a small cough and continued speaking to Margan.
“…But, Sir, I don’t think Jeon Yunseong’s proposal is completely unreasonable. Since this is a temporary class, instead of just reviewing the basics, how about taking the lesson in a different route?”
“A different route?”
“How about a martial arts demonstration? Sir, how about you and some other students give us all a demonstration, and then everyone can discuss and point out what could be improved, it might be beneficial.”
As soon as ‘martial arts demonstration’ was mentioned, more complains erupted among the students.
- Hey! That’s something you only do in middle school!
Of course, Margan thought differently. He stroked his beard and nodded.
“Student Hong Seti, thank you for your good suggestion. I’ll take your opinion into account.”
This time, they were genuine jeers, but Margan paid them no heed. After all, even if they had to compromise, a martial arts demonstration was better than a spar.
“Now, listen up. Can everyone please take their seats? We shall proceed with the martial arts demonstration in order…”
As Margan clapped his hands, the grumbling students began to take their seats one by one.
Among them was Jeon Yunseong, with his face flushed red.
Was he embarrassed because his proposal for a spar was rejected? No, that wasn’t it.
Yeomyeong could see the relief hidden in his expression.
Did he actually not want to spar? Or…?
His thought didn’t last long as Seti, who sat down beside him at some point, began to speak.
“Yeomyeong, you can still steal someone’s martial arts just by watching them once, right?”
“Steal by watching, you say? I’m simply learning by observation.”
“Oh, yeah, sure.”
Seti brushed off Yeomyeong’s joke lightly and continued in a serious tone.
“Observe the other students and do your best to steal what you can from their demonstration. Most of them will have only learned basic techniques, but there are bound to be a few of them who have mastered some good ones.”
“…Is that the reason you suggested a martial arts demonstration?”
“Good idea, right?”
Seti looked at him with an expression hoping for praise.
Yeomyeong raised his hand to pat Seti’s head without realizing it, but feeling the gazes from the other students, he quietly lowered it.
“It’s a good idea, but… I’m not sure if I’ll be able to steal all of it.”
“That’s okay. Even if you can’t steal much, this is a great opportunity to broaden your perspective.”
While the two were having this discrete conversation, Margan had finished his preparations for the martial arts demonstration.
In other words, he had dragged a large platform, similar to a stage, to the center of the training ground.
- *Now, could the students whose names I call step forward?*
As Margan, standing on the platform, began to call out students’ names, Yeomyeong remembered something and turned to Seti.
“Seti.”
“Yes? What?”
“I told you to stop using honorifics and speak casually. Honestly, just by appearances, it looks like I’m the younger one… oof!”
Seti used her finger to poke Yeomyeong in the side.
* * *
“Green Scripture 11:1… The one who reaps the fruit will cast away the fruit for the sake of future fruit. The one who gains the tree…”
“Loving life is much like obtaining fruit…”
“Cycle and growth, both of these are the fundamental principles of Goddess Isaginog…”
The devout voice of the priest who worshiped the Green God echoed throughout the classroom.
The Saintess, who was barely paying attention to the priest’s words, kept glancing at the clock.
Was it because she was sick and tired of learning the basics of scripture interpretation? No, it was because the martial arts class was about to end.
Anyway, as anxiously she waited for the time to pass, the class finally came to an end.
“…We shall end today’s lesson here. Thank you, everyone.”
As soon as the priest finished his closing remarks, the Saintess sprang up from her seat.
And before the other priests-in-training could start talking to her, she quickly exited the classroom, heading outside the main building and toward the outdoor training ground.
Some students in the hallway recognized and greeted her as she passed by, but the Saintess simply nodded in response.
It might have seemed rude at a glance, but from the perspective of the Saintess, it was a relatively polite response.
After all, her mind was completely occupied with thoughts of someone else.
Seti…
With every step she took, the image of Seti and Yeomyeong sitting beside each other on the rooftop came to her mind.
Because the two had whispered so softly, she was unable to hear their conversation, but she could tell by looking at their expressions and gestures.
The expression on Seti’s face, and the way she stomped her feet in embarrassment, was something she had never seen before.
What kind of relationship did those two have?
Where and how did they meet?
How long have they known each other?
Is it longer than the time I’ve known them?
Why did they pretend not to know each other?
Were they making fun of me?
These endless questions kept coming up in her mind the past few days, but not once did she voice them out.
And she decided that today was the day she would voice them.
Swallowing the resolve she was unable to keep last time, the Saintess arrived at the training ground.
However, the class had already concluded, and the training ground was empty, with only a lone platform left.
Biting her lip, the Saintess thought of using her Foresight. If she could just figure out where they went, she could find them right away…
…No.
Cutting off that thought, the Saintess shook her head.
Given her recent success, she might have forgotten that Foresight was not a power that could be used recklessly.
There was no way of knowing how the observed future might twist.
In the end, she decided to search for where Seti might be by herself.
The cafeteria, the main building library, the garden, the lounge…
After wandering around for quite some time, the Saintess suddenly looked up to the main building’s rooftop.
…Maybe?
Her hesitation was fleeting, but her actions were swift and decisive.
She even used mana as she climbed the stairs leading to the rooftop.
However, contrary to her expectations, there was no one on the rooftop.
It wasn’t exactly a relief, but it wasn’t completely futile either. Upon reaching the rooftop, she had a complete vantage of the surrounding of the main building.
Leaning against the rooftop railing, the Saintess looked down briefly, then raised her blindfold slightly and imbued mana into her eyes.
What she was using was neither a Holy Blessing nor magic.
It was a martial art. To be precise, it was a Soviet martial art from the Cold War era that was now unfolding through her eyes.
It was the only martial art her mother had ever taught her when she was still a child, back when she used to cry her eyes out because she hated the look of her own eyes when looking in the mirror.
And the next moment, her vision expanded far beyond what was possible with typical mana enhancement.
She could see the hems of students’ clothes flapping as they ran, the beads of sweat, a single leaf fluttering through the air, and even the eyes of a squirrel sitting on a bench.
After scanning the entire area around the main building, the Saintess managed to locate Yeomyeong and Seti quickly.
…It’s true what they say, ‘The darkest place is under the lamp!’
Contrary to her assumption, the two weren’t hiding.
They were simply sitting on a bench located at a path behind the main building, leading to the garbage area, casually chatting with each other.
There is about… 15 minutes still remaining. That’s enough.
The Saintess turned around immediately to head down from the rooftop. Or rather, she was about to.
With her expanded vision, she noticed someone spying on Yeomyeong and Seti.
…Who’s she?
Moreover, it wasn’t just one person spying on them.
The first observer was Auntie Ava, who was pretending to clean up trash while occasionally glancing at the two from a distance.
And the other one was…
Who’s that?
A boy hiding behind the trees, observing them using his phone’s zoom function.
Judging by the uniform, he seemed to be a first-year student, but the Saintess had never seen him before.
His unusual eye color clearly showed that he wasn’t an Earthian… So, who could he be?
It didn’t matter who he was. What was important was that he was spying on her friends… No, what really mattered was that he was a voyeur.
How dare these people…
The Saintess bit her lip, brought her vision to normal, and went down the stairs.
The questions occupying her mind had long disappeared.
“Saintess? Why are you in such a hurry…”
Just as a student spotted her descending the stairs and was about to greet her, the Saintess disappeared into thin air.
While the surprised student blinked in confusion, the sound of angry footsteps echoed down the stairs.
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* * *
…The back of his head felt prickly.
Yeomyeong had felt a constant gaze following him since the start of the temporary class.
This was different from the gazes filled with jealousy or anticipation he received from the students. It felt more discreet and dreary… a watchful gaze.
I never thought I’d receive the type of stares the reporters in Manchuria gave me at the academy.
Of course, Yeomyeong didn’t pay it any special attention or feel tense.
He continued to focus in class just like always as if he didn’t notice any stares.
After all, he couldn’t just kill whoever it was outright. Besides, the gaze following him didn’t seem to be hostile.
However, when the class came to an end and he stepped outside the main building, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but furrow his brows.
The singular gaze that had been constantly observing him during class had suddenly multiplied.
Two? No, at least three. Maybe more.
Who on earth was watching him, and why?
While Yeomyeong was contemplating about it, Seti, who was walking with him behind the main building, spoke up.
“…We’ve got a tail.”
She furrowed her brow as if the back of her head was itching.
“And not just one, but two tails? Even if they’re trying to solve the case, is something like this really allowed at the academy?”
“…Not two, but four.”
When Yeomyeong corrected hers, Seti tilted her head.
“Huh? Four?”
“Two people following us from behind, and two watching us from a distance.”
“…I can only sense two.”
“That’s because the other two aren’t directed at you. Though you’d notice it immediately if you were in my place. It’s impossible not to notice, given how obvious they’re being.”
“…Really?”
While Seti blinked in surprise, Yeomyeong stopped walking and sat on the nearest bench.
Then, the gazes that were fixed on Yeomyeong shifted to Seti for a brief moment, allowing her to experience the chilling stares.
“…I was going to make some plans regarding my sisters, but I don’t think I can even say a word in our current situation.’”
Seti sighed and sat down next to Yeomyeong.
She was planning to ask Yeomyeong to use the Golden Seal to lift the ban today… but with so many watchful eyes glued on them, it seemed impossible.
“You don’t have to worry much about the ban. Worst comes to worst, I can just sneak into the girls’ dormitory at night.”
Yeomyeong tried to reassure her, but Seti glared at him instead.
“Don’t even think about sneaking into the girls’ dormitory, not even in your dreams. If you get caught, it won’t just end with a simple expulsion.”
“…Is it that serious to the point of getting expelled? No, more importantly, has someone actually attempted it before?”
“Of course not! Are there any students who are skilled enough to sneak past the dormitory head and climb over the walls…?”
There was one, and the person was right in front of her.
Seti narrowed her eyes and warned him once more.
“…Anyway, no matter what, you should never come to the girls’ dormitory.”
“Okay, okay.”
Only after Yeomyeong chuckled and nodded did Seti drop the subject.
“Let’s discuss the ban later… For now, we need to decide how to deal with our tails.”
As soon as she finished speaking, Yeomyeong turned his head.
The first thing he noticed was the janitor lady picking up trash from a distance.
The woman in a crisp white janitor’s outfit and a triangular headscarf was emptying garbage bins without even sneaking a glance at Yeomyeong or Seti.
She might have looked like an ordinary janitor on the outside, but she was unable to fool Yeomyeong’s eyes, who used to be a janitor himself.
“Look, that janitor over there.”
“…Auntie Ava?”
Seti also furrowed her brow on noticing her belatedly.
“She’s been dragging her feet and following us for a while now. Is she an observer assigned by the academy?”
“…Probably not.”
Seti seemed to know something. She paused for a moment, before averting her gaze from Ava and spoke.
“Yeomyeong, have you heard of the Secret Society?”
“…Secret Society? It’s my first time hearing about it.”
“It’s an information guild established primarily by humans beyond the Dimensional Portal. That person is affiliated to that organization.”
That was all she told him. Yeomyeong felt like she was deliberately avoiding further explanation, but he didn’t press her for more details.
He shifted his gaze to check on another spy.
A classmate pretending to be going through his phone while taking pictures from between the trees.
Turning her head to follow Yeomyeong’s gaze, Seti noticed the person, and raised her eyebrows slightly.
“…What is he doing? Yeomyeong, do you know him?”
“My roommate.”
“Your roommate…? Why is your roommate spying on you?”
Seti turned to him, expecting an explanation, but Yeomyeong didn’t really have an answer either.
“…I’m not too sure myself.”
Even though they were roommates, they had only exchanged a few words.
And wasn’t Yeomyeong staying in a VIP room rather than the dormitory after the terror incident? They weren’t close enough to have any personal interaction—at best, they were just close enough to recognize each other’s faces.
“What’s his name?”
Seti asked after turning away from him.
“Baonic, Baonic Lerac.”
“…Lerac? Oh, from that traitorous household?”
A traitorous household, she said? That seemed like a rather harsh analogy, but Yeomyeong didn’t bother to argue.
“Yeah, he told me that himself.”
“Well, that explains it.”
Seti continued while tapping her lips.
“He’s Jeon Yunseong’s only friend. I’ve never seen his face before, but I’ve heard rumors.”
“…Only friend?”
Yeomyeong furrowed his brows.
He did notice that Jeon Yunseong was somewhat left out back at the dormitory and in class… But he was actually being ostracized? Things like that even happened in a prestigious academy like this?
Seeing Yeomyeong’s puzzled expression, Seti added briefly.
“…Exceptional people tend to be disliked anywhere.”
“Isn’t a swan among ducks usually admired rather than disliked?”
When Yeomyeong responded as if he found it difficult to comprehend, Seti simply shrugged.
“If the said swan is under the protection of the U.S. military and has zero social skills, it’s certainly possible.”
“…”
“…And he also has a traitor’s blood.”
Her tone may have seemed somewhat light outwardly, but the hostility in her voice was undeniable.
This hostility was something Yeomyeong was familiar with because every Korean hated the traitor, Jeon Yongseop, and his son, Jeon Yunseong, to their very core.
However… wasn’t Seti who also resented the Korean government? She must have had a different reason for hating Jeon Yunseong compared to ordinary Koreans.
Perhaps the reason might have been related to her origins.
Since it wasn’t a topic worth bringing up here, Yeomyeong changed the subject again.
“I don’t quite get it… Is being friends with Jeon Yunseong enough of a reason to spy on me?”
“Didn’t you almost get into a fight with Jeon Yunseong in class today?”
“…”
“Jeon Yunseong must have had some motive when he made the proposal, but it fizzled out pretty quickly, leaving the boy walking on eggshells for no reason… Maybe he’s holding a grudge because of that.”
It was an unusual thing for Seti to say. There was neither logic nor a hint of thoughtful consideration in her response.
“…That’s quite a leap of logic.”
“Why? Don’t traitorous bloodlines usually have each other’s backs?”
“…”
Yeomyeong stared at Seti’s face for a moment, then raised his hand and pressed his palm against her forehead.
…She’s surprisingly emotional about this.
Seti blinked,  her blue eyes full of confusion, not understanding why he had suddenly placed his palm against her forehead.
A brief silence descended upon them. And before the silence could drag on, Yeomyeong got up and spoke.
“In that case, let’s just ask directly.”
“…Huh? Ask what??”
“Let’s ask him directly. The reason he’s spying on us.”
Before Seti could say anything, Yeomyeong headed towards Baonic Lerac.
Only then did Seti realize that she had reacted too emotionally.
…This is bad. I can’t keep acting like this.
She let out a small sigh and quickly followed Yeomyeong with hurried steps.
* * *
Baonic was startled to see Yeomyeong suddenly coming towards him.
What the… How?
Did they catch him spying on them? No, they definitely did.
After all, once a Superhuman reached a certain level, even the lightest gaze wouldn’t escape their senses, let alone a presence.
Realizing his mistake belatedly, Baonic quickly put away his phone and straightened his clothes.
Since it was already too late to run, it was better to act boldly at times like these…
“Hi, Baonic.”
And before Baonic could finish his thoughts, Yeomyeong was already standing in front of him.
“Uh… um… H-Hi.”
Contrary to his earlier resolve, he was unable to speak properly.
For some reason, facing Yeomyeong made his tongue go stiff, as if he were standing before a torturer.
“Um…”
“Let’s not beat around the bush. Why were you taking pictures of me?”
“I… uh…”
Words failed him. And on noticing Seti approaching from behind as well, his jaw seemed to be locked in place.
“Well…”
Baonic desperately tried to come up with an excuse, his lips twitching. Yeomyeong waited for a moment before pressing him.
“Just tell me the truth. If it’s nothing strange, I’ll let you go”
Yeomyeong’s words were gentle, but what they implied wasn’t. He was clearly warning Baonic that he wouldn’t let it slide if he lied.
“I-I’m sorry… I was actually taking your photos to sell them…”
“Sell my photos?”
“You know, you’re, well… famous, aren’t you? The reporters… said they’d pay me well if I brought them pictures of you…”
“…Hmm.”
“S-Sorry, it’s just that I’m really really desperate for money…”
It was a pretty convincing excuse, considering that he came up with it on the spot.
Seeing Yeomyeong squint as he tried to discern whether he was telling the truth or lying, Baonic gulped nervously.
To be honest, the real reason he was tailing Yeomyeong wasn’t for some trivial reason like selling his photos.
Hidden Piece—The collective term used for hidden strange-fated treasures scattered throughout the academy, such as the demonic sword sleeping deep within the second-year main building’s storage or the Elf’s Tear buried underground in the third-year shelter.
He was planning to catch Yeomyeong in the act of obtaining a Hidden Piece.
No, he didn’t intend to confront Yeomyeong directly or steal the Hidden Piece for himself; he just wanted to take pictures of him doing so and expose him.
Because unlike in the novel or the game, Hidden Pieces in this world were officially considered school property.
If he could manage to secretly photograph Yeomyeong acquiring one and expose it, wouldn’t that be enough to get him expelled from the academy? That was what Baonic was aiming for when he started following Yeomyeong…
But, as you can see, things turned out like this. Baonic shut his eyes tightly and was regretting his actions.
Damn it…
After confirming that some of the second-year Hidden Pieces had been stolen during the recent terror incident, he impulsively decided to track Yeomyeong, which ended up being a mistake.
What if he realizes I lied?
Baonic trembled unconsciously, and as Yeomyeong quietly observed his trembling figure…
- Oh my!
Auntie Ava, who had been cleaning up trash in the distance, suddenly rose into the air.
It was as if an invisible force had lifted her, yet there was no trace of mana.
It wasn’t magic or martial arts—just a bizarre phenomenon.
- W-what!?
The next moment, as Ava flailed her arms and legs in panic, her body flew straight into a garbage bin.
Crash!
The students passing by looked at Ava and the garbage bin with shock.
However, Yeomyeong, familiar with that invisible force, realized who was behind it and sighed.
“W-What was that?”
Baonic, who had no idea as to what was going on, opened his eyes wide and asked. Yeomyeong was about to explain the reason behind it but then heard approaching footsteps and turned to Baonic.
“Baonic.”
“Y-yeah?”
“You’d better grit your teeth.”
Just as Baonic was about to ask, ‘Why—?’
Whack!
Something invisible struck Baonic squarely in the face.

 
    

  Chapter 88: The Butterfly Effect For The Author (8)
* * *
An invisible force lifted Baonic’s body and sent him flying through the air as he crashed into a tree before plummeting to the ground.
And judging by how his body was twitching, it was fortunate that he wasn’t dead, though it would be a while before he regained consciousness.
Faced with the sudden, unexpected situation, Seti and Yeomyeong had different reactions.
Yeomyeong, who had a good guess as to who the invisible attacker was, sighed and stretched his hand towards them.
Meanwhile, Seti, who hadn’t thought of the possibility that someone might be wearing an Invisibility Cloak, immediately dashed next to Yeomyeong and swung her leg.
Whoosh! She extended her leg straight and infused it with mana, slicing through the air.
If Yeomyeong hadn’t used his hand, which was about to grab at the empty air, to block her kick, it would have been powerful enough to slice through the trees in the surroundings.
It was a perfect execution of the Flying Kick technique, one she hadn’t performed in a long time.
“…Yeomyeong, why did you stop me?”
Seti, who had her leg grabbed unexpectedly, looked at Yeomyeong with a look of surprise.
In a dangerous situation where, if not handled correctly, he could have taken the full brunt of the kick…
“…Seti, just hold on for a moment.”
Yeomyeong, seemingly unconcerned, simply let go of her leg and turned his gaze back to where Baonic had been.
“Hey, what the hell are you doing? Why did you attack an innocent person all of a sudden?”
“…”
“First, take off the cloak, and let’s talk face-to-face…”
Just as Yeomyeong reached out to pull off the Invisibility Cloak, a loud, frivolous voice yelled from the invisible space.
“The two of them were following you!”
Yeah, he had a feeling that the reason was something like that. Yeomyeong let out a bitter laugh.
“I know.”
“…You knew?”
“Yeah, I was just about to ask them why they were following us.”
There was no reply. Puzzled, Yeomyeong reached out towards the voice, but the figure had already moved elsewhere.
Yeomyeong, grasping at empty air, belatedly gathered mana to enhance his senses.
However, all he could hear was incoherent mumbling.
Ah, really, I, this, there, thinking, that, um, you, and Seti, that, no, relationship, truly…
A brief silence ensued. A leaf fell to the ground, blown by the wind, as Seti tilted her head in confusion.
Tap, tap, tap!
Then, the sound of footsteps echoed. The person was running away, unable to hide their panic.
“Wait… Hey! Where are you going?”
Yeomyeong shouted in the direction of the retreating footsteps. But the footsteps didn’t stop. Instead, they quickly grew even more distant.
“Yeomyeong, is that…?”
Only then did Seti work out the identity of the invisible attacker, and she looked astonished.
The Saintess and her Invisibility Cloak.
Yeomyeong saw Seti’s expression and gave her a bitter smile, then nudged her shoulder and made a request.
“Go after her and help her calm down. She seemed pretty shaken up.”
“…Only me? What about you?”
“I have to take this bastard to the infirmary.”
Yeomyeong pointed at Baonic, who lay twitching on the ground. He probably wouldn’t have died from those injuries, but leaving him there was a completely different issue.
“Can I tag along as well? It’s not like I need to chase after her…”
“…Seti.”
Yeomyeong placed a hand on Seti’s shoulder.
“…”
“I don’t know what happened between the two of you or why things are like this, nor do I plan on asking until you’re ready to tell me. But… the Saintess considers you a friend. In situations like this, shouldn’t you go after her and help her calm down?”
Seti chewed on her lip for a moment, then sighed upon seeing Yeomyeong’s expression.
“…Alright. I’ll go find out why she’s behaving like this.”
“If possible, try to calm her down as well. Please.”
“…Why would I even need to be asked to do that?”
Seti gathered mana into her feet as she spoke. And just as she was about to use her Flying Kick technique to chase after the Saintess, she turned around and added.
“Oh, by the way, clear your schedule for this evening. We’ll be meeting my younger siblings, so be prepared.”
“…Do I really need to prepare for something like that?”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Before Yeomyeong could respond, Seti had already kicked the ground.
As Yeomyeong watched her rapidly receding figure for a while, he thought about the only younger sibling of hers he had met.
Siri, the red-haired girl he met back in Incheon.
The bold girl who had tested him on the very day they met.
…Could it be that the other sisters were all like Siri? If so, mere preparation might not be sufficient…
With such useless thoughts, Yeomyeong walked towards Baonic.
Upon a closer inspection, Baonic’s condition wasn’t as bad as he expected. Still, being a Superhuman, at least there wasn’t any broken bone.
The lump on the back of his head was rather sizable, but… an injury like that could be quickly healed with the help of a priest-in-training.
However, in order to avoid any complications, Yeomyeong carefully lifted Baonic by his shoulders and waist, avoiding the lump on his head.
The moment he managed to prop up Baonic by letting him rest his arm on his shoulder for support…
Rustle.
A notebook fell from Baonic’s waistband.
Whether by coincidence or inevitable fate, its lock came off as the notebook fell to the ground, revealing its contents.
It seemed like the lock had broken when the Saintess threw him.
“This is…”
The book must have been pretty important for him to carry it around with a lock on it.
Yeomyeong bent down to pick up the notebook. And though it wasn’t intentional, he naturally perused through the content of the opened notebook.
The very first page of the notebook was marked with a large X… After reading what was written on that page, Yeomyeong’s golden eyes grew cold.
* * *
The northern edge of the Academy.
The ‘Bob Hawke Port’1 after the Australian Prime Minister at the time of the academy’s establishment or commonly referred to as ‘the Port’ by its workforce and academy students, was currently experiencing an unexpected commotion
Ships, ships, and even more ships.
From cargo ships carrying materials to repair the damage caused by terror attack to naval warships with the US flag and various fishing boats, were all docking and setting sail from the port.
It looked more like an international trade port than an academy port, and the interior of the port was no different.
Stevedores working diligently in the sea breeze, busy faculty members, and soldiers.
“…Can you not feel the Academy’s determination to overcome the crisis?”
Sitting in a café overlooking the port and admiring the scene, Medga commented briefly.
It was a statement filled with the pride of someone who held the position of Admissions Director.
However, the response from the man sitting across him, sipping on fresh fruit juice, was less enthusiastic.
“Well, to me, it just seemed like they were ridiculously busy.”
Medga raised an eyebrow and looked at the man.
The man had an M-shape receding hairline, and a nose as sharp as a blade, leaving a strong impression.
“…Wollard, you need to develop some sense of aesthetics.”
Wollard, the man in question, smiled boldly.
“Haha! Director Medga, why would someone like me need a sense of aesthetics? It’s not like I’m becoming a critic. Developing something like that would only interfere with my line of work.”
He said this as he gulped down his drink. After slamming the empty glass against the table, he added.
“Besides, you’re still on the clock right now, aren’t you? You should focus on your task instead of admiring the scenery.”
“…”
He was talking about work after downing five glasses of juice?
Medga glanced at the empty glass and Wollard’s face, ready to make a retort, but he stopped himself.
It would be ridiculous to argue with a mere informant, especially since his words weren’t entirely wrong.
Otherwise, why else would the Admissions Director be leisurely sitting in a café at the port during such a hectic time?
As Wollard said, it was indeed because of work. The problem was the nature of that work…
- *A very important guest will be visiting the Academy, so Director Medga, please welcome them personally before any reporters or others catch wind of it.*
He remembered the principal’s orders and shook his head.
He couldn’t understand why such a significant person required the personal attention of the Admissions Director.
The principal had not even given him even the name of the guest, let alone their face.
Instead, an informant from the Blue Rat who could recognize the guest was sent to accompany him.
What on earth is the Principal thinking…?
If not for the fact that the esteemed principal herself had personally made the request, he wouldn’t have even spared a snort if someone else had asked him to do the same.
Anyway, setting that aside…
“So, when is this guest supposed to arrive?”
At the sudden question, Wollard’s eyebrows furrowed. He checked his watch and answered with a sigh.
“She should be arriving within an hour, I suppose…”
“…I suppose?”
“Well, ships are quite unpredictable with their speeds depending on the currents.”
“…”
“But don’t worry about it too much. We’ll be able to identify her the moment she arrives at the port.”
Medga clenched his fists and then turned his gaze back to the port.
He kept watching the scene at the port for a long time.
And during that time, Wollard ordered several more drinks, and the café owner, recognizing him as someone important from the Academy, continued refilling his coffee. And so, the slow and uneventful wait dragged on.
Then, at some point, a small boat appeared over the horizon.
It was a small boat, often called a motorboat, with just enough space for one person to sit in the small cockpit.
“Oh? That boat….”
Wollard’s eyes widened on seeing the boat.
Have they finally arrived? Medga stood up from his seat, looking at the motorboat.
“Is that the boat with the guest?”
“Ah, yes. The fishing boat with the crow emblem… That’s definitely the one.”
“Alright, then, let’s head there immediately.”
Medga said this and strode out of the café. Wollard, who had been waiting for his next juice, followed him with a long face.
The two walked straight across the bustling port and headed to the dock.
Medga walked almost at a running pace, and Wollard had to actually run to keep up with him.
Because of that, Wollard was nearly out of breath by the time they arrived at their destination ahead of the motorboat.
A dock for small boats at the very end of the Academy’s port.
“So, what do I need to do now?”
Medga, who was watching the motorboat approach the dock, asked.
At those words, Wollard, who had been gasping for breath, raised his head and looked at the motorboat.
“Huff… Nothing much really. We should just take a quick look at the guest as she disembarks and then escort her directly to the VIP room.”
“…It seems more simple than I thought.”
“Well, you might change your mind once you see the guest.”
Upon hearing Wollard’s warning, the Admissions Director straightened his clothes nervously.
Given that they arrived here by such a small boat, it was clear that the guest was no ordinary person.
After all, weren’t they a guest the principal had personally taken care of? If it was the principal’s guest, it was usually either…
A VIP, or an eccentric. Or maybe both.
As he sorted out his thoughts, the boat finally reached the dock.
“Welcome to Lord Howe.”
Medga stepped forward and spoke. He straightened his back and tensed his neck to greet the guests disembarking from the ship.
Let’s see how impressive this person is.
However, for some reason, no one disembarked from the motorboat.
An awkward silence that lasted for several seconds. Even Wollard, who had been panting, found it to be strange.
“…Could it be?”
Wollard suddenly realized something and jumped onto the motorboat.
“Wollard, what are you doing….”
When Medga tried to stop him, Wollard had already jumped onto the motorboat and flung open the door to the cockpit.
“…Oh, damn it.”
An exasperated mutter. Medga followed Wollard onto the motorboat and looked at the same spot.
The cramped cockpit of the motorboat was filled with leftover fish scraps and black feathers. He could understand the fish, but feathers?
“…What on earth is this?”
As Medga, unable to make sense of the situation, asked, Wollard scratched his nose awkwardly.
“Well… It seems the guest has already… headed to the Academy.”
“…”
“You should go after her now… If she meets the students on her own, it can be a big problem… Ugh!”
Medga finally gave Wollard a sharp smack on the head.
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	1. Robert James Lee Hawke AC GCL was an Australian politician and trade unionist who served as the 23rd prime minister of Australia from 1983 to 1991.


   

  Chapter 89: There Is No Teacher For Fate
My apprentice, I am afraid.
What is it that frightens you, Master? That person has saved us.
Think about it. If someone could save the world due to love, wouldn’t there also be someone who would burn the world due to hatred?
『An excerpt from the British Museum Collection - Stele for a Young Dragon』

* * *
Baonic jolted awake.
The first thing that greeted him was darkness and a repugnant smell.
…Where am I? Why am I in a place like this?
He clutched his throbbing head as he tried to recall the chain of events that led to this.
Just before he lost consciousness, he had been tailing Cheon Yeomyeong and Seti, trying to capture the moment they acquired a Hidden Piece.
And then, they caught him and he tried making up some excuses.
“You’re finally awake.”
The sudden voice made Baonic jump right off the floor.
“…C-Cheon Yeomyeong?”
Cheon Yeomyeong was right beside him, holding a small flashlight.
His appearance was just as Baonic had seen before fainting: dressed neatly in his uniform, well-groomed hair, and an inscrutable expression.
He looked like the protagonist of a youth drama. However, the problem was the air he was exuding.
With his golden eyes half-open and lips shut, Yeomyeong looked… indescribably ominous.
Baonic swallowed hard and asked.
“Um, Yeomyeong? Where exactly is this place…?”
“…Think carefully. You’ve seen this place before.”
“…”
“You don’t remember? It’s the cave next to the shelter, the one that was dug up.”
The very cave the terrorists had used to make their way to the shelter and where zombies had poured in.
Only then did Baonic realize why the surroundings seemed so familiar.
“W-Why did you bring me to a place like this? I mean, is this some sort of… p-prank?”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. He remained silent and stared at Baonic’s face for a moment before tilting his head and speaking.
“Baonic, I’ve been ruminating about the excuse you gave.”
…Excuse?
Ah, that.
Before he lost consciousness, Baonic claimed that he was taking photos for money when Cheon Yeomyeong asked why he was tailing them.
“Upon pondering over it, I noticed something strange.”
“…”
“The Lerac Household I saw in the documentary was quite wealthy. Their farm alone is probably larger than the Korean Peninsula… So it seemed odd that someone from that household would be short on money.”
Baonic lowered his head, trying to hide his perplexed expression.
“I doubt it has anything to do with your tuition, and there shouldn’t be additional expenses at the academy either. So, why are you lacking money?”
“…That’s…”
During the brief pause, Baonic thought of numerous lies and excuses, but he was unable to utter any of them.
To cover up a lie that was unraveled, a bigger lie was needed.
Since he didn’t know how much the other party had figured out, any more lies would be like walking into a bigger trap.
In the end, Baonic was unable to open his mouth.
As he racked his brain in silence, Cheon Yeomyeong’s eyes grew even colder.
“You remember what I told you the last time, right?”
“…”
“ I’ll forgive you if you tell me the truth.”
Yeomyeong slowly placed his hand on Baonic’s shoulder, applying a pressure that was neither light nor heavy.
However, being Superhuman, Baonic could sense the subtle mana and the intent mixed within it.
As Baonic’s mouth went dry, Yeomyeong warned him.
“This is your last chance.”
Baonic, who had been staring at Yeomyeong in confusion, swallowed hard and said,
“I-It’s against the r-rules to harm another student…”
“…I know.”
Yeomyeong smiled faintly. No, it wasn’t quite a smile—it was more of a forced expression with the corners of his mouth raised.
“W-why are you doing this to me? I really just wanted to take some photos…”
Baonic repeated his words in an attempt to buy time. However, the smile from Yeomyeong’s face vanished almost immediately.
“That’s not an answer to the question.”
“…”
Damn it. Baonic couldn’t help but avert his gaze.
In that brief moment, he was able to get a read of the emotion rising from Yeomyeong’s golden eyes.
It was the same intense Killing Aura Hong Seti had displayed when he spied on her at the garbage dump.
Damn it, how much does he know? Everything? Or is it just a suspicion?
Baonic chose his next words carefully. Carefully, and very carefully.
Even if you were bitten by a tiger, as long as you managed to stay conscious, you could somehow survive—
However, Yeomyeong didn’t give him more time to think.
“Wait… Gag…!”
Yeomyeong’s cold hand wrapped around his throat.
“G-Gah…”
The immense force, comparable to a hydraulic press, tightened around his neck. Slowly and surely.
Pain surged through his cervical spine, and his lungs screamed for oxygen.
No, I’m going to die. Damn it, spare me.
As the oxygen flowing to his brain was cut off, his head became fuzzy. Only one thing remained: the instinct to survive.
“…! …! …!!”
Twisting his body, Baonic flailed his arms in desperation, trying to hit Yeomyeong’s face.
However, instead of easing, the pressure around his neck only intensified, causing his consciousness to fade even faster.
As he neared the boundary between life and death, a sudden thought came to Baonic.
What happens if I die here? Will I return to reality? Or will I just go straight—
Was this really the end?
Only then did the fear of death become real. Terror and pain marked Baonic’s face once more.
He didn’t want to die. Regardless if this world was a novel or reality, he just wanted to live.
He still had food he hadn’t tasted, pleasures he hadn’t enjoyed, and power he hadn’t experienced.
Baonic fought desperately and literally gathered all his remaining strength in his arms. He looked at Cheon Yeomyeong with pleading eyes and…
Raised his arms above his head.
It was a clear sign of surrender. And the next moment, the pressure from his neck disappeared almost instantly.
“Cough…!”
Air mixed with the repugnant stench filled his lungs as his throat opened up once more. Gasping for air, Baonic fell backward.
“Gack, gack… S…shit…”
After barely managing to catch his breath, he looked up.
The only thing visible to him were Yeomyeong’s eerily glowing eyes illuminated by the flashlight.
Yeomyeong remained mum and took no action until Baonic managed to catch his breath.
And just as Baonic’s breathing began to stabilize…
Thud.
Yeomyeong tossed something towards Baonic, then shone a flashlight on it and spoke.
It was a tattered notebook.
“Now then, shall we have an honest conversation?”
Baonic was very familiar with the notebook. There was no way he wouldn’t recognize it. After all, it wasn’t just any item; it was the same notebook he used to organize the original story about this world.
“Hah…”
So, he knew everything. It was ridiculous to think that he was trying so hard to come up with excuses just moments ago.
“…What do you want to know?”
With a hollow smile, he asked Yeomyeong. His voice, though resigned, carried a faint glimmer of hope.
The fact that Yeomyeong hadn’t killed him even after seeing that notebook meant there was something he was curious about.
“I’ll tell you everything I know.”
“…”
“So please… just spare my life. Please, I’m begging you…”
Baonic awaited the question with the resolve to divulge everything he knew. He had neither the strength nor the will left for any further negotiating.
And the moment he heard Yeomyeong’s question, he realized the inevitable had arrived.
“Are you… a reincarnator or a transmigrator?”
* * *
[This world is not real.]
The dead Dung Beetle remembered those words.
[It looks like the inside of a game I used to play, but that might not be it either. This place looks pretty similar to the comics, movies, novels, games– A franchise universe that dabbles in all forms of media, like an octopus.]
The ‘Player’ who had killed his precious family while laughing maliciously had left those parting words, as if they were some sort of joke.
[Actually, I didn’t think much about it, but I suddenly had this thought—Perhaps besides me, there are more people who have fallen into this world.]
It didn’t matter if his words were true or false.
The fact that the Player had said that was enough of a reason for him.
Because each small memory might become a clue to track down the Player.
However, hearing both Mignium and the Dwarf King speak about ‘fate’… a slightly different thought occurred to him.
What if some of the things he said proved to be true?
[You know, like the author who writes side story novels based on the fictional universe or even the commercial director.]
What if that man really came from another world, and there were beings who also came from another world, just like the Player?
At first, or rather, until just a moment ago, all this had been nothing more than a vague suspicion—a suspicion born out of the frustration of not being able to find the Player.
However, the moment he read Baonic Lerac’s notebook, everything changed.
The notebook contained stories about the past and the future.
Stories of a mad necromancer and zombies attacking the entrance ceremony, and the ‘protagonist’ who managed to stop them.
Stories of an academy caught in a terror attack and the ‘protagonist’ who worked with the Saintess to stop it.
There were also stories about the future, stories related to Manchuria and the elven princess…
Anyone else might have simply passed it off as Baonic’s delusions, but to Cheon Yeomyeong, it was different.
He instinctively felt that the stories in this notebook were a sort of prophecy, or the ‘fate’ the Dwarf King had spoken of.
At first, he couldn’t explain why he felt that way, but the more he read, the more he understood.
I… am the one who changed the story in the notebook.
Starting from the necromancer to the recent terror attack.
He was the sole cause of the disparities between the story in the notebook and reality.
Dung Beetle, or Cheon Yeomyeong.
He had killed the necromancer who was supposed to attack the Academy during the entrance ceremony.
He had shown kindness to the elven princess who was disappointed with Earthians.
He had saved Manchuria from its foretold downfall.
He had stopped the terror attack that should have killed countless first-year students.
…And he didn’t have to look far for the answer to the question ‘How?’.
- *The one who can change fate.*
The Dwarf King’s words when he handed over the Royal Seal.
Reminded of those words, Yeomyeong felt a shiver.
In this world, certain fates exist, and beings from another world, like the Player, already know about those fates…
The prologue, the academy route… The mad ramblings of the Player lingering in his memory and the notebook before his eyes all came together.
Doubts turned into certainty, and shivers turned into realization.
Though he found it hard to believe, Yeomyeong could no longer deny the evidence laid out before him, and for a while, he was at a loss for words.
However, the shock didn’t last long. He had encountered too many things as of lately to be overly disturbed by something like this.
After quickly organizing his thoughts, he returned to his usual self.
Then the next question is…
How to make use of this fact.
Yeomyeong pondered about this while staring at the unconscious Baonic Lerac.
Beings from another world like the Player…
From the future plans written in the notebook, he realized that this guy was not someone who would benefit the world.
Though he was not as strong as the Player, his fundamental mindset was no different from that of the Player.
This guy, too, was a greedy and selfish person with no shred of guilt about using others.
…Should I just kill him?
The first thought that came to mind was murder.
Committing murder within the academy involved considerable risk, but that didn’t mean it was impossible.
To kill him or to spare him.
The dilemma continued for a while. And since this was something he couldn’t even discuss with Seti, he contemplated deeply.
On going through the notebook again, he discovered an unexpected note.

Cheon Yeomyeong ← Key figure! Must find out what he was working on in reality!



…Evidence that Baonic had mistaken Yeomyeong to be someone from another world, like the Player.
Yeomyeong rubbed his chin as he looked at the note.
If only… he could use this misunderstanding.
Remembering the words left by the Player, his eyes sparkled.
[People like that wouldn’t have become a game character like me… So, how did they get here? Transmigration? Reincarnation?]
* * *
“Are you… reincarnated or transmigrated?”
The moment he heard the question, Baonic’s gaze wavered slightly.
Shock, certainty, and a glimmer of hope.
The complex emotions vanished in an instant beneath his eyes, but Yeomyeong didn’t miss them.
“I-I am… that… uh… transmigrated…”
It was a somewhat ridiculous confession. Such words would be dismissed as the ramblings of a madman if heard by anyone else.
However, Yeomyeong simply nodded calmly, as if he had expected it.
And naturally, he followed up with a lie.
“I am a reincarnator.”

 
    

  Chapter 90: Interlude - Seti And The Saintess
* * *
Seti thought about the Saintess as she chased after her.
She did not possess the dignity one would expect from someone in her position. She would laugh foolishly at the term ‘friend’ and even wore a blindfold that didn’t suit her… Yet, she was a girl who received the love of the gods all to herself.
Seti found it difficult to like her.
It wasn’t a complex emotion like anger or hatred. All of Seti’s hatred was solely directed at the Korean government.
Then, was it perhaps jealousy? No, she was far from such an emotion as well.
If she truly envied the Saintess, she would have taken advantage of the favor the Saintess showed her without hesitation.
It was just that… she couldn’t bring herself to like her. Yes, that was the most accurate explanation she could come up with.
If the Saintess, who had infinite favor towards her, learned of this, she would be shocked, but what could she do?
That was just how human emotions worked.
She ran about recklessly, without a single care, setting innocent hearts ablaze.
…Pathetic.
As she made her way across the academy, following in the footsteps of the girl wearing the Invisibility Cloak, Seti tried to rationalize her feelings in that manner.
After all, Seti knew herself better than anyone else.
Ultimately, her feelings towards the Saintess were nothing more than a form of childish sulking.
Seti’s misfortune was not the Saintess’ fault.
Although the Saintess might have been the trigger, she merely accelerated something that was bound to happen eventually.
The Saintess had fought fair and square to prove her friendship. She was strong, and Seti lost. That was all.
There was neither malice nor hostility involved.
It was just that Seti’s situation was not normal.
The Korean government then forced Seti and her sisters to commit ‘certain acts’ after they failed to meet their expectations in the Superhuman Olympia.
Unable to tolerate her tainted origins, the gods withdrew all their blessings from her.
None of it was the Saintess’ fault.
She knew that. Only in her head, though.
…As Seti was sorting out her thoughts, the footsteps she had been following came to a stop.
Unable to find the Saintess hidden under the Invisibility Cloak, Seti also stopped right next to where the footsteps had ceased.
The back door of the first-year girls’ dormitory.
“…Classes have not ended for the day.”
Seti crossed her arms, staring at the firmly locked dormitory door.
If it were anywhere else, she might have simply assumed that the girl had concealed her footsteps and slipped away unnoticed, but… it was unlikely that the Saintess would do that after coming this far.
“Hey.”
There was no answer, but Seti was sure the Saintess was watching her from somewhere close and continued speaking.
“…I’m heading to my room. If you have something to say… you can follow me.”
With those words, Seti entered the dormitory.
Although classes were still ongoing, there were quite a few people in the dormitory due to the free attendance for the temporary classes.
Seti passed through the first-floor lobby where students were chatting quietly and headed straight to her room.
Unlike in the boy’s dormitory, there was no barbaric tradition of room disputes in the girls’ dormitory, so Seti’s room was nothing special.
Her room was located on the fifth floor, neither high nor low, on the right at the very end of the hallway.
Creak.
After she entered her room, Seti left the door open and waited for a while.
Once the same amount of time it would have taken to drink a cup of tea had passed, she finally shut the door and reached out into the empty air.
Her fingertips grasped on a thin piece of fabric. With a soft rustle, the Invisibility Cloak slipped off, revealing the girl who had been hiding beneath it.
Her disheveled white hair, the slightly damp blindfold, and her hands clasped together tightly as if in prayer.
Seti quietly observed the girl for a moment before speaking to her softly.
“Are you okay?”
…I am not okay.
“Why did you do this?”
You did this. The both of you.
“…You deceived me.”
“Huh?”
“I-I trusted you. I thought of you both as friends…”
“What are you even talking about…?”
“I saw everything! That day on the rooftop! The two of you were together!”
Rooftop? Seti flinched when she realized what the Saintess was talking about.
“Y-you two looked so close, you know? And you want me to believe that you only met at the academy?”
“…”
“Why… why didn’t you tell me? Were you afraid that I’d come between the two of you? Is that why you pretended not to know each other? To deceive me?”
As the Saintess’ pitch grew higher, Seti’s heart grew colder.
How much did she hear? Did she hear them talking about revenge? No, they hadn’t spoken openly about important things…
Just as Seti’s mind was getting muddled, the Saintess blurted out something outside Seti’s expectations.
“How long have you and Yeomyeong been dating… no, how far have the two of you gone?”
“What?”
“N-no way… Have the two of you gone all the way?”
All the way? Does that mean what I think it does?
No, there was no way that the Saintess would say something like that…
As Seti stared in shock, the Saintess turned bright red, and blurted out,
“Has Yeomyeong… left his footprints on Seti’s pristine white snowfield?”
Ah, so she was referring to that. Seti was left speechless and shut her mouth.
Interpreting Seti’s silence as a tacit confirmation, the Saintess could no longer contain her emotions and began to cry.
Her hands trembled, her blindfold grew damp, her cheeks became as red as an apple, and snot dripped from her once-pretty lips.
It didn’t take long for her hiccuping sobs to turn into wails.
“Waaaaah…! Seti…!”
* * *
After crying for a long time, the Saintess collapsed towards Seti, exhausted.
Seti didn’t push the Saintess away but embraced her instead. And without saying a word, she patted the Saintess’ back.
It was a habit that had naturally developed from dealing with tearful sisters.
Yet her mind still found it difficult to keep up with the reality of the situation.
…What’s wrong with her?
As Seti desperately tried to figure out the reason she was behaving like this, the Saintess continued sobbing in her chest, snot dripping from her nose.
Only after the Saintess managed to stop crying did she cautiously raise her head and ask Seti.
“Seti… sniffle, did you forget our promise?”
…Promise? What promise?
“Didn’t you promise that… sniffle, after you officially become a priestess, we would live together in the Holy Nation?”
Only then did Seti finally remember the promise they made during their time at the middle school division of the Superhuman Olympia.
- When I officially become a priestess, let’s live together in the Holy Nation.
It was a reckless promise made by a young girl who still dreamed of endless possibilities, wanting to escape the hellish reality of Korea.
The very person who made the promise had completely forgotten about it, but the Saintess held it dear.
Was that the reason she cried so sorrowfully because she could no longer become a priestess if she lost her virginity?
Seti found the misunderstanding was… somewhat pitiable, and she smiled faintly without realizing it.
She gently stroked the Saintess’ back and said.
“…I’m sorry. I can’t become a priestess anymore.”
A truth mixed with lies. She really couldn’t become a priestess anymore, though the reason wasn’t because she’d lost her virginity.
“S-Seti…”
“But it’s not like I broke our promise. We can still live in the Holy Nation… even if I’m not a priestess.”
“…”
As soon as Seti finished speaking, the Saintess lowered her head once more. It seemed she might start crying again.
…You can’t enter the Five Great Temples if you’re not a priestess.
She swallowed the words that almost escaped her throat.
Should I be the only one trapped in there, waiting for you to come visit me? Not once a week, but perhaps once a month?
This wasn’t the future the Saintess had dreamed of.
What she longed for was every day with Seti.
One where they could talk together, pray together, and even share the same bed at times… a life like that.
She didn’t want to spend her life waiting for a friend who would visit her occasionally, like the previous Saintess, while guarding the temple alone.
…As the Saintess was lost in her thoughts, the face of a man popped into her mind.
Yeomyeong.
Her second friend and the intruder who left his footprints on Seti’s snowfield (?).
For some reasons she couldn’t explain, just the thought of him somehow sparked a small flame deep in her chest.
This unfamiliar feeling that no one had ever told her about.
The more she thought about Yeomyeong, the stronger this feeling grew, refusing to be extinguished.
From their terrible first meeting, to fighting dragons together to save Manchuria, arriving at the academy together, him slapping her in the shelter, and…
Even the memory of him and Seti spending the morning together, just the two of them.
And when her thoughts reached that point, the emotions in her heart grew too overwhelming for her to handle.
Was this the anger she had only heard about? Or jealousy? Or something else…
“…Seti, what should I do?”
Eventually, unable to control her emotions any longer, the Saintess spoke up.
“Hmm? Why? If it’s because of the promise…”
“No, it’s not that, um… it’s… I-I… towards Yeomyeong…”
“…Towards Yeomyeong?”
“I-It seems like I think of him… in a special way.”
Upon hearing her abrupt confession, Seti’s face became stiff, it was an expression the Saintess had never seen before—cold and unyielding.
Only after seeing her expression did the Saintess realize what she had just said.
“Um… Seti? Th-that thing I just said…”
Before the Saintess could further elaborate, Seti pushed her away.
“…Saintess, do you know?”
Seti’s voice was cold and devoid of inflection, causing the Saintess’s face to crumple with tears.
“S-Seti, why are you speaking so formally to me all of a sudden? Don’t…”
“Actually, I have no relationship with Yeomyeong.”
“…What?”
“Not yet.”
The Saintess’s mouth hung open in shock.
“H-Huh…? Wait a minute! T-then, what about the snowfield?”
“…I’m not sure what to say about that. Feel free to think what you want, Saintess.”
The Saintess tried to ask more, but Seti simply picked her up.
“W-wait! Seti!”
As the Saintess, thrown out of the room, yelled, Seti had already flung the Invisibility Cloak out the door as well.
Bang!
Staring blankly at the closed door, the Saintess finally understood what she had just done.
“…W-what did I just do?”
Behind the Saintess, who had lowered her head with a face as red as a tomato, the elven girl standing in the hallway, waiting for the door to open, retreated cautiously.

 
    

  Chapter 91: There Is No Teacher For Fate (2)
***
When the unthinkable became reality, most people’s reactions could usually be categorized in two different ways.
Shock or denial.
And in the case of Baonic Lerac, it was the former.
The moment he heard the word ‘reincarnator,’ his jaw dropped down in shock.
He remained in that state until Cheon Yeomyeong’s voice snapped him out of his stupor.
“Baonic Lerac.”
Only after his monotonous voice, devoid of any emotion, reach his ears did Baonic flinch and finally regain his senses.
“You have two choices.”
It was a one-sided declaration, one that allowed neither rebuttal nor refusal.
The moment he heard those words, Baonic was certain.
It didn’t matter what choices Yeomyeong would put forth; there was no way for him to escape.
“W-what choices…?”
If he couldn’t avoid it, he had to face it. Mustering all the courage he could, he asked.
Instead of answering him, Yeomyeong simply extended both hands forward.
Two tightly clenched fists.
“I have no intention of sharing this world with anyone else.”
“…”
Hearing the exact same words he had written in his notebook, Baonic pressed his lips together.
“…But I’m not some crazy bastard who will kill a useful dog.”
There was no need to ask who the ‘useful dog’ was in this scenario.
Was it insulting? No, only equals, or at least those on similar levels, could exchange insults.
Just like a tiger had no reason to insult a rabbit, the strong didn’t insult the weak.
Because words held no weight in the face of overwhelming violence.
Baonic decided to think positively. If this allowed him to survive, being a useful dog wasn’t the worst thing.
He looked up at Yeomyeong, ready to bark like a dog or even lick his boots if necessary.
“Now, choose.”
“Choose… what?”
“Life or death.”
Yeomyeong unclenched the two fists he had extended.
His left palm was empty, but his right held a single red pill.
“This is…?”
“Your last chance.”
As he extended his empty left hand, he added.
“If you choose the empty hand, I’ll grant you the death you’ve delayed; it will be quick and painless.”
His cold, golden eyes swept over Baonic’s neck. Baonic instinctively lowered his chin to protect his throat.
The bright red handprint on his neck was still throbbing.
“W-what about the right hand?”
“A dog needs a leash, right?”
Yeomyeong didn’t explain any further, as if leaving it to his imagination.
As he stared at the pill, countless possibilities ran through Baonic’s mind.
What on earth was that pill? An elixir? A drug? Poison?
The most likely answer was poison. And it was probably a dormant one.
A vile drug that would turn the person who consumed it into a lifelong slave because unless more of the poison was ingested at regular intervals, the dormant poison within would activate.
Damn it. A dormant poison? And we haven’t even made it past Chapter 2 yet….
Whether his assumption was correct or not, it was a pill he would never take willingly.
However, Baonic had no other choice at the moment.
With trembling hands, he picked the red pill and put it in his mouth in front of Yeomyeong.
And just as he was about to swallow it, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Don’t swallow it, chew on it.”
Was he worried that Baonic may try to hide the pill under his tongue or in his cheek? Or was it just some perverse hobby of his? Baonic didn’t dare ask why.
He just did as Yeomyeong ordered and chewed the pill thoroughly.
The damn pill tasted somewhat familiar, like the strawberry-flavored cold medicine for kids.
This motherfucker…
Although he couldn’t be sure what the pill was, it wasn’t hard to guess who made it.
The Princess of Maggots, who would only appear after Chapter 7.
After all, there was no one else but her, the alchemist with the twisted hobby of adding a strawberry scent to poison.
…Anyway, after chewing and swallowing the entire pill, Baonic looked up at Yeomyeong.
There was no trace of emotion in the golden eyes looking down at him.
No sense of accomplishment from putting a leash on him, not even the slightest hint of perverse pleasure.
So you knew that it would come to this from the start? Damn it.
Baonic averted his gaze, swallowing both his fear and curses rising in his throat, while Yeomyeong remained silent as if he were waiting for the poison to spread throughout Baonic’s body.
A brief silence ensued.
Unable to endure the heavy silence, Baonic was the first to speak.
“Is it… over…?”
He stammered, the taste of the pill lingering on his tongue.
“C-can I… live now…?”
“Baonic.”
“Y-yes…”
“You’ll get the next dose in two months.”
Damn it, it was a dormant poison, after all. Baonic squeezed his eyes shut.
Yeomyeong took a quick glance at Baonic’s expression, then picked up the notebook that had fallen on the ground and said,
“Now, for your first command.”
“…”
“You have two days to write down everything you know about the Academy.”
“W-what… do you mean by everything…?”
“Just what I said. Hidden pieces, key figures, upcoming events, the political scenario within the school… anything you think might be useful.”
“B-but all that is already written in the note… urk!”
As Baonic tried to make an excuse, Yeomyeong pressed his foot against his chest.
“Did I say you could disagree?”
“Cough… I understand… urk, so please… just, p-please… move your foot…”
“And don’t even think about trying to deceive me. If I find any discrepancies between what you give me and what’s in the notebook… you’ll regret not dying today.”
Yeomyeong did not lift his foot from Baonic’s chest immediately. Instead, he waited for some time before taking his time to lift it after Baonic surrendered.
Saliva dribbled from his lips as he coughed and gasped for breath.
Though his entire body was trembling, Baonic didn’t dare raise his head. He looked exactly like a frightened rabbit.
Yeomyeong simply watched him in silence before putting the notebook in his coat and turning away.
Step.
Only on hearing those footsteps fade away did Baonic finally start to calm down.
…I survived. It’s finally over.
Unfortunately, his relief didn’t last long.
Just before he stepped out of the shelter, Yeomyeong turned back and uttered one last thing that dragged Baonic back to a harsh reality.
“See you in the room, roommate.”
* * *
The setting sun cast long shadows over the academy’s dimly lit path.
Yeomyeong took a deep breath as he recalled the chain of events that had just taken place at the shelter earlier.
…Did it work?
On the surface, it seemed like a perfect success.
Baonic, who had taken the drug, was so terrified that he couldn’t even look at him.
He didn’t know how long that fear would last, but at least for the time being, the thought of defying him wouldn’t even cross Baonic’s mind.
I even had to resort to pulling off such a scam now…
Yeomyeong ran his hand over his face as he thought about the scam he had just pulled off.
Kidnapping, threatening, deceiving Baonic… and then making him his dog.
Seti would have scolded him for coming up with another clumsy plan if she learned of this, but he couldn’t think of any other way.
At least… this was the only way to keep Baonic alive while also making good use of him.
The option of becoming friends or companions was out of the question right from the start.
How could he possibly stand on equal footing with a madman who believed that he was one of the creators of this world?
Even if they somehow managed to form such a relationship, would he be able to trust him?
After all, this was the same person who had planned to use the attack during the entrance ceremony to kill the students who would get in his way.
And Baonic’s notes had completely matched reality… Yeomyeong would have killed him without hesitation.
You couldn’t trust the living, but you could trust the dead.
However, paradoxically, it was the imperfections in the notes that made Yeomyeong hesitate—the doubt whether the notes contained the complete truth and the reason why those not recorded in them, those unrelated to ‘fate,’ caught his attention.
…Seti.
It wasn’t just her. Her sisters, Wesley, and even Jeon Yunseong.
All of them were outstanding students, enough to be involved in ‘fate,’ yet none of them appeared in the notes.
What was the reason? Yeomyeong flipped through the notes several times, but even Baonic didn’t seem to know the reason himself.
Only a note at the end of the notebook speculated that they might be ‘protagonists,’ but even that was mere speculation.
…Protagonists.
Yeomyeong felt a strange sense of déjà vu on seeing that word. The Player had also said something similar back then.
[This universe has another protagonist, you know]
…In any case, Yeomyeong decided that it was more beneficial to keep Baonic alive and make use of him.
The problem was how.
Should he pretend that he was from another world and try to befriend him? However, Baonic had no intention of sharing this world.
Simple threats? It would be easier to just kill him.
Magic to enslave someone? He had never learned it.
He reviewed countless other plans, but he was unable to come up with a viable method.
He even considered cutting off his limbs and leaving him with just his head and torso to stay alive.
However, Yeomyeong finally stumbled upon the solution in the corner of Baonic’s notebook.
A dormant poison.
A bizarre poison he had never heard of before.
This unique poison didn’t kill its victim immediately; instead, it lay dormant in their body.
However, its true value lay in that dormancy. If the person didn’t take the poison again within a certain period, the poison would eventually spread throughout their body, making them a slave to the one who administered it.
Ironically, Baonic had planned to use this poison to enslave the ‘Vessel.’
…This is it.
The moment Yeomyeong saw that note, a rough plan on how to use the dormant poison flashed in his mind.
Of course, it was impossible to obtain the real drug. How could he possibly get his hands on such a rare poison in the middle of the academy?
However, what if he used the fact that Baonic knew about this poison, while also exploiting the misunderstanding that Yeomyeong was also someone from another world?
It was a plan worth trying. If it failed, he could always resort to cutting off his limbs.
After ironing out the kinks, Yeomyeong took Baonic to the underground shelter and then hurried to the infirmary, where he found a fake drug that matched the description mentioned in the notebook.
Strawberry-flavored cold medicine.
It was a crude prop that matched the sloppy plan…
However, in the end, the plan worked without a hitch.
Complemented by the atmosphere Yeomyeong had managed to create and Baonic’s own imagination.
The moment Yeomyeong presented the drug without any explanation, Baonic was terrified, and after taking it, not a hint of defiance could be found in him, as if he had resigned himself.
…And yet, Yeomyeong felt no guilt.
He had killed far too many people, and would kill many more, for his heart to be shaken by something like this.
Of course, it wasn’t completely without feeling.
After all, any con artist would feel a sense of exhilaration on seeing their scam succeed.
However, that feeling didn’t last long.
Just as Yeomyeong was thinking that he might have discovered a hidden talent for acting, he stopped in his tracks.
A familiar yet unpleasant voice called out to him.
“Hello, Dung Beetle.”
“…”
“It’s been a while.”
At the end of the path, a face emerged from what had seemed like empty air, half hidden behind a mask.
Next, a blue coat concealing a curvaceous figure became visible, followed by blue high heels stepping onto the ground.
Even after removing the Invisibility Cloak, not a single sound could be heard as the strange woman moved.
“…Blue Rat.”
It was then that the third set of eyes, which was trailing him persistently followed him, was finally revealed.

 
    

  Chapter 92: There Is No Teacher For Fate (3)
* * *
After heading west for about three minutes, away from the path where the first-year main building could be seen, Yeomyeong turned around upon arriving at a forest with no CCTV or streetlights.
“…So, why did you come to the academy?”
There was no trace of friendliness in his voice. To be more precise, he was doing his best to suppress his hostility.
The woman in the blue mask, who had followed him without making a sound, sighed and answered.
“…You’re speaking as if I’m somewhere I’m not supposed to be.”
“Ms. Moryne, I have no intention of engaging in wordplay with you. Did you come to visit your daughter? If so, you’ve taken the wrong path. The girls’ dormitory is on the other side.”
Perhaps because of his unexpectedly sharp attitude, Moryne looked somewhat flustered as she gazed at Yeomyeong.
After a brief silence, she tapped her lips as if realizing something.
“Ah, I see… You are yet to use the key I gave you. Why is that? There shouldn’t be a reason to refuse such a precious Arcane Relic.”
“…”
The Blood Tear Key.
The Arcane Relic Moryne had given him as a token of apology and reconciliation after ranting about the Saintess’ ‘snowfield’ while firing a gun at him.
Yeomyeong was yet to use the key. To be precise, he hadn’t had the chance to use it.
Back in Manchuria, just mastering the Comet Sword was already overwhelming, and he had no time after he arrived at the academy.
Starting with the entrance ceremony to the terror attack, he kept getting caught up in various incidents.
Even in the VIP room, where he briefly had some leisure time, he was partially confined. Hence, he hadn’t been able to use the Blood Tear Key in his dorm room.
Anyway, Yeomyeong had no intention of giving an explanation about these trivial matters.
He simply gave the masked figure facing him a cold response.
“…How I use my belongings is none of your concern.”
The corners of Moryne’s mouth stiffened a bit.
“That’s true, but… I can’t help feeling that it’s somewhat of a shame. You wouldn’t be treating me with such hostility if you had gained the power of the key.”
“…”
“…But at least understand this. I also paid a rather steep price to give you that key.”
Then, the conversation about the key did not continue any further because Yeomyeong, weary of this pointless conversation, turned around.
And just as he was about to leave the forest, Moryne’s voice made him stop in his tracks.
“Dung Beetle… I mean, Cheon Yeomyeong. Do you know that more and more flies will gather around you as your fame keeps increasing?”
“…”
“Our company alone has received hundreds of requests to trace your past. If we count the other places… perhaps thousands or tens of thousands are curious about your past?”
Only then did Yeomyeong stop and turn around once more.
“Of course, you don’t need to worry about it. We have already made sure that everything from your past is wiped clean.”
“…That wasn’t part of our deal.”
An awkward smile appeared on Moryne’s lips.
“It is unrelated to our deal, so could you please just consider it to be a small apology for my mistake, if you will?”
Although he was unable to see the exact expression she was making because of the mask, it wasn’t difficult to understand her intention.
Her cautious tone and anxious gestures.
She was feeling remorse or something similar towards Yeomyeong.
If it was sincere, it was chilling; if it was an act, it would be very repulsive. Yeomyeong furrowed his brows and spoke.
“…Let’s stop with this pointless chatter.”
The hostility he had been suppressing had somewhat faded.
While Moryne sighed in relief, Yeomyeong continued.
“Let’s go back to the first question—for what reason did you come to the academy?”
“… I came as the president of Blue Rat Company. The academy principal personally made a request to my company.”
She certainly stayed longer than she should have for someone who had come here for the sake of work.
Yeomyeong glanced at the sky, watching the sun as it sank beyond the horizon, and asked.
“So, why did you come to find me? Was it to kill two birds with one stone; meet me while taking care of work?”
As soon as his question ended, Moryne answered.
“It’s not about my daughter or the other students… I had something I needed to tell you and Miss Hong Seti.”
How do you know about Seti…? Yeomyeong swallowed the question that was on the tip of his tongue.
It was a pointless question, anyway. Wasn’t the person in front of him a crazy woman who would start shooting at others without any explanation for the sake of her daughter?
It would have been stranger if she didn’t know who her daughter’s only friend was.
“Where should I start from… First of all, are you up to date with the latest happenings at the academy?”
She gradually got closer to Yeomyeong and started her explanation.
“The academy is currently under unprecedented pressure due to the recent terror attack.”
It started with the typical political talk.
“Countries in desperate need of Superhumans, regardless if they are powerful or developing countries, are eager to exert influence over the academy. Meanwhile, instead of mourning the deceased staff, numerous organizations are aiming for the academy’s storage…”
Just when it felt like the explanation was about to go on for a while, Yeomyeong interrupted Moryne.
“…How much longer is this conversation going to continue?”
“We’ve just started… Why? Do you have something urgent you need to attend to?”
Yeomyeong nodded.
“I have an appointment, and it’s about time.”
“…Is it with my daughter?”
Her tone was hopeful, but Yeomyeong firmly shook his head, shattering her expectations.
As Moryne clicked her tongue, Yeomyeong took out his phone and gave it a quick glance.
…Is Seti still not there?
Had things not gone well with the Saintess? Or was she yet to gather her sisters?
She had only sent a single text saying, [I’m now at the dorm] and nothing else after that.
If so, it meant there was still some time until she met her sisters…
Yeomyeong turned his attention back to Moryne and said.
“Just get to the point quickly.”
“This is already the abridged version… But it can’t be helped if you don’t have time.”
Even though she said that, Moryne’s explanation was not as short as expected.
It was because the political situation in the academy was that complicated.
The conflict between the board members and staff backed by external forces.
The blatant pressure from authorities aiming for the academy’s martial arts and magic.
And Principal Himena’s struggle to restore normalcy amid all this chaos.
Only after giving him a background explanation that was neither too long nor too short did Moryne get to the main point.
“The Principal plans to introduce a new educational program to address the external pressure and justification.”
“…Do you think that will be enough to stabilize the situation?”
It was a valid concern.
Regardless of the damage to the students, the terror attack had already left a deep scar on the academy’s reputation.
Implementing anti-terrorism education or other measures at a time like this would be like shutting the barn door after the horse was gone.
However, Moryne shook her head.
“If this was an ordinary school, that criticism might have still been valid. But this is Lord Howe—the most prestigious of the prestigious. Not once in its entire history has it accepted teachers from outside.”
“…”
“And that place is now breaking its tradition by declaring that it will accept teachers from outside. Half of them will be selected by the school, but the other half will be… individuals picked by other countries.”
That basically meant they were giving external forces a chance to intervene, didn’t it?
“Isn’t that a poor decision? If they’re not careful, not only the academy’s traditions but also its autonomy could be lost.”
“That might have been a possibility if it was simply about recruiting teachers.”
Hearing that, Yeomyeong crossed his arms and looked at Moryne as if to say, ‘Explain further.’
She continued.
“In reality, this entire recruitment is just a facade. You could call it a two-faced strategy—essentially a deception by the principal.”
“…Deception?”
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow at the unexpected remark.
“What she is actually doing is secretly gathering powerful individuals, who can easily quell public opinion, at the academy. Famous personalities whose names are widely recognized, reclusive Superhumans, active mercenaries…”
Secretly gathering powerful individuals? Yeomyeong finally understood why the principal had summoned the Blue Rat and stifled a bitter smile.
“…The Blue Rat was tasked to gather information on those powerful individuals. Including ways to attract them.”
Moryne nodded silently in agreement.
Although he expected the story to be complex due to the issues of justification and public opinion, the end result was no different from usual.
If you were weak, they would take advantage of you; if you wished to protect yourself, you needed power—even if that power was something others avoided and considered dirty.
After acknowledging the bitter truths of the world once more, Yeomyeong asked Moryne.
“So, is there someone who might pose a problem for Seti and me among those teachers?”
“You’re quite perceptive. That’s right. And to further elaborate… There is someone among the teachers recommended by one of the other countries who is targeting you and Seti.”
“…Other countries?”
“South Korea.”
The moment the name of his homeland was brought up, Yeomyeong clenched his fist tightly to hide his restlessness.
“It’s also the country that took the lead in piling the pressure on the academy this time.”
Moryne kindly added an explanation. Yeomyeong took a moment to collect himself before speaking.
“…How much do you know about Seti’s relationship with South Korea?”
“Only that the South Korean government did something terrible to her. We were unable to dig any further beyond that.”
Was it a lie, or was it the truth?
He scrutinized Moryne’s face, but the mask concealed all hints.
Should he extract more information from her by force? It wouldn’t be a bad approach, but Yeomyeong decided to be satisfied with this for now.
The information she had provided was sufficiently useful.
If a teacher with connections to the South Korean government was coming, Seti and he could have been in serious trouble if Moryne hadn’t warned him in advance.
I need to lift the ban tonight.
After settling his thoughts, Yeomyeong carefully responded to Moryne.
“…Thank you for the valuable information.”
“Save your thanks for later. I’m not done talking yet.”
Saying this, Moryne extended her hand. In it was a single black feather.
“Among the teachers recruited by the principal… there’s someone who can solve the problems concerning Seti and you.”
It was similar to the crow feathers Yeomyeong had come across frequently during his time as a janitor, but it was a much larger black feather than an ordinary crow’s feather.
“Corvus. The Master of Crows, the Seeker of Crossroads.”
It seemed that she wasn’t as famous as the Holy Sword or Jose. Even Yeomyeong, who had watched many Superhuman documentaries, had never heard of her before.
“Become her apprentice. If you succeed, neither you nor Seti will have to fear the teachers sent by the South Korean government.”
However, the President of a major information guild and the mother of the Saintess had personally vouched for her abilities.
She definitely was no ordinary Superhuman.
“…What kind of person is she?”
“She may not be as renowned as the Holy Sword who has tried to form a connection with you, but she is quite powerful.”
Moryne stated this confidently as she extended the feather.
“She will gladly accept you as her apprentice if you show her this feather. Oh, and you can express your thanks now.”
Yeomyeong accepted the feather carefully. It was a feather imbued with a strange mana.
After glancing at the feather for a moment, Yeomyeong sighed inwardly before bowing to Moryne.
“…Thank you.”
With the awkward thanks, the conversation with Moryne came to an end. Or rather, it should have.
However, the question Yeomyeong asked unintentionally extended the conversation.
“When will the external teachers start arriving at the academy?”
Moryne, lifting her transparent cloak, answered lightly.
“An announcement regarding the principal’s plans should be made tomorrow, so they might arrive the day after tomorrow at the earliest.”
So there’s still some time. As Yeomyeong was about to sigh in relief, Moryne added.
“But if someone has somehow managed to catch wind of the principal’s plans… there might be people arriving at the academy even today.”
Today? Yeomyeong frowned.
“Is it possible that the South Korean government has caught onto those plans…?”
“The chances are fifty-fifty. It’s unlikely that anyone has figured it out because of the secrecy surrounding the place… However, it wouldn’t be surprising if South Korea knows about the plan, considering the amount they spent to pressure the academy.”
Then, Moryne added as if to reassure him.
“There’s no need to worry. Even if the South Korean government knows about it, they can’t cause any trouble at the school. Miss Hong Seti will be fine.”
The moment she said that, Yeomyeong was certain of one thing.
Moryne didn’t know about the ban on Seti.
What if an external teacher arrived today and activated Seti’s ban?
The academy would not be able to protect her.
Yeomyeong frowned while thinking of the worst-case scenario. Then, without delay, he pulled out his phone and tried to call Seti.
The call rang for a while, but it didn’t connect.
[The customer is currently unavailable…]
Yeomyeong folded his phone and bit his lip. Half of him was filled with a sense of foreboding, while the other half believed that nothing would happen.
What should he do?
His deliberation was brief, and his action was swift.
He turned to Moryne, who was about to leave.
“Moryne, may I ask you a favor? It’s important.”
“…A favor? All of a sudden?”
Moryne tilted her head at the unexpected request.
And on hearing the request that followed, a look of astonishment appeared on her face.
“Please lend me your Invisibility Cloak.”
* * *
The northern island of the Academy, on the stairs leading to the rooftop of Queenie Tower, the tallest tower in the Academy.
“Gasp… gasp… Director… p-please… slow down… just a bit…”
Wollard, gasping for breath, clutched the railing of the stairs. How long had he been climbing ? His breathing was utterly ragged.
However, Admissions Director Medga, who had been climbing the stairs ahead of him, didn’t even glance back.
“You don’t have to force yourself to keep up with me. Take a break and follow me at a reasonable pace.”
Wollard stared at Medga’s back as he kept walking with a hollow consolation, before forcing himself to move his legs.
The last thing he wanted to happen was being left alone inside the academy.
…What if I run into Cheon Yeomyeong when I’m all by myself?
He remembered the warning the Saintess had left him with back in Manchuria. More precisely, the last warning she conveyed on Yeomyeong’s behalf.
- You should never cross paths with Yeomyeong again, because he said he will kill you no matter what if he ever sees you.

And by no means did Wollard take that warning lightly.
From what he had observed so far, if Yeomyeong decided to kill someone, he would definitely follow through.
Moreover, he had committed the sin of disturbing Jang Man. If Yeomyeong managed to catch him again, he certainly wouldn’t die peacefully.
Therefore, he was doing his very best to stay out of Yeomyeong’s way.
Even when he carried out the President’s orders to clean up Yeomyeong’s past and when he bribed the reporters in Manchuria, he was cautious—extremely cautious…
However, he was now tangled up at the academy.
I only came because I was only supposed to go to the port for this mission… Damn.
Of course, it was not like any student would come to the northern island while it was being restored, but there was always a possibility.
And Wollard had no intention of gambling with his life. Hence, he didn’t want to be separated from Medga, his lifeline.
In any case, he finally managed to drag his creaking body to the rooftop with much difficulty.
Only after reaching the vast rooftop was he finally able to breathe a sigh of relief.
On the rooftop was the very person (?) he and Admission Director Megdna had been searching for.
Under the dark sky was a massive crow with glimmering black feathers.
“Corvus…”
Wollard sighed in relief and walked towards her.
Meanwhile, Medga, who had already arrived next to Corvus, spoke up.
“Esteemed Guest, what are you doing up here?”
Medga’s voice did not sound pleasant in the slightest. He had wasted the entire day chasing after this crow, from the port to the northern island.
The crow, however, showed no sign of paying attention to his words.
She glanced over the academy’s landscape below before answering.
“I’m choosing an apprentice.”
“…Choosing an apprentice? What are you talking about?”
“Please ask Principal Himena for details.”
The next moment, the crow, who had been glancing around in various directions, seemed to have come across something interesting and stopped.
“Oh.”
A short exclamation left her lips.
Medga reflexively looked in the same direction, but he was unable to see anything remarkable.
The crow was looking towards the island across the sea, where the first-year students were.
Was she able to see the students from this distance?
Just as Medga’s eyebrows began to furrow, the crow pecked her beak and spoke.
“It seems that the academy has become quite open-minded these days.”
“O-open-minded? What do you mean?”
“A male student is heading towards the girls’ dormitory at this hour. Has the academy rule changed?”
A male student… heading towards the girls’ dormitory? Medga’s expression hardened.
“…Who exactly are you looking at?”
“How am I supposed to know their name? It’s a fairly handsome male student. Hmm, it feels like I’ve seen him somewhere before….”
Was this a joke? Or was she serious? As Medga felt confused, the crow stretched her head forward and said.
“Oh, he just climbed over the dormitory wall!”
Medga furrowed his brow even more and pulled out his phone.
Even if this was a joke, he had no choice but to respond.
Amidst the chaos caused by the terrorism, a male student was sneaking into the girls’ dormitory?
It was obvious how the media would react. Medga quickly dialed the phone of the dormitory head of the girls’ dormitory.
“…Esteemed Guest, could you describe the male student you are currently observing?”
“Of course. Let’s see; he has a neat haircut and is only wearing the school uniform… and…”
“…And?”
“Oh, he just disappeared.”
“…?”
Medga, who was focused on her words, was completely dumbfounded, and his hand holding the phone began to tremble.
The crow, of course, still kept jabbering about her own thoughts.
“Could it be, invisibility magic?”
Medga was now sure that this crow was mocking him.
Invisibility, she said? That was not a spell someone at a student level could use.
“Gasp… Gasp… Lady Corvus… please, wait a moment, let’s talk….”
In the meantime, Wollard, who had arrived, spoke up.
“T-The Blue Rat’s… message….”
Paying no attention to what he was mumbling while on the brink of exhaustion, the crow spread her wings without looking back.
“That fellow seems to be good.”
“W-wait a moment!”
Realizing what she was about to do, Medga reached out, but the crow was quicker and leaped over the railing.
Flapping her giant wings, the crow’s massive body soared across the night sky, scattering black feathers as she headed straight towards the first-year girls’ dormitory, which she had been observing.
On the rooftop the crow had just left, only the flustered Medga and the pitifully gasping Wollard remained.
Looking up at the night sky where Corvus had departed, Wollard muttered one last bleak remark.
“…What the hell.”

 
    

  Chapter 93: There Is No Teacher For Fate (4)
* * *
The Invisibility Cloak wasn’t just some piece of fabric enchanted with an invisibility spell.
It was a top-tier magic item that, when worn, concealed not only the wearer’s body but also their scent, presence, and even their mana.
And Moryne had generously lent that item to Yeomyeong.
No strings attached, just a simple request to return it ‘together’ with her daughter.
It was an awkward demand for Yeomyeong to fulfill, but he didn’t have the luxury of negotiating with Moryne.
- I will definitely return it.
With that brief assurance, Yeomyeong accepted the cloak and immediately headed for the girls’ dormitory.
Avoiding the main path, he ran through the bushes, in case someone recognized his face.
It took him almost no time to reach the girls’ dormitory, not at the main entrance but before the backyard wall.
Without any hesitation, he channeled his strength into his legs, took a deep breath and easily vaulted over the wall.
Thud.
With a landing so silent that even the wind couldn’t detect it, Yeomyeong set foot in the backyard of the dormitory.
Thanks to the cover of night, he remained hidden.
He quickly scanned his surroundings just in case, before taking out the Invisibility Cloak and took another deep breath.
Speak of the devil…
It had only been half a day since Seti had clearly warned him to never come to the girls’ dormitory, and here he was, about to break in.
That was as far as his thoughts went. Yeomyeong immediately put on the Invisibility Cloak.
Contrary to his expectations, his vision wasn’t overly obstructed. It felt like he was looking through a semi-transparent veil.
The cloak clung tightly to his body with the help of mana, so he didn’t have to worry about it slipping off.
After all, hadn’t the Saintess ridden a motorcycle while wearing the cloak?
Getting used to the Invisibility Cloak quickly, Yeomyeong climbed into the dormitory through an open window.
The interior of the first-year girls’ dormitory wasn’t that different from the boys’ dormitory.
A spacious lobby on the first floor, a central staircase, the positioning of the lights and hallways, even the lingering scent was similar—A sweet and greasy smell, like snacks.
It was nothing like the elegant and strict girls’ dormitory he had seen in the youth dramas, but Yeomyeong wasn’t disappointed.
To be precise, he didn’t have time to be disappointed.
As he climbed the stairs while avoiding the female students passing through the first-floor lobby, he suddenly realized something he hadn’t considered in his haste to get here.
...Where is Seti’s room?
He reflexively attempted to spread his mana to locate Seti, but quickly restrained himself.
No matter how great the Invisibility Cloak was, it wouldn’t be able to hide the mana he emitted directly.
Faced with this unexpected problem, Yeomyeong furrowed his brow. What should he do? Wait in the lobby? Or…
His deliberation was brief, but his sigh was long.
He decided to walk deeper into the dormitory with no particular plan in mind.
He figured that if he wandered around for long enough, he might stumble upon a hint or clue.
And just as he thought, as soon as he climbed the central staircase, he found a clue that would lead him to Seti’s room.
A blonde girl sitting in a chair in the hallway, reading a book titled ‘What Is To Be Done?’1
Miridith, the elven princess who was attending the academy while hiding her identity… and Seti’s roommate.
Yeomyeong approached her discreetly.
Then he tapped the chair she was sitting on.
Knock, knock.
As Miridith lifted her head a bit, Yeomyeong called her name in a voice soft enough to not startle her.
“Soe Miri.”
“Uh… Is that voice… Yeomyeong?”
Soe Miri reached out in the direction of the voice.
Grabbing Yeomyeong’s solid arm under the Invisibility Cloak, Soe Miri murmured in surprise.
“…You also know how to use invisibility magic?”
“This isn’t magic, it’s a magic item… anyway, that’s not important right now. Can you do me a quick favor?”
A favor? Only then did she check her surroundings to see if anyone else was around before answering Yeomyeong in a quiet voice.
“…What sort of favor?”
“Can you… take me to your dorm room?”
As soon as Yeomyeong made his request, Soe Miri jerked her head back.
Not sure what misunderstanding she had, her face turned reddish.
“W-What are you saying?! D-Did you perhaps come to the girls’ dormitory for… !”
Just when it seemed like her misunderstanding would get worse, Yeomyeong grabbed her shoulder and cut her off.
“I came to see Seti.”
“…What?”
“I mean, the reason I’m in this dormitory is to meet your roommate, Hong Seti.”
“…”
“There’s some urgent information I need to convey to her. So… could you guide me to her room? Please.”
Realizing her misunderstanding, Soe Miri finally shut her mouth.
“Ahem… Y-You should have just said that from the start!”
After a brief silence, she cleared her throat and stood up.
“…Please follow me.”
She quickly turned around and began walking.
Her face had gotten even redder than before as she led the way to the room.
* * *
Whenever Seti felt distressed, she would often practice martial arts to distract herself. Swinging the heavy War Hammer and sweating out her frustrations always helped clear the emotions weighing on her heart.
Unfortunately for her, there were no unoccupied spots in the training room today.
Without a place to clear her mind, Seti decided to use a different method to calm herself.
She first decided to give meditation a try.
Sitting quietly on her bed with her eyes shut tight and breathing deeply, but… it had no effect.
The more she tried to clear her thoughts while meditating, the more the appearance of the Saintess she had seen earlier came to mind.
- No, it’s not that, um… it’s… I-I… towards Yeomyeong…
Her trembling voice, long streaks of tears, flushed cheeks, and the overwhelming emotion flowing over all of it.
- *I-It seems like I think of him… in a special way.*
It seemed that the Saintess herself was still unsure about the emotions she was experiencing.
After all, the Saintess had spent most of her life confined in a sterile temple. It was only natural that she would have some difficulty understanding her own emotions.
If only she had read a romance novel, she might have realized what she was experiencing…
…tsk.
Realizing where her thoughts were about to lead her, Seti stopped meditating.
She was already aware that Yeomyeong and the Saintess had grown close during their time in Manchuria.
Given that these two, a handsome young man and a beautiful woman of similar age, had endured all those hardships together, it was no surprise that something like this would happen…
Yet, knowing something and accepting it were completely different matters.
Seti, you fool. Get a grip. Are you going to keep behaving like this?
In any case, Seti kept trying different methods like reading and stretching to calm herself.
She was doing her best to calm herself, but, like meditation, none of it helped.
She was unable to retain anything from the book, and stretching only increased her frustration.
It wasn’t until the sky outside grew dark that she realized she had wasted an entire day.
Ha! Seriously.
Letting out a sigh of resignation, Seti suddenly remembered the promise she had made to Yeomyeong.
Introducing her sisters and lifting the ban on everyone.
…I must have lost my mind.
How could she have forgotten such an important appointment? So what about the Saintess?
She fumbled while trying to take her phone out of her pocket.
Who should I contact first? Siri? Yeomyeong?
Unfortunately, her dilemma was meaningless.
Her phone was in a terrible state.
The screen was completely smashed, probably due to the recoil when Yeomyeong blocked her Flying Kick technique earlier.
Sigh. Nothing seems to be going my way today.
With a sigh, Seti got up from her seat.
At this point, she was thinking about borrowing a phone from one of her sisters to call Yeomyeong.
And just as she was about to open the door with that thought in mind…
Creak.
The door opened, and a blonde girl entered the room.
Seti’s roommate, Soe Miri, stepped inside the room. Rejoicing internally, Seti immediately spoke up.
“Hey, Soe Miri, may I borrow your phone?”
Soe Miri, who had been waiting with the door ajar, replied awkwardly.
“Ah… I’m sorry, I don’t use a phone.”
Although it might have seemed unusual for a modern person to not use one, it wasn’t surprising in the case of Soe Miri, who was always a bit odd.
Seti told her that it was no problem and decided to go find her sisters as originally planned.
As she tried to leave through the door, something invisible blocked her way.
…?
Seti frowned and took a step back.
While Soe Miri had a strange expression as she looked at her, Seti began gathering her mana to restrain the opponent.
She intended to throw the person out of the room, like she did earlier, but the sensation she felt was unfamiliar.
Instead of the soft, smooth skin of the Saintess, she felt something solid.
“Could it be…?”
Seti let go of her grip and slowly removed the Invisibility Cloak.
The moment she saw the golden eyes looking at her, she shut her eyes tightly and smacked her palm against her forehead.
“Where the hell did you get this cloak from… No, wait. Didn’t I clearly warn you earlier? If you get caught here, it won’t end with just an expulsion!
“…Something urgent came up.”
How urgent could it be?! What if he gets expelled? Then our plan will…
Seti stifled the words rising up her throat.
Because the Yeomyeong she knew would never do something like this for trivial reasons.
“…What’s the matter?”
“Korea.”
A single word.
However, that one word carried a weight that even a thousand explanations would be unable to convey.
“What…? When?”
“It could be tomorrow or today. I don’t know the exact time.”
“Then….”
“The ban must be lifted. Today, immediately”
Ah, Seti was sure that she now had a similar expression to the one the Saintess made earlier.
However, unlike the Saintess, she was aware of how embarrassing that expression was, so she lowered her head and replied.
“…Thank you.”
“You can thank me later. We need to find your sisters first.”
“…Okay.”
Everyone in the room began to move as soon as their conversation came to an end.
Yeomyeong put the cloak back on, Seti grabbed a small War Hammer, and they opened the door.
And…
“Let’s go!”
Soe Miri followed them with a large wand embedded with a green gemstone.
“Uh… Miri?”
“Yes?”
“Why are you…?”
Seeing Seti’s bewildered expression, Soe Miri tilted her head.
“Isn’t Dung Beetle-ssi going to fight the South Korean government? It’s a given that I should help as well.”
Did she overhear their conversation? But they spoke so softly. Was she an elf or something… No, more importantly…
“…Yeomyeong, care to give me an explanation?”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
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	1. What Is to Be Done? is an 1863 novel written by the Russian philosopher, journalist, and literary critic Nikolay Chernyshevsky, written in response to Fathers and Sons (1862) by Ivan Turgenev. The chief character is Vera Pavlovna, a woman who escapes the control of her family and an arranged marriage to seek economic independence.


   

  Chapter 94: There Is No Teacher For Fate (5)
* * *
In the newest building at the heart of the northern island of the academy, in the VIP room on the top floor, a middle-aged man, Director Nikolay, was staring out the window.
The nighttime view of the academy, reflected in his drunken eyes, was different from usual.
Gone was the beautiful scenery; heavy machinery and workers tirelessly engaged in repair work had taken its place.
It was an unseemly sight for the academy.
At least, that was how Nikolay saw it.
Damn it.
His scowl grew deeper as he thought about this.
All of this was caused by the traditionalists led by the Principal.
Fools who were unable to realize that the times were changing, clinging to the founder’s will and traditions while keeping the academy’s doors locked.
What worth did mere traditions possess in an era that transcended the global age and even spanned dimensions?
Was it that hard to share their technology with the powerful nations and admit a few high-ranking families through the back door?
Were they even aware how immense the benefits and influence that came with it were?!
Other prestigious schools were already doing it…
–Ding dong.
The doorbell interrupted Nikolay’s train of thought. He turned away from the view and checked the intercom.
“What is it? What’s going on?”
On the intercom was the building manager, looking flustered.
- Director, um… you have a guest.
“A guest? Didn’t I tell you that I won’t be accepting any visitors!?”
Nikolay hit the intercom as he responded angrily.
- No, um, well, the thing is…
The terrified manager would have hung up immediately any other day, but this time, his lips were sealed tight, glancing around nervously.
He wasn’t concerned about the Director on the other side of the intercom but for the person standing beside him.
“This bastard….”
Even a lowly bastard like you dares to ignore me now? Just as Nikolay was about to explode with rage.
The unexpected visitor peeked through the intercom.
- *It’s me, Nikolay.*
An elderly Asian man with intense eyes appeared on the screen. Seeing his face, Nikolay’s jaw dropped.
“…Minister Kim Kwanhyung?”
- Can you spare me a moment?
Nikolay didn’t dare to refuse him.
He hurriedly began making preparations to greet the guest, adjusting his clothes as he opened the door using the intercom button.
By the time he finished tossing the scattered liquor bottles and trash into the trash can…
Creak.
The door to the VIP room opened, and two Asians stepped inside.
An elderly man in an elegant suit and a man with a buzz-cut head, who obviously looked like a bodyguard.
“Minister Kim, what brings you to this humble place… I would have hosted you in a better place if you had contacted me in advance.”
Nikolay bowed and welcomed the elderly man. The minister returned the greeting with a friendly smile and patted his shoulder.
“No need to bother with such formalities for an old man like me. The truly valuable ones are people like you, who are contributing to humanity’s future.”
After the ceremonial greetings, the two sat at an elegant table, facing each other.
“Um… Minister, what brings you…?”
Before Nikolay could even complete his sentence, the elderly man known as Minister Kim Kwanhyung interrupted.
“Director Nikolay, I’ll get straight to the point. What do you think about partnering up with us for some work?”
“…”
Us?
Nikolay immediately realized that the ‘us’ the elderly man in front of him was speaking about was no minor force.
He was a minister from South Korea, one of the leading external forces pressuring the academy to make its technology accessible.
“What do you… want from me?”
“It’s not something difficult. I find the Principal’s plan quite troublesome. It would be really helpful if you could assist us with some matters.”
The Principal’s plan? Nikolay wanted to ask to elaborate but swallowed his question.
Pretending to know what he actually didn’t—That was the politician way he was familiar with.
“May I ask what exactly do you need me to do?”
“It would be great if you could grant permission for our people to visit the academy.”
“…Is that all?”
Director Nikolay blinked in surprise. Permission to visit the academy?
Why would they approach him for such a simple request?
Even though the standards for issuing permits had become stricter due to terrorist attacks, there wouldn’t be any problems with a visit as long as the identity was clear…
“Is the person who needs the permit… a dangerous individual?”
Hearing Nikolay’s hesitant question, the elderly man smiled and replied.
“A dangerous individual, you say? It’s nothing like that. This person is a highly skilled teacher recognized by Korea.”
“…Then, what do you mean by that?”
The minister did not give him an answer immediately, instead, he licked his dry lips while building the suspense.
As Nikolay exhaled cautiously and the bodyguard’s cold eyes swept over the two, the minister spoke again.
“She’s already at the academy.”
“What…?”
“Those damn frozen rats. It took us longer to figure out the Principal’s plan because of them. The Principal’s plan was unexpected, and… we were in a hurry as well.”
In a hurry? Could it be…?
“Are you asking me to make it look like I was the one who invited the unauthorized intruder to the academy?”
“Oh, unauthorized intruder, you say? If you put it that way, it makes things more difficult for me.”
“…”
“Being a former soldier, you should understand, right? We often act before making a report in times of crisis. Can you see it from that perspective?”
Nikolay could not hide his shock.
Regardless of his reaction, the minister took a small vial from his pocket and handed it to him.
The vial was filled with a shimmering liquid, unmistakably a potion.
And there was only one potion with such a glow…
“…Awakening Potion?”
A potion that has a 20% chance of turning people, even someone with no talent at all, into a mana user—specifically, a Mage.
Nikolay’s eyes gleamed with greed as he gazed at the potion.
“…We also have something important at stake. You know about those sisters, right”
Nikolay immediately understood who the minister was referring to.
Outstanding talents who failed to become the top representative, but were in the top three in martial arts, magic, and divinity, respectively.
And Oh Siri especially, who held the second rank in magic, was an exceptional talent that even Professor Kadan, the Head of the Magic Department, had his eyes on.
…Was the Principal’s plan somehow related to these girls?
While Nikolay’s mind was racing, the minister continued in a subtle voice.
“…I also heard that your son recently failed at the Moscow Superhuman Training Institute?”
“That is…”
“Moscow is really harsh, right? Just because your son’s mana response was a little delayed, they disqualified a talented individual like him.”
The minister’s voice slipped into Nikolay’s ears like the whispers of a devil.
“If this matter is resolved well, this item will be yours.”
Nikolay could no longer refuse the offer.
* * *
The 6th floor of the first-year girls’ dormitory at Lord Howe Academy.
As expected of the floor where research labs for Mage Apprentices were located, the 6th floor was in complete chaos.
- If I add the Toulen formula here… Damn it… why?! Why isn’t it working?!
- With positive and negative charges! Respond to my call—kyack!
Students who had gone mad while struggling with magic formulas, and idiots who accidentally struck themselves with lightning while practicing offensive magic.
- Hey, you crazy bitches! Cut it out!
- Do you think you’re the only ones in the dorm?
- For crying out loud, just go to the training room like those martial arts department kids!
Even when the priests-in-training from the 5th-floor temple screamed in frustration, it only quieted down briefly.
It didn’t take long for the Magic Department students to go back to their chaotic antics.
And as always, it was the priests-in-training who waved the white flag first.
These past few days had already taught them; these crazy mages would stop until it was time for bed
Thus, the priests-in-training either fled to the third floor below, where the noise was less, or, thinking of it as a trial, covered their ears and focused on their prayers.
To an outsider, this might have looked like a typical scene from a Superhuman academy dormitory…
But Siri, sitting in the central lobby of the 6th floor, thought otherwise.
…They’re acting like morons.
From her perspective, the recent terror attack on the academy was the reason for all this chaos.
To be more precise, it was because of the first-year students who helped thwart the attack.
Among the students who fought on the front lines, only one of them was a Mage.
This seemed rather pathetic when compared to the four martial arts Superhumans.
From the priests-in-training, only the Saintess stepped forward, but she was far from an ordinary priest-in-training.
And even if they didn’t participate in combat, the priests-in-training did their part by assisting with healing.
So, what about the Magic Department? Aside from Soe Miri, who fought on the front lines, the others were nothing more than dead weight.
They had plenty of excuses—no staff, no wand, no memorized spells…
However, no matter what excuse they made, it didn’t change the fact that they had remained as mere bystanders, watching their peers from the rear.
Hence, the Magic Department students were now behaving like fools to shake off the sense of powerlessness they had felt then.
Even the Magic Department’s freshman representative, ‘The Vessel,’ was so engrossed in her research that she hadn’t even left her room—
Huh?
As Siri was lost in her thoughts, she noticed someone coming up the central staircase.
A student with black hair and a small War Hammer, someone Siri was very familiar with.
“…Seti-unnie?”
Why was she on the 6th floor, instead of the 5th-floor temple?
Siri immediately got up from her seat and ran over to her sister. Seti let out something like a sigh of relief on seeing her.
“…Siri.”
However, for some reason, her sister’s expression seemed unusual.
“What’s wrong, Unnie?”
“Do you have your phone with you right now?”
“…Huh? My phone? Of course, I do.”
Why did she look so serious? Wasn’t it just about borrowing her phone? Did she happen to break hers again?
Just as Siri pulled her phone out of her school uniform pocket with a smile, her older sister spoke.
“Contact our third and youngest sisters, and tell them to come to the rooftop as soon as possible.”
Her voice sounded urgent and was filled with concern.
Siri finally realized that her sister wasn’t joking.
“…To the rooftop? What’s going on?”
“I’ll explain everything once we get there. Contact them first.”
Although Siri looked puzzled, she followed her sister’s instructions and contacted their siblings.
[A million flowers, millions of flowers, millions of flowers…]1
The unsophisticated caller tune2 played, and soon, a familiar voice could be heard over the phone.
- *Hey, you gal, what’s up, calling me at this hour?*
“I have a message from our second sister. She asked us to come to the rooftop as fast as you can.”
- Unnie said that? Ugh, I’m literally naked right now.
Hesitating on whether to respond to the joke, Siri snuck a quick glance at her older sister.
Seti still looked serious.
“…Stop joking around and get up there fast! Oh, and is the youngest with you?”
- *Yeah, but does the youngest need to come too?*
“Yes, bring her too! ASAP, got it?”
- *Tsk, you’re going to blow my eardrums. If this is some sort of prank, you’re dead meat...*
Siri quickly hung up the phone and turned to her older sister, Seti, for an explanation.
But instead of explaining, Seti gestured for her to follow as she began climbing the stairs.
It was Siri who broke the silence first.
“Unnie, why are you acting like this?”
“…We’re going to break the ban tonight.”
Siri stared at her sister, thinking she must have misheard.
She was completely serious, not even the hint of a smile on her face. It was something she hadn’t seen since Superhuman Olympia.
“How? And more importantly, why now?”
“I’ll explain everything once everyone has gathered.”
Siri wanted to press on but decided to remain silent and follow Seti to the rooftop.
With only two floors left to climb, they reached the rooftop in almost no time.
Strangely enough, the rooftop door, which should have been locked, was wide open as if some unlocking spell had been used.
Anyway, the first thing Siri saw when she opened the door was…
“…Unnie, why is that person here?”
The one who answered was not Seti but someone else.
“It’s been a while, Siri.”
A man with shining golden eyes stood under the dim rooftop light.
“I-Is this illusion magic? Why is Yeomyeong-oppa in the girls’ dormitory?”
Siri blinked and rubbed her eyes.
However, no matter how many times she rubbed them, Yeomyeong was still there, standing in the middle of the rooftop, gazing at her and Seti.
…He wasn’t a fake?
Siri immediately turned towards her sister.
“…Unnie, are you out of your mind?”
“…”
“How could you bring a guy into the dorm? Are you trying to get us both expelled…!”
Just as her voice was about to rise further, someone covered her mouth from behind.
Who dared? Turning her head, Siri saw yet another familiar face.
“…Unnie’s roommate with the unusual name.”
Soe Miri, the beautiful blonde girl with her hair tied to the side, the only one from the Magic Department who stepped up during the terror attack.
What was she doing here?
“…Isn’t it a bit ironic for you sisters to say things like that?”
Yeomyeong tried to lighten the mood with a joke, but Siri wasn’t in the mood for jokes.
She pushed away Soe Miri’s hand covering her mouth, and asked.
“It doesn’t matter who—just tell me what’s going on already.”
However, the answer was the same as before.
“…I’ll explain when all the sisters have gathered. Just wait a little longer.”
Hearing her sister’s cold response, Siri let out a hollow laugh but said nothing more.
In spite of everything, she trusted her sister—trusted that she wouldn’t do anything to harm them.
In the end, Siri stood by the rooftop entrance, silently watching Soe Miri, her older sister, and Yeomyeong prepare something.
Soe Miri drew a magic circle—likely to block out sound and light—with her wand, which was embedded with a green gemstone.
Her sister followed Soe Miri, pouring mana into the magic circle.
However, the one who stood out the most was Yeomyeong.
He pulled out something golden from his pocket and stood in the center of the magic circle, gathering mana.
She didn’t know what was happening, but she could tell that something serious was about to go down.
Siri waited in silence for the ritual or preparation to come to an end.
Just as two distinct footsteps, undoubtedly her sisters’, echoed from the stairway below…
—Ring
Siri’s phone buzzed.
Everyone on the rooftop turned their gaze toward her, but Siri casually checked the caller ID.
And the next moment, her face turned pale.
“Uh… Unnie.”
“What’s wrong all of a sudden, Siri?”
“I-it’s that bitch… i-it’s that bitch’s number.”
“…What?”
That bitch. Her sister immediately rushed over and snatched the phone from her hand upon hearing those two words.
And when she saw the name displayed on the phone, Seti’s expression turned completely serious.
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	1. Lyrics from Million Roses, a 1997 song by Shim Soobong.
	2. A sound or music that is played when you make a phone call to someone. It's a kind of service provided by a carrier.


   

  Chapter 95: There Is No Teacher For Fate (6)
* * *
A long time ago, though it felt like it was just yesterday, the sheep had to obey the shepherds and ranch owners.
Trapped in the ranch, they tried their best to grow the desired wool.
If they were told to fight other livestock, they fought. If they were told to endure pain, they endured. And if they were told to swallow their screams, they swallowed them.
- *Why! Why can't you do it?!*


	Do you know how much flesh and blood was consumed to create you all?!


Was it because of that so-called patriotism?
- This is your last chance. I'll give you three seconds.
- Complete the blessing. The Saintess managed to do it in just one second!
- If you fail again…
Was it because they were afraid of those whips?
- Specimen 112 has been disposed of. It’s your fault.
- Specimen 31 has been disposed of. It’s your fault.
- It is all your fault.
Or did they succumb to torture?
No, it was nothing like that. The reason the sheep obeyed the shepherds wasn’t something grand.
It was just because the sheep didn’t know what freedom was.
They didn’t know about the leash around their necks, nor the things the shepherds could do with it…
Hence, they obeyed.
And so, they lost.
- There are five of them. Losing one wouldn’t be…
One day, when the ranch owner was disappointed in the sheep…
The shepherds dragged a white sheep away, and it never returned.
Only after they lost a precious member of their family did the sheep grow angry.
For the first time in their lives, they rebelled against the shepherds. Then they raged, before finally falling into despair.
The leash around their necks granted them no freedom.
- Foolish things, did you really think we wouldn’t have any safety measures in place?
Only after experiencing the excruciating pain from the leash did the sheep start to smell the stench rising from it.
Blood, tears, and rotten flesh.
The Black Sheep, who was the most fierce when ramming into the shepherds, couldn’t bear the stench.
Hiding in a corner of the ranch, out of the shepherds’ sight, she hung herself with the leash.
Self-abandonment, suicide, freedom.
Death came for the Black Sheep, but in the end, she was unable to die.
It was because she realized the leash wasn’t just hers alone.
The sheep’s leashes were all connected to each other. Tightly and cleverly.
The moment one sheep hung itself, the others would also suffer along with it.
The Black Sheep realized that this was the final safety measure hidden by the ranch owner, and she understood that she would never be able to break it.
- You must never forget; the reason why you were born.
- For the country, for the nation.
- Obey.
The sheep became obedient once again. No, she submitted.
In a ranch where even death would not bring liberation, they could only bow their heads, holding each other’s lives as hostages.
But not everything returned to how it was before.
The sheep did not forget what the shepherds had done to them, the cruelty of the ranch owner, the stench of the leash, and…
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The number of the shepherd who took away the White Sheep.
* * *
Just as Seti was about to press the ‘answer’ button with trembling hands, Yeomyeong approached her silently and snatched the phone from her hand.
“W-wait….”
By the time a startled Seti looked up at him, Yeomyeong’s grip around the phone had already tightened.
Crunch.
The phone shattered, with pieces of plastic and fragments of the screen spilling from between his fingers.
“You can deal with that after we finish this.”
Yeomyeong said this while locking eyes with Seti. His golden eyes glinted with firm resolve.
“Don’t forget… the reason I came all the way here… It doesn’t matter what comes after you here, it’s not too late.”
Seti’s eyes trembled.
It was because the memory of her scolding him for sneaking into the girls’ dormitory resurfaced in her mind.
But the one who needed reprimanding was herself.
She hadn’t been thorough enough. She had been careless and ended up wasting too much time.
If Yeomyeong snuck into the girls’ dormitory, she and her sisters…
She pushed the gloomy thoughts to the back of her mind. Now was not the time to dwell over ‘what ifs.’
Yeomyeong was here for her and her sisters’ sake.
Realizing the immense risk he had taken, Seti bit her lip and lowered her head.
Yeomyeong patted her on the shoulder and said,
“It’s alright. Everything is going to be fine. So, raise your head.”
“…Okay.”
Just as the tense atmosphere began to relax, Siri, who had been watching the whole scene unfold, sighed sullenly.
“That was my phone…”
Oops. Yeomyeong gave her an apologetic look.
Seeing that face, which seemed to feign composure, even Siri felt her tension dissipate.
Of course, it was just a feeling.
Though her expression had softened, her hands were still trembling.
“…Unnie, I think you’ll have a lot of trouble in the future.”
“What?”
“That oppa, I bet he’s going to turn into a total womanizer.”
“…”
While Siri kept making lighthearted remarks to mask her anxiety, the sound of footsteps from beyond the rooftop door kept getting closer.
It had to be the two remaining sisters they’d been waiting for.
Just as Seti sighed in relief, the footsteps stopped right outside the door.
“…Seti Unnie? Siri?”
A husky voice reminiscent of a rock singer was heard from the other side.
A voice so familiar that Seti opened the rooftop door immediately.
* * *
“Unnie, what’s going on at this hour…?”
The first to step onto the rooftop was a girl as tall as Yeomyeong, with an impressive unkempt blue short haircut.
“…A guy? What the fu—!”
Just as the soft blue of her eyes, contrasting with Seti’s, caught the sight of Yeomyeong, a voice filled with bewilderment intervened.
Seti spoke up.
“Neti, you already know him, right? He’s the transfer student who fought alongside me at the shelter, Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“Uh… huh?”
“Yeomyeong, this is Neti. Park Neti. Our third sister.”
…Park Neti?
It was a name that surpassed Yeomyeong’s expectations, but he was already seasoned (?) to various strange names. Therefore, he just extended a hand to her as casually as possible.
“Nice to meet you, Neti. I’m your sister’s friend, Cheon Yeomyeong. You can call me Yeomyeong.”
Somewhat startled, Neti took his hand and shook it. Her hand was as calloused as Seti’s.
“Oh, you’re my sister’s friend. Um… it’s nice to meet you. Y-you can call me Neti as well.”
Just as the brief introduction came to an end and Neti was about to ask more, another girl peeked from behind her.
“…Just a friend? Or is it this?”
The girl wiggled her pinky finger. Her atmosphere was completely different compared to the other sisters.
Could he say that she was like a sculpture carved from melted jade?
Not only did her slightly droopy eyes have a hint of green in them, but even her hair, tied to the side, displayed a soft shade of green.
While this was a common trait among all the sisters, her eye and hair colors were something no ordinary Earthian could have.
Knowing the secret behind their birth, Yeomyeong forced a wry smile as he replied to her.
“Just a friend.”
The green-haired girl’s eyebrows shot up, perhaps displeased with his answer.
“Just a friend? And yet you came all the way to the girls’ dormitory? Oh, is this perhaps the start of something more…?”
Before she could complete her sentence, Seti intervened again.
“Yeomyeong, this is Sis. Lee Sis1. Our youngest sister.”
“…”
“…Relax your face. It’s obvious that you’re thinking about their names.”
Yeomyeong averted his gaze without a word.
While the green-haired girl called Sis was staring at them with interest, Siri spoke up.
“Unnie, I think we’re done with introductions, right? Now that we’re all here, explain.”
The sisters’ gazes turned to Siri.
“Why did you gather us at this hour? It’s not just to introduce this oppa?”
This time, everyone’s eyes shifted to Seti. After clearing her throat, Seti finally spoke.
“…Today, we will break the ban placed on our minds.”
The reaction that followed wasn’t what Yeomyeong had expected.
Instead of joy or surprise, dry laughter followed.
Only Siri, who more or less knew about the relationship between Seti and Yeomyeong, narrowed her eyes and observed the situation in silence.
“Geez, I was wondering what you were talking about… Have you been drinking, Unnie?”
“You should know that it’s impossible to break the ban. We’ve already made several attempts.”
Neti and Sis, the two sisters, spoke to Seti in sharp voices.
“Girls, wait a minute….”
Seti tried to give them an explanation, but the sisters didn’t give her a chance.
“And we almost died last time, didn’t we?! The experts who were helping us break the ban were killed by the government!”
“Unnie, even if you try to break the leash, the shepherds will notice it immediately.”
“…”
“Unnie! I know it’s frustrating, but we just need to hold on a little longer. It hasn’t even been six months since we entered the academy. We just need to find the Staff of Purification before we graduate.”
“We’ve already decided whose leash to break with the Staff of Purification. Unnie, as long as we can be free, it’s okay even if the rest of us die….”
The voices of the two sisters kept getting more intense, and just when Yeomyeong was wondering if he should step in, Seti raised her hand and gave the two, no, all three of her younger siblings a light smack on the forehead, one after the other.
“…Why me? I didn’t even say anything!”
Siri, who had kept her mouth shut all this time, protested as she held her forehead, but Seti, with a serious expression, met each of her sisters’ gazes.
“Neti, we don’t have time until graduation. That bitch is already at the academy.”
“…”
“Sis, stop with the negativity. Do you really think I wouldn’t have thought of that? And Siri, you…”
“…Me?”
Seti looked at Siri for a moment, biting her lips, before quickly turning her head towards Yeomyeong.
“…Yeomyeong, when can we start?”
“We can start right away. The magic circle Miri drew has been ready for a while.”
Yeomyeong gave her a soft smile as he pulled out the Golden Seal.
The moment the sisters saw the golden, rectangular magic item glinting, question marks appeared above their heads.
They realized that the mana contained within the seal was unusual.
“Unnie, that…?”
“I’ll explain the rest of the details as we proceed. Take your positions inside the magic circle for now.”
Saying that, Seti began guiding the sisters towards their spots inside the magic circle Soe Miri had drawn.
“It’s a magic circle that prevents mana from flowing outside. It’s not the Earthian method, but…”
“There’s also a spell to block out light added here.”
“…What’s the use of this? None of these spells have anything to do with breaking the ban.”
Since all three sisters had some knowledge of magic, they voiced their individual opinions as soon as they saw the magic circle.
Since their words might have sounded rude at first, Seti quickly glanced at Soe Miri to gauge her reaction.
However, contrary to her expectations, there was no sign of displeasure on Soe Miri’s face.
To be precise, she wasn’t even paying attention to the sisters.
She was simply staring at Yeomyeong and the Golden Seal with a meaningful expression.
…What’s going on?
While Seti tilted her head in confusion, the sisters took their positions inside the magic circle, sitting in a circle.
As soon as they did so, Yeomyeong walked past the sisters and stood in the center of the magic circle and raised the Golden Seal slowly.
A brief moment of resolve followed by a deep breath.
And just before he activated the seal, Yeomyeong glanced at Seti.
The sight of her explaining the situation to her sisters looked much more serious than the person he was familiar with.
If my colleagues had somehow survived… would I have also behaved like her?
He would never know. Unlike Seti, he had no family left.
…I hope Seti can protect the family she has left.
With that fleeting thought, Yeomyeong infused mana into the seal.
Flash!
And the next moment, golden mana filled the magic circle.
* * *
Soe Miri, who was standing outside the magic circle, opened her eyes wide as she watched it.
“…Oh no.”
The magic circle she had painstakingly prepared to hide the mana and light began to shake.
It wasn’t hard to guess the reason.
It was probably because the mana pouring out of Yeomyeong and the golden magic item was much greater than she expected.
The problem was trying to figure out what required that much mana.
Aren’t they just trying to break a ban? What kind of ban requires this much mana to break?
Of course, Yeomyeong did inform her that it was a very complex and powerful ban.
But, in the end, a ban was still just a ban, wasn’t it?
It was not like they were trying to unseal a dragon or anything. So, what kind of ban needed this much mana to break…?
Crack!
Soe Miri snapped out of her thoughts as the magic circle began to crack under the pressure of the mana.
She quickly raised her wand and summoned the elemental spirits in her heart.
Lelrin, Leon! Hold the magic circle together!
Comprehending her command, the elemental spirits immediately clung to the magic circle.
She also cast a spell, pouring mana into the cracking magic circle, trying to suppress the light and mana leaking from it.
However, she was unable to stop a beam of light from shooting into the sky.
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	1. Korean names usually consist of 2-3 characters, with the first character being the family name. Lee Sis's name is actually spelled like Isis, while Oh Siri's name is spelled as Osiri.


   

  Chapter 96: There Is No Teacher For Fate (7)
* * *
The coast of the academy island, atop a breakwater out of the reach of surveillance cameras.
Three figures, a man and two women, were engaged in serious conversation, their faces hidden behind the masks as dark as the shadow of the night.
“…Is it not here yet?”
The first to speak was the tallest woman among them.
She kept fiddling with the whip hanging at her waist, as if something was getting on her nerves. And her occasional outbursts of mana were frightening.
“I ASKED IF WE HAVE RECEIVED PERMISSION YET!”
“…No, not yet.”
The masked man with a large build responded, causing the woman’s eyes to narrow.
“THAT DAMN OLD MAN! This is why politicians are so useless. They don’t know how to get things done swiftly….”
She bit down on her mask, as if trying to suppress her anger.
As the moonlight from above hid behind the clouds, seemingly due to fear of her rage, the military-grade phone held by the large man flickered.
“…There’s a message from above. The operation was a success. The minister himself managed to convince that big nose Director to cooperate…”
“It obviously had to be a success! Don’t you know the value of the potion that old man took?”
The large man flinched and instinctively lowered his head.
“These lowlifes… Time is of the essence in an infiltration….”
The woman with the whip spat her words again and turned her head.
“What about the contact?”
This time, the question was directed at the smallest woman among the three.
Like the large man, she was also holding a military-grade phone, and her expression visible through the mask was far from pleased.
“…N-none of them are answering.”
“No one? Even the Black Sheep?”
“Yes, the Black Sheep is… not answering as well.”
The woman who had been fiddling with her whip cracked her neck as she tilted her head.
“Sigh… They’ve only left the barn for a few months, and they’re already starting to rebel.”
“…P-perhaps, some unforeseen circumstances might have come up?”
“Circumstances? What circumstances? Do you think there’s anything more important than patriotism?”
Hearing the woman retort sharply, the smaller woman holding the phone lowered her head deeply.
“…I’m sorry. It’s my fault for saying that.”
“Watch your words. We’ve not come here to play.”
“…Yes.”
With that, silence fell.
The woman with the whip was deep in contemplation while the other two watched her nervously.
After a moment that seemed to go on forever, the woman with the whip spoke again.
“…It seems like we have no other choice. We should move first.”
“But… what if we get caught …?”
“Then just don’t get caught.”
“…What about the sheep?”
“If the sheep have grown complacent, it is the shepherd’s duty to wield the rod. I will activate the ban in the vicinity of the dormitory.”
She declared in a firm voice. The other two bowed their heads in silence and followed her.
Orders meant everything to them.
Just like the patriotism they had for their homeland, not a shred of doubt or rebellion was allowed.
“Let’s move as quickly as possible.”
The moment the woman with the whip stepped off the breakwater, all three of them dashed towards the interior of the academy island almost simultaneously.
If someone familiar with the technique had seen them, they would have immediately recognized the mastery of their Flying Kick technique.
The three of them ran for quite some time, leaving no trace of their footsteps while evading surveillance cameras and detection spells.
Eventually, the academy’s first-year girls’ dormitory came into view.
Since the building was identical to the one they had seen in photos, they quickly identified the rooms the sheep lived in.
“…Prepare the ban.”
“What about the target? The Red sheep?”
“Focus on the Black Sheep. Seeing their eldest sister spill blood from her seven orifices will make the rest crawl out on their own.”
“…Understood.”
As the three of them took their positions around the dormitory, preparing to activate the ban beneath the veil of darkness…
Flash!
A beam of light shot to the sky from the dormitory roof.
* * *
That is…
The ‘priest’ using the skin of a construction worker turned his head towards the direction of the academy.
A single beam of golden mana shot into the dark night sky.
- Oh, are those fireworks? Who could it be at this hour?
- It looks like it’s coming from the direction of the island where the students are residing. Maybe they’re conducting a magic experiment or something.
The workers who followed his gaze marveled at the beam of light, but the priest had a completely unrelated thought on seeing that.
O God, has the prophecy truly changed?
And as always, God responded with silence.
* * *
The moment an immense amount of mana was absorbed by the seal, Yeomyeong recalled the parting words the Dwarf King left him with.
[If there’s enough mana available, it can also remove any bans and seals. ]
He regretted not asking for a more precise definition of ‘enough’ back then.
Yeomyeong clenched his teeth as he felt his mana being drained.
The situation was dire.
If the mana the Surging Wave technique required could be compared to scooping water with a scoop, the mana being drained now was no different from water gushing out a leaky jar.
Though it was somewhat fortunate that having consumed the World Tree’s crystal, his body was like a fairly large jar.
Hence, he could endure this level of mana consumption for at least a few minutes.
On the other hand, this also meant that he would only be able to endure this for a few more minutes at most.
…Why?
Yeomyeong wasn’t that knowledgeable when it came to magic, but he knew that breaking a mere restriction shouldn’t require this much mana.
Then, was there a problem with the magic item? No, the Golden Seal was a treasure of the Dwarf royal family.
If anything, it was more likely that the seal was allowing him to endure this efficiently.
The only possible explanation was that the restriction placed on the sisters’ minds wasn’t actually a ban.
…Seti.
Yeomyeong turned his gaze towards Seti and her sisters caught up in the seal’s magic, through the golden mana.
All four sisters were staring into the distance with unfocused eyes.
It didn’t feel like the restriction was being lifted… instead, they appeared to be under some sort of an illusion spell.
…Should I stop here?
Yeomyeong’s rational mind was telling him to let go of the seal and stop the ritual.
Yes, breaking the ban was important, but what would be the point if Yeomyeong himself collapsed from exhaustion?
Was it because they were worried about the shepherds who had come to the academy?
Seti and her sisters would suffer, but would they really go so far as to kill them?
Rationally speaking, it would be the right decision to stop the magic immediately.
Rationally, that is.
However, Yeomyeong ignored his rationality.
Just like when he swore vengeance at the graves of the janitors.
Just like when Mr. Jang Man urged him to give up on revenge.
Just like when he charged at dozens of shepherds in Manchuria.
He pushed reason aside and surrendered to his fury.
He had come way too far to follow his reasoning when the opportunity to screw over the damned Korean government was right in front of him.
…Let’s see this through to the end.
And so, he poured even more mana into the seal.
He continued until the water spilling from the cracks in the jar became a flood.
* * *
The Black Sheep blinked.
She had some difficulty processing the scene unfolding before her eyes.
She was definitely on the dormitory rooftop with Yeomyeong just moments ago…
However, she was now inside a log cabin, unsure if it was a farm or a villa.
[It seems that you are mistaken about something.]
Unlike the cold, chilly wind outside, the inside of the log cabin was warm thanks to the burning fireplace.
[Releasing the sheep is not freedom. It’s abuse.]
And in front of the fireplace, the old man… no, the ‘being’ in the form of an old man, kept talking to her as it added dry firewood inside.
[Sheep are happiest when they’re on the ranch. They provide their owner with wool, bear more sheep, and ultimately offer their blood and flesh. That’s how they find meaning in their otherwise worthless lives.]
Unable to understand those words, the Black Sheep tilted her head in confusion.
[You don’t understand? Well, it’s not like you’re a regressor or a transmigrator, after all.]
The old man’s words were filled with sarcasm and mockery.
The Black Sheep was on the verge of losing her temper but then remembered that a sheep could not speak, so she just stood up.
She turned around and headed for the exit of the log cabin.
**[**Tsk, tsk, you can’t go outside.]
What he said was true. The sheep couldn’t open the door.
She tried to grab the handle with her mouth, but it was much higher than expected.
She jumped with all her might, trying to reach the handle, but tumbled awkwardly to the floor after failing to do so.
[It’s meaningless. You’re a sheep. You are meant to live inside the ranch. And who knows? If you behave, perhaps the shepherd might find a good ram for you?]
A good ram? For the first time, the Black Sheep felt her anger rising and glared at the old man.
[The shepherds and the ranch owner focus on the big picture. If they can’t accomplish their goals in your generation, they’ll find a good seed and make the next generation.]
Bullshit.
[Do you think you have a choice? You’re a sheep. You will live as a sheep and die as a sheep.]
Get lost.
[Come here. Don’t go into the cold outside. Stay by the warm fireplace…]
You, the shepherds, the ranch owner, all of you, get lost.
**[**Tsk… I tried reasoning with you. Do you need to be punished to come to your senses?]
The old man stood up from the place in front of the fireplace. The aura emanating from him was completely different from before.
…Ah.
His aura was beyond imagination, indescribable, and because it was indescribable, it was impossible to resist.
Bearing the brunt of it, her legs lost strength, her glaring eyes closed shut, and her tongue, which had been spitting out curses, became stiff.
[Will you die like this? Or will you live as a sheep?]
The old man, who had somehow arrived right in front of the Black Sheep, asked. The sheep trembled as she tried to think of a response.
She wanted to say she would be a good sheep and live on the ranch forever.
However, she was unable to do so.
The moment she tried to move her tongue, the face of a certain boy appeared in her mind.
If it were Dung Beetle, my Yeomyeong… he would have surely said…
…Fuck off.
It was a futile resistance. Her sheep’s tongue wouldn’t be able to harm the old man in the slightest.
But resistance with death in mind was meaningful in itself. It was an expression out of her own will not to follow his words, no matter what.
[Foolish thing.]
The old man stretched his hand towards her with a murderous expression.
[There are many fates prepared for you.]
The hand, now filled with rage, reached for the Black Sheep’s throat. However, at that moment…
Thud!
The log cabin shook.
[…What is this?]
The old man stared outside with a startled expression. Before he could utter a word, the log cabin door suddenly burst open.
[No… how…]
As she listened to the old man’s flustered voice, the Black Sheep raised her head and looked outside.
The outside, which had been a cold, windy place just moments ago, was now a desolate plain without even a gust of wind.
Nothing on this plain smelled of ash except for a small spot.
Squinting, she realized it wasn’t a dot but a human-shaped darkness.
A darkness wearing a dress like that of a noblewoman, revealing a feminine figure, walked towards them leisurely, as if on a stroll.
[Who are you? Answer me!]
The old man clung to the door and shouted at the darkness. His voice was mixed with fear.
[How is this possible? This is my mindscape! My dream!]
The old man’s voice grew louder as the darkness drew closer.
[Get out! Get out of here!]
However, the moment the darkness arrived in front of him, the old man was unable to utter one more word. He fled deep inside the cabin, as if something was pressing down on him.
The darkness didn’t chase after him. Instead, she stopped in front of the Black Sheep.
『Hong Seti.』

The Black Sheep, Hong Seti, raised her head towards the darkness.
This darkness was… on a completely different level from the old man.
Just gazing at the wavering shadows making up the darkness made her feel like she would blind her.
『I have come to give you an opportunity.』
『Will you be the first? Or will you keep living here as a sheep?』

Unable to look directly at the darkness, Seti stared at the ground and asked.
“The first… the first of what?”
『The first… to dedicate your fate to my Chosen One.』

She didn’t understand what the darkness was trying to say. So, she dared to ask again.
“…Chosen one?”
『Someone you know well.』

“Someone I know well…? Could it be?”
The darkness laughed silently.
『That’s right. It’s exactly who are you thinking of.』

Ah. Seti shuddered, not out of fear, but because of another emotion.
“I, I…”
Seti turned around to look inside the log cabin. The space where she was forced to live as a sheep and where she continued living as one.
She no longer wanted to live as a sheep.
“…I will be the first.”

It was a declaration filled with resolve. The darkness smiled and placed a hand on her head.
The hand, warmer than the fireplace yet more chilling than death, slowly brushed over her head.
『Being the first is something unique. You shall gladly offer your fate.』

As soon as the darkness finished speaking, a small orb appeared above Seti’s hand.
A brilliant, shining orb of light.
Without even realizing it, Seti extended the orb toward the darkness, but it did not accept it.
Instead, the darkness slowly leaned towards her and whispered in her ear.
『You must give it directly to my Chosen One, not to me.』

“How do I—”
Her question was left unfinished.
The moment Seti raised her head to face the darkness directly, her mind, unable to withstand the pressure, began to wake from the dream.
『When the time comes, call my name, not that of the false god.』

All her senses began to grow distant. As her mind surfaced back into reality, the darkness’ voice echoed distinctly in her ear.
『Mignium. That is the only name you shall ever worship.』


 
    

  Chapter 97: There Is No Teacher For Fate (8)
* * *
…They were almost at the finish line.
Enveloped in golden mana, Yeomyeong suddenly felt certain of this.
Even though mana was still being drained from his body and his blood vessels were screaming from the relentless abuse, he knew.
The reason was simple, he could feel some unusual movements in the minds of Seti and her sisters.
It was struggling, trying its best to resist the magic of the seal.
Come out.
Yeomyeong manipulated the magic of the seal even more assertively, as if smashing a door with a hammer.
It wasn’t a delicate method, but the result was clear to see.
He could almost feel that something—the ban, or something bound by the ban— thrashing about desperately.
Just a little more… just a bit more.
Yeomyeong skillfully steered his mana to break into the minds of the sisters.
The next moment, thud—a microvasculature of his burst, and blood trickled from his nose.
Soon, blood trickled down from the noses of Seti and her sisters as well.
It was like their bodies were screaming from the overwhelming mana.
However, unlike the sisters who only had to endure the mana, Yeomyeong’s condition was far more severe, as he was the one channeling it.
His hands trembled, the blood vessels in his eyes burst, and tears of blood flowed down his face.
And as a drop of blood trickled down from his chin, Yeomyeong finally grabbed hold of ‘the thing’ lodged in the minds of the sisters.
…Got it.
Without any hesitation, he yanked it out— not metaphorically but literally.
The seal shone as if it were on the verge of bursting, and black smoke rose from the sisters’ heads.
The writhing black mana gathered together, as if it were alive.
It was different from the twisted mana he had come across during his numerous entanglements with the Korean government.
The mass of mana before him felt several times more disgusting and dozens of times more ominous.
An ordinary person, or even a weak superhuman, would have vomited just from looking at it… but Yeomyeong stared at it without batting an eyelid.
No matter how ominous something in this world might be, it was nothing when compared to the immense evil he sealed in his heart; like a candle before the sun.
Let’s put an end to this now.
He unclenched his right palm, formed a hand blade, and activated the Surging Wave Technique.
As the sword aura enveloped his hand, Yeomyeong prepared to strike the mass.
…! …! …!!!
It began to scream. Without a mouth, it screamed with its mind.
Anger, confusion, and… fear?
Did it fear death? For a brief moment, Yeomyeong felt a twinge of confusion as he sensed its emotions.
But, of course, he didn’t stop.
!!
A burst of light exploded from Yeomyeong’s descending hand.
Sharp silence followed the light that passed by, and the severed leash fell to the ground.
* * *
Who was the one who said it?
Good dreams were like clouds—they left nothing once they passed, but nightmares were like typhoons—they left long-lasting scars.
Was it Unnie who said it? Or was it Dung Beetle?
Someone definitely said it, but she couldn’t remember who.
Either way… it didn’t matter who said it.
Because they were wrong.
Not all nightmares would be remembered and not all good dreams were forgotten.
And the dream she just had was proof of that.
The dream where she, a sheep, turned into a person, becoming Yeomyeong’s first.
A dream that vivid, like a brand seared onto her soul, couldn’t possibly be a nightmare.
And if it was a nightmare…
If she was still a sheep in reality and not Yeomyeong’s first … then she’d rather not wake up.
But simply remain in this nightmare forever.
- Hey, come on! Unnie! Wake up already!
Forever…
- She probably won’t wake up unless a prince does it.
- Sis, how can you joke at a time like this?!
- Wanna bet?
- Bet on what? Yeomyeong-oppa! Please come over!
Fore—
- *See? It's not working*, right?
-That’s strange… This shouldn’t be happening… Oh, I get it. It’s because there was no kiss.
- You crazy bitch! How can you even say something like that?!
- Oppa, how about just kiss for Unnie once—
…Wait a minute.
* * *
“…Ah.”
Seti opened her eyes.
The cold night air brushed against her face as she raised her heavy eyelids with difficulty.
Two deep breaths, five consecutive blinks, and three seconds to rub her eyes.
As her vision cleared, she saw a pair of eyes looking down at her.
Unlike usual, those golden eyes were filled with concern.
“Are you awake?”
“…Yeomyeong.”
He brushed Seti’s hair, as she blinked, and asked.
“How are you feeling?”
“Well… I think I’m okay. But… what about… the ban? What happened?”
“I obviously removed it.”
Yeomyeong said it as if it was no big deal, but Seti was sure that it hadn’t been that simple.
His mana had reduced significantly compared to before and the traces of tears of blood still visible around his eyes were proof of that.
“Well… um…”
As a flood of thoughts and emotions surged through Seti’s mind, only one thing escaped her mouth.
“…Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Yeomyeong gave her a faint smile.
But Seti was unable to bring herself to smile with him. She had to press her lips together to swallow the emotions welling up her throat.
However, at times like this, silence conveyed those emotions better than words could.
Her blue eyes overlapped his golden eyes.
The two colors moved closer to each other without blending, and finally…
Finally…
…Wait, where are the others?
Startled, Seti finally snapped her daze and looked to the side.
At the corner of the rooftop, where only the traces of the magic circle remained, four familiar pairs of eyes were staring at her and Yeomyeong intently.
Neti was silently fidgeting with her fingers, the youngest and Soe Miri were watching them with sparkling eyes, and …
“…Why did you stop? Things were just getting good. Keep going.”
Even Siri, who was wiping a nosebleed with a sour look on her face.
…!
Seti turned stiff as she struggled to grasp the current situation, then belatedly returned to normal.
She shot up from her spot, her face as red as a beet.
She almost screamed upon realizing that she had been lying on Yeomyeong’s lap just moments ago, but keeping her dignity as an older sister in mind, she barely managed to keep her mouth shut.
A brief silence ensued.
Seti finally found her voice after Yeomyeong got up.
“…Is everyone really okay?”
It was Siri who answered her question.
“Wow, you enquired about us pretty quickly. This is what happens when a guy shows up, the sisters get left behind…”
“…Siri, cut it out, okay?”
As soon as Seti interrupted her, Siri cleared her throat with a cough.
“…Everyone’s fine. The ban had been lifted. I checked on… Soe Miri-ssi and the sisters as well.”
“…”
“There’s no noticeable aftereffects, and everyone’s mana is intact. If there’s anything, it’s just a little nosebleed.”
Siri looked at her other sisters, and they all nodded in agreement.
Only then was Seti able to let out a sigh of genuine relief.
…Thank goodness.
She wasn’t too late. She and her sisters were finally free from their leash and could finally live as humans.
There was no need to say who they owed it all to—Cheon Yeomyeong, the Chosen One of my God, my destiny’s…
My destiny’s—
Feeling embarrassed, Seti couldn’t complete the sentence in her thoughts, Much less bring herself to say it out loud.
As she lowered her head to hide her reddened cheeks, Yeomyeong approached and extended his hand.
“Seti, could you take a look at this for a moment?”
In his palm was a black crystal, about the size of a thumbnail.
Seti alternated her gaze between the crystal and Yeomyeong’s face and asked.
“…What is this?”
“It’s a remnant of the ban’s mana. I thought I should keep it just in case.”
Something left behind by the ban? Seti picked the crystal from Yeomyeong’s hand and examined it closely.
There was nothing special about the pitch-black crystal that absorbed all light in particular.
Although it did feel somewhat unsettling and familiar… that was all.
“So, do you feel anything from it?”
“…No, nothing.”
“Hmm, then I guess it’s just a regular crystal.”
As the two were examining the crystal closely, suddenly—
Crackle—! A red spark shot out from the crystal.
Seti instinctively tried to gather her mana, but Yeomyeong was quicker.
He snatched the crystal from her and pushed her away protectively.
“What’s happening, Unnie? Are you okay?”
As her sisters rushed over with worried looks, the crystal continued emitting red sparks.
“Are you alright?”
Seti asked anxiously, her gaze fixed on the glowing crystal in his hand.
“…I’m fine. It just stings a bit.”
“Do you sense anything from it?”
“Nothing unusual… Hmm, wait a second.”
Yeomyeong squinted and examined the crystal again. He even clenched his fist and infused it with mana.
After fiddling with the crystal for a while, he finally understood the nature of the sparks, causing him to furrow his brows.
“…This crystal is receiving mana from an external source.”
“From the outside?”
“Yeah, it’s coming from somewhere pretty close. Is it magic? I feel like I’ve sensed this mana before… but I can’t remember when exactly.”
“Can I take a look again?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong handed the crystal to her.
Looking serious, Seti accepted the crystal and began inspecting its mana.
Just as he had said, the source of the prickly sparks was mana coming from outside the dormitory.
If there was anything peculiar, it was that the mana felt incredibly familiar to Seti.
How could she ever forget it? It was the mana that belonged to the shepherds who had her and her sisters tied on a leash.
“This… really is a remnant of the ban.”
On hearing Seti muttered this while fiddling with the crystal, Yeomyeong looked at her, asking for an explanation.
“The mana this crystal just received was… the same spell the shepherds use when they invoke the ban.”
“What? Then…”
“…So, it means that they’re close enough to trigger the ban. I guess they’re pretty mad because I didn’t answer their call.”
She snickered as she fiddled with the crystal.
Even her sisters, who had reached close enough by now, were giving her puzzled looks, but Seti’s mind was already filled with plans on how to use the crystal.
A crystal that lets me know when and where they pull the leash.
And if she used it well, she could give ‘that bitch’ who came to the academy an unforgettable night.
With a sly grin, Seti asked Yeomyeong.
“Yeomyeong, the Korean teacher candidates who arrived at the academy today… do you think they got their permits? Or did they sneak in illegally?”
“…Hmm, probably the latter?”
“Then they can’t complain if they’re mistaken for terrorists, right?”
Realizing what she was implying, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“…It’s going to be quite the night.”
* * *
Within the darkness surrounding the first-year girls’ dormitory, where even the sound of wind was absent, a masked man and two masked women were chanting a spell in silence.
A horrid spell that provoked a ban, breaking the target’s will and inflicting unbearable pain.
Just the knowledge about this spell alone was enough to drag anyone before the International Court for Magical Affairs, yet neither the man nor the women who were using the spell showed a hint of guilt or hesitation.
If anything, they were feeling a certain unease at this very moment, even if it were not exactly the same.
Why were they still holding on? They would probably be killed at this rate.
“…Shouldn’t this be enough?”
Eventually, the masked woman stopped chanting and spoke up.
Her superior, who had been glaring at the dormitory, turned to her.
“…Not yet. Keep going until they contact us.”
“But… it could cause permanent damage if we go any further. It doesn’t matter how strong the Black Sheep is, it’s impossible to endure the ban for this long.”
It was a perfectly reasonable point, but the superior paid no heed.
“The Green Sheep can heal her.”
“…The Green Sheep isn’t the Saintess. And if it leads to a brain hemorrhage, even the Black Sheep…”
Her words were cut off.
She could see the madness glistening in her superior’s eyes.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“…”
“If we need to break one half-wit sheep who has lost her sanctity to rekindle the embers of patriotism in the other three, then that’s how we shall proceed.”
The superior’s words were firm.
“Keep going.”
Without any further objections, the woman resumed chanting. After all, she wasn’t the one in charge of this operation.
All she could do was offer a brief condolence for the Black Sheep, who was throwing her life away in a futile act of rebellion.
…May you be born a patriot in your next life.
As the spell continued, suddenly—
Zzzzzziiiing!
Her military-grade phone began to ring.
It was an unfamiliar number, but it wasn’t hard to guess who the caller was.
Only the livestock from the ranch knew this number.
The masked woman picked up the phone and answered the call. Immediately, a familiar voice spoke from the other end.
- This is the Red Sheep. I repeat! This is the Red Sheep!
It was the fourth of the sheep sisters, Oh Siri. When her voice came through, the superior’s gaze shifted to the phone.
“…I’m listening. You better have a good reason for contacting us this
late.”
- *W-Well... we have a problem.*
“A problem…?”
- Our Unnie… our Unnie has been kidnapped.
“…What are you talking about?”
Kidnapped? Even the large-build man  chanting beside her furrowed his brows and listened closely to the phone.
- *W-We couldn't do anything. That lunatic attacked Unnie all of a sudden and...*
“Wait. Explain clearly. Who is this lunatic?”
- T-That bastard! The one who just transferred to the academy with the Saintess…
“…Cheon Yeomyeong.”
The superior completed the sentence, narrowing her eyes behind the mask.
“Tell us in detail. Why did he kidnap the Black Sheep?”
- *W-We don't know the exact reason. All we know is that... he's been following Unnie around recently...*
“…”
Everyone fell silent as they tried to process the unexpected situation. So, the lack of response to the ban was because of this?
- P-Please, save Unnie. We don’t know what he’s doing to her right now…
The sound of sobbing could be heard from the other end of the phone. Siri’s voice was filled with desperation that could easily stir sympathy, but the superior only frowned and curtly spoke about her own concerns.
“…Do you know his location?”
- *All we know is that Blue Sheep managed to follow him to the park in the northern area of the dormitory. We couldn't go any further than that...*
“Understood. Where are all of you now?”
- *W-We're all in the dormitory. The Blue Sheep is injured, and the Green Sheep is healing her…*
Unable to continue speaking, the Red Sheep broke into sobs once more.
The superior thought for a moment before relaying orders to Siri on the other end of the phone.
“Leave the dormitory immediately and come to the chestnut tree on the west side. I’ll be waiting.”
- *W-What about Unnie? What are you going to do about her?*
“We’ll deal with it. Ending the call.”
- *W-Wait...!*
Ignoring Siri’s protests, the masked woman cut the call.
Ignoring the repeated calls coming from the same number, she turned to her superior.
“What will you do, Ma’am? If the Black Sheep’s virginity is…”
The superior pulled a whip from her waist and responded.
“Don’t worry about that. This is actually a great opportunity.”
“…A great opportunity?”
“Yes. We’ll use the Black Sheep as bait to lure Cheon Yeomyeong to our country.”
“…”
The masked man and woman were speechless. Did she really just come up with that plan in such a short span of time?
Upon further deliberation, it was a rather clever strategy. Using a sheep who had lost her wool to gain a future national asset?
They could get the seed and rid themselves of a nuisance at the same time. From a national standpoint, it was an ideal trade.
“…I’ll head to the scene first. The two of you can follow me after you join up with the sheep.”
The superior immediately turned away from the dormitory and sprinted north.
The two watched her figure recede, before moving to the place where they were supposed to meet the sheep.
It wasn’t far from their hiding spot near the dormitory.
However, an unexpected guest greeted the masked man and woman at the place where a large chestnut tree stood.
“…Just the two of you, huh?”
It was the golden-eyed transfer student their superior was supposedly chasing after.
The one who was supposed to have kidnapped the Black Sheep looked at the two with a cold smile.
“This is perfect.”

 
    

  Chapter 98: There Is No Teacher For Fate (9)
* * *
Middle of the night at the Academy, where moonlight scattered as it mingled with the streetlights.
As the woman known as the third shepherd, identified by the numbers 10-11-16, sprinted through the darkness, only one young man occupied her mind.
…Cheon Yeomyeong.
The savior of Manchuria, the Dragon Rider, the first and last transfer student of Lord Howe…
To the South Korean government, he was truly an enigma.
A genius who appeared out of nowhere, seemingly having fallen from the heavens.
He did not come from any notable family nor did he have a prestigious background nor was he part of the government’s Superhuman project.
Born into the lowest of circumstances, just like so many others, he was just someone who barely managed to graduate high school through a GED after bouncing from one orphanage to another.
Even the government agents charged with tracking him down couldn’t believe how ordinary his past was.
And no matter how many times they looked into him, there was nothing special about Cheon Yeomyeong’s life.
They even traced his lineage due to his unusual eye color… only to discover that he was a descendant of a farmer who had illegally crossed the Dimensional Portal several decades ago.
In the end, the government could only reach one conclusion about Cheon Yeomyeong.
A monster who just happened to be born with talent…
It was an unbelievable reality, but the reality nonetheless.
While the powers outside the academy still had their doubts, the South Korean government did not.
It would have been even more unbelievable if they did. After all, they knew exactly how many pig-heads and cow-heads he had killed in Manchuria.
It was a tragedy among fellow Koreans…
The third shepherd lamented as she recalled her fallen colleagues.
Did Cheon Yeomyeong even know?
Did he know that the pig-headed men he killed weren’t monsters, but patriots who laid down their lives for the country?
He probably didn’t, just as he didn’t know what the Korean public was calling him.
…Tsk.
The third shepherd clicked her tongue as she thought about the current happenings in South Korea.
As she darted through the academy, searching for the Black Sheep’s trail, recent events from just a few days ago flashed through her mind.
* * *
…Back in Korea, Cheon Yeomyeong had become so famous that there was no one who didn’t know his name.
Of course, it was only natural. He was the Superhuman who saved Manchuria with the help of the Saintess, and he was Korean.
Not only did the so-called tabloids peddle the news with an excessive patriotic flair, but even major media outlets claiming to be the true voice of the nation profited from articles about him.
And the public hungrily lapped up those articles.
After all, the blatant story of a hero was far more appealing to them than the grim tales from Manchuria.
However, news about Cheon Yeomyeong didn’t last more than a few days.
To begin with, there wasn’t much to report about, and with him already at the academy, they had no way to extract fresh news either.
However… everything changed the moment the military got involved.
Angered over losing the dragon’s bones, the military went out of their way to downplay Cheon Yeomyeong’s achievements.
They claimed that it was the Sonjuk Mercenary Group and the Saintess who defeated the dragon, and that Cheon Yeomyeong was merely a figurehead.
Even though Cheon Yeomyeong’s transfer to the academy made their claims irrelevant, the military refused to back down.
At some point, some even went as far as to assert that Cheon Yeomyeong should enlist.
It was likely an attempt to save face and sway public opinion, but instead, the public directed their fury on the military.
- Is the military trying to create another Jeon Yongseop?
- Why force a student who’s going to study at the academy to enlist?
- What if he defects to the U.S. or France like the other superhumans?
Pleased with this shift in public sentiment, politicians and Korea’s Superhuman community stepped forwards.
It was a perfect opportunity to criticize the military, which was stubbornly clinging to its power even after the dictatorship ended.
They didn’t didn’t let this opportunity slip by and spoke fervently.
They argued that South Korea must do its best to keep Cheon Yeomyeong and even accused the military of suppressing a future Superhuman due to budgetary concerns.
Though these were the usual empty political instigations, due to the trauma caused by Jeon Yongseop and his son, Jeon Yunseong, the public and media fervently agreed with them.
After all, it had only been a little over a decade since Jeon Yongseop, along with the statement that Korea was a wretched country, became a naturalized citizen of the United States.
And just a few years later, his son, Jeon Yunseong got the better of Korea’s next generation of Superhuman rising stars.
To the public, Cheon Yeomyeong was nothing less than a hero sent by the heavens to revive Korea’s Superhuman community.
A hero who would retaliate against those despicable Americans and traitors and restore Korea’s dignity on the global stage.
Not ones to miss the chance to cash in on this public sentiment either, the politicians made grand, empty promises.
Their eloquent words made it seem like Cheon Yeomyeong was already Korea’s representative Superhuman, a patriot who had gone to the academy to find a means to defeat Jeon Yunseong.
…Of course, as usual, the expectations of the public and the promises made by politicians never turned into reality.
While the official excuse was that ‘Cheon Yeomyeong is at the academy,’ the real reason was something else entirely.
The reality was that Korea had neither the resources nor the means to entice Cheon Yeomyeong.
Offering martial arts training or elixirs, as was done with other Superhumans, was out of the question from the start.
Rumor had it that the dwarf chaebols from Chicago across the ocean were supplying him with dragon bones, treasures, and all sorts of elixirs.
No one knew why the dwarves were going that far, but the South Korean government couldn’t match them, if only for the sake of fairness.
If material wealth was out of reach, they could have at least tried to offer power and honor, but even that paled in comparison to what foreign countries could provide.
Especially countries like France or the U.S., which were particularly obsessed with Superhumans, could offer exemptions and honors beyond what South Korea could provide.
In the end, all Korea could do was rely on Cheon Yeomyeong’s patriotism.
But neither the government nor the politicians dared to speak of such a thing.
What if Cheon Yeomyeong, who had no family in Korea, publicly rejected them at the mere mention of patriotism?
After all, politicians were practical people above all else.
Instead of chasing the impossible, they devised a more realistic plan.
- Before he graduates from the academy, we’ll use him to stir public opinion, then after graduation, have him naturalized in France instead of the United States.
In order to preserve the equillibrium, they planned to split the two Korean-born geniuses between France and the United States, rather than letting the detestable United States have them both.
It wasn’t the best solution, but it was free from risks.
Even the ‘patriots’ under the government’s wing did not object to this plan.
After all, they, too, were unable to come up with a better idea.
However… now that they were at the academy, wasn’t there a more enticing bait to keep Cheon Yeomyeong around?
Honey trap.
It was a really simple idea that no one had thought of.
Well, it was mostly because they had assumed that it wouldn’t work on Cheon Yeomyeong, especially since he was constantly accompanied by the beautiful Saintess…
In the end, it doesn’t matter how much of a genius he is, he’s still a man.
For the first time in a while, the third shepherd smiled.
She finally spotted the traces she had been desperately searching for at the end of her gaze as she brought her Flying Kick technique to a halt.
Signs of a fierce struggle and a torn piece of cloth.
Upon closer inspection, it seemed that the cloth was part of a school uniform skirt. This was undoubtedly the Black Sheep’s clothing she had been looking for.
…That’s good, the Red Sheep’s report was true.
The shepherd felt a sense of satisfaction as she realized the plan was unfolding according to her expectations and moved on towards the next trace.
The first was the hardest to find, but the rest followed easily.
Beyond the unlit path, more torn clothing was scattered along the way.
A discarded sock, a single shoe, a skirt ripped in half, a broken bra, and then…
…A piece of paper?
The third shepherd furrowed her brow as she picked the paper. Tiny letters, visible only on using mana, were scrawled across it.

Idiot



The moment she squinted and read the content of the note—
Whoosh!
A giant hammer cut through the air, aimed directly at her head.
* * *
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
As Yeomyeong brushed the dust and got to his feet, the masked man with a large build spoke up.
“…Did you set this trap knowing well who we are?”
The sound of teeth grinding reached Yeomyeong’s ears.
Yeomyeong glanced at the man briefly, then drew a dulled, student-training sword as he responded.
“A shepherd, right?”
“…”
“I was wondering what came after the horse-head… but it turns out that you’re just a human?”
The information he was spouting wasn’t merely at the level of a tip-off from the sheep.
This meant that he hadn’t just killed the shepherds in Manchuria out of ignorance.
“…Number 9, stall for time. I’ll try to come up with a strategy.”
The bulky man murmured to his masked colleague.
“…What’s about the plan?”
“It’s a failure. Eliminate the opponent and escape as quickly as possible.”
As soon as he finished speaking, the masked woman drew a pistol from her waist and shot at Yeomyeong.
Bang!
The sound of the gunshot, sharp and without hesitation, pierced the dark of night as Yeomyeong sprang into action at the same time.
“The Flying Kick technique?!”
Though she was startled, the woman didn’t stop shooting. Consecutive gunshots echoed, and one bullet miraculously managed to graze Yeomyeong’s cheek.
A burst of light erupted from Yeomyeong’s hand as a long wound appeared on his cheek.
Flash!
Thanks to her heightened superhuman senses and a rough understanding about the technique Yeomyeong was using, the woman barely managed to survive.
As soon as she saw the light, she discarded her gun and leaped to the side, escaping at the cost of her left arm instead of her neck.
“Keuaaaack!”
Black blood, different from that of a human, gushed from the severed arm.
Yeomyeong didn’t allow his enemy to catch their breath. Gripping his sword, he charged at the masked man who was preparing something at the back.
“Stop, you traitor!”
The masked woman blocked his path.
“Move aside.”
His indifferent voice was laced with killing intent. He extended his left hand, which wasn’t holding the sword, created a hand blade and swung it.
The swing was closer to a punch than a sword technique, and the result was similar. The Sword Aura emitted by his hand passed through the woman’s body.
Whoosh!
Blood splattered as her body was flung through the air. Paying her no heed, Yeomyeong brought down the sword he held in his right hand at the man.
Aiming for the head, he swung the sword with the intention of ending it in one strike.
But just before the sword could split the man’s head in two, something covered his head and clashed with the sword.
…!
It wasn’t the sound of a sword meeting flesh. Rather, it was a deafening clash of mana against mana.
As the thunderous noise echoed, Yeomyeong stepped back. He squinted and said.
“…So, that thing is detachable?”
“Kre-ah-ack!”
Instead of answering, the man’s head, now transformed into a horse’s head, unleashed a deafening cry.
The transformation didn’t end there. Red light poured out from his eyes, drool dripped from his mouth, and his lower body began to swell grotesquely.
Soon, his shoulder bones began to tremble violently as two hands emerged after tearing through his shoulder joints.
Hands covered in hideous toenails, not at all fitting with the horse’s head.
“Cheon Yeomyeong! You are a treacherous traitor to your country!”
The transformed figure spoke in a chilling voice that sounded like it came from hell.
“Today! You shall pay for THE BLOOD OF THE PATRIOTS you’ve sla—”
And before the horse-headed man could finish, Yeomyeong thrust his sword at his neck.
Taken aback, the man swung his hands to block the sword and yelled.
“You… you bastard!”
Yeomyeong had been patient enough to wait until his transformation was complete. Why should he wait for that guy to be done with his speech as well?
He swung his mana-enchanted sword and hand blade simultaneously, driving them into the horse-headed man.
It was a cautious approach, in case he could unleash magic like the horse-headed man in Manchuria, but that man didn’t use any magic at all.
Instead, he swung the two arms protruding from his shoulders, aiming for Cheon Yeomyeong’s head, and lashed out with his grotesquely enlarged lower body.
…So this guy is the type to use physical power.
Yeomyeong deflected the arms with his sword and struck the knee with the edge of his hand blade.
The blade of mana carved deep wounds into his flesh, but the man ignored the pain and continued to attack.
A reckless assault relying on his Regeneration ability. Positioning his sword in line with the swinging arms, Yeomyeong turned that reckless attack against him.
Slash!
As the horse head’s arm was severed, black blood poured over Yeomyeong’s head. There were no screams, no gasps of awe. The two men struck each other’s bodies, conserving even their breath.
Three of the man’s hands met the sword swung horizontally in immediate counterattacks.
Yeomyeong countered with his hand blade, severing another arm.
The man raised his knee, and Yeomyeong immediately slammed it with the pommel of his sword, shattering the kneecap and bending the sword’s pommel.
And the next moment, the sword wobbled.
Having lost two arms and one leg, the horse-headed man’s gaze grew even more intense.
“Die!”
He extended his neck, letting out one last last breath. The grotesquely protruding teeth lunged at Yeomyeong’s throat.
Instead of retreating, Yeomyeong advanced a step further.
Tossing the damaged sword aside, he gathered mana in both hands and stabbed at the man’s neck.
Just as his hand blades embedded themselves in the man’s neck, the horse-headed man’s teeth sank into Yeomyeong’s neck.
Keugh, blood poured from both of them simultaneously. However, only black blood flowed.
“H-how…”
The horse-headed man choked, spitting out blood, and then his teeth belatedly fell as they failed to penetrate Cheon Yeomyeong’s flesh.
“Demonic Art—?”
Before he could utter his last words, Yeomyeong’s hand pierced the horse-headed man’s lower jaw.
And what reflected in his eyes as his life slowly drained away, was a heat haze shimmering around Yeomyeong’s body.

 
    

  Chapter 99: There Is No Teacher For Fate (10)
* * *
“You know, whenever I kill you guys, a certain phrase comes to mind occasionally.”
Yeomyeong muttered as he pushed aside the lifeless body of the horse-headed man.
“…Patriotism is the virtue of the vicious.”

Drenched in black blood with a blue haze surrounding him, he looked like a monster straight out of a nightmare.
“Who said that again? I think it was a certain writer, but I can’t quite remember who.”
His gleaming eyes beneath his tangled hair turned toward a certain spot beneath the chestnut tree.
“Hmm… do you happen to know who said that?”
The masked woman, Number 9, who lay bleeding on the ground, gasped for breath as she responded.
“You… crazy bastard…”
“That’s not an answer to my question.”
Yeomyeong extended his hand blade as he slowly walked towards her.
With every step, black blood dripped down, leaving a trail behind.
The squelching sound of footsteps echoed throughout the ground, and fear filled Number 9’s eyes as she watched him draw closer.
As Yeomyeong came to a halt, she raised her head.
His golden eyes, filled with an emotionless killing aura, resembled those of a butcher slaughtering livestock.
Number 9 suppressed her trembling body and spoke.
“T-the government… they will… never forgive you…”
“Of course, they shouldn’t. I have no intention of forgiving them either.”
Yeomyeong raised his hand. And just as he was about to strike Number 9’s head —
…?
He felt a foreign gaze coming from above his head and swung his arm upward, scattering Sword Aura.
Slash!
A crude Sword Aura launched his hand blade sliced through the air, cutting the chestnut tree branch overhead.
Leaves fluttered, and the branch fell to the ground.
Amidst the light green leaves, something black was flapping its wings.
…A crow?
The thing flying above the chestnut tree was not the crows Yeomyeong was used to.
A crow, almost as big as an eagle, emitting mana?
…After pigs, cows, and horses, it’s a crow?
Yeomyeong immediately inspected his remaining mana and distanced himself from the tree.
…This won’t be easy.
He might have had a chance if he had been in peak condition, but he had used the Golden Seal and fought back-to-back battles, and no longer possessed a weapon.
On the other hand, the opponent was skilled enough to conceal their presence from Yeomyeong’s senses.
Of course, Yeomyeong didn’t think about defeat. He still had plenty of tricks up his sleeve, including the Handle of Uragan and the Invisibility Cloak.
If things got too difficult for him, he even had the option of fleeing to the girls’ dormitory.
The only hiccup was that he had promised Seti to meet outside the academy again…
I’ll fight with the intent to kill, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll escape.
Having made up his mind, Yeomyeong wiped the blood off his face and calmed his ragged breathing.
As the mana of the Surging Wave technique coursed through his muscles and veins, Yeomyeong began making his final preparations when…
Thud!
The crow landed on the ground with enough force to hollow out the ground, scattering grass and dirt around.
Yeomyeong took a stance, preparing to counter the attack. However, what the crow did next was a little different from what he was expecting.
The bird neither charged at him nor cast any magic. It simply began trembling all over.
After enough time to blink a few times, Yeomyeong finally realized what was happening.
…Is this bastard transforming as well?
Unlike with the horse-headed man earlier, he had no time to wait this time. Yeomyeong immediately swung his hand blade to release a Sword Aura.
Or rather, he was about to.
However, the moment he sensed the mana flowing out from the transforming crow’s body, he had no choice but to stop.
The mana emanating from it was pure and clear, completely different from the distorted mana typical of the Shepherd.
The only other time he ever felt mana this pure was from Miridith and the World Tree crystal he consumed in Manchuria.
Who is this?
As Yeomyeong furrowed his brows in confusion, the crow’s transformation neared its end.
Its waist and hips elongated and straightened, resembling a human’s, while its wings grew long and sprouted human-like fingers.
During this process, its already large frame grew even bigger, almost reaching eye level with Yeomyeong.
And then…
…That was it?
Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, but the transformation didn’t proceed any further.
He had expected tentacles to sprout out or perhaps a couple more wings to appear, so he was slightly taken aback.
The creature stood on two legs and had fingers like a human—half-human, half-beast.
As far as he was aware, there was only one kind of being like that on Earth.
“…A Beastfolk?”
* * *
Why was a Beastfolk at the Academy instead of Africa?
More importantly, were they a shepherd sent by the Korean government? If not…
Just as Yeomyeong was about to get lost in his thoughts, the crow suddenly opened their beak.
“Oscar Wilde.”
The voice coming from the crow’s throat was so clear and melodious, it was hard to believe that it was coming from a bird.
Since there was no hint of hostility in that voice, Yeomyeong squinted and asked.
“…Oscar Wilde?”
“That is the answer to the question you asked earlier. ‘Patriotism is the virtue of the vicious’— Oscar Wilde was the person who said that.”
“…”
“Oh, do you perhaps not know who Oscar Wilde is? You know, he wrote ‘The Picture of Dorian Gray’…”
Just as it seemed that the crow’s explanation was about to go on for some time, Yeomyeong raised a hand to stop her.
He then turned around to check the reaction of Number 9, who was gasping for breath.
Number 9’s face had a similar look of bewilderment through the mask.
This was conclusive evidence that the crow Beastfolk was not a shepherd.
However, Yeomyeong still didn’t let his guard down as he asked.
“…Why were you watching me?”
“How could I pass by a fight under the moonlight?”
So you were just watching the fight? Yeomyeong bit his lip to keep himself from grimacing.
And as if not noticing Yeomyeong’s expression, the crow began a tactless review of the fight.
“In my opinion, it was a splendid fight! The techniques used were a bit too brutal, but… that’s just youthful spirit, isn’t it? You can refine it over time.”
Completely unbothered by the blood and corpses on the ground, the crow displaying a light and relaxed demeanor.
This act had helped ease the tension in Yeomyeong that any further comments seemed unnecessary.
“That’s enough of the explanation…”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to ask another question to avoid getting involved, the crow beat him to it.
“By the way, could you tell me the name of your master before you entered the Academy? From your Killing Aura alone, it seems like you’ve inherited the style of the Dzhugashvili School Sect.”
Aura? School Sect? Dzhugashvili? Yeomyeong felt a strange sense of déjà vu and asked the question he had been holding back.
“…Forget that, first tell me who you are.”
“Ah! My apologies. I was so excited to find a capable person after so long that I got carried away.”
The crow then made a sharp noise with her beak, similar to someone clearing their throat.
“My name is Corvus! The Master of Crows, the friend of all who walk the crossroads. Have you heard of me?”
“…”
“Oh, you haven’t. That’s fine. It’s not like I lived chasing fame anyway.”
Corvus? Upon hearing that name, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered the conversation he had with Moryne before rushing to the dormitory and the black feather she had given him.
“I know this is sudden, but may I make a suggestion? Actually, I came to the Academy after being invited by Principal Himena… Hmm?”
When Yeomyeong pulled out a black feather from his pocket, Corvus, who had been chatting excitedly, immediately shut her beak.
A brief silence ensued.
Nearing her end, Number 9’s breathing grew ragged as Corvus spoke up.
“…Where did you get that?”
“I received it from the Blue Rat.”
As soon as Yeomyeong said that, the crow’s eyes narrowed.
“…Moryne?”
The Mother of the Saintess and the President of the Blue Rat information guild. Instead of answering, Yeomyeong nodded.
Corvus didn’t say anything and raised a hand to scratch her beak. After a moment, she asked in a voice that was softer than before.
“What did Moryne tell you when she gave you that feather?”
She seemed to be probing for something from her manner of speaking.
There seemed to be a hidden story behind the feather, but that didn’t matter to Yeomyeong.
Recalling that the time he had promised to meet Seti was getting closer, he shook his head.
“…She told me to become your apprentice. That’s all.”
“Ah… So, it is really you…”
What about me? Yeomyeong frowned as Corvus began to examine his body rather blatantly, but Corvus turned away without saying anything.
She was staring at the area around the chestnut tree where Yeomyeong had fought.
The horse-headed man’s corpse, the black blood soaking the ground, and the dying Number 9.
Corvus seemed to be deliberating over something as she inspected the scene, before suddenly asking Yeomyeong.
“What excuse do you plan on giving the Academy to explain these corpses?”
Yeomyeong was about to ask her about the intent behind the question but then decided to answer honestly.
“…I was going to say that I engaged in combat with terrorists.”
“Not a bad idea, seeing as they clearly aren’t authorized to be here, so the Academy won’t have a means to refute it… Hmm…”
Corvus began to deliberate again.
Just as Yeomyeong was considering whether to head to Seti, Corvus strode up to Number 9 and suddenly grabbed her by the neck.
Thud!
Number 9 died instantly without even a scream.
As Yeomyeong looked at Corvus, puzzled by the action, Corvus tossed Number 9’s corpse next to the horse-headed man’s corpse and spoke again.
“Just tell them that I did this.”
“…All of a sudden? Why?”
“It seems like these bastards weren’t targeting you in particular, so is there any need to reveal your identity?”
It was an unexpected offer. Yeomyeong thought over it for a moment.
What would happen if he claimed to have defeated these guys?
First, he would need to come up with an excuse for lingering around the girls’ dormitory at this hour. Following that, he’d likely have to move things around the Academy.
On top of that, the hostility from the Korean government would be an added burden.
He would gain the reputation of having defeated some terrorists, but he already had more than enough reputation in such matters.
Because he had already thwarted terrorists more dangerous than these shepherds.
…Thinking along those lines, it seemed that having Corvus take the blame for killing the shepherds would be a wiser choice.
If there were any issues…
“…Why are you doing me this favor? It’s not something you’d do for a mere apprentice.”
At Yeomyeong’s question, Corvus pointed to the feather in Yeomyeong’s hand and said.
“That feather. It’s the feather I plucked after the Saintess saved my life 8 years ago. I swore that if it was a request made with that feather as a token, I would grant anything.”
Was she reminiscing about the past here? Disregarding Yeomyeong’s sudden frown, Corvus continued her explanation.
“The Saintess did not seek reimbursement, but… Moryne received the feather on behalf of the Saintess and told me.”
“…”
“She said that if the Saintess finds someone she loves at a later time… she will give the feather to that person. And if I wish to repay the favor, I should repay it to him.”
“…?”
What was this about? The Saintess’ love…?
As Yeomyeong struggled to grasp reality with his mouth open, Corvus declared with an open beak.
“From this moment on, until the love between the two of you comes true, I will dedicate everything I have to protect you.”


 
    

  Chapter 100: Special Training
The one rolling in the mud will reach the great mountain sooner than the one lying on silk.
『An old proverb descending from the Deep Tower.』

* * *
“Y-you… livestock… how dare you…!”
It was a ridiculous statement.
How was she still able to say such things when they were at the academy, not a ranch, even after getting the back of her head smashed?
It made Seti realize how little the shepherds thought of the sheep all this time.
Seti smiled in response.
“Livestock? Ms. Shepherd, you should be addressing me as cadet or Black Sheep instead.”
“Shut up! I said shut up…!”
The shepherd cursed as she fled.
Blood oozed out the back of her head, and having lost her sense of direction, she staggered, but she moved by any means possible to distance herself from Seti.
It wasn’t a rational decision.
If the back of her head hadn’t been smashed… she would have immediately invoked the ban or fought with her head held high.
However, after being ambushed, she was unable to even think clearly, let alone take proper steps.
Thud! Her feet tangled after taking a few steps, and she slammed her face into the ground.
“Keugh…!”
The shepherd struggled to get back up, turning her head toward the sound of footsteps getting closer.
Beneath the long shadows of the night, a girl with a hammer drenched in blood approached her leisurely.
”Seti… you… filthy wench…”
The shepherd’s hands began to tremble involuntarily.
It was inevitable; after all, the blood on that hammer was hers.
“If you’re livestock, then behave like livestock…!”
Remembering the ban belatedly, she began to gather mana. And just as Seti reached right in front of her…
Snap! She snapped her fingers.
“Kneel…!”
The spell, made from twisted mana, flew towards Seti’s head, and Seti…
Simply smirked as she looked down at the shepherd.
“H-how… the ban…?”
“In the first place, would I have even ambushed you if I were afraid of that? Oh, perhaps you didn’t think that far because your head is cracked?”
As the shepherd’s face turned grim, Seti pulled something from her coat.
A black crystal slightly larger than a thumbnail.
Was it a magic tool that absorbed the spell making up the ban? Or was it something else? She had no way of knowing, but one thing was certain.
The sheep had broken free from her leash.
“Seti, you treacherous w-!”
Before she could complete her sentence, the hammer came flying.
Crack! Along with a disturbing sound, the shepherd lost sensation in her leg.
Instead of screaming, the shepherd began gathering mana with urgency.
Think… I need to use my head even at times like these…
However, it was all in vain.
Seti knew the shepherd better than the shepherd knew about herself, and she had no intention of giving that woman a chance to counterattack.
Thud!
She swung the hammer. Tainted black blood splattered under the moonlight.
Seti swung the hammer with precision. Her goal was to inflict as much pain as possible, while making sure that the woman remained alive.
Thud!
The hammer came down once more. Sweat, laden with all sorts of emotions, rolled down her cheeks like tears.
Drip, drip.
And by the time the dripping sweat reached the pool of blood and created ripples…
Seti stopped swinging her hammer. Her blue eyes turned to the shepherd, who lay flat on the ground.
Was it because she controlled her force? The shepherd could still move her lips.
“Cough, y-you… wench… d-do you think… you’ll get away … cough, after doing something like this……?”
“…”
The shepherd spoke as blood-soaked gasps escaped her lips. Whether due to the pain or her fading consciousness, her words were nearly incoherent.
“Garbage…! Even with three possibilities… you were unable to even handle two… defective…! That’s what you and your sisters are!”
Martial arts, magic, divinity. The three methods of manipulating mana.
Seti and her sisters were born with the potential to wield all three, yet they struggled to even use two.
Unable to come to terms with reality, the South Korean government pushed the sisters relentlessly, forcing them to master all three methods.
Torture, threats, and every repulsive method imaginable.
“Especially… you… Seti, you’re the worst… cough… you lost your divinity… and all you have left now is… martial arts…”
Resting her hammer, Seti bent down, and met the shepherd’s gaze. Her eyes, filled with hatred and disgust, locked with the shepherd’s.
“A failure… a livestock wench like you… your only… worth… was to be bred, cough…”
“…To be bred?”
Seti suddenly recalled the words from her dream—the disgusting comment about the ranch owner finding her a good ram.
She found it absurd back then, but now she realized it wasn’t just some nonsensical talk inside a dream.
“Cough, why do you think… we left you and your sisters’ virginity untouched…?”
Even though the words were meant to insult her and her sisters’ womanhood, Seti smiled sweetly.
Because she realized that this wasn’t just the shepherd’s belief, but the entire South Korean government’s as a whole.
“Ah, so that’s the reason you came running here all by yourself! Because the bred animal you never expected to succeed brought back a good ram?”
The shepherd didn’t reply.
But from her eyes, filled with hatred, Seti knew that she had guessed correctly.
“…Thanks for telling me.”
“Cough… w-what?”
“I was wondering how to connect Yeomyeong and the government… now I’m sure.”
Yeomyeong? Was Cheon Yeomyeong not just bait to lure her out?
“W-what does… that… cough!”
Just as the shepherd tried to continue speaking…
Thunk—Seti stuck her finger into the shepherd’s temple.
“Also, you’re mistaken about one thing. I never lost my divinity.”
Even though her head was pierced, the shepherd didn’t die instantly. And that fact made her feel an unspeakable terror.
“The gods abandoned me because I carried out your order to kill the Saintess during the match.”
“A-a… uh…”
The shepherd’s mouth gaped open, her cry unable to become a scream.
Seti looked down at the shepherd as she gathered her mana.
“But a new god has reached out to me.”
The shepherd trembled.
She realized that Seti was speaking the truth, and the mana flowing through her hands was the evidence.
A mana, different from martial arts or magic— what People of Religion called a blessing.
“Far better than the Five Gods. And this One does not discriminate against offerings.”
“N-no, d-don’t…!”
“Shh.”
Seti raised her other hand and covered the shepherd’s mouth.
Had the moon turned its gaze as well? At that moment, the light shifted, leaving Seti’s head in shadow.
As the shadows of the night grew longer and enveloped the two of them and Seti completed her blessing, something squirmed in the darkness wormed and made its way into the shepherd’s mind.
“Here… I offer my first sacrifice—The shepherd who took my sister.”
With the strange sensation filling her mind, the shepherd screamed.
It was a delayed scream.
* * *
After leaving the cleanup to Corvus, the crow Beastfolk, Yeomyeong sprinted through the academy for a while.
Having arrived rather late at the meeting spot, he only stopped upon seeing Seti.
“…Seti?”
She was sitting in the bushes, staring at the moon. Her expression seemed to be one of relief.
“Oh, you’re here? You’re a bit late. I guess the shepherds were pretty strong?”
“No, it’s not that. Something unexpected came up….”
Yeomyeong, who had been walking towards Seti, flinched and stopped in his tracks.
Was it because of the black blood pooling around the place she was sitting? No, that wasn’t it.
What made him stop was the chair she was seated on.
To be exact, it was a masked woman on all fours.
Judging by her trembling limbs, it didn’t seem like she was dead, but Yeomyeong still couldn’t understand why Seti was using her as a chair.
Yeomyeong frowned slightly and asked.
“…What’s that?”
“Hmm? What are you talking about?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong gestured to her seat. Seti hesitated for a moment before responding lightly.
“Oh, this? It’s nothing important. Just the shepherd who was chasing me.”
“…And that’s nothing important?”
“She’s our shepherd from now on, you know.”
Seti stood up after making a U.S. president-like statement.
*Rustle—*A faint sound of rustling grass followed.
Worried that the shepherd might attack unannounced, Yeomyeong remained alert, but the shepherd didn’t move at all.
She was like a well-behaved puppet.
“…What did you do to make that shepherd like that?”
“Nothing much… I just tampered a bit with the dark magic in her head.”
Seti answered as if it were nothing.
However, using magic to turn a nearly monstrous shepherd into a slave? What kind of spell did she employ?
Sensing that Seti was hiding something, Yeomyeong tried to ask her cautiously. Or rather, he was about to ask.
However, before his lips could part, Seti had already pulled him into an embrace.
“…Huh?”
It was an unexpected hug. Unable to push her away or reciprocate the embrace, so he just asked.
“…Seti? What’s going on?”
Instead of answering, Seti added more strength to the hug and buried her face in Yeomyeong’s chest.
Yeomyeong could feel Seti’s breath on his chest. Her breath felt as hot as a dragon’s to him.
“Just, for a moment, just a moment…”
“…”
“Can you stay like this for a while?”
Her voice was sorrowful, as if she was forcefully suppressing something. Finally, Yeomyeong gave in and embraced Seti, gently stroking her back.
However, he still didn’t hold her tightly.
After all, he was a young man in the prime of his youth, and his body reacted before his mind could.
Looking up at the oblivious moon, Yeomyeong silently recited a Buddhist scripture he didn’t even know.
He kept doing that until Seti’s mood improved.
* * *
The hug didn’t last long.
Only after Yeomyeong had recited the same scripture for about five times did Seti finally speak with a long sigh.
“…Yeomyeong, do you remember our plan?”
“Of course, I do.”
The plan was for Yeomyeong to gather government officials in one place after garnering enough fame, and then… take them all down in one sweep.
“Do you think… we can still go through with it?”
Seti’s question was laced with deep fear—the fear that he might have changed his mind.
Yeomyeong understood her fear.
When they first made the plan, he was nothing more than Dung beetle, dreaming only of revenge. He had neither the time nor the heart to consider any other future.
But what about now? He had become Cheon Yeomyeong. There was a news article about him every other day, and everyone’s eyes were on him.
And if he wanted to, he could simply abandon Dung Beetle’s revenge and choose a future as Yeomyeong.
That was Seti’s biggest fear.
What if he no longer desired revenge? Would he abandon it in favor of a brilliant future…?
It was a natural, valid concern.
However, Yeomyeong dispelled all of her fears with a single answer.
“I never planned on stopping until I’ve killed every single one of the bastards I need to kill.”
“…”
“On the contrary, you’re the one I’m worried about.”
“…Me? Why?”
“You’re now freed from the ban. You and your sisters can just run away to another country instead of pursuing revenge.”
As soon as he finished speaking, Seti pursued her lips without saying a word, as if asking how he could say such a thing.
Her expression was enough for him.
Yeomyeong smiled softly and took Seti’s hand, which had been resting on his waist.
Though it had a few callouses, her hands were soft and beautiful as always.
“You haven’t forgotten our deal, right?”
“…Deal?”
“You help me, and I’ll help you. But we don’t risk our lives for each other.”
The words from the moment they first joined hands.
The original promise; buried deep within their memories.
Like a clam caught with a pearl, Seti fluttered her lips before clenching them shut.
A brief silence ensued. And before that silence got too long, Seti cautiously opened her mouth.
“Yeomyeong, um, about the plan…”
“Hm?”
“I found… a way to use the government. That’s why I kept that shepherd alive—to use her for that plan….”
She hesitated for a moment before continuing, stumbling over her words.
“That shepherd ordered me to seduce you….”
A sigh.
“Yeomyeong, the plan is to… uh, make it seem like you’ve fallen for me….”
A deep breath.
“So that South Korea believes they have control over you… it’s that kind of plan….”
Seti couldn’t go on beyond that. Her words trailed off, and her gaze turned awkward.
Yeomyeong watched her silently, before responding with a small smile.
“So, we’re going to pretend like I’ve fallen for a honey trap?”
Hearing the words she uttered with embarrassment reduced to a single sentence, Seti could no longer hide her expression.
It was a strange look, neither a smile nor a frown.
Resisting the urge to touch her trembling lips, Yeomyeong released the hand he was holding.
“Hmm… let’s just stop here.”
“…Huh? Stop what?”
“Any more, and we won’t just be breaking curfew; we’ll be staying out all night.”
Even if he had the Invisibility Cloak, there’d be no excuse for that.
After Yeomyeong added this, Seti’s face turned bright red as she belatedly understood what he meant.
It was an expression even her sisters had never seen before.
* * *
Fortunately, the two didn’t stay out all night, though they did break curfew by about three hours.

 
    

  Chapter 101: Special Training (2)
* * *
The man woke up within a dream.
What greeted him was a cityscape filled with towering buildings and people.
Well-maintained roads and numerous cars, coffee houses beneath skyscrapers, men heading to work, elderly with the latest smartphones and canes, tired working mothers, and the rosy cheeks of children holding their mothers’ hands.
It felt as if this scene would come alive at any moment, but this was not reality—it was a dream.
Everything within the man’s line-of-sight remained still.
Everything in this world was frozen, like a still frame from a movie.
…This is not a high-level dream. Is it that urgent?
After observing the scene for a moment, the man rose from his spot.
There was neither surprise nor fear. After all, this wasn’t the first time he encountered such a dream.
The one who summoned me… must be in the east.
He walked past the frozen people and headed toward the eastern part of the city.
After crossing a frozen crosswalk and traversing various roads while disregarding the traffic.
He soon arrived at his destination; a beach that didn’t seem to fit in with the cityscape.
The first thing that caught his eye was the vast horizon, as wide as the sea, but this was not the sea.
It was Lake Michigan, one of the Great Lakes in America, the heart of Chicago, and the location of the massive Dimensional Portal known as the Chicago Dimensional Portal.
The man stood on the beach, taking in the view of the lake.
To be precise, he was looking at the shimmering Dimensional Portal hovering over a massive artificial island created by dwarves.
In a dream where everything was frozen, only the Dimensional Portal was alive and moving.
[What took you so long?]
And as soon as he gazed at the Dimensional Portal, he heard a voice from beyond. It was a remarkably loud voice, as if thunder itself were speaking.
“You summon me without warning in a dream, and that’s the first thing you say?”
Seeing the man speak while frowning, the Dimensional Portal emitted light, as if to justify itself.
[It was urgent. There wasn’t any time to explain.]
“…Urgent, huh? Well then, explain just how urgent it was.”
Hearing the man speak as if he wanted to see for himself, the voice from beyond the Dimensional Portal responded weakly.
[It’s useless.]
“…Useless?”
[It’s already too late.]
Realizing that the situation was more serious than expected, The man frowned deeply as he repeated his question.
“As your contractor, I command you to explain what is late and how. At this very moment.”
The voice beyond the Dimensional Portal did not respond. Instead, an invisible force grabbed hold of the man.
“…What is this about?”
[I lack the skill to explain in your human language. So, it’s better if you see for yourself.]
What did he have to see for himself??
As soon as the man began to ponder over the question, his body was lifted into the sky at such speed that when he looked below, both Chicago and Lake Michigan had become as tiny as a fingernail.
“At least tell me the destination before dragging me as you wish.”
Although something like this would usually cause panic, the man inquired calmly. Leaving the American continent behind, he was now crossing the Pacific Ocean.
Only after the Australian continent began to appear in the distance did the voice finally answer.
[We are heading to a place the Earthians call Lord Howe Island.]
Lord Howe? The man rubbed his chin as he thought of the academy.
What sort of trouble could have occurred in a place that was perfectly fine until this morning?
Before he could contemplate any further, the invisible force set him down on the ground.
Once his feet touched the ground, the man instinctively understood that he was on Lord Howe Island.
After all, not many places in this world had potential so immense that it could distort the dream world.
[Can you see it?]
The voice inquired. The man shook his head.
“No, the potential makes it nearly impossible to see anything.”
The man narrowed his eyes and scanned his surroundings.
It didn’t matter how hard he concentrated, all he could see were the blurred outlines and a blend of colors that looked like a child’s doodling.
This was expected. Just like gravity, the stronger the potential, the more it absorbs and distorts the surrounding dream.
[Sheesh, humans.]
The voice watching him suddenly infused an unseen force into the man.
Its purpose was simple: to offset the surrounding potential and illuminate the man’s vision.
Enduring the sudden surge of power, the man peered ahead.
[Can you see it now?]
“…Yes, it’s a bit clearer now.”
The first thing that came into view was a grassy area that was probably on the outskirts of the academy, with a man and woman sitting side by side.
He couldn’t see them clearly due to the distorted outlines, but…
A dark night, a man and a woman sitting close together and their face touching —what they were doing was obvious.
[What do you think? Even now, you still need to come up with a plan.]
Unlike the man, whose tension had eased upon seeing that, the voice remained extremely serious.
The man sighed and responded.
“…All I see is some promiscuous brats locking lips in the middle of the night.”
[…]
“What sort of a plan should I come up with for a pair of kids making out? Should I supply breath fresheners to the academy? Or condoms?”
As soon as he replied sarcastically, the voice infused even more power into the man’s body.
[…Look closer.]
Whoosh!
This time, with enough power to shake the dream, the man was able to see what was invisible before.
A small bead of light sparkling above the heads of the man and woman.
“Potential? To be visible to the eye, that….”
[With that level of potential, calling it fate would not be an exaggeration.]
As the voice stated, if the inherent potential was visualized in the dream, it would not be surprising to call it fate.
Just as heavy gravity would create a black hole that absorbed everything, such potential would also absorb everything around it.
“Is it Yunseong? No, it doesn’t look like Yunseong…”
The man stared at the two carefully, trying to identify them.
However, even with how strong the light of fate was, the faces of the two people, turned away from the orb, were still shrouded in darkness.
[The identity of those two is not important. What matters is the orb. Take a closer look at it.]
Following the voice’s command, the man squinted and stared directly at the glowing orb. After a moment, he noticed something unusual.
[Can you see it?]
“…Yes, I can see it.”
The orb was not a single entity. It was more like two orbs, with one protruding side, had fused into one.
“There are only a handful people with such a fate… and now one of them has fused into the other? This is the first time I have ever come across something like this. Have you checked who absorbed whom?”
[No. By the time I noticed the anomaly, one side had already absorbed the other.]
The man furrowed his brows. Just as the trials were about to begin, an event like this had already occurred.
“…We might need to start over.”
The man uttered words of lament or perhaps a sigh. He then turned his head to look in the direction of the voice.
“I think we can come up with a plan only after we figure out the identities of the two. There’s still time, so first, let’s get a good look at their faces…”
The sentence hung in the air. His senses—more precisely, the power imbued by the voice —reacted to something.
…
Silence descended upon the frozen dream world. It was a lasting silence.
“…Who are you?”
Unable to endure it, the man spoke. Vast information, comparable to that of a library, swirled in his mind.
At this time, in this place, the only beings capable of causing something like this were at most…
“…Mara? Or Maoran Lerac?”
There was no response. Was the entity contemplating after being exposed, or was it merely a bluff?
As the man pondered and took a step back.
Thud.
He bumped into something.
A chilling sensation he had rarely come across.
The man looked up cautiously and saw… a colossal shadow looming over him.
“A-ack…!”
Just as the man was about to scream on recognizing the entity.
『Shh.』

The entity mimed placing a finger over their lips. One simple gesture was enough to make the dream waver and seal the man’s mouth.
『This is the moment my Chosen One first claims their fate.』
『This isn’t a moment trivial enough for something like a Repeat Sign to sneak a peek.』
『So, forget everything you’ve seen here.』

Unable to respond, the man had already awakened from the dream.
And, like with most dreams, he could not remember what the dream was about.
* * *
The morning in the first-year dormitory was surprisingly quiet. With none of the loud reveille calls or usual bustle of students.
The ones with good stamina or the light sleepers had already left for the training rooms, and Mage Apprentices began their morning meditation even before the dormitory head made their rounds.
To an outsider, it would have looked like the epitome of a top-tier academy. However, the reality was somewhat different.
Special training.

All this diligence was because of the new curriculum announced by the principal just a few days ago.
To be honest, the students were rather indifferent when the announcement was first made.
Well, unless there was a problem with its regular curriculum, why would they make this sudden change? After all, the academy had been renowned for decades.
Hence, bringing in external teachers now seemed like just a way to make a show of it.
…At least that was what they thought until they saw the list of invited teachers.
The moment the list of ‘external guest teachers’ was revealed, the students’ attitudes took a 180-degree turn.
- Seva Lermontov? The Infinite Flow teacher is coming here?
- Joanna Thule?! Didn’t this person retire from the Holy Knight a while back?
- It’s Michele! It’s Michele from the Michele Calculations!
Not only graduates who made a name for themselves, but even retired, former well-known figures, and even renowned scholars were drawn by the academy’s reputation.
Upon seeing the list of invited teachers, the students began to eagerly anticipate the start of the special classes, as if it had always been the case.
And seeing how they blatantly passed the time during the temporary class, openly discussing whose class they would attend, there was nothing more to say.
However, such expectations did not last long.
The day the special class application forms were distributed, the students were made aware of a shocking fact.
It would not be the students choosing teachers but rather, the teachers choosing students for the special classes.
Only a few students, who had some idea about the political situation surrounding the academy, realized what was happening.
The principal was rallying her force, and the special classes were merely a pretext.
However, most students, unaware of the political context, interpreted the situation differently.
This was now an never-ending competition, where only the most outstanding students would be chosen by the best teachers.
- Does this mean that only students who are worth being picked will be selected?
- The Principal is sharpening her sword!
- Damn, wasn’t the entrance exam already over?
It was perhaps an inevitable reaction. Except for a lucky few, most of the students had been struggling all their lives to become top-tier individuals.
And naturally, a fierce training and studying competition began.
- Hey! Don’t cut in line at the training room, you idiots!
- Anyone interested in joining a group purchase of elixirs?
- The ‘Vessel’ is personally recruiting for magic study groups! Please join us!
Of course, there were students who took a step back from such competition.
The Saintess, who needed no further teaching, Jeon Yunseong, who had teachers dispatched directly from the United States, and…
Cheon Yeomyeong.
He did not actively participate in the special training competition.
He willingly yielded his turn to use the training room and flatly rejected study group invitations.
Nor did he search for the list of invited teachers.
He simply maintained a low profile, making occasional appearances at the temporary classes.
Most students interpreted his aloof attitude as confidence that he would be chosen by any teacher he desired.
And it did make sense, considering he was the one who had played a major role in the terror incident. His proven skills meant that special teachers were of little concern.
And with rumors that some among the invited teachers were openly coming to see Yeomyeong, there was no need to say more.
However, a very small number of students, those who still looked at the world through rose-tinted glasses, had a different opinion.
- Isn’t he planning to apply to the same teacher as Seti?
- Hong Seti? What’s their relationship?
- Can’t you tell? They’ve been pretty much inseparable lately.
As always, such trivial rumors about romance could not make a significant impact.
Whether the two were publicly dating or not, almost everyone was too busy managing their own affairs to pay much attention.
However, there was one person who reacted differently. The Saintess who had been praying in the girls’ dormitory’s internal shrine for several days.
- I heard that Seti broke curfew a few days ago.
- The northern island is under reconstruction, so it isn’t a place you can visit for fun… Or could it be?
The moment she overheard the rumors surrounding Seti and Yeomyeong from the female students gathered in the shrine, she stopped praying, packed the Invisibility Cloak, and took her revolver from her room.

 
    

  Chapter 102: Special Training (3)
* * *
As the sun reached its zenith and students clutched their empty stomachs, the sound of students rushing to the cafeteria made the windows rattle while Yeomyeong sat alone in his room, engrossed in reading.
To be precise, he was reading not one, but two notebooks. They were of similar size and their content was identical.
Yeomyeong’s demeanor as he alternated between the two notebooks, scrutinizing its content, was very serious. Because what they contained was not something to scoff at.
Chapter 1: The boss, the Skinwalker Priest, is still alive. Chapter 2 is about to start, and the boss is the elf hunter Juan…
The so-called ‘Author’, Baonic Lerac, who believed himself to be the creator of this world, had jotted down the information in these notebooks.
They contained all sorts of information about the academy and a future that would have become a reality, though it differed slightly from the present reality, if not for Yeomyeong.
The future events and the perpetrators behind them, personal histories of certain individuals, and strange fated objects hidden throughout the academy.
Among them were pieces of information that seemed almost unbelievable.
For example, a dragon hiding in the academy’s sewers or an elf who would attack the academy during the first-year winter vacation.
However, Yeomyeong memorized everything, especially the details about the strange fated objects, which he read and reread to the point of being able to recall it perfectly.
Was it to monopolize these strange fated objects? No, it wasn’t. To him, these items served as both bait and clues.
…Clues to find the Player.
The Player who was hiding somewhere in Lord Howe Academy.
Like Baonic, it was likely that this Player also knew about the numerous strange fated objects hidden in the academy.
Given the Player’s nature, who went as far as to kill people for XP, he would be constantly looking for an opportunity to seize these items.
…It’s also possible that he may have already obtained some of these items.
Yeomyeong genuinely hoped so.
He hoped that the Player had managed to obtain some of the strange fated objects so he could use the clues of the missing strange fated objects and find him earlier.
Just as Yeomyeong flipped through the notebooks with such thoughts in mind…
Creak.
The door, which had been closed shut, creaked open with a small noise.
It didn’t look like anyone was coming in as there was no one visible beyond the door.
However, Yeomyeong’s sharp instincts—honed by someone who wore the Invisibility Cloak frequently—picked up on something crossing the doorway.
“…Was that you passing by, Dormitory Head?”
Yeomyeong asked, even though he didn’t mean it and closed the notebooks with natural movements.
He then got up from his seat, pulled out the Invisibility Cloak from his pocket, and tucked it between his side and arm, ready to wear it at any time.
Once he was done with his brief preparations and headed toward the door, the invisible visitor did not take any action.
And as soon as Yeomyeong shut the door, something cold pressed firmly against the back of his head.
Click.
The familiar sound of a gun being cocked, the familiar sensation…
Yeomyeong sighed without realizing it and asked.
“Just to make sure I’m not mistaken, you are someone I know, right?”
* * *
The Saintess nibbled on her lip.
Her attempt to ambush him and gain the upper hand had been thwarted way too easily.
Had he grown accustomed to these kinds of situations?
Even though an invisible gun was pointed at the back of his head, Yeomyeong remained calm.
No, he was more than just calm; he seemed to be annoyed.
Planning to threaten him again, she tightened her grip on the revolver.
Of course, it was still useless. Yeomyeong didn’t even care as he simply turned his head.
“Were you even thinking when you snuck into the boys’ dormitory?”
“…”
Only then did the Saintess realize that she had come to confront Yeomyeong without thinking things through. No, she did have a few thoughts.
What did he do with Seti, what exactly was their relationship, whether the rumors she heard back in the shrine were true, and…
What did he think of her?
But she was unable to articulate any of those thoughts, only Yeomyeong’s voice echoed in the room.
“If you were caught by the staff, it won’t just end with demerits or expulsion. It could even lead to a scandal.”
“…A scandal? What kind of scandal?”
The Saintess asked back, but Yeomyeong didn’t answer and simply tilted his head.
Facing his sour-faced expression, the Saintess realized that she had asked a foolish question.
Hiding in the boys’ dormitory—if that wasn’t scandalous enough, then what was?
On top of that, tabloids from all over the world would pounce on a scandal like this.
“I won’t say anything more, so just return the same way you came here.”
Saying that, Yeomyeong walked past the Saintess.
The Saintess briefly stared at Yeomyeong’s back as he returned to his desk, before clenching her fists.
If it had been any other day, she would have heeded Yeomyeong’s advice.
However, after being ignored by Seti for the past few days and still in a daze from all-night prayers, the Saintess made a different choice.
“…Stop. I’m not done talking.”
“…”
“I’m really going to shoot. Get back here immediately if you don’t want to get shot.”
With that out-of-place threat, the Saintess’s white hand emerged from the Invisibility Cloak.
The revolver in her hand was aimed precisely at Yeomyeong’s head, but Yeomyeong could only sigh deeply upon seeing it.
Because the revolver’s magazine was empty.
No, it was actually expected.
According to academy rules, students weren’t allowed to carry real swords with sharpened blades. So how could the Saintess be carrying a revolver loaded with live bullets?
And yet, there she was, aiming it at him without even realizing…
Sigh.
She must have really lost her mind.
Yeomyeong shook his head and spread open the Invisibility Cloak in his hand. It was the very cloak lent to him by the Saintess’ mother.
As he raised his hand, the Saintess thrust the gun forward once again and said.
“D-does it look like I’m joking? Huh? Do you think I won’t shoot?”
“…”
“Come here! Now! Tell me honestly… Huh?”
And the next moment, Yeomyeong vanished from the Saintess’ sight.
Unable to process what was happening, the Saintess stammered as she looked around.
And by the time she belatedly remembered the Invisibility Cloak, Yeomyeong had already grabbed her waist from behind and tucked her under his arm.
“W-Wait…!”
Without giving the stunned Saintess a chance to protest, Yeomyeong lifted her up.
“L-Let me go! Let me go!”
The Saintess, floating horizontally mid-air with her waist held, flailed and hit Yeomyeong’s body.
Even in the midst of all this chaos, the fact that she hadn’t pulled the trigger suggested she had no intention of shooting him, even though she was not in her right mind.
Well, not that it mattered now.
With the Saintess still under his arm, Yeomyeong raised his other hand.
And…
Smack!
He smacked her bottom with his palm.
The peach hidden beneath the Invisibility Cloak and uniform turned red, and a short scream escaped from the Saintess’ mouth.
“Y-You…! What’s the meaning of this… Kyaaackk!”
Ignoring what the Saintess yelled, Yeomyeong slapped her again.
The Foreman used to punish Dung Beetle in the same way back when he was young.
Smack!
“T-This is sacrilege! I said it’s sacrilege!”
Smack!
“W-Wait, wait…! I’m sorry… Aah!”
Smack!
“S-Stop… heut!”
Yeomyeong spanked the Saintess’ buttocks for a while, only stopping when she began sniffling silently.
He contemplated throwing her out the window in her current state but decided to set her down on the bed instead.
After all, he wanted to know the reason behind her bizarre behavior before sending her away.
Yeomyeong took off his Invisibility Cloak and spoke to the still-sniffling Saintess.
“…If you’ve returned to your senses, explain properly now. Why did you come looking for me all of a sudden?”
“…”
“You haven’t attended class for the past few days either. Have you been drinking or something?”
Instead of replying, the Saintess took a deep breath as if pondering something before cautiously removing her Invisibility Cloak.
Her face beneath the cloak was marked with tear stains and freshly formed snot streaks.
…Did he hit her too hard? While Yeomyeong turned his head awkwardly, unable to find where to look, the Saintess spoke.
“Yeomyeong.”
“Yes?”
“Have you broken curfew… recently?”
The moment Yeomyeong heard the word ‘curfew,’ he understood that the Saintess’ question was related to Seti.
At the same time, he was puzzled.
What kind of relationship did Seti and the Saintess have that she came straight at him with a gun?
Come to think of it, his first meeting with the Saintess’ mother, Moryne, had been somewhat similar. Was this what they meant by ‘like mother, like daughter’?
While Yeomyeong was lost in these thoughts, the Saintess reached out and grabbed his hand tightly.
“Y-You haven’t broken curfew, right? Have you?”
“…”
Yeomyeong debated whether to lie but decided to tell her the truth.
After all, the Saintess had an Invisibility Cloak. She was someone who would scour for the truth even if she had to dig through the dorm attendance records, any half-baked lie would be counterproductive.
“…I have.”
Yeomyeong’s confession shook the Saintess, it looked as if she had been hit on the head with a hammer.
After staring blankly with her mouth agape for about 30 seconds, the Saintess finally stammered.
“Y-Yeomyeong … Do you and Seti… have that sort of relationship?”
“…That sort of relationship?”
“A relationship that leaves footprints in the snow… you two don’t, right?”
The direct and blunt question made Yeomyeong suppress a bitter smile.
How much embarrassment did she endure to ask that question, which was uncharacteristic of a Saintess?
Yeomyeong stifled his sympathy and pulled out the Handle of the Uragan from his pocket.
The rod made from a unicorn’s horn began to emit a brilliant light as soon as it was in Yeomyeong’s hand.
It didn’t utter the usual ‘O Virgin’, but that was enough for the Saintess, who couldn’t hear the unicorn’s voice.
“Ah…”
“…Is this enough?”
The Saintess nodded. Yeomyeong felt guilty on seeing her flushed cheeks, but he justified it to himself as necessary.
Rather than letting the Saintess get caught up in revenge, this was a hundred times better… at least, that was what Yeomyeong felt.
“Are you done with the interrogation? Now, return before lunch ends.”
However, the Saintess seemed to have other thoughts.
“Yeomyeong.”
“…What now?”
“About the spanking… if I behave like a fool again… will you spank me again?”
The sudden confession made Yeomyeong’s body stiffen in surprise.
Seeing Yeomyeong’s reaction, the Saintess gave a timid smile. It was the smile of a winner.
“…Just kidding, you’re so sneaky.”
She covered herself with her Invisibility Cloak and got up from the bed.
Yeomyeong was left speechless even after she opened the door and left.
He only regained his bearings after hearing the sound of a crow tapping against the window.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
A huge crow that blocked the entire window.
Yeomyeong sighed as he looked at the crow’s angry expression.

 
    

  Chapter 103: Special Training (4)
* * *
“I do not mean to reproach you, but true love must be mindful of the time and place.”
That was the first thing Corvus said after she called Yeomyeong outside the dormitory.
“It is improper for a young man, let alone share a bed, to be in the same room with a woman past marriageable age. Do you understand?”
Her tone was like that of an adult admonishing a teen.
Although every word she uttered was based on a misunderstanding, Yeomyeong listened quietly without refuting her.
Anyone would have easily misunderstood the situation from a moment ago: alone with a snot-covered saintess, on the same bed, no less.
At least it was a relief that he hadn’t been caught spanking the Saintess’ buttocks. If Corvus had seen that, it wouldn’t have ended with just a scolding; he would’ve probably been pecked on the head.
Anyway, Yeomyeong waited in silence for Corvus’ admonishment to come to an end.
He intended to clear up the misunderstanding after she had calmed down… but contrary to his expectations, Corvus showed no sign of stopping.
“The Saintess is a great person. To be acknowledged as worthy of her love, you must become a person so great that all her devotees nod in approval…”
“They often say that love is about overcoming challenges together. Considering the hardships and trials the two of you will face in the future, you cannot let yourselves be overwhelmed by mere physical desires.”
“Dry firewood lasts longer than raw wood, and charcoal lasts longer than dry firewood. True relationships are like this; one must endure the fleeting pleasures…”
“…Corvus, hold on, just a moment.”
Unable to bear it any longer, Yeomyeong interrupted Corvus’ speech and continued before Corvus could say anything.
“There seems to be a misunderstanding. The Saintess and I are not in that sort of a relationship.”
“…What?”
The crow’s eyes widened in surprise, asking him what on earth he was talking about.
“I think you may have misunderstood because of the feather Moryne, or rather, the Blue Rat, gave me. The Saintess and I are just… um, ordinary friends.”
“…”
“I should have probably informed you last night, but I was in no condition to do so. I apologize.”
Was Yeomyeong’s explanation that shocking?
Corvus remained speechless for a while, her beak opening and closing.
It wasn’t until the students who had finished their meals began returning to the dormitory did she finally speak again.
“…Then, are you telling me that the Saintess came to see you in the boys’ dormitory of her own accord?”
“I’m not crazy enough to invite the Saintess to the boys’ dormitory.”
His answer was straightforward. Corvus then seemed to realize something and snapped her beak shut.
“…So, the Saintess came to meet you in the boys’ dormitory of her own will. Is that what you’re saying?”
“…”
That was another way to interpret it. Yeomyeong brushed his face with his hand and answered.
“There were circumstances….”
“And those circumstances are most likely related to you, aren’t they?”
“Well…”
Seeing Yeomyeong frown a little, Corvus pressed on.
“Moryne said that she would give the feathers to the one whom the Saintess loves, not to the one who loves the Saintess.”
“…”
“And from my perspective… this seems to be the exact reason she gave it to you. Though I never expected it to be unrequited love from the Saintess’ end.”
Was this how this conversation was going to advance? Yeomyeong shook his head.
The Saintess’ love, my foot.
Minor misunderstandings kept piling up into a big one.
If he were to explain everything about Seti, the Saintess, and himself, he could clear up Corvus’ misunderstanding…
…But then, Corvus would go after Seti, not me.
He alone was enough to handle Moryne’s prank.
Yeomyeong sighed and changed the topic.
“Um, I think we should stop talking about the Saintess…”
“Tsk, it’s never unwelcomed to talk about the teachings of love…”
Just as Corvus was about to reply, Yeomyeong raised his hand to interrupt her.
“…Please check our surroundings. Do you really need to talk about the Saintess here?”
The surroundings? Corvus tilted her head and glanced around, realizing that the area was now filled with first-year students.
Some were sneaking glances, others were peering from the dormitory windows, and some were openly staring with curious eyes.
And the answer to the question of why was easy to come by.
A well-known student from the academy and a giant crow were sitting and chatting in front of the dormitory—could there be a more captivating spectacle after a meal?
“I see. I must have gotten too absorbed in the topic of love.”
“…I’m glad you realized that now.”
Yeomyeong responded with a sullen look. It was a face he made because he couldn’t bring himself to provoke her.
Corvus cleared her throat and took off.
“For now, follow me.”
Corvus said while flapping her wings. Yeomyeong followed her out of the dormitory in silence.
Although the students had their eyes fixed on them, none of them were bold enough to shadow them.
In any case, Corvus and Yeomyeong quickly headed to the southernmost tip of the island.
“…Where are we headed?”
“There’s someone who wants to see you regarding the issues about the ones we dealt with last time. So, we’re heading to the meeting place first.”
“…So you wasted time talking about the Saintess while someone was waiting for us?”
“Ahem. Once the topic of love advice comes up, it needs to be finished properly…”
“…Let’s leave it at that. If you start again, I’ll just return to my dorm.”
After a short exchange of banter, they arrived at a small rest area on the edge of the outskirts.
It was a place for the night patrol guards and landscapers who managed the forest to take a short break.
Yeomyeong brushed off the leaves and grass that stuck to him while running and grabbed the doorknob of the rest area.
However, just as he was about to open the door, familiar voices could be heard from inside the rest area.
- What’s taking them so long? I hope nothing serious happened.
A somewhat cold, feminine voice. It was the voice of the silver-haired elf he had met in Incheon.
- *Well, who on earth is supposed to arrive seeing that they're so late? I've never seen a master like this before.*
The voice of the rat bastard who had attacked Mr. Jang Man, a voice he had heard in Incheon and Manchuria.
And as soon as Yeomyeong recognized it, blood rushed to the back of his head.
While he took deep breaths to suppress his Killing Aura, the last voice he heard was…
- *Ah, you’ve finally arrived.*
It was the very same voice he heard every day over the school’s broadcast.
* * *
Creak.
As he opened the door and stepped inside, all four pairs of eyes in the rest area turned towards Yeomyeong simultaneously.
However, Yeomyeong’s golden eyes only fell upon one person.
A man with an M-shaped receding hairline and a sharply defined nose, a distinctive figure.
The member of Blue Rat who had attacked Mr. Jang Man, Wollard.
As soon as Wollard saw Yeomyeong enter, his jaw dropped in shock.
“C-Cheon Yeomyeong? W-What are you doing here…?”
“Wollard. So you remember me. Then you must probably remember the warning I gave you as well.”
“W-Wait a minute! T-There’s a reason for this! Damn it, I didn’t even come to the academy on purpose either!”
Seeing Wollard desperately come up with excuses, Yeomyeong was about to channel his mana but clenched his fists instead.
…Let’s stay calm, stay calm.
He took a deep breath. Wollard was indeed someone who deserved to die, but he wasn’t significant enough to be killed here and now.
The truly important issue at hand was…
“Nice to meet you, Student Cheon Yeomyeong.”
The voice of a middle-aged woman, sweet and a little bitter like coffee with a generous amount of sugar.
Yeomyeong slowly turned his head towards the owner of the voice seated at the head of the table in the rest area.
She was a beautiful middle-aged woman with long brown wavy hair and subtle wrinkles that accentuated her graceful smile.
Although she held various titles and positions, she preferred to be addressed as principal…
…Principal Himena.
Why was the woman who was supposed to be in the principal’s office here? As Yeomyeong pondered over this question, she propped her chin on the table and spoke.
“This is the first time we’ve met in person.”
“….”
“The first and last transfer student. The hero of the first years. How would you like to be addressed?”
“…Just ‘Cheon Yeomyeong’ is fine.”
Yeomyeong subtly snuck a glance at the male and female escorts standing beside the principal.
The silver-haired woman on the left was a familiar face. She was the escort of the elf princess Miridith, whom he had met in Incheon.
She was called Rime, if he remembered correctly. With her elven ears hidden, she looked more like a mystical beauty than an elf.
And on the right stood… someone he was completely unfamiliar with.
A handsome man with short blonde hair, his eyes shut tight as if he were blind.
It wasn’t clear if he was a staff member or an academy senior, but the air he carried was not to be taken lightly. He reminded Yeomyeong of the Superhuman mercenaries he had come across in Manchuria.
As Yeomyeong finished assessing the people in the rest area, the principal smiled and spoke.
“Alright. Student Cheon Yeomyeong, do you have any idea as to why I summoned you through Corvus?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Then do you know about Ms. Rime here?”
At that moment, the silver-haired elf subtly raised her head and shook it while staring at Yeomyeong. The gesture clearly conveyed her implication.
Pretend that you don’t know me.
Yeomyeong complied.
“…I do not.”
“What about this side, Student Ado?”
The handsome man with his eyes shut said nothing. He merely glanced at Yeomyeong briefly with his eyes still closed.
“Likewise, I don’t know him.”
“This person is the representative of last year’s freshmen. He is now in his second year, so he is your senior, Cheon Yeomyeong.”
A freshman representative?? If someone had the capability to become a representative in a particular department, then they must be quite skilled.
But whether he was suited to be an escort for the academy’s principal… was uncertain.
“Do you know what these two have in common?”
Another question followed. Yeomyeong tilted his head and responded.
“Are you playing 20 Questions with me?”
Was that bold question unexpected? The principal let out a small chuckle.
“Ah, I apologize. I didn’t realize I sounded like I was back in class with the students.”
“…”
“To get straight to the point, these two are… people who came to the academy to escort a specific individual.”
Escorting a specific individual. Just as Rime was Miridith’s escort, was Ado also escorting someone?
After quickly processing the information, Yeomyeong asked.
“I still don’t understand. What does this have to do with me?”
“Thanks to Student Cheon Yeomyeong, their charges were able to escape this terror incident unharmed.”
“…”
“From the perspective of the academy, we can’t thank you enough… and these two are also grateful.”
The principal’s words were laden with political rhetoric, avoiding the core of the matter. Yeomyeong tried his best to hide his annoyance as he replied.
“I didn’t do what I did to receive your gratitude. So, there’s no need to worry about that.”
“…You’re also modest on top of that. You’re a far better student than I expected.”
Saying this, the principal paused for a moment, tapping her fingers against the table.
She then slowly opened her mouth.
“Student Cheon Yeomyeong, our academy has many such important individuals. The Saintess, Promising Talents from various countries, offspring of famous political figures…”
“…”
“Even with strict security measures, special teachers, and secret escorts, it’s not enough to protect everyone. The recent terror incident is a prime example.”
Yeomyeong recalled the ‘Author’s notes’ Baonic had used. Had there been a similar incident?
…There hadn’t been.
“While quantity is important when it comes to escorts, quality is crucial as well. And it’s all the better if they are skilled, belong in the same year, and are specially invited teachers. There’s no better escort arrangement than this.”
What kind of nonsense was this? Yeomyeong could no longer hide his grimace.
“What do you say? Cheon Yeomyeong, a secret escort for an important figure. Are you willing to take it on?”
“…”
“Of course, you will be compensated. Money, elixirs… and everything the academy can offer.”
Only then was Yeomyeong finally able to look the principal in the eye.
Though she was trying to appear confident on the outside, her shoulders were slumped, and her tired eyes, visible despite her makeup, spoke of exhaustion.
It was as if her appearance mirrored the academy’s current situation, desperate enough to ask a first-year student to be a secret escort.
Despite feeling sympathy, Yeomyeong had no choice but to answer her honestly.
“I’m sorry.”
“…”
Perhaps not expecting such a direct refusal, the principal’s expression showed signs of cracking. She brushed her hair behind her ear and responded.
“Student Cheon Yeomyeong, may I ask you the reason for your refusal?”
With barely enough time for revenge, how would he make the time to protect someone?
Unable to state this fact outright, Yeomyeong gave a plausible excuse.
“I don’t believe that I have the skill or the capacity to escort anyone at this point in time.”
“…Hmm.”
Though the principal’s face wasn’t one of understanding, she nodded slightly. Yeomyeong took a step back and asked.
“If that’s all for now, may I take my leave?”
“…Yes. Please do. If you change your mind, let me know through Corvus. You’re always welcome.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. He simply nodded and left the rest area.
Seeing Wollard in front of him made him long for Mr. Jang Man in Incheon.
Although he couldn’t go to Incheon directly due to his new identity, at least he could contact him…
As he exited the rest area with such thoughts, someone followed him out of the rest area and grabbed his shoulder.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, wait a moment.”
It was Ado, his senior and the representative of the second-year students.
“I’ve come across rumors stating that you are a Holy Knight. Is it true?”
The seriousness in Ado’s expression as he questioned him if he was a Holy Knight made Yeomyeong sigh involuntarily.
It seemed to be about the rumors that had been spreading due to his frequent association with the Saintess, about him being a secret weapon of the Holy Knight Order.
“No, it’s not true. I… lack the faith required to become a Holy Knight.”
While it was meant to be a humble response, Ado’s eyebrows furrowed deeply upon hearing it.
And the next moment, Ado’s voice turned unusually aggressive.
“Then why do you keep hovering around the Saintess if you have so little faith?”
“…”
“You have the guts to refuse to become an escort, but you lack the intelligence to know your place?”
Moryne, Corvus, and now a strange senior?
Saintess, you really…
At that moment, just as Yeomyeong was shaking his head internally, Ado crossed the line.
“And if you’re thinking of leeching off the Saintess like that Seti woman, let me give you a piece of advice. The pine caterpillar lives by eating pine needles.1 Got it?”
This bastard…? Yeomyeong forced himself to swallow the anger rising up his throat and turned his back on him.
…Let’s stay calm for now.
He could deal with this matter later. For now, it was best to endure and make preparations for the future.
However, that resolve didn’t last long. It was because Ado said one more thing after he had taken just a few steps.
“Tsk, if it weren’t for the escorting job, I would have personally dealt with the parasite—”
Yeomyeong immediately raised his hand to cut off Ado’s words and alternated his gaze between the still-open rest area door and Ado.
“Senior.”
“What?”
“The Saintess can heal if an arm is cut off, can you do the same?”
“…What?”
“I pray you are able to.”
The moment he finished the words, Yeomyeong closed the distance instantly and drew the sword strapped to Ado’s waist.
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 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. An old Korean saying. This roughly means, "Don't bite off more than you can chew."


   

  Chapter 104: Special Training (5)
* * *
Ado was diligent by nature.
So much so, that even the meticulous mages of the Magic Tower, known for their strictness, valued his diligence so highly that they even assigned him as a ‘secret escort.’ So, what more was needed to be said?
However, his peers, especially those who had competed for the ticket to Earth, had different opinions.
- Diligence? That’s a joke. Those old men chose you instead of a mage because you’re a submissive pup.
Unlike his seniors, who had naturalized to the U.S. or France after graduating from the academy, Ado was a submissive dog who would eventually return to his hometown.
Ado didn’t refute them. Was it because his peers were right? No, it was because the reason didn’t matter to him.
For the sake of his hometown, he would become a submissive dog a hundred or even a thousand times over.
Just like how he endured a relationship with a senator’s daughter he wasn’t fond of or when he sent the academy scholarship money and the elixirs acquired from Earthians after exchanging subtle glances back to his hometown…
He would endure it all—for the sake of his hometown.
However, even Ado, who had put up with so much, couldn’t help but tilt his head on seeing the order he received this time.

After the battle with Cheon Yeomyeong, a detailed explanation of the battle record and martial arts used is requested.



*Note - The record should be of a real battle rather than a friendly sparring match.



Cheon Yeomyeong? Wasn’t he the first-year student who had taken the lead in saving his classmates during the terror attack?
If it weren’t for him, both the Vessel and the Saintess—individuals cherished by his hometown—wouldn’t have survived.
Even simply thanking him would be insufficient, but he had to extract a battle record now? Why?
It was an order he couldn’t comprehend, but Ado was a diligent person.
He began making preparations to execute the order diligently. Gathering rumors about Yeomyeong and even preparing provocations based on his personal details.
He bought a small special camera to record the battle and just in case, even equipped himself with a magic item enchanted with recording magic in the form of a necklace.
The problem was how to meet the first-year student Cheon Yeomyeong…
Fortunately, the principal had arranged a meeting with Cheon Yeomyeong. It felt as if the heavens were giving him a chance.
Although he worried that it might inconvenience the principal, who had helped his hometown so much, Ado couldn’t afford to miss this opportunity.
…So, with both anticipation and worry, the moment he squared off against Cheon Yeomyeong…
Ado realized something was wrong.
The Cheon Yeomyeong in front of him was completely different from the person he had imagined.
He couldn’t feel the heroism of someone who fought dragons to save Manchuria or the self-sacrificing righteousness for his classmates.
The evaluations from teachers as a diligent student and the rumors from classmates about being busy with dating were all wrong.
What Ado saw was…
…Margrave?
How was he reminded of the hero of his hometown while looking at an Earthian? It was as shameful and embarrassing as thinking of a Jewish hero while looking at Hitler, but… it couldn’t be helped.
The present appearance of Yeomyeong before him was the very image of Margrave he had met in his youth.
A young man who seemed composed and courteous outwardly, but concealed a sharp, sword-like spirit within.
If someone were to introduce him as a descendant of Margrave, he would nod in agreement without hesitation.
No way? No, it can’t be, right?
Swallowing his doubts, Ado scrutinized Yeomyeong’s face.
Only his aura resembled Margrave; when it came to the finer aspects, he was completely different.
His eyes were a shade darker than Margrave’s, and his hair was a completely different color.
Most importantly, Margrave could no longer continue his lineage due to the aftereffects of nuclear weapons.
Hence, there couldn’t be a child of his on Earth, let alone an illegitimate one.
- If that’s all for now, may I take my leave?
While Ado was lost in his thoughts, the negotiation between Yeomyeong and the principal came to an end.
…Now is the time.
He cleared his head and moved according to his plan.
Therefore, he threw the prepared insult at Yeomyeong and provoked him.
Everything was proceeding as per his plan. Cheon Yeomyeong had fallen for his provocation, barely allowing him to use the ones he had painstakingly prepared.
Nice… Recording, start.
* * *
The first thing the camera captured was Ado’s left arm soaring through the sky.
…?
A question mark appeared in his mind as blood gushed from the severed area.
And the last thing to arrive was pain. The agony of having both bone and flesh served from below his shoulder brought Ado back to reality.
I’m going to die.
His intuition of a Superhuman honed over years of training was screaming.
Ado couldn’t even react when Yeomyeong drew the sword and swung it at him.
The difference in skill was overwhelming. And he was sure that he wouldn’t be able to react to the next attack either.
“S-save…!”
And before the plea for mercy could leave his lips, Cheon Yeomyeong’s hand flashed once more.
The sword was barely visible as it moved at a blinding speed. Ado, predicting where the sword would strike, squeezed his eyes shut.
He didn’t have the courage to face death.
Sister, I’m sorry.
Just as Ado recalled the face of the person he had to escort for the last time, someone grabbed him by the nape.
* * *
The moment Yeomyeong grabbed the sword from Ado’s waist, Corvus and Rime took action almost simultaneously.
Rime hurled herself out of the lounge and grabbed Ado by the nape of his neck in the nick of time.
Her judgment was accurate. His severed arm and the rising blade were falling directly toward his face.
Without any further delay, Rime pulled Ado out of the sword’s range, narrowly saving him from the attack.
“You crazy bastard! Do you really intend to kill someone at school?”
Rime yelled as she dragged Ado to safety, but instead of a reply, the response she got was…
Thud—!
The sound of a heavy impact, like metal plates being crushed.
The source of the sound was Corvus. She had transformed into a large Beastfolk and kicked Yeomyeong in the side.
Yeomyeong was sent flying, but he managed to adjust his stance mid-air and landed safely.
Tap.
Considering the tremendous force he had endured, the sound of his landing was light.
Yeomyeong dusted his clothes calmly and asked Corvus.
“Corvus, what are you doing?”
Corvus clacked her beak and said.
“I should be the one asking you that. What the hell are you doing? You nearly killed someone.”
“…”
Yeomyeong did not respond. He pressed his fist against his lips, contemplating something, before furrowing his brows.
“Am I not allowed to kill?”
Corvus’ eyes, which sparkled like black pearls, dimmed.
“Of course not.”
“Even if it’s the other side who provokes it?”
“…No one in this world should be killed just because they spoke out of turn. Otherwise, half the human population would be gone within a week.”
“…”
“Cheon Yeomyeong, look in my eyes.”
Their eyes met mid-air, and Corvus found something hidden beneath Yeomyeong’s golden eyes.
She sighed and spoke.
“I asked you about your school sect the last time. Do you remember?”
“…Yes, you asked if it was Dzhugashvili. And again, I have no connection to such a school sect whatsoever.”
“No, there is a connection.”
Corvus relaxed her shoulders and continued.
“In the past, Stalin and the communists developed a keen interest in efficient martial arts—ones that were stronger and faster for killing people.”
“…”
“As they focused solely on researching how to kill people, a form of martial arts, devoid of philosophy or ideology emerged —just pure lethality. It was a terrifying martial art that was even able to instill fear in the knights from beyond the Dimensional Portal. That martial art was…”
“…I’m not interested in a history lesson.”
Yeomyeong interrupted her, but Corvus waved her hand and continued.
“Come on, just listen. Martial arts aren’t something you can just create when the mood strikes you. And so obviously, the martial arts of the communists naturally came with some side effects.”
Side effects? Yeomyeong looked at Corvus’s beak with a puzzled expression.
“It focused solely on amplifying the Killing Aura but it didn’t teach how to control it, so those who learned it started killing people easily. At first, only enemies, then those they found bothersome, and finally, anyone they came across.”
At that moment, Yeomyeong frowned a bit, as if understanding something.
“Dzhugashvili was a martial art sect developed to control that Killing Aura. Although it is almost obsolete now… Do you understand why I’m telling you all this?”
“…I can make a guess.”
“Yeomyeong, your current state is like those communists before they learned Dzhugashvili. You’re on the verge of exploding due to unbridled Killing Aura.”
Yeomyeong said nothing. He simply clasped and unclasped his hand that held the sword, quietly listening to Corvus’s words.
“There are various reasons, but this is my conjecture: Among the martial arts that you learned, there are several techniques created specifically for killing opponents.”
Without needing anyone to tell him, Yeomyeong recalled Mara’s martial arts: a technique that emitted a heat haze-like mana to enhance the body and a simplified sword technique utilizing Palm Blast.
“It’s likely that you used those techniques recklessly because they were efficient… and perhaps you didn’t understand their true intention or simply didn’t care at all. Whenever your emotions flared up, instead of trying to release them, you would have just bottled them up.”
“…”
“Is there anything wrong with my conjecture?”
Yeomyeong couldn’t think of a reply. Corvus had hit the mark.
While Yeomyeong remained silent, Corvus concluded with a tone of certainty.
“If left unchecked, you will be consumed by your Killing Aura, just like the old Superhumans from the communist era.”
Yeomyeong glanced alternately at Ado’s severed arm on the ground and the sword in his hand, biting his lip.
“…What should I do?”
“Surprisingly, there is a simple solution. Since I’ve decided to accept you as my apprentice, I will teach you.”
Corvus cracked her fists and neck to loosen up. Then, she bounced lightly on her legs and suddenly opened her beak towards Yeomyeong.
“First, you need to release some of that Killing Aura.”
What did she mean by that? Just as Yeomyeong was about to ask, Corvus leaped from the ground.
Then, the massive crow Beastfolk that had soared into the sky…
Plummeted straight towards Yeomyeong.
“By getting hit.”
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* * *
…Ya killin' aura is rather extraordinary, eh?

That was something the Holy Sword said the first time they met. Looking back, it was sort of a warning, but back then, Yeomyeong hadn’t really paid heed to it.
In fact, he took it for granted.
After all, the martial arts he had learned were meant to kill. It would have been even stranger if he only had a faint Killing Aura.
Even after that, he heard similar comments in Manchuria and at the academy, but didn’t pay much attention.
After all, all the enemies he had faced till date always preferred the sword over dialogue. Hence, he wielded his sword as if murder and violence were cure-all.
He killed. And if he didn’t kill, he would at least maim.
He didn’t find it odd. He simply considered it to be a natural change that came with possessing great power.
And this tendency worsened after he stole and learned Mara’s martial arts.
Was it due to the influence of the so-called demonic art? He couldn’t be sure, but one thing was certain.
As his martial arts became faster and stronger, he became even more merciless towards his enemies.
He never thought this would become a major problem and it hadn’t even been a problem until just a few days ago.
However, he finally realized that something was truly wrong with himself after Corvus’ explanation moments ago.
…Why was I trying to kill Ado?
For daring to insult Seti? Sure, making him lose an arm might be justified, but it wasn’t a crime deserving of death.
He knew. Yeomyeong knew, but… he still decided to kill Ado and acted on it.
From the steps to steal Ado’s sword, to severing his arm to incapacitate him, and then immediately aiming for his neck with a sword technique.
Everything was far from a normal emotional reaction.
Yeomyeong had gone after Ado’s life with the same calmness and coldness he showed when facing the terrorists.
Why?
It was better to kill an enemy first and clear up any misunderstandings afterwards, but… that was only if the opponent was an enemy.
Ado was merely a rude person who could be found anywhere, not enough to be classified as an enemy and warrant such actions.
He would not gain anything by killing him, nor was there any threat in leaving him alive—just that.
Yet Yeomyeong tried to kill someone like that with all his strength in front of none other than the principal and Corvus.
All of it was his own doing, but he himself was unable to make sense of any of it.
Looking back, this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened either.
For example, the time he spanked the Saintess’ buttocks.
It was an act that could have easily been seen as sacrilege, but he laid a hand on the Saintess’ body without the slightest hesitation.
It was fortunate that the Saintess had let it slide… but that act was far more serious than his attempt to kill Ado.
According to Corvus, it was certain that something in his mind was broken.
The only fortunate thing in this entire ordeal was that he didn’t have to find the solution by himself.
There was a person, no, Beastfolk, who had the solution… standing right in front of him.
With that thought in mind, Yeomyeong looked up at the leaping Corvus.
…You said to release the Killing Aura.
The massive crow Beastfolk, cloaked in mana, was plummeting towards him.
Yeomyeong tightened his grip on the sword with the intent to pour out all his Killing Aura.
* * *
Thud!
Feeling the heavy impact rising up her toes, Corvus was certain that she had sent Yeomyeong flying.
However, the next moment, she burst out laughing after realizing that her certainty was mistaken.
Yeomyeong was still in the same spot. The ground had caved in, and dust had risen, but that was all.
He had endured the complete impact of the enormous Beastfolk head-on.
Seeing the sword somewhat tilted, Corvus couldn’t help but admire how he seemingly offset the shock with his Sword Aura.
“It seems that you have more practical experience than I expected.”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong swung his sword through the air. The mana rippled along the blade.
A blend of various sword techniques he had stolen mixed with the basic technique of the Surging Wave technique.
As the sword, honed by slaying hundreds of Shepherds, was unleashed, Corvus clashed with it directly.
!!!

Mana clashed with mana, causing the air to scream.
The sword’s blade trembled as it met the feathered fist, causing his grip to sting.
Though it was just one clash, Yeomyeong was able to confirm his opponent’s level.
She was a master; one comparable to a dragon.
“It is truly a formidable sword.”
Corvus commented briefly before swinging her free hand.
As Yeomyeong retreated using the Flying Kick technique, the violent mana-filled fist came down at the spot where Yeomyeong had been standing just moments ago.
BOOM!
The ground cracked, spewing dust. The trees in the vicinity shivered, and leaves scattered.
“And nimble too.”
Before the green leaves could even touch the ground, Corvus once again rushed in at a speed unexpected from someone her size.
And the moment Corvus extended her fist, Yeomyeong’s sword flashed. A simplified Sword Aura that utilized Mara’s Palm Blast.
Pu-hak!
Blood splattered. Yeomyeong frowned at the long gash on Corvus’s shoulder.
She took that with just her body?
That was as far as his thoughts went. Before he realized it, Corvus’ fist had closed the distance and struck his body.
The punch, different in movement and mana quality from the first, was truly fearsome.
BOOM!
Corvus’ fist exploded as it made contact with Yeomyeong’s solar plexus. Though he gritted his teeth and tried to endure it, he was inevitably lifted off the ground and thrown in the air.
“Keugh!”
Rolling across the floor, Yeomyeong clutched his chest and quickly got back to his feet. As expected, Corvus was charging at him again.
Yeomyeong prepared to unleash his Sword Aura again but stopped when he saw Corvus’ shoulder start to regenerate.
So, that was why she simply took the hit with the Sword Aura—she was also relying on regeneration.
If that was the case, firing simplified Sword Aura from a distance would simply be a waste of mana.
Having made up his mind, Yeomyeong immediately tightened the grip on his sword and charged at Corvus.
Although he was holding a sword, the gap between the two people was not that different due to the fundamental size difference between them.
The moment Corvus’ fist and Yeomyeong’s sword entered the range, the moment they were reflected in each other’s eyes, both of them exploded their mana in a surprise attack—the Surging Wave technique and Corvus’ fist.
And the victor of the first clash was Yeomyeong.
Puhat!
The sword, infused with swirling mana, narrowly sliced past Corvus’ hands.
Although the sword was meant to gain the upper hand in a slugfest, there was no trace of surprise on Corvus’ face.
After all, that was not the only weapon she possessed.
Corvus fought while using parts of her body that humans couldn’t.
Her sharp talons and a beak typical of birds.
Unlike fists, these parts, which could tear flesh with just a graze, went after Yeomyeong’s body with threatening precision.
Yeomyeong twisted his sword to block the talons and dodged the beak aiming for his neck.
It was unfair for Yeomyeong, who had only a single sword.
He desperately wished for his shotgun and grenades, but there was no point in thinking about weapons that weren’t available.
Yeomyeong gritted his teeth and used Blood Flow Acceleration.
His heart raced as mana surged through his entire body, noticeably increasing the sword’s speed as he overwhelmed the pace of Corvus’s beak, talons, and fists coming at him.
“Oh! You have skills other than martial arts!”
Corvus, who was using her entire body as a weapon, suddenly expressed admiration.
Does she still have some breathing room? Yeomyeong frowned and focused on his sword.
For a while, the sword, beak, talons, and fists tangled relentlessly, targeting each other’s bodies.
At some point, red blood and black feathers began to fly all over.
Talons piercing his thighs, sword slicing through her fingers, blood bursting, feathers scattering.
A complete slugfest with minimal defense, solely relying on their Regeneration abilities.
And amidst that slugfest, the first to retreat was none other than Corvus.
“I can’t believe this. You not only challenged a Beastfolk in Regeneration ability but even won! Could it be that your mother is not human?”
Said Corvus as she retreated with a long gash across her chest.
Yeomyeong stepped forward and replied.
“…I’m an orphan; I don’t even know my parents’ faces.”
Hearing this, Corvus chuckled and responded with her talons.
“It seems that I had a slip of the tongue. I hope you understand with a generous heart.”
Clang!
The sound of talons clashing with the sword resounded, but the fight didn’t resume.
Corvus had used the momentum of the sword to retreat.
And instead of charging again, Yeomyeong spat out the blood in his mouth and said.
“…Is this the end? Or are you planning to take a break?”
Corvus, now at a considerable distance, waved her hand and replied.
“No, no. It just feels like the outcome of this match won’t be determined if I only rely on martial arts.”
“…”
“Your level has surpassed my expectations. Honestly, I feel like applauding you. To be that strong at your age… I might have even felt a bit envious if you weren’t the Saintess’ partner!”
Though the praise was a bit sudden, Yeomyeong didn’t feel particularly moved. After all, the purpose of this fight wasn’t to receive compliments.
“So, should I be taking more hits?”
“Unfortunately, it seems that you’re still lacking. This is entirely my fault, so I’ll apologize like this.”
“…”
Seeing Corvus bow her head, Yeomyeong took a deep breath and grasped his sword.
And the moment he charged at her again, Corvus’ mana suddenly changed. To be precise, the mana accumulating inside her body began to flow outwards.
It was a different kind of mana circulation from martial arts that strengthened the body with mana, and now it encompassed the surrounding mana.
“Do you know why the word ‘crossroads’ is part of my alias?”
Yeomyeong recalled Corvus’ alias as mentioned by Moryne—the Seeker of Crossroads.
“It’s because I’m simultaneously walking two of the three paths permitted to Superhumans.”
As if to prove those words, the mana flowing out of Corvus arranged itself in the air.
“…A Mage?”
“Correct. I’m both a martial artist and a Mage. If were to you ask which one is my main profession, I’d say it’s Mage.”
“…”
Yeomyeong frowned as he saw ice spikes blooming around Corvus. It reminded him of the dragons he encountered in Manchuria.
“Well then, though it’s embarrassing, let’s move to the second round.”
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* * *
Crakkakkakak!!
Seeing how Yeomyeong dealt with the ice spikes, Corvus clacked her beak in admiration. It was an act worthy of awe.
Yeomyeong’s response—deflecting, blocking, and dodging the magic—was so flawless that it looked as if he had experienced countless such battles before.
“What sort of hellish battles have you lived through at your age?”
There was no answer from him. Instead, seizing the opportunity, Yeomyeong charged forward at an incredible speed and brought down his sword.
Clang!
Corvus blocked his sword with her mana-infused talons.
The martial art known as Limitless Path of Self Enlightenment collided with the mana from the Surging Wave, and Corvus used the force to create some distance.
And again, ice spikes.
Yeomyeong let out a sound that was either a curse or a sigh as he dodged the ice spikes and rolled on the ground.
What ensued was a one-sided exchange—Ice spikes flying in and Yeomyeong blocking them.
If Corvus decided to use higher-level magic instead of ice spikes, even Yeomyeong would have been subdued in an instant, but…
However, she hadn’t brought a staff with her, and more importantly, the location was an issue.
This was an academy with students residing on-campus, and magic powerful enough to subdue a superhuman like Yeomyeong in one strike would end up causing a lot of trouble.
Well, I’m already causing quite a mess, though.
Hence, even if it took a little longer, Corvus was determined to bring this duel to a close with just the ice spikes.
Actually, things had already deviated from her original plan.
Her initial plan was to simply beat up Yeomyeong, gradually draining the killing intent from him.
However, Yeomyeong’s skills had surpassed her expectations.
Reaction speed, depth of martial arts, instantaneous judgment, and overwhelming physical strength.
None of these were at the level of a student. He was at a level that made mockery of the common misconception that he was only able to defeat the dragons in Manchuria thanks to the Saintes’ blessing.
Though it made her look foolish, she didn’t feel unpleasant.
On the contrary, she felt rather relieved that she had accepted the invitation to come to the academy.
If not for the special connection she had that brought her here as an invited professor, how else would a Beastfolk like her get the opportunity to take on such a talented human as an apprentice?
She suppressed the smile creeping up her lips. The fight was not over yet.
And now… he’ll probably shoot out some Sword Aura.
Flash!
As expected, Sword Aura flew at her. It was a precisely timed attack that aimed for the moment of spell casting—whether it was due to his keen eyesight to read spells or an exceptionally high mana sensitivity.
Either way, the Sword Aura was a seasoned attack that would make most Mages lose their heads immediately.
However, Corvus was no ordinary Mage, and she accepted the incoming Sword Aura with her body.
“You continue to amaze me.”
Though blood flowed from the shoulder that was hit by the Sword Aura, Corvus paid it no mind and focused on Yeomyeong.
“Gasp, gasp…”
Was he running out of stamina? Ragged breaths were escaping Yeomyeong’s mouth.
This was only natural. After all, he had just engaged in a fierce slugfest with Corvus and had already managed to block as many as hundreds of ice spikes.
Whatever elixir he had taken, it was a miracle that a boy his age still had mana left after such a battle.
But it seems like he is nearing his limit.
In his current state, the moment Yeomyeong allowed even a single ice spike, it would be like the dam breaking, and he would fall.
Victory was within her grasp, but Corvus did not relax.
A master always had a final move prepared, and Yeomyeong had already proven himself to be worthy of being called a master.
However, Yeomyeong’s next move was far beyond her expectations.
“…Comet Sword?”
As soon as Corvus saw the white light gathering around Yeomyeong’s sword, she narrowed her eyes.
How was a martial art that was supposedly in the hands of the Holy Sword over here?
She didn’t have much time to ponder. Regardless of how Yeomyeong acquired that technique, it was up to her to block it immediately.
“The snow-covered gate is closed firmly, and the snow-covered yard does not welcome guests.”

Corvus muttered a short spell.
Following the emerging imagery, mana arranged itself, and thick ice and snow surged up according to her spell.
And in just 2 seconds, a shining ice wall rose from the ground.
It was near-miraculous speed, but it was not fast enough to block the Comet Sword.
Flash!
Before the thick ice wall was even complete, the light of the Comet Sword enveloped both the wall and Corvus simultaneously.
Being a Sword Aura that could even slice through dragon scales, the hastily erected ice wall couldn’t endure it even for a second.
BOOOOOOOMMMMM!!!
The Sword Aura exploded, sending ice shards flying in all directions. Mana pushed against the air, scattering the shattered pieces.
Like the aftermath of a bomb explosion, the trees in the surroundings toppled one after another.
The scene was in ruins, but Yeomyeong, who had created this scene, looked frustrated as he stared at the other side of the ice debris.
“…How were you able to dodge it?”
From behind a tree in the distance, where the fragments hadn’t reached, Corvus walked out unscathed and answered.
“I mixed Wind Acceleration Magic into the Moonset Step. It is my own trick.”
The two terms were unfamiliar to him, but grasping their meaning wasn’t difficult. It likely meant that she had accelerated the technique by incorporating magic into her martial arts.
Yeomyeong gauged his remaining mana and spoke.
“…I’m sick of dodging ice spikes. Can’t we just use our fists for the final part?”
Corvus smiled broadly as she created dozens of ice spikes.
“I will give in to half of your request by using both ice spikes and fists.”
“…”
“Give it your best till the end.”
Yeomyeong shut his mouth, nodded, and invoked a technique he was yet to use.
Swoosh!
A blue haze surrounded his body.
It was Mara’s Demonic Art. As he unleashed the martial arts filled with Killing Aura, ice spikes rained down at Yeomyeong.
Some hit and some missed, but none were really effective.
The heat haze itself was a form of armor, and the magic on the level of ice spikes would be dispersed just by making contact.
Corvus could only admire the sight.
“Just as I saw last night, it is no ordinary martial art. It would be much better if you are able to control your Killing Aura.”
Regardless of that admiration, she did not cease with the ice spikes. They just had to distract Yeomyeong to serve their purpose.
Corvus watched Yeomyeong swat away the spikes for a moment, then, as if an idea just occurred to her, she clasped her hands in a prayer-like manner.
“Yeomyeong, since I have managed to exhaust your cards today, I will show you mine.”
Yeomyeong wanted to ask her to put a stop to the ice spikes instead of what she had offered before, but Corvus was faster.
“The martial art I am about to use is called the Black Wing Flow. It differs from all the ordinary martial arts I demonstrated earlier; you can even say that it is my own secret technique.”
Soon, black mana began to emanate from her body.
Unlike Mara’s Demonic Art, which emitted a heat haze, the black mana from the Black Wing Flow erupted, spreading out like black feathers.
Being sensitive to mana, Yeomyeong could immediately tell that it was a high-level martial art comparable to the Surging Wave technique and it was different from Mara’s Demonic Art.
If the Demonic Art was armor and fists powered by mana, the Black Wing Flow was like a pipe that facilitated the smooth flow of mana.
From head to toe, from the main arteries to the microvasculature.
A martial art that forcibly opened all the mana channels in the body.
Ordinary Superhumans could manipulate mana according to their martial art, so they did not need to open all channels.
A martial art designed for Superhumans who walked the path of both magic and martial arts—a unique martial art that only belonged to Corvus.
For most others, especially Yeomyeong, there was neither a need nor a reason to learn that technique because he didn’t know how to use magic.
However, the moment Corvus, scattering black feathers, closed the distance, Yeomyeong asked without realizing it.
“…What is the true intention of the Black Wing Flow?”
It was an unexpected and rude question. How could he casually ask about the true intention of a martial art?
However, since Corvus already regarded him as an apprentice, she replied without hesitation.
“Choosing the path between the crossroads, where I go is the way.”
The true intention of Corvus’s life. Faced with this, Yeomyeong’s gaze lost its focus as he stared at her and…
Suddenly closed his eyes.
It was baffling for Corvus, who had been trying to unleash his Killing Aura.
“…Did he just fall into a state of perfect selflessness? All of a sudden?”
Her voice mixed with astonishment as the last thing he heard as Yeomyeong’s consciousness fell deep into his mind.
* * *
Yeomyeong woke up in a forest filled with the scent of blood.
On the green-tinted ground, trees so thick that they couldn’t be encircled by arms, along with some familiar corpses densely stacked together.
He stared at the forest for a while, unable to regain his senses, before recalling what happened before he opened his eyes.
The memory of losing consciousness as soon as he heard the true intention of the Black Wing Flow from Corvus.
Could it be… it seems like I’ve fallen into a state of perfect selflessness.
He didn’t panic. He had already experienced something like this before.
Wasn’t this what happened when he heard about the true intention of the Surging Wave technique from Seti?
Back then, he had suddenly fallen into a trance without any warning.
The only difference now was… that he wasn’t alone.
- What are you staring at, you idiot?
To his right stood a crimson elephant that had the exact same voice as Mara.
Their massive figure was large enough to tower over Yeomyeong, with fluttering ears and long tusks; the typical appearance of a male Indian elephant.
Yet, the human Mara he had seen before had such an androgynous appearance that it was impossible to tell if they were male or female…
…Were they actually a man?
And while Yeomyeong was lost in such trivial thoughts, he heard a voice calling him from the left.
- Um… Dung Beetle-ssi? Where exactly are we?
A blonde girl was looking around in confusion.
Yeomyeong shrugged as he looked at her, who had her hair elegantly styled in a bun.
“This is probably my dream.”
- Huh? Where did you say?
“I said this is my dream. And I should be the one asking questions. Miridith, why are you here?”
Faced with Yeomyeong’s question, the elf princess blinked as if she didn’t understand the situation.
A brief silence ensued.
Just as Mara swung his trunk to graze on the grass, Miridith spoke again.
- Um… May, May I ask you something, just in case?
“What?”
- Are you, by any chance, having a wet dream… about me? I mean, me and that… that elephant?
Before Miridith could even finish, Mara burst into laughter. It was a laughter so boisterous, that it seemed like the entire forest was shaking.
“…”
Of course, Yeomyeong couldn’t laugh.

 
    

  Chapter 107: Special Training (8)
* * *
Golden hair tied halfway back, complemented by fair skin, deep green eyes, and long eyelashes; a girl whose eyes curved beautifully whenever she smiled.
If only she didn’t have long ears or at least her family name wasn’t ‘Marx’, even Yeomyeong might have been tempted by her innocent beauty.
Back when he met her at Incheon, he came to know her as ‘Miridith Ipp Marx,’ but at the academy, she was ‘Soe Miri.’
And now, within his state of perfect selflessness, she…
“Just call me Miri.”
“…”
“It’s just a nickname. You don’t need to feel burdened by it. It feels strange to use my full name even in a dream, doesn’t it?”
Her usual calm demeanor was gone, an excited voice taking its place. The joy in her expression was an added bonus.
This wasn’t the kind of behavior one would expect when alone with a strange man, especially not in a forest piled high with corpses. And it wasn’t as if they were on a date or something. So, Yeomyeong didn’t really care.
…Well, this is a dream after all.
A dream was essentially an extension of one’s memories and unconscious mind.
Be it a janitor’s dream filled with fatigue or an enlightened superhuman in their state of perfect selflessness, the core remained the same.
Thus, the Miridith before him was also a fake created by Yeomyeong’s memory and unconscious—though she looked as lively as the real Miridith…
“By the way… are you certain this isn’t a wet dream? If you’re too embarrassed to be honest about it, you don’t have to worry about me.”
“…”
“I was actually a bit curious myself. About the erotic dreams humans have.”
An elf princess definitely wouldn’t say something like that, right?
Why would the pure elf, who had been scouring through the ashes for the keepsakes of her deceased older brothers, be interested in something like erotic dreams?
Shaking off the last of his doubts, Yeomyeong responded firmly.
“…As I said, it’s not that sort of dream.”
“Then why did you summon me in this dream?”
Miridith narrowed her eyes, as if challenging him for an answer.
Yeomyeong sighed and recounted the event that took place before he fell into a trance.
There wasn’t much to tell. He had fought against a temporary teacher due to his Killing Aura, learned the true intention of the martial art, and suddenly fell into a trance. That was all.
“Killing Aura? Enlightenment…? Yeomyeong-ssi, how is your enlightenment related to me?”
“…I think figuring that out is part of the enlightenment.”
“Hmm… Does it mean that entering an elf’s dream itself is some sort of enlightenment?”
While the two were discussing and pondering among themselves, Mara interjected.
- *You can see it without catching it, and even if it’s not visible, you can still touch the heavens without difficulty. That is the teaching of Ray of the Sun.1*
The statement was both abrupt and filled with a meaning so profound that Yeomyeong was unable to understand it yet.
Seeing both Yeomyeong and Miridith with question marks above their heads, Mara’s androgynous voice continued.
- This is the true intention of Mārīcī Divine Arts that you stole.
“…That heat haze martial art is a Divine Art? But everyone who has seen it so far calls it a Demonic Art.”
- Hey. Are you denying the name of the Kung Fu you stole, you thief? Can one say there is good or evil in armor made of mana? Do not use the shallow standard of Earth to distinguish between gods and demons.
Mara snorted with a “hmph” and added.
- Anyway, it’s much easier to grasp the true intention of the Mārīcī Divine Arts than that Black Wing Flow or whatever it was. So, hurry up and achieve enlightenment so you can release me from this damn place.
Release him? Yeomyeong looked at Mara, somewhat confused by the statement.
- What’s with that reaction? Don’t tell me… You didn’t know I was trapped here?
“…”
Yeomyeong did not respond. To be more precise, he had nothing to say.
It was an unspoken affirmation.
The elephant’s expression twisted, and his tusk trembled.
-You damn bastard!
Mara swung his trunk in a fit. Yeomyeong reached out to counter, but it proved to be meaningless.
The moment the long trunk touched him, Mara’s entire body transformed into a translucent mist.
- ! …!!! …!!! ..!
Mara’s misty form was unable to say anything. He only gaped his mouth in silence, cursing Yeomyeong.
After observing the scene for a moment, Yeomyeong shook his head and turned back to Miridith.
“Miri, do you have anything to share?”
“Um… me? Not really…?”
“…I didn’t mean to pressure you. No need to worry about it.”
Saying that, Yeomyeong closed his eyes.
Regardless of everything else, he had a strong feeling of certainty that he would only awaken from this state of perfect selflessness by attaining enlightenment.
He fell into deep contemplation, just like when he realized the true intention of the Surging Wave technique. No, rather, he tried to.
However, just as he was trying to enter a meditative state, Miridith suddenly spoke up.
Her voice was thick and desirous, completely different from a moment ago.
* * *
“Dung Beetle, I do have something to give you… but can I ask you a question first?”
“…A question? What sort of question?”
“The day the curse was lifted, what did you do with Seti?”
“…”
“The atmosphere between you two was so ideal, that you almost kissed on the rooftop—until her clueless siblings interrupted you.”
Yeomyeong slowly opened his eyes, which he had closed just moments ago, and stared at Miridith. She was poking the ground with a branch she had picked up from somewhere.
“What do they call it again…? Oh, right, did you climb the ‘stairway to adulthood,’ as humans say?”
“…Why are you asking me that all of a sudden?”
Instead of answering, Miridith stuck the branch she was holding into the ground.
As the branch, with its leaves still attached, was planted into the soil, it looked almost like a small tree.
“I was just wondering if you’ve given up on revenge.”
“…What?”
“You don’t know revenge? Revenge. Revenge for the dead janitors.”
Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking her how she knew about that.
Her eyes, which had been glowing green just moments before, had already turned blood-red.
“It’s not over. The Korean government and the Player… they’re still alive, aren’t they?”
“…”
“And you know right? Miridith’s brothers were also killed by the Player.”
He knew. The last bodies Dung Beetle had cleaned up were theirs.
“But Miridith has never dreamed of revenge. Why? Because she knew that Dung Beetle would do it on her behalf. You would find the Player and exact revenge that is a hundred, no, a thousand times more brutal.”
“You… Who are y—?”
“Shh. I’m not done talking.”
With her finger on her lips, Miridith locked eyes with Yeomyeong.
“Dung Beetle-ssi, your revenge is far from over, so why are you caught up in romance all of a sudden? Do you like Seti that much? Do you like her enough to give up on revenge?”
“…”
“I’ve been holding back all this while, you know. When you were playing hero in Manchuria, and when you were playing student at the academy… I remained silent.”
Yeomyeong clenched his fists.
Whether his golden eyes turned cold or not, the thing donning Miridith’s appearance kept talking.
“Ah, are you perhaps thinking something along the line of ‘It’s okay because Seti is my partner in revenge’?”
“…”
“That’s a foolish thought. It might have been different if it were only against the government, but the Player is not Seti’s enemy. And above all…”
“…Above all?”
“Seti has sisters, remember? Not just one, but three. And what about you? You have nobody.”
The desirous voice pierced his chest as it entered his ears.
“And when the time comes where Seti must choose between revenge and her sisters, will she really choose revenge? You know she won’t.”
The elf princess licked her lips like a snake eyeing its prey.
“So, you were also planning to run away, right? Because deep down, you want to choose Seti over revenge. Hmph, love, that’s a perfect excuse, isn’t it?”
And before he realized it, Yeomyeong reached out and grabbed Miridith by the neck.
Beneath her soft skin, he could feel her fragile neck bones, ready to snap at any moment.
“You’re starting to get it now, right? The reason you were overflowing with Killing Aura.”
“…Shut up.”
“Here, let me tell you the reason. The Yeomyeong in your head wants to live a normal life with Seti, as a human, but the Dung Beetle in your heart doesn’t want that.”
Crack. Yeomyeong tightened his grip around her neck.
However, instead of diminishing, Miridith’s voice only grew more seductive.
“Your mind and heart are at odds, that is why your Killing Aura is seeping out of your body. That crow bitch said she’d help you, but it’s only a temporary fix. But you already knew that, right? There’s no point in draining the Killing Aura if you don’t get rid of the root cause.”
“…”
“So what’s the solution? It’s simple. Give up on everything except revenge. Think about it. Why bother hunting down the Player when you can just kill all the students at the academy?”
She laughed. With a beautiful smile, she whispered.
“Go back to Korea this instant, storm the meeting of ministers at the Gyeongmudae, and set fire to the National Assembly hall. Innocent civilians will die? So what? The janitors were innocent civilians too.”
Yeomyeong tightened his grip even more. However, the more he did, the more Miridith pressed her body against him.
“Why do you keep pretending to be a good person, Dung Beetle?”
She traced her slender finger along Yeomyeong’s chest, moving from his chest to his neck, and from his neck to his lips.
“You swore in front of their graves that you would kill everyone involved in their deaths.”
Her delicate finger slipped in, brushing against his tongue. The metallic scent of blood filled his mouth.
“And while we’re at it, let’s kill Seti… And the Saintess too. Then you won’t waver anymore.”
“…”
“Her sisters might get in the way, so let’s kill them too. And that Ado boy you couldn’t kill earlier… get rid of him too. The crow? You don’t have to be scared of her. Just ambush her. You saw it earlier, didn’t you? Even a Beastfolk won’t be able to survive a direct hit from your Comet Sword.”
Her breath grew excited as it brushed against his face.
“You’ll do it, right? Revenge?”
“…”
“If you nod right now… you’ll wake up from this trance stronger than ever; with a power that will dwarf the Black Wing Flow or the Mārīcī Divine Arts.”
Her sweet voice continued to tempt him, but Yeomyeong did nothing.
“…Dung Beetle?”
And when the elf princess could no longer contain herself and asked, he chomped hard on her fingers squirming inside his mouth.
There was no severed finger. No scream.
However, the fake Miridith flinched, stepping back in surprise.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Yeomyeong spat out the blood filling his mouth. The faint taste of toothpaste lingering from her blood.
“What I need to do.”
Miridith—or rather, his Killing Aura’s expression—twisted.
“So, in the end, you’re really going to… give up on revenge?”
Thanks to her natural looks, even that seemed beautiful, but beauty alone couldn’t block a punch.
Thwack!
The fist imbued with the mana from the Surging Wave technique struck Miridith’s face.
“No.”
Yeomyeong didn’t stop there. He grabbed her by the collar as she fell.
“This is just a problem… between you and me.”
And with those short words, Yeomyeong began beating her mercilessly.
He didn’t stop until the Killing Aura in his dream could no longer raise its head.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1.  양염 literally means "ray of the sun." It refers to Mārīcī, a local Indian deity associated with sunlight.

Mārīcī cannot be seen, grasped, or touched. The elusive nature of sunlight is sometimes likened to a mirage. In Indian mythology, Mārīcī is described as one of the six sons of Brahma or as the spouse of the sun god. Therefore, it is unclear whether Mārīcī is male or female, although it is often depicted in the form of a goddess.




   

  Chapter 108: Special Training (9)
* * *
Yeomyeong stopped moving his fist. He had long forgotten the number of blows he had thrown, but his fist could no longer move.
Panting for breath, he felt neither a sense of guilt nor lowly thrill for beating up a fragile woman.
Of course not. The one in front of him was nothing more than a shell of Miridith possessed by his Killing Aura.
Yeomyeong tossed the Killing Aura in his grasp onto the ground.
And then, he, too, collapsed onto the ground, staring at the sky.
The sky was speckled and dirty, like the one over Incheon, where he grew up.
For some reason, he felt a bitter taste in his mouth. He longed for some alcohol, but all he could swallow was dry saliva.
As his throat burned with thirst, the Killing Aura spoke in a dying voice.
“You… will… regret… this….”
Even as its form melted away, it stared straight at Yeomyeong.
“Revenge….”
“I’ll take care of it myself.”
“…”
“I’ll get my revenge and live without shame before the Foreman and hyung-nims. That’s all there is to it.”
“Heh… h-how laughable…”
“Success or failure, that’s all my responsibility. I’ll bear it all. And most importantly…”
Yeomyeong looked the Killing Aura straight in the eyes. The twisted pair of eyes bubbled and fumed with rage.
“I have yet to forgive anyone, and I won’t in the future. So now… leave.”
“Heh… h-heh… t-this isn’t… the… end, I… I am…”
The Killing Aura disappeared before it could complete its sentence, vanishing from his dream like dust washed away by the rain or like impurities melting into molten iron.
Yeomyeong’s eyes remained rooted at the spot for a while before turning his gaze to the branch stuck in the ground.
The small branch that stood like a tree trembled under Yeomyeong’s gaze and then fell over.
For reasons he couldn’t explain, Yeomyeong erected it again and buried it a little deeper this time.
After a moment, he spoke to the sole remaining uninvited guest.
“Mara, you knew that was my Killing Aura from the start, didn’t you?”
Mara, the elephant floating in his misty form, looked at him nervously.
- I didn’t! I had no idea!
Seeing an expression of injustice spread across the elephant’s face, which oddly felt human to Yeomyeong, he snickered as he responded.
“Cut the crap.”
- I really don’t know anything about this! How am I supposed to know what entered your dream? This isn’t even my mental world! I…!
Mara sounded outright indignant, ready to shout his protest.
However, Yeomyeong raised his hand to stop him before he could proceed.
“…Enough. Now get out of my dream.”
- What? For real? You’re just letting me go?
Mara shook with excitement, but Yeomyeong’s next words crushed his short-lived joy.
“But… before you go, leave that flying martial art behind.”
- I knew it, you crazy bastard.
“Why? You don’t want to?”
- That’s not Kung Fu; it’s a state! A state! It’s not even an Inner Arts! How am I supposed to hand over a state?
As expected, it was a martial art that required certain conditions to be fulfilled. No wonder he wasn’t able to steal it no matter how hard he tried.
- Now that you understand, let me go! Your dream feels like hell!
Yeomyeong couldn’t help but give a weary smile at the elephant’s passionate reaction. Who was calling whose dream a hell?
Wiping the sweat from his forehead, he pushed his hair back as he spoke.
“Then, give me something else.”
- You thieving little bastard…!
“Well, I can’t help it if you don’t want to. Let’s talk when I come back here again.”
As Yeomyeong stood up and turned to leave, Mara quickly interjected.
- Wait! Don’t go! I’ll give you something else!
“…What? Is it a martial art?”
- *No, I’ll give you information.*
Saying that, Mara used his trunk to pick up a small stone and began drawing on the ground.
Yeomyeong observed him closely, curious about what he was drawing, but soon saw a crude blueprint and a series of numbers take shape.
“What is this…?”
Seeing Yeomyeong look up with a puzzled expression, Mara pointed to the drawing with his trunk.
- It’s the blueprint and password for Warehouse 113 at the Indiana Harbor in Chicago.
“…”
Ah, information for a heist? As expected of a criminal, the information he offered as payment was just pathetic.
Yeomyeong’s brow furrowed just as Mara continued to elaborate.
- It’s the secret warehouse of the Samaritan Family, who dominate Chicago. It’s filled to the brim with magic items and elixirs.
“So, it’s the property of a gangster? This just keeps getting more interesting.”
- They’re just gangsters. With your abilities, you could simply walk away with the entire warehouse, and they wouldn’t be able to stop you. But probably there’s only one thing in there that’d catch your interest.
“…Something I would want?”
As if revealing a significant secret, Mara leaned in close and whispered.
- The body part that complements your unicorn horn is there.
It was unexpected information—so unexpected that it seemed impossible to trust.
Not only did Mara know about the extra components for the Handle of Uragan, but he also knew its location?
Yeomyeong looked at him suspiciously, but Mara flapped his ears like he had just delivered a great piece of intel.
- How’s that? I think that should be good enough for you to let me go.
“…How am I supposed to trust this crude map and password?”
Mara, who had been filled with excitement at the thought of being released, was caught off guard by Yeomyeong’s skeptical response.
- *What are you talking about?*
“How am I supposed to take this information at face value and let you go just like that?”
- You’re being ridiculous. You can easily find out the truth if you ask the Saintess to use her Foresight. Problem solved, right?
Seeing Mara’s attitude as if asking why he questioned something so obvious, Yeomyeong flinched and turned stiff.
…How did this bastard know about the Saintess’ Foresight?
- While that unicorn horn might be very important to you, it’s just a haunted stick to anyone who doesn’t know about it. And the security around it isn’t even that strict. If someone on the level of a Saintess were to use her Foresight, it would only take, what, three seconds? So I don’t really see what’s the problem.
Seeing Mara speak like someone who had a lot of knowledge about Foresight, Yeomyeong understood that it meant that someone in this creature’s organization could use Foresight, or at the very least, a colleague who knew of it and could take precautions.
A group of terrorists with a Foresight ability user…?
Recalling how Kahal Maghdu was caught off guard by the Saintess’ sudden appearance back in Manchuria, it seemed that their seer wasn’t as powerful as the Saintess.
Still, Foresight itself was dangerous, and Yeomyeong pondered whether he should squeeze more information out of Mara.
However, it didn’t take him long to arrive at a decision.
He deemed that it was more dangerous to keep an unknown being in a dream than to rely on information from a terrorist organization that couldn’t be cross-verified.
“Alright, deal. So, how do I release you?”
- After you gain enlightenment and are about to exit your trance, grab onto me as you leave. Simple, right?
What sounded like something that would have terrified ordinary superhumans, was truly a simple matter for the two of them.
Having understood the true intentions of Mārīcī Divine (?) Arts and Black Wing Flow, Yeomyeong, along with Mara, awoke from his state of perfect selflessness half a day later.
It had been a day and a half since he first entered the state of perfect selflessness.
* * *
Miridith opened her eyes.
The first thing that appeared before her eyes was a familiar yet strange ceiling.
Was this… the Academy infirmary?
“…Comrade Miri?”
By the time she managed to regain her senses, Rime had approached her with a wet towel, confirming the presence of someone nearby.
Leaning her forehead against the wet towel in a daze, Miridith began to speak hesitantly.
“Rime, how long… how long have I been dreaming?”
“You have been dreaming all day.”
“…All day?”
“You fell asleep yesterday around noon, and you have just woken up, so you have been in the dream for over twenty hours.”
That long? Miridith shuddered and let out a shaky breath.
Seemingly misunderstanding her reaction, Rime gently stroked her forehead and asked cautiously.
“Whose dream did you enter? Was there another elf somewhere close?”
Miridith did not respond. No, she couldn’t answer.
She could still feel sensations from the dream vividly.
The excitement of connecting with a human for the first time.
The fear consumed by unknown emotions.
And… the ruthless violence.
Everything was new, strange—a feeling she couldn’t explain with any words she knew.
However, one thing was certain: for the first time in her life, she had experienced a human’s emotions to the fullest.
Joy and sorrow, anger and pleasure, despair and determination… all of it.
If there was anything that disappointed her, it was that she wasn’t able to see all of the memories. His memories had gaps, as if concealed by shadows.
If only she could’ve seen them all, she might’ve understood everything about him.
Miridith regretted not seeing those missing pieces.
“Rime…”
After savoring the dream for a while, Miridith called out to her escort cautiously.
“Yes, comrade.”
The silver-haired elf, who had been watching her with concern, grasped her hand tightly. Feeling her warmth, Miridith voiced the thought that had just come to her.
“The special teacher application… It starts today, right?”
“You do not need to worry about that. The Principal has already made arrangements for you to attend Mage Michele’s lessons.”
“…Please cancel that.”
“Pardon? But you were looking forward to the Mage’s lessons…”
“Dung Beetle… I mean, Cheon Yeomyeong. You know him, right?”
For a brief moment, Rime’s expression twisted, but she recovered quickly.
Seeing an uncharacteristically honest reaction from Rime, Miridith said with a grin.
“Please help me apply to the same special teacher as him.”
“He applied to just one person… uh, a Beastfolk named Corvus. Are you sure about this?”
“Yes, that’s fine.”
Rime pursed her lips, as if searching for words to object, but eventually bowed her head.
“…Understood. I will do as you ask.”
“Thank you for going along with my whim. Oh, and… could you please bring me some tissues?”
“Tissues? What do you need them for…?”
Miridith tilted her head slightly. And as she did, blood began trickling from her nose.
Rime hurried off to fetch the tissues, and while she was gone, Miridith held her bloodied nose and laughed.
After all, this nosebleed was proof of the dream she had just experienced.

 
    

  Chapter 109: Interlude - Darulma Dune
* * *
The dwarves on Earth no longer lived in the mountains.
The traditional underground stone homes had long been replaced by apartments, and their kin’s mountain range palaces exchanged for modern mansions.
While the kindred from his homeland, along with the other races, would look at them and ramble on about how they had abandoned their traditions or betrayed their homeland, Earth’s dwarves would simply scoff in return.
Had they betrayed their traditions? Hardly so.
They still exchanged pickaxes during their coming-of-age ceremonies.
They also wore ceremonial outfits made from mountain goat fur at weddings, ate barley stonebread and drank barley beer during holidays, and celebrated together.
They didn’t ignore their traditions; it’s just that they were no longer bound by the past.
Because the miners who had spent their lives excavating, and the craftsmen who lived and died for their masterpieces, had already perished during ‘Yellow Winter’.
The dwarves who had stayed back in the modern world were nothing more than capitalistic entrepreneurs and workers chasing after paychecks.
…Of course, as with any place, there were exceptions.
A few outdated dwarves still babbled on about tradition and vengeance.
These were the old kin, born before Stalin’s invasion.
…Damn old-timers.
Darulma Dune hated them.
He hated how they lived in a house that was no different from an underground bunker even though they had perfectly good apartments, and how they ran the clan’s business as if it were their own personal empire.
A business exclusively for dwarves, run by dwarves? What a load of nonsense.
How could anyone still be so foolish in this era of globalization?
If only they agreed to a merger with the Earthians, the company could have grown severalfold by now.
But this wasn’t just about the size of the company.
The biggest stumbling block was their selfish mindset—thinking it was enough as long as their own race was well-fed and living well.
What good was it for the dwarven company to make donations, start an ad campaign in the media, and build a good public image?
All that reputation would simply vanish overnight as soon as a jobless Earthian went on TV and said, ‘I lost my job because of the dwarves.’
It didn’t help that the Republican Party presidential candidate was a lunatic calling for the restriction of dwarves’ voting rights.
If dwarves didn’t wish to become the next Jews, they needed to change their attitude and start actively collaborating with humans.
“…Darulma.”
At the voice coming from ahead, Darulma flinched and snapped out of his thoughts.
When he looked up, he saw the worried eyes of the old dwarf who had been guiding him.
Darulma lowered his head almost instinctively and responded.
“What is it, uncle?”
“I called out because you look a bit pale. I guess you are worried considering that you’re meeting the family head after so long.”
“…”
“Don’t worry about it too much. As long as you have a just reason, even the family head won’t be able to reprimand you harshly. After all, he’s still your father.”
Darulma said nothing, and the old dwarf, whom he addressed as eldest uncle from his paternal side, didn’t seem to be expecting a reply either. He simply resumed walking.
Step, step.
The sound of their footsteps echoed through the corridor, a recreation of the old underground passageways.
And after they arrived before a massive iron door, the old dwarf spoke again.
“You’re on your own from here on.”
“Uncle, aren’t you coming…?”
“I will be waiting here. Don’t worry about me. Seeing that it’s been a while, take your time catching up with your father.”
Catch up? Darulma swallowed the words rising in his throat and simply bowed to his eldest uncle.
Creak!
As the sound of his eldest uncle opening the iron door resounded, Darulma stepped inside.
* * *
Tsk.
The moment Darulma stepped through the door, he unwittingly clicked his tongue.
He could never grow accustomed to the sight that greeted him, no matter how often he saw it.
Is he still living like this?
The first thing that caught his eye were display cases filling the enormous room.
Like the bookshelves in a grand library, the cases were packed with similar items.
The severed heads of Stalin’s statues.
The busts, varying in material, size, and shape, were authentic pieces taken from various Stalin statues erected in communist countries.
It was a scene that truly conveyed the vengeful spirit of a dwarf on the brink of madness, or rather, one who had already gone mad.
Avoiding eye contact, Darulma hurriedly crossed between the display cases, afraid that the hatred and madness might infect him as well.
After walking for about a minute, he was hit by a foul stench.
A sharp, sour stench, similar to rotting beer, filled his nostrils.
Darulma stopped in his tracks and looked toward the source of the smell. An old dwarf sat hunched over at a small desk in a corner of the room.
“O Five Gods…”
A thin, emaciated body, uncharacteristic of a dwarf, with sunken eyes and a long beard that extended down to his feet.
That old dwarf was Skelma Dune, the former head of their clan—and Darulma’s father.
“…Who is it?”
Skelma asked without even sparing him a glance. Darulma bowed as he answered.
“It’s me, Father. Darulma.”
And as soon as that awkward greeting came to an end, Skelma rose from his seat.
In his hand was a small piece of Stalin’s severed bust.
“Darulma… my son, the one who brought about that disaster in Manchuria.”
“…Disaster, you say? I resolved everything you asked me to— the dragon and I even stopped Manchuria from collapsing.”
“Resolved? You call that resolving the issue? Do you need me, your father, to list out your mistakes one by one, or will you confess them yourself?”
Darulma gulped, bowing even deeper, yet remaining silent.
The tense silence between the two dwarves hung in the air fleetingly, then dissipated.
“…Fine, if that’s how you want to do it, I’ll spell it out for you. First, the World Tree’s crystal. Where did you use that?”
“That…”
“That was intended for the cardinal of the Holy Nation. But instead, you gave it to some mercenary? And on top of that, you did it yourself.
Darulma opened his mouth to counter, but his father was quicker, hurling the bust in his hand straight at him.
Thud!
The bust struck Darulma’s forehead, sending him crashing to the floor. He clenched his teeth, stifling a cry of pain.
“I could have overlooked that. But the Seal? How could you give him the Golden Seal as well?”
Skelma shot to his feet, striding toward Darulma who was still lying on the ground.
“Son… have you gone senile already? Did you forget about the importance of the Seal?”
“I haven’t forgotten….”
Darulma trailed off. The Golden Seal, the symbol of the dwarf king, a priceless dwarven treasure. But…
“… What could I do? The Seal recognized the mercenary as its owner. So how could I have taken it from him?”
“What?”
“Don’t ask me how it happened. It already did! The Seal only accepted his mana after he freed the dragon!”
Darulma spoke the truth, but truth and persuasion were two different things.
It was hard for him to believe even after seeing it with his own eyes, so what about his father?
“You call that an explanation?”
As expected, his father didn’t believe him.
Skelma, who had somehow managed to close the distance between them, glared down at Darulma with blazing eyes.
“King Daval, the former owner of the seal, has been dead for ages! No one else can transfer ownership! Not the dragon! Not me! Not even the Five Gods!”
The old dwarf’s eyes flared with madness, drool dripping from his mouth.
“But you expect me to believe that a mere Earthian was able to obtain the ownership of the seal? That! Do you even realize how absurd that sounds?!”
“…”
“Even if it were true, if you were a real dwarf…! You would have killed him and taken it back! And returned with the Seal in hand, not empty handed!”
Darulma clenched his eyes shut. He found it hard to believe that this stubborn dwarf was someone he once respected as a father. What made him like this?
Fighting back his tears, he replied.
“…Father, you said kill him? Who was I supposed to kill? Have you gone blind from following those idiotic press?”
“You insolent wretch!”
“While the media is clamoring that it’s all thanks to the Saintess, I saw it with my own eyes. He is the one who defeated the dragon. Attempting to kill him would be madness… cough!”
Skelma grabbed Darulma by the collar. The strength not befitting his old body squeezed his son’s neck.
“Darulma.”
“Keuuuh, cough… f-father….”
“Let’s say… let’s just say that everything you said is true.”
His father’s hands, which were choking him, trembled violently, as if struggling to hold on to his last thread of sanity.
“Regardless, we need the Seal… I need… no, we all need the Royal Seal. You know that, don’t you?”
“Co-cough…”
“We need the Seal’s unlocking ability to find Stalin!”
Darulma wanted to tell his father that it was just his delusion.
How could Stalin possibly be alive in another dimension?
However, he couldn’t bring himself to say it.
Just like the dragon in Manchuria, the thirst for revenge that burnt even oneself was immune to any logic or persuasion.
“I… I have… cough… a plan…”
Skelma remained silent for a long time even after hearing the answer. As the hand around the neck trembled and Darulma’s breath became more labored…
“Then speak.”
Only then did the pressure around his neck ease.
Back on his feet, Darulma coughed and gasped for air.
“I will… sigh make Cheon Yeomyeong our ally.”
“…”
Skelma frowned. Perhaps due to the last sliver of faith he still held for his son, he didn’t lash out.
“I’ve already built a rapport with him. I’ve also given him access to our workshops, elixirs, and even spread rumors to the press that we share a special relationship with each other.”
“…Hmm.”
“If we put forward a request to borrow the Seal’s power, he will gladly agree.”
Skelma remained silent. Darulma, trying to hide his nerves, continued.
“And that’s not all. When we eventually find Stalin, his strength will be invaluable. Isn’t that why we’ve been supporting a mercenary group in the first place?”
“That’s…”
“Isn’t it to secure power that money can’t buy! Cheon Yeomyeong is exactly that power.”
After making his case, Darulma nervously gauged his father’s reaction. Skelma stroked his beard, seemingly weighing the options.
“So, he’s the one who brought down the dragon?”
“Yes. Captain Kwon Mongju personally confirmed it. He single-handedly severed the dragon’s wings and legs.”
“A talent nearing dragonslayer status… How old is he, again?”
“He’s just a first-year at the academy.”
Darulma didn’t stop there. He went on, rambling about how Cheon Yeomyeong was the first and likely last transfer student to Lord Howe Academy, and how he had personally stopped the terror attack at the academy.
Did his explanation finally get through? His father’s reaction didn’t seem to be bad.
The madness in Skelma’s eyes gradually faded, replaced by a glimmer of the sharp intellect he possessed when he first built the company.
“So, when will he be coming to visit our workshop?”
“I, uh… haven’t received word yet. But since he’s a student at the academy, it’ll probably be during the break…”
“It will be too late by then.”
“…”
“Humans forget easily. A few months is all it takes for them to drift away.”
Darulma felt an inexplicable sense of unease and foreboding. And before he could say anything, Skelma picked up the bust of Stalin that he had thrown earlier.
“What weapon does he use?”
“He mainly uses a sword.”
“A sword… If it’s to be made from dragon bones, it will take at least half a year. If we accept the order during the break and start making it immediately, we could give it to him as a gift when he moves up to the second year.”
“…”
“Son, do you know how long until Superhuman Olympia begins this year?”
Superhuman Olympia—A competition held every three years where young Superhumans, who were yet to reach adulthood, competed against each other.
“It’s been delayed because of the recent terror attack, but even so, it will take place within half a year.”
How could he not know? Dungan Heavy Industries was one of the event’s sponsors.
“Exactly, no later than six months. So, son, should we give him the weapon before the tournament or after?”
“We should take the order immediately. If the craftsmen work hard, they can finish it on time. I’ll contact him immediately.”
Darulma stood as he spoke. He wanted nothing more than to leave the room as quickly as possible, but Skelma didn’t let him go.
“Wrong.”
“…What do you mean?”
“To win someone’s heart, you can’t simply rely on ordinary methods. Have you already forgotten what I taught you?”
Words spoken by his father before his descent into madness began. Darulma lowered his head to suppress the surge of emotions.
“Father, then….”
“Don’t just contact him. Go to him in person.”
Go in person? Darulma was flustered, but Skelma continued.
“No matter how much you pressure the craftsmen, a sword created under time constraints will never be a masterpiece.So don’t just place an order—get a better sword and bring it to him.”
Saying that, Skelma unexpectedly tossed Stalin’s bust again. Caught off guard, Darulma instinctively grabbed it.
“Take one of the best swords from the vault of the family head… No, take all of them and let him choose.”
“…”
“Make it clear to everyone that we are his sponsors. Do you understand?”
Darulma nodded silently in acknowledgment, and thus, the conversation between father and son came to an end.
Without another word, Darulma turned around and left, while the final spark of brilliance faded from his father’s eyes.
Step.
The sound of soft footsteps echoed through the room, surrounded by countless busts of Stalin staring in silence.

 
    

  Chapter 110: A Teaching for The Apprentice
Change is easy.
Restoring things is what’s difficult.
『Memoirs Of The Second Western Expansion - The Last Words of a Certain Forest Dweller』

* * *
As spring drew to a close, the morning that all the students of Lord Howe Academy had been eagerly awaiting arrived.
Beneath the sky tinged with the blue hues of dawn, young leaves silently endured the chilly breeze, and flowers, unable to let go of spring just yet, shed dewdrops.
Though it was still pretty early for the students to be awake, not a single student in the first-year dormitory was still asleep.
However, none of the usual morning hustle and bustle was present.
The martial arts department students, who usually rushed to the training room at the break of dawn, and the magic department students, who would typically be making preparations for their daily meditation, were all grappling with a single piece of paper.

Special Training Application Form



This one sheet of paper could be submitted to the office starting today.
On it were rows of names recognizable at mere a glance—graduates, prominent figures in the academic world, and famous superhumans.
Just seeing the list was enough to make one’s heart race, but the students were hesitant to fill out their applications.
Was it because they were happily debating about which teacher’s class to take? No, their headaches were caused by a different concern.
At the bottom of the flashy form was a single line of text in very small print:
The acceptance of participants for the special class is at the discretion of each teacher.

Though no one had explained it, the students instantly understood what it implied.
It was the teachers who chose the students. In other words, if a student wasn’t chosen, that was it.
In an attempt to show some consideration, the academy allowed up to five applications. But even then, five was the dead limit.
And what if, by some chance, a student wasn’t selected for any of their top five choices?
That went without saying. At best, they’d be stuck with whatever teacher was left, and at worst, they’d completely miss out on the special classes.
Things had now reached a point where every student was engaging in a subtle battle of wits.
A fierce battle to be chosen by the more famous or desirable guest teacher.
Which teacher would attract the most students, and which teacher would be the least popular?
They also had to gauge which teachers were preferred by each grade, avoid students like the ‘Saintess’ or the ‘Vessel’ who would obviously be chosen, and sort through which teachers were more likely to be overwhelmed with first-choice applicants…
And after racking their brains like this for days, many students were yet to make any choices even on the morning of the application day.
- *Damn it, looks like everyone’s going to flock to Michele’s special lecture.*
- The confirmed participants in Wang Baoguo’s practical class has already reached triple digits.
- Why are the Mage Apprentices applying for Joanna Thule’s class? Do they all want to become her apprentice or something?
The students were all gathered in the dormitory hallways, lounges, and lobbies, exchanging information or airing their worries.
Then, in the midst of it all, someone cautiously spoke up.
- But what about Cheon Yeomyeong? Who is he applying to?
The who first brought it up was probably trying to lighten the mood, but the students, lost in their unsolvable dilemmas, immediately shifted the conversation.
- He probably applied to whoever he wanted. Honestly, which teacher in their right mind would reject him?
- Thinking about how he stopped that terror incident… If I were a teacher, I’d pick him too.
- Will this lead to the teachers fighting over who gets to take him as an apprentice?
The students began spinning wild fantasies about Cheon Yeomyeong.
Starting from the stories about his time as a mercenary revealed in the media, to his skills in martial arts and even unconfirmed rumors about his love life, their discussion covered a wide range of topics.
And it wasn’t until the dormitory head cleared his throat that the students stopped talking about Cheon Yeomyeong.
Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that they had already found answers to all their questions.
- Can’t we just go and ask the man himself? It’s not like we’re asking about some big secret or anything.
But even after someone said that, no one actually went to find Cheon Yeomyeong’s room.
- So… anyone here close with Cheon Yeomyeong?
- The Magic or Religion departments are out. It’s got to be someone from the Martial Arts department.
- Even from the Martial Arts department… you only see him hanging around with that roommate of his and the weird-named girl.
While they all wracked their heads, someone sitting in the lobby abruptly stood up and spoke.
“Damn, you’re all just blabbering.”
Wesley—the boy with the buzz cut hair, who had fought Yeomyeong over his room, slammed his hands down on the table and said.
“Hey! I’ll go and ask, so stop with the gossip. …Petty little bastards.”
Some students protested, claiming they weren’t gossiping or criticizing him, but they didn’t stop Wesley.
Since he was volunteering to find out what everyone was curious about, they had no reason to stop him.
As both the dormitory head and the students watched his back grow distant, Wesley headed toward Cheon Yeomyeong’s room.
* * *
Contrary to the atmosphere in the dorm, Cheon Yeomyeong’s room was quiet.
The morning sun peeked through the window with caution, but the two boys facing each other paid it no mind.
As the silence under the sunlight prolonged, Yeomyeong put down the documents he was holding and said.
“This is rather disappointing, Baonic.”
The boy facing him flinched. He tried to protest but couldn’t meet Yeomyeong’s gaze.
“I-I have tried my best! It’s not that easy to find someone with the Imperial Knight’s sword in such a vast academy—”
Yeomyeong said nothing and simply stared at Baonic in silence.
His golden eyes, illuminated by the sunlight, were as chilling as ever. Feeling the Killing Aura, Baonic swallowed hard and said.
“—Although it’s not easy, I’ll definitely find him. B-but if you could give me a few more clues…”
A clue, Yeomyeong sunk into the backrest of his chair and thought about the Player.
The Player’s mockery, the sword he wielded, and his claims about this being a game.
“He’ll be on the hunt for strange-fated objects.”
“…Strange-fated objects?”
“Yes, if there’s any strange-fated objects within the academy, he most probably knows about it. Especially… if it’s an object that appeared in the game.”
As soon as Yeomyeong finished speaking, Baonic narrowed his eyes, as if trying to remember something.
“Do you know something?”
“Umm… After the last terror attack, some of the strange-fated objects located in the second-year main building have disappeared.”
“…Why did you keep such an important fact to yourself until now?”
“W-well, I simply assumed that you were the one who had taken them.”
As he said that, Baonic cautiously looked at Yeomyeong. Fortunately, Yeomyeong’s gaze was not focused on him.
His burning eyes were fixed in the direction of the second-year main building beyond the window.
The second year… so he isn’t in the first year.
The net was shrunk once again. Suppressing the growing Killing Aura inside his chest, Yeomyeong reached for the desk.
“Which special class for the second year has the most applicants? Just take a guess.”
He asked as he picked up the special class application form from the desk.
“Uh… it’s probably the class of Sir Dalruan, the former Imperial Knight. The Imperial Prince is in the second year so… Why are you looking at me like that?”
Yeomyeong responded with a smile.
“You should apply to Sir Dalruan’s class.”
“…Me?”
“Yes, you.”
Baonic was about to say something but kept his mouth shut.
He wanted to argue but couldn’t think of a rebuttal. After all, special classes were not part of the story he was well-versed with.
As the silence persisted, Yeomyeong handed him the special class application form.
“In return, I’ll give you one of the strange-fated objects hidden in the academy.”
“Huh…Really?”
“Really.”
At that moment, all the doubts in Baonic’s mind vanished. He quickly snatched the special class application form from Yeomyeong’s hand.
“…You can’t change your mind later, okay?”
“And if you find the guy with the Imperial Knight’s sword, I’ll give you even more. Stop with the chatter—just apply.”
Following that firm answer, a smile bloomed on Baonic’s face.
What should he ask for? Martial Arts?
No, he didn’t even know where his talent lies yet. In times like this… yes, an elixir was the right choice.
Having made up his mind, Baonic also applied to the teachers related to the Imperial Prince besides Sir Dalruan.
It wasn’t a condition put forth by Yeomyeong, but it was a precaution in case he failed to get into Sir Dalruan’s class.
“Alright, it’s done.”
Having finished filling out the application, he waved it around proudly.
It looked like a dog flaunting its leash, but he wasn’t embarrassed.
He didn’t mind wagging his tail if that meant that he could live well in this damned world.
“…Alright. Do you have any strange-fated object you want in particular? I’ll get it for you before the special classes start.”
Fortunately, Yeomyeong was a good master. Well, at least for now.
“C-could you get me an elixir? I’m still not a perfect Superhuman …”
“An elixir?”
“…You know, the neidan of that great clam under the bridge of the north island should be enough.”
“If it’s just that, I can get it for you today itself.”
Yeomyeong patted Baonic on the shoulder in agreement before returning to his seat.
As Baonic stared at his back with a subtle expression, he pulled out his own special class application form and was about to fill it out when someone knocked on the door.
- *Hey, Yeomyeong! It’s Wesley, can I come in for a moment?*
* * *
In the makeshift shrine for students in the first-year girls’ dormitory at Lord Howe Academy.
The priest, Natsukawa, who taught the doctrines of Mordak at the academy, was feeling both astonished and bewildered.
“P-please, Saintess!”
“No! I refuse!”
And the cause for her bewilderment was none other than the Saintess, whom she greatly revered. To be more precise, it was the Saintess’ attitude that was the problem.
“Saintess, please, you need to apply for Dame Joanna Thule’s special class. It’s a directive from the Holy Nation itself!”
“Well, those boomers aren’t here, are they?! I can just ignore that directive!”
“B-boomers you say? If you call the Cardinals that….”
“Of course, I should call them boomers if they are boomers! What else should I call them? It doesn’t matter what the people at the top say, I’m not taking Dame Joanna’s class. Absolutely not!”
Said the Saintess while rolling on the floor of the shrine.
Her white priestly robes fluttered, and her white shoulder cape and hair lay sprawled across the floor.
It was rather fortunates that Natsukawa was a priest serving the calm and composed Black Mordak, else she might have fainted at the shocking sight.
Natsukawa squeezed her eyes shut and continued her persuasion.
“…Do you know how many people have been trying to call you back to the Holy Nation after the terror attack?”
“…”
“Sending Dame Joanna is the boo—I mean, the Cardinals’ consideration. After all, having someone by your side, especially a Holy Knight, would put the believers more at ease, wouldn’t it?”
It was definitely a consideration made by the boomers so that she could continue attending the academy.
It was an undeniable fact, so the Saintess didn’t respond.
However, that didn’t mean she would agree to Natsukawa’s request.
“…But there’s no need for me to attend Dame Joanna’s class specifically.”
“Saintess….”
Was she trying to come to some sort of compromise here? Natsukawa shook her head.
“At least for the sake of the believers who are worried about you….”
She pleaded with a desperate voice, but the Saintess pretended not to hear her.
Instead, she stuffed the special class application form into her chest and sealed her mouth shut as if to say, ‘Try to take this paper from me if you can.’
“…Saintess. Do you really have to do this?”
The Saintess remained silent. It was unclear what emotions were behind her blindfolded eyes, but it seemed like they wouldn’t be able to resolve the situation through conversation.
Natsukawa sighed and picked up her phone before calling someone.
- Yes… The Saintess… Yes, you need to come immediately… Yes, quickly… Please…
Hearing snippets of the call, the Saintess sensed something ominous and tried to leave the shrine, but Natsukawa was a step ahead and closed the door.
“Where are you running off to now?”
“Oh, seriously! Just let me go!”
“Oh ho! Please wait.”
With the only exit blocked, the Saintess’ Invisibility Cloak was useless, so she slumped the shrine’s chair and sulked.
And that was how the Saintess was confined to the shrine for some time.
Knock, knock.
Someone knocked on the shrine’s door.
- *Are you still here?*
Followed by the gruff voice of a woman.
Natsukawa beamed as she opened the door, while the Saintess cowered behind the chair in fright.
“Dame Joanna, you finally made it.”
An elderly woman with snow-white hair and a face full of wrinkles entered the shrine.
However, the term ‘old age’ didn’t seem right when looking at her.
Judging by the imposing aura she was radiating, the large scar running from her right eye to her lips, and a sturdy physique reminiscent of a bodybuilder, age was merely a number.
“It’s been a while, Saintess!”
Joanna Thule, the retired, former vice-commander of the Holy Knight Order, smiled broadly and opened her arms wide on seeing the Saintess.
The Saintess tried to flee in shock, but there was no way she would be able to outrun a full-fledged Holy Knight. And not long after, she was caught in the embrace of her muscular body.
“You seem to grow so much everytime we meet, Saintess. You’re almost unrecognizable now!”
The Saintess, struggling to break free from the embrace, soon realized that there was no way to escape by force and resigned herself to the hug.
After a long emotional embrace, Joanna laughed heartily as she set her back down in her seat.
“Saintess, I’ve heard from Natsukawa. You threw a tantrum about not wanting my escort?”
“…I didn’t throw a tantrum.”
Natsukawa, who had been observing from behind, looked incredulous, but the Saintess ignored her and continued speaking.
“It’s not that I don’t want an escort… I just don’t want to use this chance to attend a special class on you, Joanna.”
“And why is that?”
“Well….”
The Saintess remained silent as she fidgeted with her lips. She couldn’t bring herself to say that she wanted to be in the same class as the people she liked.
Because she was a Saintess, and her opponent was a Holy Knight.
So she answered in a slightly roundabout manner.
“I want… to be in the same class as my friends.”
“Ah, so it’s because of your friends. But Saintess, if they are your peers, wouldn’t it be possible for them to attend the other classes with you? Does it have to be a special one?”
“…We don’t have many classes together because they are from different departments. But special classes don’t have such limitations. So…”
“Hmm…?”
Joanna raised her eyebrows and glanced at Natsukawa.
Her expression seemed to ask, ‘Who are these friends she is talking about?’ but Natsukawa shook her head as if to say, ‘I don’t know either.’
After a brief pause, Joanna quickly came up with another solution.
“Then why not have your friends attend my class?”
“No, that’s….”
“Why? Do your friends dislike my class?”
Joanna asked with a hearty laugh. The Saintess fidgeted with her fingers for a while before replying cautiously.
“It’s not that, but… if I make them take your class on my own accord, it would be an inconvenience.”
Blushing cheeks, cautious tone, fidgeting fingers.
Seeing that, Joanna’s smile disappeared from her face and was replaced by the cold expression of a holy knight.
“…It seems that your friend is quite exceptional.”
Though Joanna’s words were filled with skepticism, the oblivious Saintess took them at face value.
“Yes, they are exceptional.”
“…”
Natsukawa, who had no romantic experience, sighed as soon as she heard the Saintess’ answer, but Joanna was different.
She had seen a Holy Knight blinded by love give up both his Holy Sword and his future.
The Saintess’ current expression resembled that of the Holy Knight. Was it her imagination, or just a coincidence of bloodlines?
Either way, this was not something Joanna could tolerate.
“…Saintess.”
She knelt to match the Saintess’ eye level.
“If you really dislike it, I will not force you into my special class. What’s important is your will.”
Her sudden statement startled Natsukawa, who was observing from behind, but Joanna continued undeterred.
“However, at the same time, your safety is also important. I cannot step back without knowing what kind of person your friend is.”
“Well… if it’s that kind of concern, you don’t need to worry. I don’t know about the other things, but that person truly cares for me.”
“Cares for you, Saintess?”
“Yes.”
The next moment, a young man’s face came to Joanna’s mind.
Though the face that came to the Saintess’ mind was that of Seti, she soon thought of Yeomyeong and shut her eyes tightly behind her blindfold.
Unaware of the Saintess’ thoughts, Joanna stood up with a stern expression.
“…Joanna?”
“Saintess, one must strike the steel when it’s hot.”
“…What?”
“Let’s go to that friend immediately. I need to see for myself.”
“No, Joanna, wait a moment…!”
Realizing Joanna’s intention, the Saintess tried to escape, but Joanna was quicker and grabbed her hand.
“Come on, let’s go.”
“W-where to?”
“The boys’ dormitory of course, or am I wrong?”
“No, no, you’re misunderstanding something…! Joanna! Just wait…!”
Despite the Saintess’ attempts to resist, Joanna dragged her out of the shrine.
Watching the Saintess being helplessly dragged away, Natsukawa, who remained in the shrine, sighed and prayed.
“O Five Gods…”

 
    

  Chapter 111: A Teaching for The Apprentice (2)
* * *
Perched on a tree overlooking the first-year boys’ dormitory at Lord Howe Academy, Corvus, the crow Beastfolk who had come looking for of her apprentice, sat feeling dejected.
- Corvus? Who the hell are they?
- I’ve never heard of that name before.
Like most Beastfolks who tried their best to blend into human society, she was used to the wariness humans directed at her.
- Hey, I found an article. It seems that she is… a Beastfolk (?) who fought against the Nigerian rebels.
- A Beastfolk? They’re really going to allow a Beastfolk to be our teacher now?
- Even so, having a Beastfolk as a teacher is a bit…
However, just because she was used to it didn’t mean she wasn’t affected. Like a scar being prodded, the pain remained the same.
- She’s not going to eat the students, right?
- The academy would have checked on that already; she must be a civilized Beastfolk.
- You never know though…
Just as the students’ doubts began to deepen, she roused her mana to block her sense of hearing.
If their doubts were simply rooted in prejudice, she could have at least tried to refute them. However, in this situation, she couldn’t, because the students’ concerns were based on reality.
And in this self-created silence, she recalled the past.
The memory of her kin, specifically her furry relatives, crossing the Dimensional Portal and arriving on Earth.
To the Beastfolks of the Prairie, who considered all humans, except Superhumans and Mages, as delicacies, Earth appeared to be a land of opportunity.
A land full of abundant feasts for the eye, spices, and mouthwatering humans.
However, the foolish ones who had only ever lived in the wild were unaware that the human kingdoms in the northern regions, as well as the elves and dwarves, had already been crushed under the boots of Earth’s military.
And so… they ate them.
They leaped into the midst of the Earthians gathered to welcome them, chewing, tearing, and savoring.
Unaware that this was being broadcast across the world, they roared and rejoiced.
Those foolish relatives of hers did not understand the repercussions their actions would bring about.
What did the collapse of the Abhuman1 equality movement on Earth and the cancellation of the UN Human Rights Agreement have to do with them?
And was eating a few humans really that big of a deal? Wasn’t it something that happened all the time?
However, the Earthians felt differently.
Earthian voters were not like the nobles from beyond the Dimensional Portal who wouldn’t bat an eyelid if a few natives or serfs were eaten.
- The only way to deal with beasts that have committed cannibalism is to exterminate them.
Thus, they deployed troops to burn the Beastfolk’s grassland.
The black muzzle of their machine guns spewed hundreds of bullets per minute, the sound of tank engines crushing the grasslands, and the scent of gunpowder as shells rained all over the Sanctuary.
Many of her kin, who believed themselves to be wild predators—no, the foolish ones—died helplessly.
Although the Beastfolks who were able to manipulate mana achieved military miracles, it was nowhere near enough to turn the tide of the war.
Only then did the more perceptive Beastfolks bow down to the Earthians.
Her feathered and scaled relatives, who did not consume humans, were forgiven.
Although the price they had to pay was expulsion from their homeland and forced labor in protected areas, it was still better than the fate that awaited their furry relatives.
Her furry relatives who committed cannibalism were not forgiven…
- Hey! I’ve found out Cheon Yeomyeong’s top choice!
And as Corvus was immersed in her past with her sense of hearing blocked…
- All those applicants who want to avoid Cheon Yeomyeong, gather round!
A booming voice pierced her ears.
Perhaps it was not that unpleasant to be pulled out from the past all of a sudden; Corvus unknowingly found herself listening to the voice.
‘Cheon Yeomyeong’, the name of the human who would soon become her apprentice.
* * *
- Is anyone familiar with a Superhuman named Corvus?
Wesley’s mana infused voice filled the dormitory.
Yeomyeong stifled a bitter laugh on hearing the voice coming through the door.
“…So that’s the reason, huh.”
He was wondering why that boy had come to his room and suddenly asked him about his top choice. It turned out he just wanted to broadcast it to everyone?
Seeing Yeomyeong shaking his head, Baonic, who was beside him, chimed in.
“It’s probably a big deal for them. If the choices happen to overlap, it means that one of them will be kicked out.”
Even though it wasn’t part of the novel’s original storyline, it wasn’t that hard for Baonic to imagine how fierce the battle of wits among the students was.
To be able to receive direct training from major NPCs who would only appear much later in the story…
If not for Yeomyeong’s orders, Baonic, too, would have been racking his brains over whom to apply to.
If possible, I’d like to be trained by Corvus or Michele as well…
Baonic thought as he folded the special class application form neatly.
He had some strange order forced upon him, yet Yeomyeong had chosen to train under an NPC like Corvus. How could he do that?
Bitterness and resentment began to swell within his heart, but he kept it all to himself.
He didn’t have the courage to voice his complaints.
To Baonic, Yeomyeong was nothing more than a merciless master who could break his neck whenever he felt like it.
He could voice his discontent later—after all, it wouldn’t be too late if he waited until he had at least become a somewhat useful dog.
With such thoughts, as Baonic paid close attention to Yeomyeong’s reaction, a piece of information that might earn him some points came to mind.
“Uh, hey…”
“What is it?”
“About the Chapter 1 boss… He hasn’t been caught yet, has he?”
It was a sudden question, but Yeomyeong was able to recall who the ‘Chapter 1 boss’ Baonic was referring to.
The priest of the ‘Church’, the mastermind behind the recent academy terror attack.
According to the story in the notebook, he was supposed to die at the hands of the ‘protagonist’ in the shelter, but he never made an appearance during the attack.
“…We haven’t caught him yet. And given his abilities, we probably never will.”
The Chapter 1 boss’ abilities, as mentioned by Yeomyeong, were related to his true nickname.
The Skinwalker Priest.
It was a nickname given due to his grotesque shapeshifting technique of skinning other beings and wearing their skins.
“Uh, I just… I might have figured out a way to find him.”
“…You have a way to find him?”
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow in response.
Since the Skinwalker Priest wore the skin of a living person, it was nearly impossible to find him by his appearance alone.
And seeing that even Yeomyeong had given up trying to track him, there was nothing more to say.
Unless they did a blood test or the priest revealed his mana on his own volition, it wasn’t going to be a simple task.
“It’s not something out of this world, but, well, it can perhaps help us find him if necessary.”
Intrigued by Baonic’s suggestion, Yeomyeong crossed his arms, signaling him to go on.
Seizing the opportunity, he began his explanation.
“Actually, his shapeshifting isn’t perfect. He may be able to hide his appearance, but even he can’t conceal his unique mana thoroughly.”
He was just repeating what was written in the notebook, but Yeomyeong decided to give him some time.
If what he said differed from what was written, he intended to grab the boy’s neck immediately.
Unaware of Yeomyeong’s intentions, Baonic continued speaking enthusiastically.
“And since he is aware of that as well, he will probably shapeshift into an ordinary person who can’t use mana, right?”
“…And?”
“Alright, I’ll start with the actual plan now. Have you heard this saying? ‘A Beastfolk recognizes another Beastfolk.’”
“…”
“It’s not a false rumor; it’s true. There’s a unique pheromone, or sense, that only another Beastfolk can perceive. And that Skin Priest… he’s a wolf Beastfolk.”
Only after hearing that did Yeomyeong realize what Baonic’s plan was.
“Normally, there wouldn’t be a single Beastfolk at the academy, but… conveniently, there’s one here now.”
“Right, Corvus.”
The crow Beastfolk who had come to the academy to become a special teacher.
Thinking of his soon-to-be teacher, Yeomyeong was lost in thought for a moment.
The Chapter 1 boss, the Skinwalker Priest.
There wasn’t much to gain from dealing with him. At best, they could probably obtain a few magic items he carried.
However, allowing him to roam freely in the academy was also a problem.
There was no guarantee that he wouldn’t instigate a second or third terror attack, and most importantly, he was the one who had targeted the Saintess in the first place.
Even if I don’t actively try to kill him… I should at least ask Corvus.
If she sensed the presence of a Beastfolk in an ordinary person, she could alert him immediately.
It wasn’t a particularly difficult task, and Corvus, who wanted to repay the Saintess in some way, wouldn’t find the request unpleasant either.
Just as Yeomyeong was pondering over this, the sound of someone tapping on the dormitory window broke his reverie.
Tap, tap, tap!
When Yeomyeong turned his head, he saw a large crow tapping the window—a very familiar crow.
…Speak of the devil!
Ignoring Baonic’s astonished gaze darting between the crow and him, Yeomyeong stood up from his seat.
* * *
“I didn’t realize it, but it turns out my dear Apprentice here is pretty famous.”
Said Corvus as soon as he reached the bench in front of the dormitory.
Thinking she was mocking him, Yeomyeong looked at the crow’s face and found himself at a loss for words.
However, contrary to his expectations, Corvus was genuinely impressed.
With a sigh, Yeomyeong replied.
“…What do you mean by famous? It’s nothing like that.”
“Oh-ho, excessive modesty is no different from arrogance, you know?”
Corvus clacked her beak and continued in a voice that sounded rather amused.
“You wouldn’t be so modest if you had seen it yourself.”
“…What are you talking about?”
“The number of students applying to my class shot up the moment they heard you are going to be my apprentice! Even though I am a Beastfolk!”
Yeomyeong had no idea what part of that story was supposed to be exciting, but Corvus almost sounded like she was singing a song.
Seeing her more exhilarating than he’d imagined, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but ask her.
“…Don’t tell me, have you been eavesdropping on the boys’ dormitory since dawn?”
“Eavesdropping, you say? How can I help it when it was within earshot? Don’t you know: the mice hear what’s said at night, and birds hear what’s said during the day?2”
“…”
“Ahem, ahem, please don’t give me that look. I was just trying to use a little Earth humor.”
Two fake coughs followed by a brief silence.
It wasn’t until the morning sunlight began to cast shadows over the dormitory that Corvus started speaking seriously.
“How has your Killing Aura been after that day? Have you felt the urge to kill anyone again?”
“…No issues so far.”
“Hmm… It’s pretty strange. Such intense Killing Aura, strong enough to drive one mad, shouldn’t just disappear that easily.”
Corvus eyed Yeomyeong up and down with suspicion.
It was a natural reaction. After all, she didn’t know what Yeomyeong had done while in that state of perfect selflessness.
And it didn’t help that he hadn’t mentioned the fact that he had battered his Killing Aura, which had taken the form of Soe Miri, or that he had released the soul of the Demonic Human Mara trapped inside him.
He just claimed that he didn’t remember anything.
While it didn’t seem like Corvus fully believed him, she didn’t press further.
The truth was, after awakening from his trance, Yeomyeong’s Killing Aura had completely disappeared—at least on the surface.
“If you ever feel like that Killing Aura’s going to resurface, let me know. I’ll make sure to heal you.”
“Then, please use some other spell instead of ice spike next time.”
When Yeomyeong brought up the ice spike, Corvus laughed heartily.
“How about you shoot the ice spike yourself next time?”
“…?”
“Wouldn’t you like to learn magic?”
Confusion flickered in Yeomyeong’s golden eyes upon hearing the sudden proposal before fading away.
After a brief silence, he looked straight into the crow’s black eyes and answered.
“Does it look like I’m not using it because I don’t want to?”
Half-sarcastic words escaped Yeomyeong’s mouth, but Corvus tilted her beak into a smile.
“Have you ever tried to learn magic?”
“…”
He had never done that.
Unlike martial arts, which he could imitate just by watching, magic couldn’t be replicated even if he was able to perceive the movement of mana.
However, it wasn’t simply because he was unable to imitate it that he hadn’t made an attempt.
It was a bit hard to describe, but he had an almost instinctive conviction—A certainty that he couldn’t use magic.
Corvus, on the other hand, seemed to think a little differently.
“You have the delicate mana sensitivity required to read a mage’s spell and the talent to learn martial arts at a glance. I am absolutely convinced that you can learn magic.”
It was an embarrassing compliment, but Yeomyeong shook his head.
“…It’s not about talent. No matter how well a whale swims, it can’t fly.”
“That’s true. However, you can’t know until you give it a try, right?”
Corvus spoke with a subtle look. Since it seemed like it would be pointless to keep refusing, Yeomyeong finally gave her a slight nod.
“…Well, if you insist, I’ll try learning during the special classes.”
Only after giving her the answer she wanted to hear could Yeomyeong move on to another topic.
The martial arts Corvus had developed on her own, the ‘Black Wing Flow,’ and the Skinwalker Priest—Those were the matters Yeomyeong wanted to talk about right now.
“Corvus, I have some questions regarding the true intention of the Black Wing Flow that you taught me last time…”
As soon as he brought up the Black Wing Flow, Corvus’ gaze turned toward the other side of the dormitory.
Specifically, to the road at the bottom of the hill leading to the dormitory.
Yeomyeong didn’t ask her why she was looking in that direction all of a sudden.
Because just like Corvus, he also sensed the mana of two people striding toward the dormitory.
On the sunlit road beyond the dormitory, the Saintess, wearing a pure white robe, was walking alongside a sturdy old lady.
…The Saintess?
Upon closer inspection, the two weren’t walking together.
The Saintess had a look of desperation as she was dragged along by the sturdy old lady.
Why does it feel like I have seen something similar in Manchuria…
Feeling a strange sense of déjà vu, Yeomyeong sighed in resignation. Even without anyone telling him, he had an almost-certain feeling.
The Saintess… must have run her mouth again…
What did she blurt out this time? Surely she wasn’t going around telling people she got spanked, right?
After massaging his throbbing temples, Yeomyeong got up.
He was about to head toward the Saintess… but Corvus’ talon grabbed his uniform top.
“…Apprentice, where are you going?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong gestured in the Saintess’ direction with his chin.
The crow stared alternately between the Saintess and Yeomyeong before speaking in a serious tone.
“The one dragging the Saintess is Joanna Thule. Are you prepared?”
“…Prepared?”
“Prepared to overcome the trial of love!”
Suddenly, Yeomyeong remembered that this crow was also a fanatic of the Saintess.
Swallowing the curse rising up his throat, he shrugged off the coat caught in her talon.
Corvus tried to add another word, but this time, Yeomyeong beat her to it.
“I don’t know about making preparations… I’m just thinking of clearing up the misunderstanding first.”
Although what Yeomyeong meant by misunderstanding and what Corvus was thinking about were slightly different, he didn’t bother explaining the difference. Nor did he want to.
This is driving me crazy, seriously.
Swallowing another deep sigh, Yeomyeong moved toward Joanna Thule.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The term "Abhuman" is used to refer to a type of being that possesses certain similarities to humans—such as having limbs or body parts that are noticeably human-like—but is genetically and psychologically distinct from humans to the extent that they cannot be directly referred to as humans. It's coined by William Hope Hodgson in his 1912 novel The Night Land and his Carnacki stories.
	2. It's a proverb. This means that you should always be careful about what you say, as there is always someone listening.


   

  Chapter 112: A Teaching for The Apprentice (3)
* * *
Joanna Thule.
Yeomyeong didn’t really know much about her.
Considering that she was a figure from an older era, it was understandable; after all, she retired even before Dung Beetle could learn to use a broom.
And the only reason he even recognized her was because he had seen her in his favorite war documentaries a couple of times.
The nightmare of fundamentalists, the gun of Redox, and the former vice-captain of the Holy Knight Order, who held that position for half a century.
This wasn’t the first time Yeomyeong had met someone he had seen on TV, yet he still felt nervous without realizing it.
…Surely, she won’t come at me guns ablaze like Moryne did, right?
No matter what, this was the Academy. She definitely wouldn’t do that here… but you never know.
As a precaution, Yeomyeong gathered his mana, then began walking towards Joanna and the Saintess.
Not long after, the Saintess’ eyes widened in surprise on spotting him and her mouth slightly agape.
“…Huh?”
Though she quickly looked away as if nothing had happened, there was no way that such a blatant reaction wouldn’t go unnoticed by a Superhuman.
“Saintess, is there something wrong?”
Joanna stopped in her tracks and turned her gaze in the direction the Saintess had been looking—Toward the boys’ dormitory bathed in the morning sunlight.
There, she saw a young man walking with the sunlight at his back.
He was walking straight along the path without turning his head, clearly heading toward the Saintess.
“Could it be… is that young man the friend you mentioned, Saintess?”
Sensing that it was more of a question for confirmation than one out of ignorance, the Saintess merely pouted her lips without answering.
In fact, she didn’t even need to answer because the closer he got, the faster the Saintess’ heartbeat became.
The reaction made it more obvious than a hundred words.
Letting go of the hand she had been holding, Joanna spoke attentively.
“…He’s quite a handsome young man. And he looks even better in person than he did on the news.”
“…”
“This may sound like an old woman’s rambling, but he looks just like your father when he was young…”
At that moment, the Saintess interrupted with a serious look on her face.
“What are you talking about? Yeomyeong’s way better than my dad.”
“…I meant that his aura is similar.”
“Nope, even their auras aren’t similar.”
Once again, she denied it vehemently. Faced with the Saintess’ uncharacteristically stern demeanor, Joanna was left speechless, her lips opening and closing without a sound.
…So this is why they said raising daughters is pointless.
Joanna sent a silent consolation to her unfortunate junior before clearing her throat a little.
“Ahem, come to think of it, that young man’s eye color is rather unusual… Is he perhaps from our side of the world?”
It was a question that anyone who saw Yeomyeong’s eyes would have.
After all, even beyond the Dimensional Portal, where all sorts of iris colors were flaunted due to the influence of mana, golden eyes were not a common sight.
“That is…”
Just as the Saintess was about to answer, the response came from an unexpected person.
“…No, I’m from Earth.”
Having gotten close enough before they realized it, Yeomyong himself answered the question. Joanna turned her head and responded.
“Then are you perhaps a mixed-blood?”
“…I’m not sure. I’ve never met my parents.”
It was a calm confession.
Trying to hide her embarrassment, Joanna looked at Yeomyeong for a moment before suddenly extending her hand to him.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Joanna Thule, the new special teacher for the Academy.”
Her tone was so polite, it was hard to believe that she was addressing a junior far beneath her.
Yeomyeong, who had been worried that a sword might come flying at him, let out an involuntary sigh.
…Is it possible that she is actually normal?
Although it was still too early to let his guard down, it was about time he met a somewhat normal(?) believer.
Yeomyeong grasped Joanna’s hand firmly and replied.
“…Academy first-year student, Cheon Yeomyeong. It’s an honor to meet the Gun of Redox.”
His greeting was polite but not servile.
Was Joanna impressed by Yeomyeong’s attitude? The smile that spread across her wrinkled lips as she shook his hand seemed to suggest so.
“It seems like a twist of fate that we managed to run into each other. Did you perhaps come here to meet the Saintess?”
“Not really, it is simply a coincidence. I just happened to see the Saintess during my morning workout…”
“Good timing. It saved me the wait of standing in front of the dormitory.”
It was an outright confirmation that she had come all the way to the boys’ dormitory just to meet him.
…So it is because of the Saintess. What sort of trouble did she cause this time?
Yeomyeong gave the Saintess standing behind Joanna a sideways glance, his eyes filled with suspicion.
The Saintess then began making some strange gestures in his direction.
It seemed to be sign language… but since Yeomyeong didn’t know how to interpret it, he simply ignored her.
Then, Joanna put her hands on her hips and spoke.
“Student Cheon Yeomyeong. Since we’re meeting like this, I’ll be direct.”
“…”
“Would you like to become my student for the special class?”
Yeomyeong’s eyes narrowed at her sudden proposal.
Out of all the people, a Holy Knight suddenly showed up and asked him to become her student?
If he looked at it positively, it wasn’t exactly strange.
His achievements and talents displayed so far were more than enough for anyone to covet. Even the Holy Sword had tried to take him on as an apprentice.
However… judging by the desperation on the Saintess’ face, it seemed that there was an underlying reason behind Joanna Thule’s proposal.
“…May I ask for the reason behind this proposal?”
Before replying, Joanna glanced back and forth between Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
The Saintess, who had been using sign language with urgency, stopped and put both hands behind her back.
Fortunately or unfortunately, it didn’t seem like Joanna had caught wind of the sign language.
“Student Cheon Yeomyeong? I’ll be honest. The special class is just a pretext. The real reason I came to the Academy is to escort the Saintess.”
“…”
“However… the Saintess has refused to sign up for my class. Can you guess why?”
“Joanna! Wait…!”
The Saintess made a belated attempt to intervene in their conversation, but Joanna spoke a little faster.
“She said that attending the same class as her friend is more important than my protection.”
* * *
…Sigh what is this now?
Yeomyeong, who had been tense until now, felt his knees buckle.
He was worried about what huge misunderstanding she had caused, but it was just the Saintess being stubborn?
…Seriously.
Yeomyeong held back from saying something to the Saintess.
Why was she behaving like this as of late? Despite her odd quirks, he thought she was somewhat trustworthy back in Manchuria.
Well, to be fair, she was behaving rather strangely back then, too. Yeomyeong massaged his brows for a moment and then politely declined.
“Thank you for the offer, but… I already have a class I’ve signed up for. I won’t be changing my decision just because of the Saintess.”
A deep sigh escaped the Saintess’ lips as soon as he finished speaking.
It was so deep, that no one was able to tell if it was a sigh of relief or disappointment.
Leaving that sigh behind, Joanna spoke.
“Student Cheon Yeomyeong, could you reconsider?”
“…I’m sorry.”
“If you’re worried that I won’t be taking the classes seriously, that’s a misunderstanding…”
“No, that’s not the case. I just believe that it would be best for the Saintess to change her mind this time.”
“Is that your personal opinion? Or…”
“My opinion as a friend.”
Having said so, Yeomyeong snuck a discreet glance at Joanna’s expression. Despite being turned down by someone much junior to her, she showed no hint of disappointment or anger.
“…I apologize for making such an unreasonable request, all for the sake of accommodating the Saintess’ stubbornness.”
She even lowered her head in apology to Yeomyeong.
Witnessing an unexpectedly mature response, Yeomyeong felt a faint sense of relief.
“It’s alright. There’s no need for you to apologize, ma’am.”
It was truly fortunate that not everyone around the Saintess was strange.
However, in retrospect, it should have been a natural thing.
It was just that the Saintess’ mother and Corvus, whom Yeomyeong had met, were particularly strange individuals.
The adults around the Saintess were mostly priests serving the Five Gods—Reverent, normal, and righteous adults.
Maybe the reason the Saintess had been behaving strangely as of late was because she had been away from such adults for too long.
With that thought, Yeomyeong raised his head again.
The Saintess was fidgeting with her fingers, and Joanna seemed to be deep in thought.
“If there’s nothing more, I’ll return to the dormitory.”
After saying this, Yeomyeong gave Joanna a slight bow.
Having nothing else to discuss, Joanna also gave a small nod in response.
“May the Red God bless your struggle.”
And with that brief farewell, Yeomyeong turned around.
However, the Saintess, who had been hesitating until then, suddenly seemed to realize something and called out to him the moment he did so.
“Wait, Yeomyeong! Just a moment!”
“…What now?”
“Do you remember? The promise we made at the shelter.”
“Promise?”
“You remember, right?”
He remembered. How could he forget the promise he made to convince the Saintess to use her Foresight at the shelter?
Seeing her bring up the promise to fulfill one of her requests now meant that…
Yeomyeong resisted the strong urge to smack the Saintess on the forehead and asked.
“Do you really want to use it now?”
“Yep! I’m going to use it right now.”
The Saintess replied, puffing out her chest confidently. And as expected, a ridiculous request followed.
“My request is simple. Convince Joanna on my behalf.”
Convince? She was asking him to convince the escort specially dispatched by the Holy Nation to not protect her?
Yeomyeong pressed his lips together and checked Joanna’s reaction.
As expected, she was an adult. Joanna simply smiled wryly without showing any other emotions.
To think that she was rejecting someone like her and was seeking out another special teacher…
He couldn’t understand the Saintess’ thoughts, after all, she didn’t seem to have any particular circumstances like him or Seti.
Friend, a friend…
Yeomyeong swallowed a sigh and walked right up to the Saintess. And then…
Thwack!
He flicked her forehead. The sudden attack made the Saintess stagger, clutching her forehead.
Yeomyeong grabbed her shoulder to steady her and said calmly.
“Saintess, what I gave you just now was advice from a friend.”
“You, you…!”
“And let’s me give you another piece of advice as a friend: Don’t waste a precious request on something foolish like this.”
“F-foolish? You don’t know the resolve I had…”
“Honestly, I’ve already toned it down a lot. You know that, right?”
Yeomyeong was about to say something else, but before he could the Saintess began tracing something on his thigh with her finger.
- Foresight

Thanks to the many chaotic experiences they had shared, Yeomyeong was able to understand the countless meanings behind that short signal.
However… why did it have to be with him again?
With a legendary Holy Knight right in front of them, there was no reason for him to be involved in the Saintess’ Foresight.
…That was what he thought until he discerned the next signal she wrote on his thigh.
- Seti


 
    

  Chapter 113: A Teaching for The Apprentice (4)
* * *
Joanna Thule laughed.
It was a bitter laugh born from disbelief.
Even as she dragged the Saintess to the boys’ dormitory, she earnestly believed that there was something special happening between the Saintess and Cheon Yeomyeong.
After all, having fought side by side, trusting each other with their backs, both in Manchuria and at the academy, it was naturally bound to happen.
And it was only inevitable for their hearts to grow closer after having faced death together.
When a young man and woman, both hot-blooded youth, were drawn to each other—what came next was obvious.
Like the first followers of the Green God, they would have moved according to their hearts and instincts.
Since it was an irrefutable assumption, the priests of the Holy Nation had nearly accepted the relationship between the Saintess and Cheon Yeomyeong as an established certainty.
Even Cardinal Madal, who had summoned Joanna, was convinced that the Saintess had lost her chastity, so what more could be said?
- Make sure you silence Cheon Yeomyeong. Persuade him if persuasion is possible; else, kill him.
Of course, Joanna simply let the cardinal’s words in one ear and out the other.
How pure was the Saintess? Chastity or whatever—at most, they probably just kissed.
When even the chastity of a priest was subjected to debate, a kiss was nothing.
Having arrived at the academy with such light thoughts, the reality she faced was harsh.
Joanna Thule was wrong. Cardinal Madal was wrong. Every priest in the Holy Nation was wrong.
The Saintess’ feelings were far beyond their expectations.
And in the worst possible way on top of that.
* * *
Worried that the two might pretend that there was nothing between them, she paid close attention to the Saintess and Cheon Yeomyeong’s reactions the entire time she was persuading Cheon Yeomyeong to become her student.
Whether there was the slight tremor in their eyes, an elevated heartbeat they couldn’t hide, or even the warmth in specific areas—it was all unseemly for someone her age, but Joanna was dead serious.
Just like when she roamed the battlefield, she sharpened all her senses, scrutinizing and rechecking the reactions of the two young people.
However, the truth that Joanna had arrived at after her surveillance lay in a realm beyond her conjecture.
…It’s an unrequited love?
The only one with romantic feelings among the two was the Saintess.
The excited breath, the fidgeting fingers, the reddened earlobes, the pounding heart.
All the responses displayed by the Saintess were those of a girl in love, but Cheon Yeomyeong was different.
Almost none of the reactions he displayed indicated that he was in love.
Although he did show occasional concern or fondness, strictly speaking, it was closer to friendship or camaraderie.
To be precise, their relationship seemed closer to that of a veteran dealing with an annoying private.
Is he perhaps gay?
Though Cheon Yeomyeong would be appalled if he knew Joanna’s thoughts, it was a somewhat reasonable suspicion from Joanna’s perspective.
A young man his age showing no interest in the Saintess? Did that even make sense?
No matter how devout a person was, any normal person would feel their heart start to race at the sight of the Saintess’ beauty.
Her skin was like silk made from melted pearls, her hair was even whiter than her skin, and her features were so perfect, that even a blindfold was unable to conceal them completely.
And her physique? The Saintess’ curves, which had just begun to blossom, were like a divine gift that could make even the greatest artists fall into despair.
While the priests of the Holy Nation didn’t express it openly because they prioritized inner beauty, none of them would hesitate to call the Saintess the most beautiful woman in the world.
And that very Saintess…
Joanna turned her gaze to the Saintess conversing with Yeomyeong.
Cheon Yeomyeong was scolding the Saintess, calling her foolish and trying to advise her after flicking on the forehead, while the Saintess was holding her forehead and trembling.
Seeing that, Joanna had no choice but to acknowledge the fact that it was the Saintess who had unrequited love for Cheon Yeomyeong.
Unlike the blunt Yeomyeong, the Saintess didn’t even take her eyes off him throughout the conversation.
And with her ears turning beet red as her hand poked Cheon Yeomyeong’s thigh, she looked just like a girl in love.
Compared to that, Cheon Yeomyeong’s response was…
…Hmm?
Without any warning, Cheon Yeomyeong’s reaction changed.
No, it wasn’t like he hadn’t fallen in love or was feeling lustful towards the Saintess all of a sudden.
It was more like the change soldiers exhibited just before heading into battle.
First, his visage grew darker, followed by his muscle relaxing, and then his mana began to move.
His shallow breaths grew longer as he tried to suppress his tremors, and eventually, his whole body went taut like a drawn bowstring.
“…Student Cheon Yeomyeong.”
Faced with such an overt change, Joanna lowered her hand from her waist and asked.
“Are you really going to grant the Saintess’ request? Out of the blue?”
“…I’m sorry.”
He answered without hesitation.
What on earth did the Saintess say to him for his attitude to change so drastically in that short period of time?
Joanna was wondering how to interpret this change, before realizing that there was no need to dwell on it.
“…You know that it’s impossible to persuade me with mere words, right?”
“Yes.”
Joanna let out a small chuckle. Her eyes turned to Cheon Yeomyeong, who was finished with his preparations. The more she saw, the fonder she grew of the young man.
Just as the Saintess said, he might even be better than her father.
Well, perhaps not in terms of skill just yet.
She cracked her knuckles and spoke.
“The most important requirement for an escort are strength and skill.”
“…”
“If you, Student Cheon Yeomyeong, are able to demonstrate that you possess the skills necessary to protect the Saintess… in other words, if you can defeat me, I will step back.”
That statement was unnecessary. Cheon Yeomyeong already knew that, which was why he had prepared himself in the first place.
“Shall we move somewhere else? Or would you prefer to do it here itself?”
“There’s no need to do so.”
No need? Did he want to fight here, where they could be seen from the boys’ dormitory?
“Wouldn’t it be better if we fought in the academy’s training room instead? You could use a weapon, after all. I understand that you primarily use a sword.”
Joanna was trying to be considerate, but Yeomyeong asked a completely unrelated question.
“Ma’am, is it true that you are willing to back down as long as someone can convince you that they have the required skills to protect the Saintess?”
“Why? You don’t trust me? Should I swear in the name of Redox?”
“No. It’s not that I’m doubting you. It’s just…”
Just? As the question crossed Joanna’s mind, Yeomyeong looked up towards the sky.
“There’s someone else who wants to convince you.”
Joanna naturally followed his gaze to the sky, where she saw something plummeting through the bright morning sunlight.
“…A crow?”
As she muttered, a mass of black feathers enveloped Joanna’s body.
* * *
Bang!!
The sound of the giant crow and the old Holy Knight colliding echoed across the ground.
And the victor of the clash was the crow.
The muscular old Holy Knight was flung straight to the ground, the pavement tiles cracking open, scattering pieces and dirt.
The impact was strong enough to instantly turn an ordinary person into mush.
However, enveloped in mana and blessings, not only did the Holy Knight, endured the impact but simultaneously gathered mana in her fist for a counterattack.
Whoosh!
Joanna’s fist sliced through the air.
But all it managed to do was scatter a few feathers.
Seeing that her attack had missed, Joanna immediately sprang from the ground, gathering mana and preparing a prayer for her next move.
However, the enemy’s next attack never came.
Covered in dust, she saw the giant crow rubbing its beak against the Saintess.
“…Corvus!”
Joanna recognized the crow in an instant. After all, there was only one impudent crow Beastfolk like that in the entire world.
“This filthy beast dares to…”
Joanna was about to unleash a barrage of curses but took a deep breath upon remembering that she was in the presence of the Saintess.
“Huff… Student Cheon Yeomyeong, why is that crow here?”
“…She’s the special teacher I mentioned earlier.”
“That beast is a teacher? Are you walking the path of the ‘crossroads’?”
The crossroads—a term assigned to those who walked two or more of the three paths: magic, martial arts, and divinity.
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“…No, I’m not.”
It seemed like Joanna was expecting further explanation, but Yeomyeong changed the subject.
“Regardless, I believe that Corvus’ skills are more than enough to protect the Saintess.”
“Of course! If old Joanna can do it, then I certainly can!”
Ignoring the prattling crow in the Saintess’ arms, Joanna brushed the dirt from her head.
She sighed once and reflected on her thoughts.
“…So Corvus has been eavesdropping on our conversation from the sky this entire time?”
“…”
“Student Cheon Yeomyeong, you drew my attention, and allowed her to strike the moment she saw an opening. Whether impulsive or planned, do you really think I’ll be convinced by this, Student Cheon Yeomyeong?”
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, I wouldn’t be convinced either.”
“…”
“And… it wasn’t planned. Corvus acted on her own.”
Both Yeomyeong and Joanna turned to Corvus almost simultaneously.
The crow, burying her face in the Saintess’ belly, cleared her throat briefly and ignored them.
From the start, her target had been the Saintess.
As Joanna frowned and glared at Corvus, Yeomyeong spoke.
“So, as I said initially, I will convince you with my own skills.”
With that, a murky heat haze made of mana began to emanate from Yeomyeong’s body.
Even Joanna, who had lived a long life, had never come across a martial art like that before.
So even without a sword, he had a trick like this up his sleeve?
“…Still, it would be better if you used a weapon.”
“If you are unarmed, Gun of Redox, it’s only fair that I fight barehanded as well.”
Though whether she had a weapon or not did make a significant difference, she didn’t expect her junior to show such consideration.
Joanna smirked and clenched her fist.
“Alright… Let’s see what you’ve got.”
* * *
Beep— Beep— Beep—
The man was known by many names.
The Wolf of the Yellow Moon, a priest, and now he was John, a laborer in the waterworks.
Beep— Beep— Beep—
Just like the numerous names he possessed, he had many tasks to accomplish.
His mission was to ignite the flames of vengeance within the academy built upon false peace and wash away the sins of the Earthians with the blood of the innocent.
Beep— Beep— Beep—
But… he had failed. And it wasn’t just a simple failure; it was a disastrous one.
He hadn’t brought down the academy nor did he dethrone the deceitful principal.
And most importantly, he wasn’t able to kill the false Saintess, tainted with the repulsive blood of Earth.
Beep— Beep— Beep—
Fortunately, the merciful Church did not hold him accountable for his failure.
Instead, they even granted him a second chance, saying that no one could have foreseen the horde of zombies hidden by the insane Necromancer would hinder the plan.
Beep— Beep— Beep—
Therefore, he couldn’t fail this time.
Even if his miserable life came to an end, the truth upheld by the Church had to illuminate the world.
Beep— Beep—
Click.
The waterworks laborer, John, looked down at the phone that finally connected.
Under the darkness of the sewer, the phone glowed with the name [Minister Kim Kwanhyung] displayed clearly.
- Who is it?
“…Truth.”
He could feel the Earthian on the other end swallow nervously—The foolish man who believed that his shallow authority represented true power.
- How bold of you to call this number in this situation. For someone who has already failed at everything, what the hell are you thinking?
“It… hasn’t failed, yet.”
- *Ha! That’s just what you want to believe.*
The minister spoke arrogantly.
He was one of the most cunning Earthians he had come across. For someone who was licking the Church’s boots not long ago, he changed his stance as easily as flipping his palm.
Although killing intent surged within him, the man endured.
After all, the plan was more important than his emotions.
“As promised… I will… take the sacrificial lamb.”
- A promise? Ha. Don’t make me laugh. There’s no lamb to give to you failed ones.
“This is… not a transaction. It’s a collection…”
- *Nonsense! If you go through with it, I will formally file a protest with the Church!*
The minister’s voice echoed from the phone, resounding through the sewer.
“With one Black Sheep… as a sacrifice… I will reverse the plan.”
- What? You can’t! Just take another sheep! The Black Sheep is currently with a breeding stallion…
The man cut the call before the minister could finish his statement.
“The breeding stallion… then, before she bears a child…”
After murmuring incomprehensibly, the man raised his head.
Only the dim glow of the phone illuminated the dark, dank sewer.
And within the shadows, mingled with a foul stench, skin that had lost its owner flapped ominously.

 
    

  Chapter 114: A Teaching for The Apprentice (5)
* * *
The faculty office at Lord Howe Academy was spacious.
Unlike the students, who had separate main buildings for each grade, the teachers only had one faculty office.
Of course, that didn’t mean it was like a chaotic marketplace with dozens or hundreds of teachers all gathered in one place.
The academy had the capability and enough resources to provide almost every teacher with their own personal offices, and most teachers preferred having a private room to themselves.
Thanks to that, the faculty office at Lord Howe Academy was pretty different from the fantasies of outsiders; it was more like a quiet office where teachers gathered to work.
At least, that was the case until yesterday.
With the special class application submissions starting today, the atmosphere in the faculty office was as chaotic as a marketplace.
- All applications listing Michele as the first choice should be gathered and submitted to Mr. Kadan, the Head of the Magic Department, regardless of the grade!
Marcus, the math teacher for the third grade, shouted.
- Where is the person in charge of delivering materials to the special teachers?! Please come over and collect the material for the second-years!
Kim Soojin, the second-year international law teacher, looked around anxiously, holding a pile of documents.
In addition, numerous teachers were busily darting around the faculty office, as if chased by their work.
- Teachers! The special teachers recommended by the principal separately and those recommended externally need to be sorted out separately!
- Make sure to keep the list of key students aside!
- Has anyone confirmed the omitted list? And is there anyone going to check on the students who are yet to submit their applications?
Amidst this unusual, bustling scene at the faculty office, a certain dwarf teacher sighed in resignation.
“Couldn’t all this be processed digitally…?”
Although he wasn’t really expecting an answer, a response came from the seat next to him.
“What can we do? There are a good number of students who don’t really know how to use electronic devices.”
When Margan turned around, he saw Miss Gemini puffing out sighs as she struggled with paperwork.
She continued her explanation without even giving Margan a glance.
“Some of the students here are probably seeing a real cellphone only after coming to the academy. Especially those from beyond the Dimensional Portal.”
“…”
“The same goes for the special teachers. Did you know that we still have Mages who think that using electronic devices drains mana? They say it’s a conspiracy of Earth or something.”
Her voice was tinged with lively anger. Margan smiled wryly.
“Looks like I’ll have to take a late-night shift thanks to this.”
“I hope it ends with just a late shift. At this rate, I won’t be surprised if I have to pull an all-nighter….”
Said Gemini as she pulled out a hefty pile of documents.
Information about the students to be sent to the special teachers and the class-related documents sent by the special teachers.
“As long as nothing goes wrong, we should be done by today.”
“…Whenever you say that, something always goes wrong.”
Gemini replied sternly. Margan responded as he grabbed some of her documents and placed them onto his desk.
“This special class itself is already an accident; can it really get any worse?”
The other teachers turned their gazes towards him, but no one explicitly denied his words.
It was only natural. Most of the teachers in the faculty office shared a similar sentiment.
With the academy’s teaching staff still present, what was the point of conducting special classes…? What were the current teachers supposed to make of it?
Of course, the foolish teachers were ‘yet’ to take action on such complaints because most teachers understood why Principal Himena made this decision.
Considering the external pressure piling on the academy and internal enemies like Director Nicolay, appointing special guest teachers was probably the best decision that Principal Himena could make at this moment.
However, that was that… and work was work.
At this rate, I might really end up sleeping in the faculty office.
Margan sighed and turned back to his work. No, rather, he intended to return.
However, just as he was about to start dealing with the paperwork, a message from the facilities management department popped up on his monitor.
[To Mr. Mal Uragan, in charge of dispute resolution for the first-year students]
[The road in front of the first-year boys’ dormitory has been partially destroyed.]
[Judging by the blood on the scene, there seems to have been a fight but no fatalities.]
[Find the site photos.pdf attached]
Margan couldn’t help but frown on reading that message.
“…Goddammit.”
The facilities management department thought it was probably a fight among students when they sent him this message, but…
Which student could possibly engage in a battle fierce enough to wreck the road?
The previous fight that wrecked the area around the staff rest area in the south and this incident… this was definitely the work of the special teachers.
I don’t know who it was but just wait and see. I’ll definitely make them pay for the repairs.
Margan thought this as he checked the message and began composing a reply to the facilities management department.
“…It looks like you’re having a tough time.”
Miss Gemini chimed in from the side, but that didn’t provide any comfort.
Because he hadn’t even started on the real work assigned to him.
Shaking his head, Margan randomly pulled out a bundle of documents from between the stacks.
A bundle of documents that contained personal information about the special teacher and the list of students who had chosen them as their first choice.
The first document featured a person, or rather, a Beastfolk named [Corvus Darkwing].
…A Beastfolk. I doubt there are many students who put her as their first choice.
Thinking so, Margan flipped through the documents to check the students who had elected Corvus as their first choice.
And the next moment, he began to doubt his eyes.
“Wha… what is this….”
He rubbed his eyes and checked the documents again, but the list of students didn’t change.
“Is this some sort of error…?”
Even though he knew that wasn’t the case, Margan couldn’t help but tilt his head in confusion.
It was only natural he would react like that because everyone who had chosen Corvus as their first choice, were among the most renowned students in the first year.
[Male: Cheon Yeomyeong]
[Female: Hong Seti, Soe Miri, Saintess]
* * *
At some distance from the first-year main building.
In the rest area located in the southern part of the forest, which looked like it had been hit by artillery, the Saintess spoke carefully.
“Why do you trust me, Yeomyeong?”
It was a completely unexpected question—so unexpected that Yeomyeong, who was wiping the blood off his face, frowned.
“What are you talking about all of a sudden?”
“…You fought Joanna solely based on my hand signals, didn’t you?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong blew his nose. A clot of blood came out, staining the tissue.
“Fight, huh? It was more like she was testing me.”
“…You sure beat her up pretty badly for a test, didn’t you?”
“Because she wasn’t an opponent I could go easy on.”
For someone her age, Joanna Thule was unbelievably strong.
Her punches were fierce enough to break his bones and burst his blood vessels with each hit.
And during the course of the fight, Yeomyeong had broken at least five of his ribs, and his nasal bones and cheekbones were shattered more than twice.
Without his abnormal Regeneration ability, there were high chances that he wouldn’t have woken up anywhere but a hospital room.
“…Well, in the end, Joanna accepted it, so there’s no need to dwell on it any more.”
Yeomyeong spoke as he swept his wet hair back.
“Tell me about your Foresight regarding Seti. That’s the reason we came here, isn’t it?”
His straightforward words were like a fastball, causing the Saintess to lower her head a bit.
Yeomyeong looked at her face with a hint of suspicion.
“Was it a lie?”
“…No, it wasn’t a lie.”
The Saintess paused for a moment while fiddling with her blindfold, before asking in a slightly lowered voice.
“So… why do you really… trust me?”
“…Is this topic really that important that we have to talk about it now?”
“Yes, it’s important.”
She clenched her fist as if she had resolved herself. Sitting in the chair across from her, Yeomyeong answered her.
“A religious belief that a Saintess wouldn’t lie, and a trust based on my experience that you’ve never lied to me so far. Which one do you prefer?”
“…I hate both of them. Don’t give me such a pretentious answer. Tell me the truth.”
The truth. The Saintess emphasized on that word as if she would only be able to hear the genuine answer by doing so.
Fine, if that’s what you want, I’ll give it to you. Yeomyeong spoke slowly.
“Saintess, the reason I trust you is….”
At that moment, as her throat gulped nervously, Yeomyeong spoke the truth.
“Just because.”
“…What?”
“I just trust you.”
Although her eyes were hidden under the blindfold, Yeomyeong could feel like her eyes had widened in surprise.
“Even back in Manchuria, I didn’t have any particular reason for trusting you. I just did.”
It seemed that the Saintess found Yeomyeong’s answer so shocking that she unintentionally raised her voice.
“Isn’t that a bit strange? You even fought against Joanna just moments ago.”
Her lips lost their strength, and her hands twisted nervously.
“You just trusted me? That’s… I mean, I’m not upset, but… even in Manchuria? That’s completely… crazy…”
Just as it seemed like the Saintess’ ramblings would go one forever, Yeomyeong cut her off.
“So, is there any specific reason for asking me this? Have you… ever lied to me?”
“Uh… Uh? Maybe once?”
Somewhat embarrassed by her own answer, the Saintess fidgeted with her fingers.
“That… that was back in Manchuria…”
“…No need to tell me what the lie was.”
“…”
I’ve lied to you plenty of times as well. Yeomyeong swallowed his words and then leaned towards the Saintess.
“That’s enough of this conversation, so now tell me about Seti.”
Only then did the Saintess erase her foolish smile and put on a serious expression.
“Yeomyeong, I’ll ask you one last time. Do you really trust me?”
What kind of Foresight did she have to make her act like this? Yeomyeong swallowed his worries and nodded.
“Yes, I trust you completely.”
Letting out a small smile, the Saintess reached out and grabbed Yeomyeong’s hand. Her hand was as soft as a marshmallow.
“Yeomyeong, from now on, you should never reveal to anyone what I’m about to tell you. Please swear on it.”
“…I swear.”
When Yeomyeong nodded, the Saintess continued.
“In truth… there are people that my Foresight does not work on.”
People whom she couldn’t see through even with the blessing of the five gods.
It was a statement that could easily be considered as blasphemy, as if denying the powers of the gods, but the Saintess continued her explanation without hesitation.
“Like that person, Mara, whom we encountered in Manchuria, Jeon Yunseong, the Vessel… and you and Seti.”
“…Seti and me?”
“Yes, including the two of you.”
“But you said you saw Seti’s death at the shelter, didn’t you?”
At Yeomyeong’s rebuttal, the Saintess shook her head.
“What I saw was not Seti, but the future of the entire shelter. Even that future was blurry. Like… it was censored.”
“…Censored?”
Her explanation was giving him a sense of déjà vu. Mara, Seti, and fate.
As Yeomyeong spent a brief moment recalling his thoughts, the Saintess added.
“But… just recently, I’ve started to see Seti’s future.”
“…”
“I… I don’t know the reason, either. I just did the usual Foresight on Seti every morning, and suddenly, I started seeing it.”
“You did what…every morning?”
As Yeomyeong frowned, the Saintess gripped his hand tightly.
Then, she used her other hand to touch her blindfold.
“…Do you mind if we take a look at the future I saw together?”
The Saintess whispered, and Yeomyeong did not refuse.

 
    

  Chapter 115: A Teaching for The Apprentice (6)
* * *
[Contrary to what most people in power believe, Foresight isn’t an ability that can control the future.]
Back when the Saintess was still a young girl, the former Saintess told her that.
[Never forget this. Foresight is merely a power for making choices. ]
[…This is all too confusing for me.]
[Is that so? Then, let me put it like this. Our Foresight isn’t perfect. Once you see a certain future, you can’t see it again. Because the moment you get a glimpse of the future, it changes.]
She couldn’t understand it back then.
Why was the former Saintess’ voice so strained? And why did it sound so sorrowful?
[What? But I’ve already seen the same future multiple times!]
[It’s not the same—just similar. Take a closer look later. You’ll surely find changes you failed to notice before.]
[Ugh… I still don’t get it….]
[That’s okay. One day… after you’ve grown up, you’ll come to understand it naturally.]
The former Saintess stroked her cheek as she said this.
Her hand was full of wrinkles but full of warmth at the same time.
[Until that time comes, don’t share your Foresight recklessly. Specifically, you must never share your mental image. Got it?]
[Uh… but… the Patriarch said I should actively share my Foresight.]
[The Patriarch is a foolish bastard, that’s why he says things like that. Regardless of what the others did, there’s no need for you to take his words seriously.]
‘Bastard’ was the first ever cuss word the Saintess had heard, but she didn’t understand it back then.
She simply assumed that the Patriarch’s family circumstances were more complicated than it seemed.
[Remember, it wasn’t the Patriarch or your father who were granted Foresight by the gods —it was you. Every choice is yours to make.]
[…]
[So be careful and careful again. As with everything in this world, good intentions may lead to the worst outcomes. And with our fate-bound Foresight… all the more so.]
Pain, sorrow, and regret.
Back then, the Saintess had neither the insight to read such expressions nor the experience to empathize with them.
And that was the reason she was able to ask a cruel question carelessly.
[But… what if I want to share my Foresight? I might meet someone I wish to share the future with someday.]
A blunt question she could ask just because she was still a young child.
The former Saintess didn’t get angry but answered with a smile instead.
[If you ever meet someone like that, then I suppose it can’t be helped. But make sure you do it in secret, without the other priests finding out, alright?]
[Pardon? But you just said not to….]
[Better to regret than to wait, and better to endure the pain than regret.]
[Uh… is that a verse from the scriptures? I’m sorry, I still haven’t memorized everything ….]
[No, it’s something from my own experience. One day… you’ll understand it too.]
Back then, even though she didn’t understand what that was supposed to mean, the former Saintess didn’t further elaborate.
However, at this very moment, ten years since that day, as she held Yeomyeong’s hand and shared her Foresight, the Saintess finally understood the meaning behind those words.
* * *
When Yeomyeong opened his eyes, the first sight that greeted him was a space completely bathed in white.
Though it wasn’t very spacious. Perhaps just a little larger than a dormitory room.
And as he slowly rose to his feet, his entire body felt unfamiliar, as if his body wasn’t his own.
Paradoxically, Yeomyeong was familiar with this sensation as he had experienced something similar multiple times before.
The feeling of being in someone else’s dream.
Was this the Saintess’ dream? No, it would be more accurate to call it her Foresight since she had informed him that she would be showing it to him.
With that thought in mind, he looked around and saw the Saintess, kneeling with her hands clasped in prayer.
She had her eyes shut tight and was trembling all over.
It was as if she was suppressing something or enduring some kind of pain.
But instead of helping her, Yeomyeong turned his gaze to the opposite direction.
…He had no choice but to do it because the Saintess was stark naked, without a single thread on her bare body.
“What in the world…?”
Yeomyeong even shut his eyes just in case and suppressed the belated response.
Perhaps due to the unfamiliar sensation, it wasn’t easy to control the blood rushing through him.
He summoned his mana, using Blood Flow Acceleration to control his blood vessels for quite some time.
Only after his tightly shut eyelids began to tingle from being clenched for so long did Yeomyeong finally manage to somewhat regulate his body’s reaction.
“…Yeomyeong?”
Having shaken off whatever had been holding her back in the meantime, the Saintess stood up.
Yeomyeong snuck a quick glance at the Saintess before shutting his eyes again.
She clearly hadn’t realized that she was still naked. Else, she wouldn’t have that innocent expression on her face…
“Um, Saintess, if you could just…”
As Yeomyeong spoke, still unable to turn around, the Saintess suddenly leaned in towards him.
“Why are you being so formal all of a sudden? Is there something strange?”
Her long eyelashes, hidden beneath the blindfold but with both eyes still closed, fluttered in front of Yeomyeong.
To stop his head from turning towards her, he strained his neck to the point where the back of it began to ache as he answered.
“Saintess, um, your… attire…”
“…Attire?”
Only then did the Saintess glance down at her body and immediately, a silent scream filled the space.
Thanks to that silence—if one could call it that—Yeomyeong could clearly hear the sounds coming from where the Saintess stood.
The sound of her swallowing her breath, the frantic stomping of her feet, and finally, the hurried rustling of something being put on.
After a brief yet long racket, the Saintess cleared her throat.
“…You can open your eyes now.”
* * *
When Yeomyeong turned around, he saw that the Saintess was now wearing a priest robe that was far more elaborate and luxurious than usual.
“…How does it feel to be inside the Foresight? Nothing strange, right?”
It was a nonchalant question as if nothing had happened.
Her face was beet red, and her hand, clutching the hem of her robe, was trembling… but Yeomyeong decided to respect her intentions and pretend he hadn’t seen anything.
“…Yeah, no problem.”
“R-really? Then, shall we, um, p-proceed with the Foresight right away?”
She dragged her stiff body to the white wall.
“Just a moment…”
Then, she raised her hand high and swiped it down towards the wall.
A moment later, a large image, several times larger than her, appeared on the once, blank wall.
That is…
Looking closely, it was closer to a photograph than a painting.
A photograph that captured a scene of a man and woman fighting beneath a burning building.
The woman in the photo looked familiar.
It was inevitable. After all, there was only one beauty in this world with black hair and blue eyes like those.
Hong Seti.
The woman in the leather jacket, holding a large hammer like the one he’d seen in Incheon, was swinging it at the man standing opposite her… who was not clearly visible.
Almost like he was censored.
…Who is that?
While Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes as he stared at the photo, the Saintess spoke up, clearly confused.
“Huh? What’s happening?”
“…What? Is something wrong?”
“This isn’t the future I saw …”
Saying so, the Saintess placed her hand on the wall and swiped it again.
The photo rippled and glowed immediately, but regardless, it didn’t change.
Instead, the contents of the photo began to move little by little.
The Seti in the photo, who was engaged in a tense fight, suddenly began to overwhelm the man.
“Wait a moment…”
Oblivious to this, the Saintess continued to wave her hand. And each time, the content of the photo began to gradually progress.
With the first swipe of the Saintess’s hand, an image of Seti’s hammer crushing the man’s leg appeared.
At the second gesture, the man could be seen crawling on the ground, trying to escape.
With the third gesture, Seti was seen raising her hammer, poised to strike his back…
“…Stop.”
Just as the Saintess was about to swipe her hand for the fourth time, Yeomyeong grabbed her wrist.
Startled by the sudden touch, the Saintess looked at him, and Yeomyeong gestured towards the photo instead of explaining.
Upon belatedly recognizing Seti in the vision, the Saintess spoke in a trembling voice, visibly flustered.
“T-this can’t be… This isn’t the future I saw…”
As her confusion seemed to linger on, Yeomyeong interrupted her.
“…What was the original Foresight you saw?”
“You, Seti, and three unknown people were sucked into some strange magic… that sort of future.”
“…”
“Why did the Foresight suddenly change…? I…”
The Saintess trailed off in the middle of her explanation.
She had a sudden realization as to why her Foresight had changed.
Was it… because I pulled Yeomyeong into the Foresight? Did the future change like this because we saw the Foresight together?
Unaware that Yeomyeong could alter fate, she couldn’t come up with any other explanation.
“Yeomyeong… um, this is…”
Ignorance led to misunderstanding; misunderstanding led to conviction.
Having convinced herself that the future had changed through some fault of her own, the Saintess nervously gauged Yeomyeong’s reaction.
No, this isn’t what I wanted.
I just wanted to be of some help to you with my Foresight.
I wanted to prove that you and her are that precious to me, and so…
And just as her tongue began to feel stiff, and her mind went blank, Yeomyeong pulled her wrist in his grasp closer and asked.
“Is there any way to see this Foresight in more detail?”
His breath touched her forehead. Someone else’s breath—not hot, not cold.
That breath, like magic, swept away the worries clawing her mind, and she finally returned to her senses.
“Y-yes, there is.”
“Alright, then let’s see it right away. If we’ve already managed to change it once, we can change it again.”
“Ah…”
The Saintess did not try to argue with Yeomyeong’s words.
She couldn’t explain why, but for some reason, she felt that if it was Yeomyeong, he could do it.
She extended her free hand, the one Yeomyeong wasn’t holding, and placed it in the middle of the image.
Then, she pulled the image apart, creating an opening. Like opening a door.
“…We just have to enter it.”
Alternating his gaze between the empty space and the Saintess, Yeomyeong held the Saintess’s wrist tightly as they stepped into the Foresight together.
* * *
The first sight that greeted them inside the Foresight wasn’t that different from what they had seen while outside.
Seti was about to kill the censored figure under the burning building.
But unlike the photograph, this world wasn’t flat, and one just needed to turn their head to see things that couldn’t be seen from the outside.
“Yeomyeong, this is…?”
The Saintess was at a loss for words as she took in the surrounding scenery. Her reaction was understandable.
After all, the burning building was one she knew very well.
The National Assembly building in South Korea.
The Saintess looked around, feeling bewildered.
The stench of burning flesh and blood, the ashes that clouded her vision.
Every time she turned her head, following the hellish scene, more corpses came into view.
Corpses that had been ‘slaughtered’ mercilessly, looking almost like something out of a cheap adult comic.
“Why… why is Seti in a place like this…?”
The unimaginable sight made the Saintess grip Yeomyeong’s hand tightly.
Seti did something like this? No, that couldn’t be true.
She turned her head towards Yeomyeong, seeking his agreement.
However, Yeomyeong was frozen, his gaze fixed on one spot.
What is it? Following his gaze, the Saintess turned her head, flinched, and then turned stiff.
What Yeomyeong was looking at was none other than Yeomyeong himself.
The man holding a blood-soaked sword had such a grim look on his face that it was hard to believe he was the same man standing beside her now.

 
    

  Chapter 116: A Teaching for The Apprentice (7)
* * *
…It was different.
This was the first thought that came to the Saintess’ mind as she gazed at the Yeomyeong in the Foresight.
And this wasn’t the first time she had seen Yeomyeong covered in blood.
She had seen him drenched in blood and flesh back in Manchuria and even at the Academy.
However, even though he was covered in blood just like those times, the Yeomyeong in her Foresight felt somewhat different from the Yeomyeong of the present.
Was it because of his longer hair or because he looked taller? No, that wasn’t it.
His eyes… yes, his eyes were the problem.
Even though they were the same golden eyes as the present Yeomyeong’s, the emotions in them were completely different.
There was a sort of darkness that seemed to draw you in.
Just that gaze alone made the future Yeomyeong feel like a completely different person from the present one.
…Ugh.
The Saintess, who had been observing the future Yeomyeong for a while, averted her eyes. She felt something would go wrong if her gaze lingered on him any longer.
As she averted her gaze, Yeomyeong spoke.
“How long before this future comes to pass? Three years from now? Two years?”
His voice sounded different from usual, somewhat colder. The Saintess managed to stutter out a reply.
“I’m not sure… maybe about one or two years from now…?”
“…That’s earlier than I estimated.”
Saying that, Yeomyeong turned away.
Was he headed towards Seti? No, ignoring both the future Seti and the present Saintess, he climbed the stairs of the National Assembly building, which was still engulfed in flames.
Taking a quick glance at the future Seti, the Saintess then followed Yeomyeong.
“…”
As she climbed the stairs, she turned her head and saw the burning National Assembly Library—or rather, the burning Yeouido—beyond a collapsed wall.
A city engulfed in flames covered in a blanket of thick black smoke… it was a scene that brought the hell described in scriptures to her mind.
Did Yeomyeong and Seti do all this by themselves? This entire city? No, there must have been another force involved…
As her doubts started to deepen, realizing that Yeomyeong had already reached further ahead, the Saintess belatedly chased him up the stairs.
On reaching the fourth floor, Yeomyeong stopped at the entrance to the National Assembly’s main conference hall.
“…”
He remained silent even as he opened the half-destroyed door and entered the hall.
And as soon as they stepped inside, the pungent stench of blood struck their noses.
She had a slight frown as she glanced around the interior of the hall that was utterly ruined.
The ceiling, which once held 365 light bulbs, was blown off as if it were struck by a bomb, and the hundreds of seats where assemblymen would have been seated were broken and scattered all over the hall.
“O-oh my God…”
The Saintess, who had entered the hall a bit later, covered her mouth at the sight.
To be precise, she was trembling at the sight of the corpses filling the hall.
“O Five Gods…”
All the corpses scattered all over the place seemed to have been struck by the same attack, each one split in half.
And even though it wasn’t her first time seeing a corpse, the Saintess couldn’t stop trembling.
Was it out of fear? No, even with her limited knowledge, she could tell how these people were killed.
Comet Sword—the martial art only Yeomyeong and Freya Cahn could use.
However, Freya Cahn hadn’t remotely used the Comet Sword since she came into possession of the Holy Sword, so the one who killed all these people must have been…
Why?
The Saintess swallowed the question that wouldn’t leave her lips and looked at Yeomyeong’s back.
He showed no reaction even as he looked at the corpses that were undoubtedly created by his future self.
He merely took in the scene, covered in blood and dust, in complete silence.
The stench of blood filled the silence that lingered for a moment.
“…Saintess.”
Yeomyeong spoke, and once again, the Saintess was startled and looked up.
“Y-yes?”
“Do you remember what I told you… just before fighting the dragon in Manchuria?”
“…”
The Saintess nodded.
How could she forget? The words he uttered, saying that he couldn’t risk his life because there was something he had to do.
To be honest, she was able to recollect that entire day when Yeomyeong said those words.
His back as he left after saying that he had something he must do.
And yet, his courage as he returned and faced the dragon alongside her.
Even the look on his face as he let out a small sigh, without a hint of pride, after defeating the dragon and the Demonic Human.
All those memories overlapped with the man standing in front of her.
Cheon Yeomyeong.
Staring at him blankly, the Saintess asked.
“Is this… the thing you said you had to do?”
“Not exactly, but it’s similar.”
“…Similar?”
“Yes, if things had gone as per the original plan… I would have used a more ‘sophisticated method.’ But from the looks of it, that plan must have failed.”
…A sophisticated method?
Was it because of the corpses scattered around? Just that alone made the Saintess feel like she could almost smell the thick scent of blood.
“…Why?”
That one word that contained countless questions. Why, you, Seti, why?
“…”
Yeomyeong did not give her an answer. The Saintess clenched her fists, her body trembling all over.
How did things come to this? This wasn’t the future she wanted to show him.
“Yeomyeong, tell me. Why… why are you so unfazed even after seeing this future?”
“…”
“D-do you… do you really dream of causing such a massacre?”
Even though she was the one who asked him that, the Saintess did not want to hear the answer.
Because she wouldn’t be able to bear it if Yeomyeong said ‘yes’.
However, after silently looking at her for a moment, Yeomyeong suddenly extended his hand.
Alternating her gaze between his palm and his face, the Saintess placed her hand in his without realizing it.
Yeomyeong’s hand was full of calluses.
The warm sensation that traveled through her fingertips reminded her of the former Saintess’ hand.
“Saintess.”
“…Yes.”
“Do you trust me?”
“…”
That wasn’t the question or the answer the Saintess wanted to hear.
Yet despite that, a sense of relief washed over her on hearing those words.
“…I trust you.”
A brief, soft reply that escaped the Saintess’ lips.
“I trust the Yeomyeong who fought the dragon to save the people of Manchuria, whom he didn’t even know.”
Her tone and pronunciation were reverent, as if she were reading a scripture.
“I trust the Yeomyeong who stood up to the terrorists to protect his classmates. And…”
“…”
“…I trust the Yeomyeong who Seti likes.”
And with those words, the Saintess lowered her head deeply.
It was because she no longer had the courage to look directly at Yeomyeong’s face.
Yeomyeong pondered for a moment as he looked at her.
Since he wasn’t some clueless fool like the male lead of a romantic comedy, he could vaguely grasp the thoughts of the Saintess when she said this.
However, understanding and accepting were two separate matters.
His future was far too uncertain for him to bear the weight of the emotions of this air-headed—no, the Saintess—who carried a burden completely different from his own.
…Should I just kill her?
As always, the simplest solution came to mind, but it soon vanished beneath his subconscious.
It was a foolish thought. Killing the Saintess—how would he deal with the aftermath?
And more than anything, he lacked the will to kill the Saintess. This was something that went beyond physical capability.
Snapping her neck or driving a sword into her chest? Just the mere thought made him extremely uncomfortable.
Would it be different if it were the Dung Beetle in his heart? He couldn’t be sure.
In the end, the pondering went on endlessly, and the silence even longer.
By the time the Saintess was able to raise her head a little, Yeomyeong spoke again.
“…To be honest, I was caught off guard.”
“…”
“All this time… since you said your Foresight couldn’t see Seti and me, I thought you wouldn’t notice. To be precise, I was hoping you wouldn’t.”
He squeezed her hand tightly and added.
“…If I were to ask you to pretend that you didn’t see any of this, would you be able to do it?”
“I don’t want to. Not without knowing the reason…”
As expected, Yeomyeong smiled bitterly and led her out of the conference hall.
The Saintess, muttering things like ‘Huh? Huh?’ followed him.
After a while, using the debris of the collapsed ceiling outside the conference hall as a makeshift seat, Yeomyong and the Saintess sat side by side. It was one of the few places where the scent of blood was faint.
“Are you sure you’re fine with this? It’s probably going to be… a long story.”
“…Persuasion is supposed to take time.”
“And… I can’t tell you everything here and now. Especially the things related to Seti.”
“…”
“Even so… will you listen?”
“…Yes.”
The Saintess nodded, and Yeomyeong slowly began to recount the events that led to this.
The long story began with a certain janitor in the back alleys of Incheon.
* * *
The Saintess did not condone murder.
All the teachings she had learned throughout her life could be summarized as such: love peace and respect all life.
However, that did not mean she rejected the notion of revenge.
Redox, the Red God of Struggle, whom she served, affirmed revenge in both doctrine and weaponry.
Thus… the Saintess also had a valid reason to affirm Yeomyeong’s revenge.
The story of how Dung Beetle became Cheon Yeomyeong and a janitor became superhuman, made revenge seem justified no matter how she looked at it.
Looking back, it all felt like fate.
It was no coincidence that she had given Yeomyeong the Holy Relic of God Redox back in Manchuria.
A symbol of the red struggle for those seeking revenge, their fates were destined to be intertwined from the very beginning…
…What a load of nonsense.
The Saintess cut off her thoughts before they spiraled any further. It was an absurd excuse.
An excuse she came up with just because she wanted to side with Yeomyeong and Seti.
The revenge the two were aiming for had long strayed from Redox’s teachings.
Killing all the Necromancers and South Korean government officials involved with the Janitor Guild?
How many would they have to kill?
There would certainly be dozens, perhaps even hundreds of them.
And at that point, it was no longer revenge but a massacre.
An act that only the evil Church of the Apocalypse would commit.
Being the Saintess and as their friend, she had a duty to stop them.
She had to try to persuade them immediately and lead them onto the right path.
Even if they ended up hating her… she had to do it. She had to, but…
…No.
She didn’t want to.
Why did it matter to her as to what happened to the humans in the South Korean government who had allied themselves with the Necromancers?
To her, the Cheon Yeomyeong in front of her and her friend Hong Seti were a hundred, even a thousand times more precious than those despicable villains.
Deep down in her heart, she wanted to help them.
No… perhaps even using her power as the Saintess to help them was the right thing to do.
Think about it: rather than letting innocent civilians get caught in the fallout, as depicted in her Foresight…
Wouldn’t it be better if her help could ensure that only those who were guilty were killed? Wasn’t that the essence of what the Saintess should truly do?
Yes, she could become an accomplice. Then, beyond just friends…
…Stop!
The Saintess clasped her hands tightly as if in prayer, trying to steady her wavering heart.
To be swayed by infatuation and forget the teachings of a lifetime—truly a disgrace.
Saintess, what should I do?
She thought of the other Saintess she knew, to be precise, it was the former Saintess.
Another mother who had taken her in and raised her in place of her biological mother who was hated by everyone in the Holy Nation.
The one who survived two great wars and wrote a living legend alongside the ‘Margrave’—what would she have said at this moment?
The Saintess tried desperately to recall her words, but what actually came to mind was a completely different voice.
- A Saintess must not love an individual.

The Patriarch, that old man who used to utter this habitually as he confined her to the temple.
- As the former Saintess did, you must love all followers equally. That is the duty of a Saintess.

Memories of the days spent confined in the prayer room honing her prayers and Holy Blessing every day, without a single friend her age.

	Do not succumb to loneliness. Loneliness is better than the pain of betraying faith.




Recalling the past up to that point, the Saintess opened her eyes a bit and glanced at the seat beside her.
There sat Yeomyeong.
As always, he had a calm expression and waited in silence for her answer.
Their relationship could change significantly depending on her decision.
She was already happy to maintain their current relationship, but perhaps… their relationship could progress drastically.
Or they could end up becoming worse than strangers.
…I don’t want that.
In pursuit of an answer, the Saintess closed her eyes again and delved deeper.
She struggled to recall the words of the former Saintess.
But for some reason, none of them came to mind.
The only thing she could recollect was the regret-filled face of the former Saintess, who guarded her room in solitude.
Saintess, why… did you regret it?
The moment that question arose, the Saintess suddenly felt her image overlap with that of the former Saintess.
Except for the one day a week when she met with the believers, the only people in her life were the attendant priests and people in power begging for prophecies—a lonely life.
A life without friends or lovers, growing old all alone—that was the life the Patriarch had revered as faithful to their belief.
The Saintess herself was already living half of that life.
Once her first and last deviation—the academy life—would come to an end, she would live that life forever.
It was a fate she had already resigned herself to, but… for some reason, all of it felt unfamiliar at this moment.
The life she had come to accept as inevitable suddenly felt… unjust and repulsive.
…I.
I don’t want to live like that.
As soon as she thought along those line, the words of the Patriarch repeated in her mind.
- A Saintess must not love an individual.

And as soon as they ended, the Saintess tried to steady her wavering heart. Or, rather, she was about to.
“Saintess?”
However, the moment she heard Yeomyeong’s voice… her heart moved on its own.
- A Saintess must not love an individual.

Her face felt hot, and it felt like her chest was about to burst. However much the words of Patriarch repeated in her mind, it no longer held any significance.
“Yeomyeong, I… I’ve made up my mind.”
“…You took quite some time to decide. Whatever your decision is, I’ll respect it.”
Yeomyeong secretly swallowed his saliva as the Saintess grasped his hand tightly.
And what came out of her mouth next was something beyond Yeomyeong’s expectations.
“I’ll help you two… with your revenge.”
“…Help us? Not just feign ignorance?”
Unable to make sense of what she just said, Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes in confusion. Seeing that, the Saintess added defensively.
“Feign ignorance, you say? What do you take me for? And won’t it be better if I help you avoid killing innocent people like in the Foresight?”
It was pure sophistry, but the Saintess didn’t care.
It only took a moment to cross the line, and she had already gone way beyond that.
“Trust me, I’ll… be your accomplice.”
“…”
“I-If you want, you can even use my political position. I’m still a Saintess, you know?”
And at this moment, the Saintess was glad that she was wearing a blindfold.
If Yeomyeong could see her eyes, he might have seen the desire within them.
“Why aren’t you replying? Do you perhaps… not want me to?”
“No, it’s not that, this is all just so… unexpected.”
“…So you’re saying it’s the best possible outcome, right?”
Then suddenly, the Saintess suddenly wondered how Yeomyeong would have reacted if she had tried to stop his revenge.
Would he have been disappointed? Gotten angry? Or maybe… tried to silence her somehow?
Well, there was no need for her to ponder over it any longer.
Because no matter his reaction, it wouldn’t have been more valuable than the smile Yeomyeong was giving her now.
“Yeah, it is. The best outcome.”
* * *
Waking from a Foresight wasn’t that different from waking from any other dream.
His mana fluctuated, his senses were hazy, and his body felt unsteady.
Having gotten used to it, Yeomyeong quickly regained his senses, but it was a bit different for the Saintess.
It was her first time entering a Foresight with someone else, and more than that, it was her first time waking up while holding someone’s hand.
With all those factors in play, as soon as she woke up from the Foresight, she lost her balance and pulled him down with her.
And the next moment, the chair and table in the rest area clattered noisily as the two fell to the floor.
The Saintess fell first, and Yeomyeong fell on top of her.
Fortunately or unfortunately, Yeomyeong managed to regain his balance at the last moment, so their bodies didn’t end up making contact.
“…Are you okay?”
Yeomyeong asked with concern. The Saintess nodded instead of answering.
The two of them tried to get up immediately. Or, rather, they were about to.
However, the next moment, the door to the rest area suddenly burst open, and a giant crow stepped in.
“How long are you two going to… uh…?”
Yeomyeong, the Saintess, and Corvus all fell silent at the same time.
A man and woman lying on the floor holding hands in a secluded rest area.
Before the short silence could even settle, Yeomyeong opened his mouth to explain.
“Corvus, wait, this is…”
“…My apologies. I seem to have no sense.”
However, before Yeomyeong could even offer an explanation, Corvus slammed the door shut.
The two had polar opposite reactions to the closed door. Yeomyeong shook his head with a sigh, while the Saintess was unable to raise her flushed face.
“S-sorry…”
“…It’s okay. There’s nothing to apologize for.”
Only then did they get up and dust themselves off.
As they awkwardly tried to leave the rest area, the door opened again.
And the one opening the door this time was also Corvus.
“I’m sorry, but as your teacher, there’s something I must say.”
Ignoring the dumbfounded look on their faces, she clacked her beak and spoke.
“…Please use protection properly.”
Before she even completed her sentence, Yeomyeong and the Saintess threw a chair at her almost simultaneously.

 
    

  Chapter 117: Chapter One Boss, Intruder, And...
A signatory nation in possession of a Dimensional Portal shall by no means transfer the rights to other Dimensional Portals, dimensional magic, or such dimensional stabilizing devices to anyone, directly or indirectly.
『Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Dimensional Portals – Article 1』

* * *
Yeomyeong found the bed in his dormitory uncomfortable.
No matter how long he lay on the soft bed and closed his eyes, sleep wouldn’t come, and only idle thoughts filled his mind.
Was it because the bed didn’t suit his body? No, that wasn’t it.
The mattress was top-quality mattress and the dormitory staff washed the bedding weekly. Nothing was lacking.
However, paradoxically, it was the comfort that made Yeomyeong uncomfortable.
The more his body felt at ease, the more his mind yearned for the old, shabby dormitory from his time as a janitor. He missed the damp floors, the cheap vinyl flooring, the wallpaper aged with time, and even the mold patches on the ceiling.
Though it was obviously nothing more than a cheap place when compared to the academy dormitory, Yeomyeong—or rather, Dung Beetle—remembered it fondly.
Even the worn-out blanket he used to lay on the floor.
The mischievous pranks his janitor brothers pulled.
The mountain of books stacked in the Foreman’s room.
The documentaries on the TV they found in the garbage dump…
All those days, now irretrievable sorrowful memories, flickered in his mind.
After tossing and turning in bed like that for a while, the thought that the foreman had been a follower of the Black God Mordak suddenly came to mind.
Like most followers of the Five Gods, he too had been quite fond of the Saintess.
Strictly speaking, it was the former Saintess, but he would have probably been fond of the current Saintess as well.
No, he certainly would.
Who could possibly dislike her? That honest, kind-hearted, airhead Saintess.
Even an ordinary person, one who wasn’t a follower of the five gods, couldn’t help but like her.
…If they are a normal person that is.
As Yeomyeong’s thoughts reached that point, he sat up straight, still in bed.
As if to prove that everyone else was asleep, only the sound of Baonic’s snores echoed in the room cloaked in darkness.
Should he try to fall asleep again?
After hesitating for a moment, Yeomyeong decided to simply lean against the wall and continue thinking about the Saintess.
To be precise, he was recollecting the Foresight she had shown.
…One or two years into the future.
Although he hadn’t shown it outwardly, the Foresight she revealed was enough to shock him to the core.
Blood and fire, corpses and ashes.
Not only had they killed all the assemblymen, but they had also burned all of Yeouido to the ground.
An exhilarating yet… disappointing sight.
Though the Foresight was brief, Yeomyeong was certain of what he saw.
Seti’s plan has gone awry.
If things had gone according to plan and they managed to wipe out the key government figures, there would have been no reason to burn Yeouido.
It would have made more sense to burn the Gyeongmudae, the residence of the president, or the government buildings, or especially those who secretly ran the janitor guild… but Yeouido?
What in the world could have happened in the future for Seti and him to kill countless civilians and engage in an all-out war with Korea?
And more importantly, why was his future self…
…exactly the same as I am now?
The Saintess might have not noticed it, but it was impossible for Yeomyeong to miss it. After all, that was him.
The future version of him was no better than his current self.
At most, his hair had gotten longer, or he had grown a bit.
But his internal mana, his muscles, and even his aura hadn’t improved at all.
And what stood out the most was the traces of the Comet Sword left on the corpses of the dead assemblymen.
The depth of martial arts that could be felt from those traces was, in fact, inferior to his current self.
It was almost like he had regressed.
…What on earth happened in the future?
All he wanted to do right now was rush to the Saintess and ask her to show him the future again, but Foresight was not all-powerful.
In fact, he wasn’t even sure he would see a similar future again, and more importantly, he couldn’t disregard the Saintess’ stamina.
She was barely able to walk on her own when she left the rest area after showing him the Foresight.
And though she claimed it was nothing serious, it was clear at a glance. She would at least need a few days to recover her mana and strength.
“…Sigh.”
He ran his hand through his hair to brush away the complicated thoughts and stood up.
He wanted to vent his frustration by swinging his sword, but time did not permit it.
Instead, Yeomyeong picked up the water bottle from the bedside table, intending to drink some water.
And just as he was about to pour the water into the cup, the stream of water flowing from the bottle froze in mid-air.
Not magic or an illusion, but literally.
“…”
It was a strange phenomenon, but Yeomyeong turned his head without the slightest hint of surprise.
Because he noticed the familiar sound of footsteps coming from beyond the darkness.
And soon, something or rather someone familiar slowly emerged from within that darkness.
A flicker of shadow stretched out like the hem of a dress, with darkness rippling above it.
In a voice laced with a sigh, Yeomyeong called out her name.
“…Mignium.”
* * *
『My Chosen One, we finally meet in reality for the first time.』
The moment Yeomyeong heard Mignium’s words, a chill ran down his spine.
It was because her voice was all too familiar.
And the problem was, it wasn’t Mignium’s original voice… it was identical to Seti’s.
“That voice… what have you done?”
Yeomyeong glared at the darkness with eyes full of anger and fear.
All the worries that had been cluttering his mind until then vanished in an instant, with the worst possible assumptions pounding in his chest.
“…Answer me, Mignium.”
Mignium chuckled silently.
『I can give you as many answers as you desire. But, I wonder if the First would want me to.』
“…The First?”
『The First who entrusted her fate to you.』
Following that cryptic remark, Mignium took another step forward.
Click.
The darkness squirmed, and the moonlight shining through the window fled in terror.
And as she got closer to Yeomyeong, her face, hidden beneath the dark shadow, was partially revealed.
“…”
Yeomyeong was at a loss for words. He even forgot to breathe as his trembling eyes stared directly at Mignium’s face.
『Your reaction exceeds my expectations. I’m quite satisfied. Who could have know that selecting the sheep before the tree or hawk would be the right choice?』
Mignium let out a delicate laugh in Seti’s voice, with Seti’s face.
And before he realized it, Yeomyeong reached out and gently touched Mignium’s face.
The warmth of her soft cheek traveled up his fingertips—a sensation he could never feel in a dream, the tangible touch of reality.
“How is this possible…?”
『You can ask the First about that later. I am a merciful master, so I respect the first of my servants.』
Only then did Yeomyeong realize that ‘the First’ she kept referring to was Seti.
“The First who entrusted her fate…?”
As he repeated those words, flashes of memories surfaced in his mind: the orb of light he had seen in Manchuria and the Saintess’ words about being able to glimpse into Seti’s future as of lately.
Were all of these things mere coincidences? Or was there something more to it?
Yeomyeong swallowed hard. An indescribable emotion swelled within his chest, and his throat felt parched.
Noticing his reaction, Mignium smirked.
『Have you finally realized it? The First Fate for y—』
As she was speaking, the darkness filling the room wavered a little.
『…Oh dear, it seems like I’ve once again wasted our limited time by talking about this. This always happens every time I meet with you.』
“…”
Mignium took a step back, retreating into the shadows once more.
Only the fluttering hem of her shadow dress and the appearance resembling Seti remained, proving her presence wasn’t just a dream.
『Time isn’t on my side, so, my Chosen One, let me offer you some advice…』
For some reason, she stopped mid-sentence.
She closed her mouth without any explanation, perking up as if listening intently to someone else.
A brief moment of strange silence elapsed.
Then, Mignium broke it with a delighted tone.
『…Oh my, how commendable.』
“Mignium, what on earth have you been on about since earlier?”
『It means there’s been a change of plans. My Chosen One, instead of advice, I shall give you a gift.』
Looking somewhat pleased, Mignium waved her hand with a smile.
With that gesture, Yeomyeong’s bag resting under his desk, opened, and something hidden deep inside floated into the air.
A small box secured with multiple layers of seals.
As Yeomyeong observed the scene in silence, the box opened, revealing its contents.
A bottle filled with a radiant liquid.
…The Awakening Potion.
A rare potion that had a low probability to turn an ordinary person into a mana user. It was the very reason the Korean government had made a deal with a Necromancer and offered him the corpses of their citizens.
It was a spoil Yeomyeong had obtained after launching a surprise attack on the Necromancer and government officials at the Incheon port. He had held onto it, intending to exchange it for a more useful elixir in the future…
But why now?
Just as Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes, Mignium pulled the potion toward herself and asked.
『My Chosen One, what do you think is the most essential thing for enjoyment?』
As soon as an invisible force twisted the bottle cap open, a refreshing scent wafted through the air.
『The answer is… power. Not ordinary power, but overwhelming power.』
She spoke with absolute certainty, and Yeomyeong could not deny her words.
After all, the sole reason he was able to change his fate thus far was thanks to the talent Mignium had bestowed upon him—and the power that talent granted him.
『So now, to eliminate any and all the concerns and obstacles that may hinder our shared enjoyment, I shall grant you even more power.』
Before Yeomyeong even had the chance to refuse, Mignium suddenly raised her hand and plunged it into her own chest without any warning.
It was an abrupt, unpreventable action.
Fortunately, no blood poured out from between Seti’s bulbous breasts—only darkness.
A moment later, Mignium extracted three gemstones from her split chest.
Yeomyeong frowned as he gazed at the jewels, which shone with the same intensity as the Awakening Potion.
Though they varied in size, all three of them contained the same mana.
And not just anyone’s, but Seti’s mana.
“That can’t be…?”
『It is exactly as you think. These are all the possibilities of the First—what Earthians call martial arts, divinity, and magic.』
“…”
The open Awakening Potion bottle and the gemstones representing Seti’s possibilities.
Anticipating what would happen next, Yeomyeong moved with haste.
Sure enough, Mignium was trying to put those possibilities into the potion.
But just as the gemstones were about to enter the potion, Yeomyeong barely managed to grab Mignium’s hand and bring it to a halt.
“What the hell are you doing?”
『Can you not see it? I am bestowing you with possibilities.』
“By stealing Seti’s possibilities? Don’t be ridiculous.”
Yeomyeong growled, but a smile still lingered on her lips.
『Are you truly not interested? Even if this is the easiest way to change the future you foresaw?』
Mignium whispered enticingly, as if she knew what was weighing on his mind just moments ago.
『Do not hesitate; seize everything. All that the First possesses is yours.』
“…”
『Her innate possibilities, the emotions bubbling within her chest, every breath she takes, and every strand of hair… all of it.』
Yeomyeong did not respond.
To succumb to such a trivial temptation was unthinkable; Seti was much too precious to him.
Seizing the three gemstones from Mignium’s grasp, he returned them to Seti’s chest.
First, he placed the largest gemstone, which was imbued with a stormy and turbulent mana, followed by a medium-sized gemstone enveloped in darkness that resembled Mignium.
And just as he was about to return the smallest gemstone, Mignium kicked his leg.
Thud!
The force behind her kick was strong enough to sweep both of Yeomyeong’s legs off the ground.
No further explanation was needed; it was a flawless execution of the Flying Kick technique.
“…!?”
And even before Yeomyeong could land on his bottom, Mignium—or rather, Seti—snatched the final gemstone from his hand and dropped it straight into the Awakening Potion.
The sound of the gemstone plopping into the potion echoed vividly in Yeomyeong’s ears.
As Yeomyeong landed on the ground, glaring at her, Mignium offered no response and simply shook the potion.
She continued until the gemstone had completely dissolved and blended into the potion.
“Hey! Hong Seti!”
By the time Yeomyeong managed to get back on his feet and grab her wrist, not a trace of the gemstone remained.
“You really….”
He tried to say more, but Mignium didn’t permit it.
With a mere gesture, the darkness around them grew stronger, ensnaring Yeomyeong’s body and silencing him.
『I would love to watch this delightful scene a little longer… but sadly, our time is up.』
With a voice tinged with regret, Mignium handed the potion to Yeomyeong.
『Power is pleasure, so continue seeking even greater strength.』
『My Chosen One.』
* * *
Crash!
The water bottle floating in the air fell to the ground, shattering with a loud crash.
“W-what the…?”
Startled by the sudden noise, Baonic, who had been snoring soundly just moments before, shot upright.
He blinked and glanced around at the half-darkened room, before his eyes finally landed on Yeomyeong standing in the shadows.
The strange glow the potion gave off and Yeomyeong’s serious expression as he gazed at it.
After observing the scene for a moment, Baonic buried his face back into the pillow.
Whatever it was… it seemed better not to get involved.
He erased the image of Yeomyeong, the potion, and the flickering shadows outside the window from his memory.
Sometimes, ignorance was bliss.
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* * *
As the sun rose from beyond the horizon, turning night to dawn, Minister Kim Kwanhyung frowned while gazing out the window.
The view of the sunrise from the Academy VIP room was beautiful enough to be awe-inspiring, but that was only interesting for the first day or two.
Having been stuck at the Academy for days on end, with reports of failure after failure, even that beautiful scenery felt unpleasant to him.
…
After watching at the sunrise for a moment, the minister lit a cigarette to lighten the mood.
Huff.
It was only after the thick smoke of a domestic cigarette filled his lungs that he was able to calmly review his recent moves.
…Nothing’s going right.
While trying to summarize the government’s recent activities, all that came to mind were a series of failures.
Starting with the broken deal with the Necromancer, the Manchurian incident, to the diplomatic efforts to politically isolate the Academy.
Failure, failure, and even more failure.
First, regarding the deal between the Necromancer and the Korean government in Incheon.
The government was yet to find the one responsible for disrupting the deal.
Whether it was an individual or a group… it remained a total mystery.
Even the NIS1 had resorted to spouting nonsense, suggesting that some annoying terrorist group from beyond the Dimensional Portal might be involved.
Damn useless freeloaders.
And the Manchurian incident that followed wasn’t any different.
Considering how much slush funds and manpower were invested in it… they weren’t able to gather even half the ‘sacrifices’ they required.
Though the presence of the Saintess was an unexpected variable, it was still a failure nonetheless.
In an attempt to recoup their losses, Minister Kim Kwanhyung personally stepped in to pressure the Academy…
But seeing how he was stuck in the VIP room for days since his arrival, the results were far from satisfactory.
All thanks to that damn so-called ‘special guest teacher’ programme.
Who would’ve ever thought that the principal would personally put forward a proposal to accept an outside force?
Forces like Korea, who were actively pressuring the Academy, might understand, but those who had been standing on the sidelines gleefully seized the opportunity in an instant to support the principal’s choice.
This included the Holy Nation, which marketed the Saintess like some idol, France, which was blinded by jealousy, and even the folks in Moscow, who still thought of themselves as a global superpower.
With the support from all sorts of people and the title of special ‘teacher’ added to the mix, the justification for pressuring the Academy was lost in an instant.
South Korea tried to get the shepherds to infiltrate the academy belatedly…
However, two of them were caught and killed by a mysterious special teacher named Corvus.
It was ridiculous even after hearing the report. There was a limit to how unlucky one could be.
To think that they happened to run into the special teacher at that moment, in that place?
And to think that I even used the Awakening Potion to help them infiltrate… Heaven truly is indifferent.
Concluding his thoughts, Minister Kim Kwanhyung took a deep drag of his cigarette. The nicotine flowing through his veins eased his irritation, if only slightly.
After a brief pause, the minister recalled something, took out his smartphone, and made a video call.
Before long, the call connected, and a familiar face appeared on the screen.
- *I have received your call, Minister. What is it?*
It was a firm but disciplined voice.
On the other side of the screen was a woman with a demeanor reminiscent of a soldier.
She was 10-11-16, one of the shepherds dispatched from the ranch to infiltrate the Academy as a special teacher.
“You’re starting the special classes from today, right? I just wanted to check up on you. How are the preparations going?”
It was a routine question, but the shepherd responded without hesitation.
- No issues at all. Except for the Black Sheep, all the sheep sisters have enrolled and have been assigned to my special class. Most of the other Korean students have also been assigned to important teachers’ classes.
“Good, good. What about the Black Sheep?”
- She has been safely assigned to the same teacher chosen by the ‘Bred Stallion.’
Hearing the term ‘Bred Stallion,’ the minister smiled for the first time since the break of dawn.
Using a honey trap, huh? Sometimes, the simplest solution was indeed the best.
“How does it seem from your perspective? Is the Bred Stallion really head over heels for the Black Sheep, just like her report?”
- Even more so. The atmosphere is such that if the Black Sheep wanted to, he would offer his liver and gallbladder.
“…Ha!”
The minister laughed heartily. At least there was something they gained from this damned Lord Howe.
However, there was no room for complacency. Love that burned like fire could die out at any moment.
“Tell the Black Sheep not to hold back. And if necessary, use the other sheep as well.
- *The other sheep too? Do you mean...?*
“It would be ideal if we can get the Bred Stallion to be affiliated with Korea before graduation… but if that’s difficult, we should at least obtain his seed.”
- *Ah, then...*
“Yes, even a half-failed project should be able to spread her legs, right?”
Spitting out words one would only say to livestock, the minister took out another cigarette and placed it in his mouth.
Click, click. While lighting the cigarette, he suddenly remembered something and added a few more words.
“Ah, also… strengthen the guard around the sheep.”
- Strengthen the guard? Is there some problem?
“The trash from the failed terror attempt said he’d take our sheep. I don’t know what he’s planning, but… make sure we don’t get involved.”
- Understood. Are there any other orders you’d like to relay?
The shepherd seemed unusually proactive today. Was it because of the special classes?
Ignoring the slight sense of incongruity, the minister responded.
“Well… take occasional pictures of the Black Sheep and the Bred Stallion together. A rumor of romance between the two might be helpful for my next local elections.”
- Yes, I will proceed with your orders.
“Good, keep up the good work.”
With that, the minister looked away from his phone.
Whether it was because of the cigarette smoke blocking his view or because of the light of dawn, it was unclear…
However, the minister failed to notice that the shepherd’s eyes were turning black until the very end.
* * *
The hubbub before classes began.
Perhaps because the temporary class period had come to an end and the lockdown within the school was lifted, today was exceptionally lively.
Some students were even wearing brand-new uniforms, while others couldn’t stop talking about the special classes.
Of course, not all students were bursting with energy.
Especially those who had failed to enroll in any of the special classes were unable to conceal their gloomy expressions as they trudged toward the main building.
The scene of youth split between extremes.
Observing the scene, Yeomyeong inadvertently sighed.
“What’s with the long face this morning? Did you not sleep well last night?”
Seti’s voice came from right beside him. Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and looked at her.
“…Yeah, thanks to an unexpected visitor, I didn’t get any sleep last night.”
“Really? Who visited you?”
“…”
“I wonder who it could be, visiting a guy’s room in the middle of the night?”
“…Yeah, who could it be?”
Blunt question, nonchalant response.
The two continued their conversation, which sounded like casual banter, as they walked to the main building.
A few students gave them peculiar looks as they walked side by side, but that was all.
They were well past the age to tease someone about dating, but it was mainly because rumors about how Cheon Yeomyeong and Seti were in that sort of relationship were already rampant among the first years.
They supposedly fell for each other after their fight on the day Yeomyeong transferred, or they grew close while fighting alongside each other at the shelter.
Ignoring those obviously planted rumors, Yeomyeong spoke to Seti in a serious tone.
“Hey, Hong Seti.”
“…What?”
“What happened last night, you remember everything, right?”
The events of last night.
Mignium’s sudden appearance in reality, Seti’s body, and the Awakening Potion she left behind.
If it had all been a dream, he could have just laughed it off, but seeing that the Awakening Potion had changed color proved it was real.
“…Well, who knows?”
Seti shrugged, pretending to be clueless, just as she had since they met this morning.
“…”
Yeomyeong stared at Seti in silence.
Feeling his gaze boring into her, she rolled her eyes, then chuckled and spoke.
“So, did you drink… the Awakening Potion?”
It was something she could say only if she knew about the conversation he had with Mignium.
So, Mignium actually used Seti’s body last night.
Yeomyeong massaged his throbbing forehead and answered.
“Of course not. How could I drink that?”
“Why? Is it dirty because it came from my chest?”
“…”
“Oh… I’ve not seen that expression since Incheon.”
While Yeomyeong briefly contemplated if he should hit her once, Seti added.
“Still, you should’ve just drunk it. You can consider it the price for lifting the ban.”
Saying that, Seti turned her steps.
Not towards the main building but towards a path the students rarely used.
Matching her pace, Yeomyeong answered.
“I didn’t lift the ban expecting anything in return.”
“Oh, really? Then I should also say that I didn’t give it as a reward.”
“…I’m serious, but do you really want to keep joking around?”
Once Yeomyeong spoke up, Seti smiled bashfully.
“Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to… It’s just, ah, I can’t help it.”
As if to prove her words, Seti’s lips were trembling slightly.
Whether it was from laughter or joy, it seemed like she was trying to suppress some emotion.
“Regardless, I do mean it when I say that I want you to drink it.”
“…”
“You have it with you right now, right? The Awakening Potion.”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong opened his bag and showed her the inside. Inside his bag was a potion, slightly smaller than a soju bottle, glowing brilliantly.
“I knew it. You brought it to make me drink it to reclaim it, right?”
“…Yeah, I’m planning to make you drink it.”
“And if I refuse?”
“Then I’ll force you.”
“Uh… that’s a bit…”
Seti scratched her cheek for a moment and then shook her head.
“But still, Yeomyeong, I think it’ll be better if you drink it. It will be a waste if I reclaim it.”
Her voice turned more serious, but her steps seemed somewhat light.
“…A waste, you say?”
“Yeah, a waste. Do you remember when I told you about the potential that my sisters and I were born with?”
All-master.
A being capable of simultaneously walking all three paths of mana permitted to humans.
Seti and her sisters were artificially created All-masters.
But…
“All of us sisters are defective. We were only able to walk two paths. And we couldn’t even do both equally; we had to choose one primary and one secondary.”
Was it because the ban chaining her down had been lifted?
There wasn’t a hint of regret or disappointment on Seti’s face as she spoke of being defective.
“In my case… martial arts is the primary, and Holy Power is my secondary.”
“Then…”
“Yeah, what I added to the Awakening Potion was my potential as a Mage.”
“…”
“Well, even though I call it potential, I can’t even use the most basic magic.”
Seti averted her gaze, as if she was apologizing for giving him the worst.
“Though, it’s not like I’m giving it to you recklessly. If you can use magic, our plan will proceed more smoothly… Efficiency and focus. That’s why I’m giving it to you, Yeomyeong.”
Watching Seti give a long winded explanation as if hiding something, Yeomyeong stopped walking.
“Seti, are you sure you won’t regret this?”
“…I’ve yet to regret anything since I met you.”
Saying something that embarrassing so effortlessly… Yeomyeong shook his head and took the potion out of his bag.
Looking at the brilliant light the potion gave off, Yeomyeong hesitated for a moment.
Should he really just drink this? He was yet to ask about Mignium.
However, his hesitation didn’t last long. Even if he couldn’t trust Mignium, he could at least trust Seti.
And once he made up his mind, there was no reason to hesitate.
Pop.
Yeomyeong popped the cap and gulped down the potion. Unlike its appearance, it had a sweet, milky taste.
“How is it? Do you feel anything different?”
Seti asked after Yeomyeong downed the entire bottle, a strange glint of anticipation in her eyes.
However, he didn’t feel any changes. Despite having drunk the potion to the last drop, neither his senses nor his body had altered.
“Hmm? How is it? Do you feel something overflowing within you, like when you learned the Surging Wave technique?”
“…Not really.”
Putting the empty bottle back in his bag, Yeomyeong examined his inward. But he still couldn’t find anything different.
“Uh… Perhaps the effect is a bit delayed?”
“That must be it.”
“Or maybe… you lost the Awakening Potion lottery?”
“…What?”
What on earth was she talking about?
Yeomyeong immediately frowned after hearing Seti’s half-joking, half-serious comment.
“Don’t say such awful things.”
“Why? It could happen, right? And so what if it failed? It was my potential that was wasted, anyway.”
“…Do you even know how much an Awakening Potion costs?”
“…Oh. Right. There was also the cost of the potion.”
I forgot. Seti added one last comment and then fell silent.
They exchanged glances in the short silence.
After staring at each other without saying a word, both of them chuckled almost simultaneously.
With the atmosphere lightened a bit, Yeomyeong spoke first.
“Now that we’ve dealt with the potion, tell me how you got involved with Mignium.”
It was a straightforward question without any dilly-dallying.
Perhaps not expecting him to ask about Mignium right away, but Seti replied in a slightly flustered tone.
“Ah, well, about Her….”
“…Her?”
“Only you, Yeomyeong, would casually call Her by name. I… can’t do that.”
Seti’s attitude when speaking about Mignium was prudent, just like the Saintess mentioning the Five Gods.
“Seti, don’t tell me that…”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to say something, Seti waved her hand.
“No, no. It’s not what you’re thinking, Yeomyeong. I chose Her on my own.”
“…”
“Really. Once you learn of how I met Her, you’ll understand too. It was on the day when we broke the ban…”
Just as Seti was about to begin her explanation.
Something from beyond the bushes at the end of the path alerted Yeomyeong’s senses.
It was not a student, but someone familiar.
Yeomyeong immediately glared at that spot, and as if in response to his unconscious mind, the mana in the air flickered.
Ping!
A fingernail-sized ice shard pierced through the bushes, grazing whoever was hiding beyond them.
“Aagh!”
And as soon as the sudden scream erupted, Seti also turned towards the direction of the scream.
“W-wait! I surrender, I surrender!”
The one who emerged from beyond the bushes was the cleaning lady, with both arms raised.
Auntie Ava—A spy from the Secret Society that was behind the terror attack… and the woman who passed on the Surging Wave technique to Seti.
Despite the blood dripping from her forehead cut by the ice shard, she stuttered.
“H-Hong Seti, and the Earthian who learned the Surging Wave technique… can we… talk for a moment?”
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* * *
Yeomyeong and Seti began to gather their mana instead of replying.
Being familiar with who their opponent was, Seti even pulled out a small iron hammer she kept hidden in her bag.
Seeing that the atmosphere had grown tense, as if a fight could break out at any moment, Ava spoke with a bitter smile.
“Uh… There’s no need to be so wary.”
She spoke as if she was trying to calm a frightened child. And while wiping the blood dripping from her forehead, she added.
“I-I hope there’s no misunderstanding; I really just want to talk…”
Just as Ava’s tongue was about to start wagging again, Yeomyeong cut her off.
“…Enough with your wordplay. Unless the four of you want a hole in your heads.”
Yeomyeong spoke, his gaze not on Ava but at the area behind her.
Was it thanks to his growing familiarity with the Invisibility Cloak?
His senses were able to accurately detect the three other organization members hiding behind her.
“…”
Only then did Ava’s expression turn stiff.
She could vividly feel her colleagues, hiding to back her up, hold their breaths.
“…You speak of killing way too easily. Especially when we are currently in the academy.”
“Your tongue sure wags a lot for a terrorist.”
“…”
“Seeing that you’re a spy of the Secret Society that attacked the academy, I’d probably get a reward rather than punishment if I kill you here and now, wouldn’t I?”
…He even knew that?
Ava unknowingly showed a surprised expression, and she quickly hid it when she saw Seti having a similar reaction.
“Could you just give us a moment… just a few minutes of your time? I’d like a chance to prove our goodwill.”
“…Goodwill?”
As Yeomyeong’s eyes turned cold, Ava hastily gestured behind her.
One of her hidden colleagues stepped forward and threw a stack of documents.
Perhaps there was some sort of spell cast on them as the documents flew steadily through the air before landing gently at Yeomyeong’s feet.
“…What is this?”
Yeomyeong asked without even sparing a glance at the documents. Ava explained, almost defensively.
“Information about the Incheon murderer. It contains all the data gathered by Interpol over the past six months and even the files hidden by the South Korean police.”
“…”
The Incheon murderer… also known as the Player.
The moment he heard those words, Yeomyeong clicked his tongue inwardly.
“…So you’ve been digging into me.”
“I hope you don’t take it the wrong way. As you know, there isn’t a single information guild on Earth who hasn’t tried to dig into you. We… we were also just doing our job.”
“…”
“Blue Rat, that woman, hid it too well, so we almost came up empty as well… but we were somewhat lucky. After all, the Incheon black market is our territory.”
It was unclear whether it was a threat or an explanation.
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes at Ava.
And though she was trying hard to appear calm on the surface, it wasn’t hard to see the desperation hidden underneath.
“Ah, but I hope you don’t misunderstand. We truly have no intention of using your past to threaten you.”
“…Then?”
“As I said, it’s proof of our goodwill. We didn’t sell your information, and the same can be said for the information those documents contain… it’s all a token of goodwill from our society, hoping to get closer to you.”
Ava finished speaking with a faint smile as if she had gained the upper hand.
“So… do you feel like talking now? If it’s fine with you, I’d like to move this conversation elsewhere.”
At that point, Seti realized that things were getting complicated. She picked up the documents on the ground and looked at Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong met her blue eyes, which seemed to ask, ‘What are you going to do?’ He clenched and unclenched his fist for a moment before speaking to Ava.
“Ava.”
“Yes, have you made up your mind? If you insist, we can talk right here…”
“Your niece runs a pizza shop in Chicago, doesn’t she?”
“…”
A look of surprise flashed across Ava’s face, only to disappear in the next instant.
She controlled her expression so quickly that only a Superhuman would have noticed it.
“I’ve never had Chicago pizza before. I wonder, do they serve it at funerals too?”
“What in the world are you talking about—”
Before she could finish her question, Yeomyeong kicked the ground.
The mana from the Surging Wave technique swirling around him surged down his calf, propelling him forward in an instant.
His target was not Ava but her colleagues hiding behind her.
They tried to raise their weapons reflexively, but Yeomyeong’s punch landed in their hiding place just a bit faster.
Thud!
Yeomyeong’s fist dug deep into the side of the guy hiding between the bushes at the very front. The sensation of the man’s rib breaking passing through his knuckles.
“Gah!”
And while the man grabbed his side and collapsed, Yeomyeong was already swinging his foot toward his next target.
Stunned by the sudden ambush, the man reacted a step too late.
As he belatedly raised a dagger, Yeomyeong’s flying kick had already connected with his chin.
Smack! The second guy’s head snapped to the side, and his eyes went blank.
He didn’t even have to pay attention to the third guy.
The third man was already knocked out by the hammer Seti threw at his head.
“W-What in the world is…”
Ava stuttered, unable to comprehend what just happened.
It was understandable. To her, who wasn’t superhuman, it must have seemed like all her hidden colleagues had collapsed in the blink of an eye.
Regardless, pulling the dagger from the hand of the fallen man, Yeomyeong turned his head and spoke.
“Ava.”
“…”
“I finally feel like talking a bit… What about you?”
She didn’t reply. To be precise, she couldn’t answer.
Seti had crept up on her and grabbed her by the neck.
“Urgh…!”
The intense pressure on her carotid artery made her consciousness fade.
And just before she lost consciousness, the last thing she saw was Yeomyeong’s golden eyes drawing closer with a dagger in hand.
* * *
Secret Society was a massive information guild that divided the underworld’s intelligence business along with the Blue Rat.
However, unlike the Blue Rat, which had one foot in the legal realm, they operated solely in the shadows… or so the common(?) knowledge of the underworld went.
However, what Yeomyeong had learned about them through the ‘Author’s Note’ was a bit more complicated.
The Secret Society was not a unified organization.
It was a loose assembly of individuals, groups, and ideologies gathered under one banner.
From cultists called the Church of the Apocalypse, separatists advocating for the independence of the Empire, back-alley criminals, to activists for Beastfolk rights —anyone could be part of it.
What bound these seemingly unrelated group of people together was just one cause.
Anti-Earth.

The hatred, envy, and jealousy over what Earth had caused and accumulated over the past decades were the driving forces that held the Secret Society together.
However… not that long ago, their cohesion had visibly weakened.
There could be countless reasons, but there was just one fundamental cause.
A sense of disconnect among the members.
The hatred felt by an old man whose hometown was polluted by mercury used in gold mining could not be the same as the hatred felt by a squire who was left jobless after the dissolution of the Knight Order.
Whereas the determination of a noble who came to Earth because dollars held more value than lineage could not be the same as the resolve of a young man who lost his father to the U.S. military.
The rage of an anti-Mage who joined the organization to prevent magic from being broadcast on TV was different from that of a woman who became a spy after losing her sister.
To put it in a Korean perspective, their situation was similar to the internal conflict among the independence activists during the Japanese colonial period.
The armed resistance faction that advocated for independence through the use of force versus the self-strengthening faction that wanted to raise the nation’s level to achieve independence.
On top of that, there were now pro-Earth factions who, after experiencing Earth civilization, wanted to establish modern democracy beyond the Dimensional Portal, which only ended up complicating things even more.
“…So why did they end up attacking the academy?”
Seti asked Yeomyeong, who had been explaining for a while.
Leaning against a tree, Yeomyeong turned his head a little.
Seti was sitting cross-legged on a tree stump, staring at him with curious eyes. Beside her were Ava and the other four Secret Society members, bound and piled up like luggage.
“Aren’t you supposed to ask where and how I got this information first?”
As Yeomyeong said that, wondering how to explain the Baonic’s note, Seti arched her brow.
“Well, that’s true, but honestly, I don’t think you’d lie to me about something like this… and if it were important, you would’ve told me beforehand. Right?”
Resting her elbow on her knee and propping her chin elegantly, Seti added.
“If it’s difficult to tell me about the source of the information, you don’t have to. It feels nice at least have one secret between us.”
“…”
“Ah, right. It’s not like I keep any secrets from you now, do I, Yeomyeong? Should I make one now?”
Her eyes carried a subtle pressure. Yeomyeong cleared his throat and brought the conversation back on track.
“…The recent terror attack at the academy was an independent action carried out by the faction within the Society that advocates for war.”
“So it was just one faction acting on its own that bombed the academy and sent armed soldiers… The Society’s really a mess.”
Seti replied, the corner of her mouth rising slightly, her merciful smile suggesting she would allow this change of subject.
“…Well, from the extremists’ point of view, it was a gamble worth taking. Burn down the academy to shake up the existing system, seize internal power, and kill the Saintess in the process.”
“The Saintess? Why her? Because she has the blood of Earth mixed in her?”
“How am I supposed to know? Maybe it’s just because those cultists have gone mad.”
“Hmm…”
“But the fact that they nearly killed the Saintess became the problem… Now the Society is having a tough time internally.”
That was if things were still progressing according to the Author’s Notes.
Since he had already changed the future, there were high chances that the internal struggle in the Society was different, too.
The fact that the extremist Ava had approached him was enough proof.
I hope we can just pass by each other without getting involved any further… but it seems like it’s too late.
As Yeomyeong was lost in his thoughts, one of the unconscious members of the organization spoke up.
“…It seems that you know a lot about us.”
It was Ava who managed to wake up first. Unlike the other members who had taken a direct hit from Yeomyeong’s Superhuman attacks, only Ava was knocked out using an ordinary method.
“You know about our internal affairs, even about my niece… I would probably believe it if you say that you’re a Society executive… Did the Blue Rat tell you?”
She didn’t bother to hide the fact that she’d overheard Yeomyeong’s explanation. But Yeomyeong deliberately remained silent.
Silence, which was neither a confirmation nor a denial, stretched out for a moment.
“…Well, I can’t help it if you don’t want to tell me. Or maybe it’s for the best? It does help shorten the conversation.”
As Seti and Yeomyeong turned their gazes to her, Ava spoke while gasping.
“But Cheon Yeomyeong, I need to correct you regarding our organization’s internal affairs— the internal conflict is already over.”
“…It’s over?”
“Yes, the extremists have broken away.”
The extremists had broken away? This was another significant deviation from the storyline mentioned in Baonic’s note.
As per the original story, the extremists were supposed to win and turn the entire Secret Society into a terrorist organization, with only a handful of surviving moderates cooperating with the ‘protagonist.’
Yeomyeong furrowed his brows and asked.
“…So why did the extremists come after me?”
“To correct another misunderstanding… I’m not one of the extremists. While I did cooperate with the terrorist attack, but… I’ve quit.”
Ava’s wrinkled eyes alternated glances between Yeomyeong and Seti. She paused for a moment, then sighed and continued.
“…My niece married an Earthian.”
“…”
“She apparently fell for some good-for-nothing who frequented her pizza place. Ha, after what happened to her mother… she still ended up with an Earthian…”
Ava’s words, filled with lament, gave Yeomyeong a peculiar feeling of reflection—To give up on revenge for one’s family.
Did she target all those young students with only that level of determination? Or did it shake even that determination…
Just as his thoughts began to wander, Yeomyeong shook his head to clear them.
“…Alright, let’s just have that conversation you mentioned.”
“Right, the conversation, we should talk… Though I didn’t expect it to take place like this.”
Forcing her tightly bound to sit up halfway, Ava met Yeomyeong’s eyes.
Yeomyeong’s golden gaze reflecting on her nutbrown eyes.
“Do you know? The mastermind behind the last terror attack was a priest from the Church.”
“…The Skinwalker Priest.”
When Yeomyeong responded, Ava nodded her head.
“If you know his name, you must also be aware of his abilities too. He somehow managed to slip away during the last attack… and hid in a place even we couldn’t find.”
“…So?”
“The extremists who went their separate ways from us had given him some… additional orders.”
“Additional orders? With special teachers now involved, what can he do all by himself?”
Seti gazed at Ava with curiosity. After a moment’s pause, Ava spoke with a more serious expression.
“…He plans to open the Dimensional Portal.”
“What?”
“We don’t know the exact method that will be used; we only managed to intercept the orders.”
Yeomyeong and Seti exchanged glances. Opening the Dimensional Portal? At the academy?
What would he do by opening the Dimensional Portal? They already had a small training Dimensional Portal for upperclassmen.
No, before getting into those details…
“Is that even possible? Is he some legendary archmage who can open a Dimensional Portal by himself?”
“…A sacrificial lamb.”
“A sacrificial lamb?”
“It sounds like a kind of secret code… I haven’t figured it all out yet, but the order said that the Dimensional Portal can be opened by offering the blood of a black sheep… That’s all that was written in the order.”
Ava was about to tell them she had shamelessly come to request a deal with them because of that.
However, the atmosphere suddenly turned cold, forcing her to keep her mouth shut.
A black sheep.
The moment they heard those words, Yeomyeong and Seti’s expressions stiffened.
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* * *
The sun hanging high in the sky began its slow descent towards the west.
“…That’s it for today’s lesson.”
As soon as Miss Gemini announced the end of regular class for the day, the atmosphere in the classroom heated up.
A student sneaking glances at the classroom door, another packing their bag in a hurry, and yet another already had their feet out the side of the desk.
Watching those students with a faint smile, Miss Gemini ended the class with a clap.
“Alright, everyone, be careful not to be late for the special class, and I hope you all enjoy it. That’s it, class dismissed!”
Clap! As if the teacher’s clap was a signal, the students rushed out of the classroom.
Not long after, the sound of footsteps filled the hallway outside the classroom, suggesting that the situation was no different in the other classes.
The sound of footsteps continued for a while.
In the now-empty classroom, only two people remained behind: Cheon Yeomyeong and Hong Seti.
Miss Gemini, who was tidying up after class, briefly considered having a brief conversation with the two but decided against it, simply exchanging a light nod before leaving the classroom.
After all, it was not appropriate for a teacher to meddle in their students’ romantic affairs.
…However, contrary to her misunderstanding, there was nothing romantic about the conversation Yeomyeong and Seti were having.
“Yeomyeong, you’re not seriously planning on making a deal with them, are you?”
As Yeomyeong stood up leisurely, Seti followed suit and asked.
“…Well, not a deal per se, but I plan to cooperate with them to some extent. It’s not a bad idea to be cautious.”
Hearing the worry in her voice, Yeomyeong responded with a faint smile.
“I disagree. Ava might claim to be a moderate… but in the end, she’s still a terrorist who committed terrorism. And how can you trust someone who dares to threaten us when they should be begging on their knees?”
From her unusually intense reaction it was clear she was angry because Ava had used Yeomyeong’s past to threaten him.
Yeomyeong shrugged and replied.
“That can hardly be called a threat.”
“…It’s not a threat?”
Seeing Seti tilt her head in confusion, Yeomyeong held her hand and walked toward the classroom door as he continued.
“It was an obvious bluff. If she really knew about my past, she would’ve brought up my days as Dung Beetle or as a janitor, not something vague like the black market.”
“That’s… true.”
Walking side by side in the empty hallway, the two of them continued their conversation.
“Do you remember the unspoken rule of the Incheon black market?”
“Unspoken rule? Ah… the mask?”
Seti nodded as if she had just remembered the rule of the Incheon black market.
A dirty place where neither customer nor seller could reveal their face—That was the Incheon black market.
“And it wasn’t just the mask. I went there on Mr. Jang Man’s introduction, so it’s not like I revealed my name either.”
“…”
“How would she be able to uncover my past in the black market when they didn’t even know my face or name? She was just rambling aimlessly to gauge my reaction.”
“Then, that dramatic act in front of Ava…”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong simply shrugged.
“…You villain, your acting skills keep getting better by the day.”
Seti poked his side playfully and Yeomyeong smirked.
“That’s a compliment, right?”
“Of course, it’s a compliment! Anyway, for the Society to try to pull such a bluff… They should be ashamed of calling themselves an information guild.”
“It just shows how desperate they are. They can’t track down the Priest, they don’t know what the black sheep is referring to… and they can’t just make themselves known to the Academy either…”
As soon as Yeomyeong trailed off, Seti finished assessing the situation.
“…Hence, the only ones they could try to make a deal with was me, who knew about them… no, us.”
So, was that the reason she mentioned the Surging Wave technique? A soft laugh escaped her lips as she reached her conclusion.
“So we have the upperhand, and the Society is at our mercy?”
“Exactly. And since they’re terrorists, they should be expecting some sort of power play from us.”
“Hmm… I see. Yeomyeong, would it be alright if I took the lead in ‘cooperating’ with Ava from here on?”
“If that’s what you want.”
Yeomyeong bowed in an exaggerated manner, and Seti let out a small laugh.
Then, a short silence ensued.
It was the perfect time to bring up the topic of the black sheep, but as if by mutual agreement, neither of them spoke about it.
Yeomyeong felt there was no need to bring it up because if the Skinwalker Priest really came after Seti… he would just kill him.
As for Seti, she held herself back to avoid placing unnecessary pressure on Yeomyeong.
And so, they continued walking towards the location of the special class in silence.
By the time they could see the southern rest area designated as the special class location by Corvus, Seti spoke up.
“Come to think of it, you were wearing the sun mask… at the black market, right?”
“Yeah. And you had a black dog mask.”
She stared blankly into the air for a moment as if reminiscing about the past, then smiled slightly on remembering something.
“Now that I think about it, that was our first meeting, wasn’t it? We encountered at the black market and fought.”
“…Fought, you say?”
“Hm?”
“It wasn’t a fight. I was just attacked unilaterally.”
Seeing Yeomyeong answer with a serious expression, Seti averted her gaze awkwardly, recalling belatedly that she was the one who launched a preemptive attack on Yeomyeong and Mr. Jang Man.
Unable to find the right words, Seti scratched her cheek and Yeomyeong let out a small laugh, nudging her side with his elbow.
Or rather, he was about to nudge her.
However, just as he subtly raised his arm, they heard the sound of someone running from behind.
…They were familiar footsteps.
* * *
Seti and Yeomyeong turned their heads simultaneously. But there was no one in sight.
To be precise, while they weren’t visible, the sound of someone running and grass bending from being stepped on gave them away.
Seeing the person in question making no effort to hide the fact that she was using the Invisibility Cloak, Yeomyeong sighed.
“Could it be…”
The moment Seti sensed something and tried to step back…
“Seti!”
A frivolous shout rang out as someone invisible hugged Seti.
Soon, the Invisibility Cloak fell off, and from beneath it, a girl in a school uniform emerged—the Saintess.
“I finally found you… Hic, Seti, you’ve been avoiding me lately… Ah, this feeling… I missed you so much…”
Yeomyeong looked away, not knowing how to describe the sight of a grown girl burying her face in a classmate’s arms and rubbing her cheek against them.
However, Seti, who was trapped in the Saintess’ embrace, remained calm.
After glancing between the Saintess and Yeomyeong, she asked in a soft voice.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong-ssi?”
“…”
“Weren’t the two of us supposed to be the only ones in this special class?”
“…As you can see, we aren’t.”
Yeomyeong answered with a wry smile. As Seti’s delicate eyebrows furrowed, the Saintess added.
“Seti, don’t be too harsh on Yeomyeong. I know everything now.”
“…Know what? About what?”
“Dung Beetle!”
At the Saintess’ abrupt confession, Yeomyeong massaged his forehead.
…How can you just say it like that?
That damned mouth of hers! She first needed to explain about her Foresight and the future she saw so that Seti could understand better.
Whether she perceived what Yeomyeong was feeling or not, the Saintess hugged Seti even tighter and spoke.
“I’ll help with your revenge… Money, influence, whatever you need, I can give it all. I’m the Saintess, you know, the Saintess!”
“…”
“Hehe, we’re not just friends anymore; we’re now accomplic—!”
Before she could complete her sentence, Seti struck the Saintess on the back of her neck without any warning.
Smack! The crisp sound of the impact echoed, and the Saintess went limp.
It was a clean blow, the kind you’d see in an action movie.
Perhaps it was fortunate that she didn’t just drop the limp Saintess onto the ground, Seti turned to Yeomyeong and spoke, still holding the unconscious Saintess.
“Yeomyeong.”
“…”
“What is… No, never mind. It’s obvious. You somehow ended up getting tangled with her again, didn’t you?”
Her guess was astonishingly accurate. Yeomyeong nodded.
“It’s a complicated story that requires a long explanation… but yes, I got involved.”
“I see, it’s complicated… By any chance, is it a, well, ‘that’ problem with the Saintess?”
“…What?”
“Ah, judging by your reaction, I guess not. Alright, then I demand an explanation right now.”
Following Seti’s words, which might have been either a joke to lighten the mood or a genuine question, Yeomyeong began his explanation.
Starting with the Foresight, the Saintess, and the future the two of them had seen together.
Other than looking a bit surprised on hearing that the Saintess had used her Foresight on her every morning, Seti’s expression didn’t change much throughout the explanation.
Thanks to her calm demeanor, Yeomyeong had an easier time explaining the circumstances…
And by the time the long explanation came to an end, the two of them wore similar expressions.
“This is…”
“Ridiculous, isn’t it?”
They exchanged a wry smile, a sigh, and finally, snuck a subtle glance at the Saintess.
Without the need for words, the two of them began to drag the unconscious Saintess toward the rest area.
After a while, they arrived at the rest area, laid the Saintess on a table, and each pulled up a chair to sit.
They stared at the Saintess, who seemed to be fast asleep—though in reality, she was unconscious—for a moment.
Seti was the first to break the silence.
“Hey, Yeomyeong…?”
“Hm?”
“…You know it as well, right?”
Seeing Seti’s gaze directed at the Saintess, Yeomyeong didn’t need to ask her what she meant.
“Although she’s a bit of an airhead, she’s a good kid.”
“…A bit?”
“Okay, a big airhead. So… I’d rather you not take advantage of her feelings.”
“…”
“…And, it goes without saying, don’t use her body either.”
The latter half seemed to be a more honest reflection of feelings. Yeomyeong swallowed the response rising up his throat and simply nodded.
Seeing this, Seti finally smiled and said.
“And if, by any chance, your heart wavers… remember, I’m first, okay?”
She stretched out and touched Yeomyeong’s ear. Her slender fingers sliding through his hair as she gently rubbed his earlobe.
“…What are you talking about?”
“Don’t play dumb; you know exactly what I’m talking about.”
“…”
“…Together until the end.”
Although it sounded more like a promise to herself than to him.
Just as the atmosphere began to grow unbearably tense, Yeomyeong opened his mouth to speak when the door to the rest area suddenly burst open, and a familiar blonde girl stepped in.
“…Soe Miri?”
“Uh… am I the last one to arrive?”
The moment they saw her, Seti added more strength to her hand that was rubbing Yeomyeong’s earlobe.
Pinch—pain shot through his earlobe.
Yeomyeong couldn’t help but feel wronged by the situation.
* * *
If you were to ask the students to name the busiest place on Lord Howe, every student would undoubtedly point to the Northern Island.
This was only natural. Unlike the other islands, which were designed solely for students, the Northern Island was intended to resemble an artificial city from the very start.
It had a harbor, an airport, accommodation facilities for visitors, and even a commercial area for students.
Although it was still undergoing reconstruction due to the recent terror attack, the Northern Island had long since regained its former vitality with the start of the special classes.
Students passing by to meet special teachers, faculty members enjoyed their brief free time, and reporters bustled around to capture the special classes taking place in the auditorium…
The scene made it seem like the terror attack had occurred long ago, and most students had already forgotten about it.
At least on the surface.
However, the atmosphere of the sewer beneath the bustling Northern Island,, as tangled as the number of times the island had been rebuilt and expanded, was quite different.
The sewers, still without electricity due to the attack, were filled with darkness.
Even the rats and insects roaming the sewers as if they owned the place held their breath, shrinking back from the deep, profound darkness.
And it was in that darkness the Skinwalker Priest made his hideout.
Utilizing the maze-like structure of the sewer, he created a secret space and set up all sorts of booby traps along the paths leading to it.
Mines made from corpses, illusion magic circles, chlorine gas sprayers, etc
Even if the entire faculty of the academy descended to the sewers to track him down, he would be able to hold out for at least a day.
With this hideout in place, the Skinwalker Priest was confident that nothing in the sewers could kill him.
However, despite his confidence… the hideout barely managed to last for 30 minutes.
“Goddammit, that motherfucker just keeps running like a rat.”
The ‘intruder’ who suddenly invaded the hideout began speaking like that right away.
“What the hell’s with you? You’re supposed to be Chapter 1 boss, dammit. You’re not summoning anything… and you’re not dropping anything useful either.”
No matter what the intruder said, the Skinwalker Priest couldn’t respond. The wound on his side was still healing.
And it wasn‘t like the intruder was expecting an answer either, rambling endlessly as he surveyed the Skinwalker Priest’s hideout.
“Why do you even have so much corpse skin? Is this a skin factory or something? What a waste… huh? A Dimensional Portal?”
Was he perhaps skilled in magic? A single glance was all it took for him to identify the partially completed altar as a Dimensional Portal.
“The coordinates are… the Northwestern Great Mountains? Tsk, the level-up event for Chapter 5 has already shown up. Did the hunting ground in Manchuria disappear or something?”
“What should I do with this… It’ll be a waste of the favorability I’ve built up with the prince if I take it…”
His words, which sounded half-joking, carried no coherence or logic.
His voice, interspersed with chuckles, sounded like the ramblings of a madman you might find in a mental hospital.
A voice that was ominous yet unsettling.
At that point, the Skinwalker Priest, who had been panting, couldn’t help but speak up.
“Cough, what… exactly are you?”
The intruder chuckled at the priest’s question, a laugh bordering on mockery.
“Me? Can’t you tell? I’m just a law-abiding academy student.”
“D-Don’t make me laugh. Cough, how could a student… be that strong…”
“Right? Even you can tell I’m not at a student level, right?”
“…What?”
That was an absurd answer. Ignoring the dumbfounded priest, the intruder kept rambling on.
“Damn it, I should have been able to dominate the academy route at level 34. But sigh, how are there two bastards with a higher level than me?”
“…”
“Sssp, one of them is definitely the protagonist, no doubt.”
Protagonist? The Skinwalker Priest involuntarily thought of two first-year male students—the boys who emitted such a terrifying aura that he had no choice but to flee with his tail tucked.
Perhaps the intruder was also lost in thought seeing how they both fell silent at the same time.
However, the silence didn’t last long. Just as the Skinwalker Priest was almost done healing his wounds, the intruder spoke up.
“Hey, should I help you complete the Dimensional Portal?”
“…”
The Skinwalker Priest looked up, dumbfounded.
He wanted to reprimand the intruder and tell him how precious the sacrifices required for opening a Dimensional Portal in such harsh conditions were, how much preparation was needed…
However, before he even opened his mouth, the intruder abruptly pulled something out from his chest.
It was a black gemstone emanating an eerie red light.
“That is…”
“What? Is this your first time seeing such a large corruption stone?”
The intruder chuckled as he waved the fist-sized gemstone. Unable to pry his eyes off the stone, the priest moved his head in sync with the intruder’s hand.
“How about this? You shouldn’t have any problem opening the Dimensional Portal with this, right? So, are you interested in making a deal?”
“…”
The Skinwalker Priest nodded. He had neither the strength nor a reason to refuse the offer.
“W-what do you want from me?”
“It’s nothing too difficult… well, I’d like you to help me with some fishing.”
“…Fishing?”
“To be precise, I’d like you to be the bait—human bait… to catch the real protagonist.”
Even though he didn’t fully comprehend what the intruder was saying, the Skinwalker Priest nodded frantically.
Because with a corruption stone of that size and the blood of the Black Sheep—with just those two—he could burn the entire academy to the ground.
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* * *
Corvus was running late for class.
Was it because she was hoping that the Saintess and her apprentice would be able to spend some time together?
While that wasn’t entirely wrong, it wasn’t the only reason. She was late because she was busy preparing for class.
Considering that the skill level of the students who had chosen her as their first choice was too high, she couldn’t take a lighthearted approach when teaching them.
A Mage who was personally escorted by Freya Cahn, and the other whose entrance ranking was among the top.
Even though she wondered, ‘Why me and not someone else?’ Corvus still took her preparation seriously.
It would have been different if she hadn’t accepted them as apprentices right from the start, but she had already taken in all the students who chose her as their first-choice.
Since she had become their teacher, it was important to teach them properly and if they were students of the Seeker of Crossroads, they should learn something.
Still, she had a faint hope that perhaps those highly skilled students had somehow recognized her true value beyond the barriers of their races…
However, the moment she opened the door of the southern rest area, where the class was to be held, Corvus immediately understood why the other students had signed up for her class.
“…You’re a bit late.”
Cheon Yeomyeong greeted her with a somewhat awkward smile and behind him were three girls.
The Saintess lay unconscious on the table, and the blonde girl beside the table, awkwardly greeting her, was likely the one called Soe Miri.
Naturally, the girl with the cold expression who bowed her head was probably Hong Seti.
Although they were both looking at Corvus, the sharp senses of the Beastfolk did not miss that their attention was focused on Yeomyeong.
One man and three women.
Corvus clacked her beak, akin to a human clearing their throat.
Oh, Saintess… as if your unrequited love wasn’t painful enough already, you have rivals as well?
Recalling that even the previous Saintess had faced the same fate, she wondered if this was the fate of the Saintesses.
Thinking of the future that awaited the Saintess, tears almost slipped from her eyes.
“My apprentice. What on earth have you done?”
However, the moment she observed Yeomyeong’s body closely, all other thoughts flew out of Corvus’ mind.
“…Why? Is there a problem?”
“A problem? Of course, there is a problem. Your mana… your mana is strange.”
“I’m not sure what you mean…”
Throwing all the teaching material she had painstakingly prepared onto the floor, Corvus dashed over to Yeomyeong.
“Look at your condition! You are leaking mana like a novice Mage!”
“…”
Regardless of Yeomyeong’s confusion, Corvus walked around him in her characteristic birdlike gait, inspecting his body.
“How could… in such a short time…?”
“…”
“Did you perhaps take an elixir while I wasn’t aware?”
Seti’s body twitched and froze at the mention of the elixir.
It was a subtle reaction that only Soe Miri, sitting right next to her, noticed.
“…Corvus, please stop circling me and tell me what’s going on.”
Anyway, only after Yeomyeong spoke up did Corvus cease her racket. She stared at Yeomyeong with her crow-like black eyes and said.
“You still don’t get it?”
As all eyes, excluding the unconscious Saintess, turned toward her, Corvus spoke with a voice full of conviction..
“Congratulations on stepping onto the Crossroads.”
* * *
What was magic?
Beyond the Dimensional Portal, mages claimed that magic was a noble spirit capable of transforming the world.
Although it was hard to say if ‘thanks to this’ was the right way to put it, they didn’t hesitate to use this reasoning to elevate themselves to a privileged class.
Since they were born with a noble spirit, they believed they should receive equivalent treatment.
On the contrary, Mages on Earth, who proudly considered themselves as scholars, classified magic as a study of manipulating mana.
They argued that the material was merely mana, and that it was part of science, like existing physics or mathematics.
This difference in opinion occasionally gave rise to political and academic conflicts between the Mages on Earth and those beyond the Dimensional Portal.
However, that was none of Yeomyeong’s business. Nor did he care about it.
It wasn’t the historical conflicts of Magic Tower and academic society that mattered to him, but how useful magic was.
Hadn’t he realized this rather painfully while fighting the enemies he had encountered, especially the dragons like Kahal Magdu and Orsay Taboul?
The combination of formidable physical strength and magic.
The moment Corvus confirmed his talent for magic, Yeomyeong had no doubt that the combat techniques of dragons were within his grasp.
While it may have seemed like an arrogant thought, he was confident. After all, he lacked neither the talent nor the experience.
Corvus had a similar thought. Judging by how he managed to grasp the true intention of the Black Wing Flow that quickly, she was confident that Yeomyeong wouldn’t find it difficult to wield magic with his talent.
Or so they thought.
But when the magic class actually began, they faced an unexpected obstacle.
“…You don’t know a single spell? What in the world do you mean by that?”
“…”
Corvus’ bewildered question left Yeomyeong at a loss for words, so he remained silent.
As Seti cautiously tried to wake the Saintess at the back, Corvus asked again.
“…This isn’t a joke, you really don’t even know one? Not a single one?”
“Yes, really. There’s no reason for me to lie about this.”
“Hmm… I suppose you must have had quite a tumultuous experience before coming to the academy?”
Faced with a mix of misunderstanding and consideration in her words, Yeomyeong smiled bitterly.
In some ways, Corvus’ misunderstanding was reasonable.
In modern society, aspiring Superhumans were likely to acquire basic knowledge about the three paths during their elementary education.
Usually, these include the fundamentals of magic and introductions to Karelin martial arts.
Especially when it came to magic, even those who could only sense mana, the half-baked Superhumans, often had the path of scholars opened to them, so they received the most education.
Yet Yeomyeong didn’t even know a single spell. To Corvus, it was like a high school graduate not knowing basic arithmetic.
…But what can I do if that’s the truth?
Forget about receiving Superhuman training, he never even attended a regular high school; he never thought this would hold him back one day.
Yeomyeong scratched his nose and replied.
“Corvus, I think you’re misunderstanding something… I’ve never received any Superhuman training before transferring to Lord Howe.”
“…So you’re saying that you learned everything on your own before you transferred?”
“Yes, well… there were a few people who taught me a little bit of this and that, but for the most part, I learned by myself.”
“…”
Was it really that hard to believe?
With a snap, Corvus clamped her beak and glanced at Seti and Soe Miri with a questioning expression, as if to ask, ‘Is this really true?’
But the answer to her question came not from the two, but from another direction.
“…You don’t believe it, do you? But there’s no need to doubt him. Yeomyeong doesn’t lie about things like this.”
The Saintess, who had awakened, said while rubbing her neck.
“And how do you know that, Saintess?”
“Corvus, have you forgotten who my mother is?”
“…”
Although the Saintess’ response was merely a light excuse, Corvus could not refute it. It was a perfect excuse with no room for counterargument.
Yeomyeong cleared his throat, and Corvus, unaware of the truth, shut her beak as if contemplating something.
After a brief silence, just as the Saintess was gesturing at Soe Miri to ask Seti something, Corvus spoke again.
“Your talent has always exceeded my imagination, my apprentice. So even if you don’t know any spells, there are still ways.”
“…Ways?”
“Not just one but two options. One is the traditional method: to start learning and practicing spells now.”
“…”
“The other is… a much faster but painful method. And while I suspect you will choose the latter, I must first ask you this, my apprentice.”
“What is it?”
“…What do you wish to achieve with magic, my apprentice?”
It was an unexpected but at the same time, a serious question. Without a moment’s hesitation, Yeomyeong answered.
“Power.”
“…Power?”
“To be precise, I wish to be able to use the powerful combat magic that the dragons I fought in Manchuria used, and what you showed me last time.”
Was his answer on par with Corvus’ expectations? She burst into laughter.
“Ha! I knew it!”
“Aren’t you going to ask why I desire power?”
“When a man desires power, the reasons are pretty obvious: instinct, authority, and… women.”
Corvus’ voice dropped to almost a whisper when she mentioned “women,” as if she were sharing a secret.
Yeomyeong swallowed a dry laugh.
“That’s not the reason….”
“Ah! To win over the Saintess, you need to have at least that level of ambition.”
“…Corvus.”
Only after Yeomyeong spoke in a serious tone did the crow stop laughing.
“Anyway, let us begin with the second method right away!”
Corvus shouted as she spread her wings wide.
Amidst the scattering black feathers, the girls, having their own intentions, watched Yeomyeong and Corvus with a mysterious gleam in their eyes.
* * *
The second method that Corvus spoke of was far from the traditional approach of learning spells first and completely internalizing them through meditation later.
Instead, it involved trusting in his senses and talents for reading mana and casting the spell in front of him.
Although it may have sounded simple at first glance, the reality was a bit more extreme.
Pssssh!
An ice spear created by Corvus formed in the air and immediately flew through the rest area.
“Um… Is it okay to just leave them like that?”
Before the Saintess could finish her words, an ice spear pierced Yeomyeong’s shoulder.
Puhak! Blood splattered, and Yeomyeong’s face contorted in pain.
Although he didn’t scream, his expression clearly conveyed his agony.
“Hey? Seti? Are you just going to watch them?”
Only after the Saintess called her name did Seti respond.
“It’s his choice, so what can I do?”
“But, still…”
“Just think of it as training. Directly feeling the magic with your body is something other Mages do all the time, right?”
That was usually done when learning a spell like warm wind, though! Who on earth would be crazy enough to receive an attack spell directly?
The Saintess wanted to yell that at her, but she kept her mouth shut after seeing Seti’s tightly clenched fist hidden under her arms.
And the next moment, another ice spear pierced Yeomyeong’s body. This time, it hit his calf.
Losing his balance, Yeomyeong stumbled and collapsed onto the rest area floor.
Startled, the Saintess stood up, but seeing both Soe Miri and Seti remain steadfast and hold their ground, she slumped back her chair.
Why am I the only one feeling restless? And more importantly, why is Soe Miri so calm?
While she pondered over this, Corvus opened her beak.
“So, are you able to understand now?”
“…Yes, to some extent.”
Yeomyeong replied as he yanked the ice spear from his shoulder.
“Then what are you waiting for? Hurry up and demonstrate!”
As soon as Corvus finished speaking, Yeomyeong manipulated his mana.
The movement of the mana for magic was completely different from that of martial arts, which flowed through his blood vessels.
The mana that flowed from his body, following his thoughts pooled in the air, merged with the ownerless mana and settled into place.
Like knitting a garment, he intertwined each thread of mana… and completed the spell.
Pssh…
What emerged after this complex process was a small ice spear.
Although it was less than half the size of Corvus’ ice spear, its sharpness was no less.
Since the size varied depending on the mana used, simply completing the shape meant he had mastered the spell for ice spear.
While Yeomyeong stared blankly at the ice spear he created, Corvus burst into laughter.
“Ha! You succeeded! You managed to create a perfectly shaped ice spear with just five hits!”
“…It’s much easier than I thought.”
“Don’t go saying that outside this class. Other Mages take nothing less than two weeks to learn this spell properly.”
“…”
“Heh, at this rate, you’ll probably be able to learn more than ten spells this week itself. Now, now, don’t stop; let’s move to the next spell…”
Just as Corvus was about to continue excitedly, Soe Miri interrupted her.
“Um, Ms. Corvus?”
When Yeomyeong turned his head, he saw Soe Miri smiling subtly, her face looking more animated than usual.
“What is it, Miss Soe Miri?”
“I was just wondering if it’s okay for us to just be watching the two of you.”
At that comment, Corvus scratched the back of her head with her wing.
“Oh dear, I apologize. I got carried away and neglected my duty as a teacher.”
“No, it’s fine. There are plenty of people who get excited just by watching Yeomyeong.”
…?
Everyone raised their eyebrows at her joke, and Soe Miri added.
“Since we’re at it, I’d like to make a suggestion, if that’s alright with you.”
“A suggestion? What kind of suggestion?”
After confirming that all eyes were on her, Soe Miri glanced around the rest area and said.
“So, everyone here is gathered because of Yeomyeong, right?”
“…What?”
What was she talking about? Ignoring Yeomyeong’s frown, she continued.
“Since we’re all gathered here, how about we actually help out instead of watching from the sidelines?”
“Helping out in what way…?”
“I’m not talking about a formal match… but by being his sparring partner. Yeomyeong can only use magic, while we give it our all. What do you think?”
“…Hmm.”
“Doesn’t that sound good? We’ll learn something while fighting against Yeomyeong, and more importantly, isn’t Yeomyeong the type who learns better from real battles than just practice?”
How do you know that? You’ve never even fought alongside him… The Saintess next to her grumbled, while Corvus squinted, pondering over Soe Miri’s suggestion.
Yeomyeong shook his head slightly at the two of them. What were they even saying in front of the person in question?
“I have only learned the ice spear—how can I be ready for sparring?”
“I think you should be able to use other spells as well, shouldn’t you?”
“What?”
“You’ve been hit with plenty of other spells, right?”
“…”
How can I…? As Yeomyeong swallowed the words rising up his throat and stared blankly at Soe Miri, Corvus chimed in.
“My apprentice, I personally feel that Miss Soe Miri’s suggestion is quite good.”
“…”
“Learning by being hit and mastering through fighting. Isn’t that the ideal lesson?”
And also, building some affection. Corvus’ last words were whispered soft enough for only Yeomyeong to hear.
Yeomyeong suppressed the urge to twist the crow’s neck and shook his head.
No, rather, he was about to shake his head when Seti raised her hand.
“…I’m in.”
“You too, Seti?”
Yeomyeong responded with an expression like Caesar looking at Brutus, but Seti pulled an iron hammer out of her bag as she answered.
“Miri is right. Sparring is better than just watching.”
Was it because she was yet to clean the Secret Society member’s dried blood off her hammer? There was a strange persuasiveness in her voice.
“…If that’s the case, fine, do as you wish.”
With the majority in agreement, Yeomyeong raised both hands in an exaggerated show of surrender.
“Well then, since Yeomyeong has agreed, shall we start right away?”
Just as Soe Miri was about to get to her feet, the Saintess stood up first.
“…I’ll take the first match.”
Before anyone else could say anything, she drew a revolver from her skirt pocket.

 
    

  Chapter 122: Chapter One Boss, Intruder, And... (6)
* * *

Interpol has confirmed that a single individual is behind the civilian massacres at 22 orphanages, 3 orc villages, and 2 dwarf ghettos over the past five years.



The perpetrator, dubbed the ‘Butcher,’ is estimated to be under the age of 20. Interpol fears the birth of a second Star Entrails Seer…



The ‘Butcher’ was identified in the vicinity of the Dimensional Portal near Kaesong through CCTV. It is presumed that he has traveled between Earth and the Dimensional Portal multiple times…



In the disaster in the Northwest Mountain Range, where the bodies of 1,109 monsters and 135 border guards were unearthed, traces of the ‘Butcher’ were discovered. The forensic team has secured evidence that it was the ‘Butcher’ who led the monsters…



With the help of CCTV footage and on-site forensics, the ‘Butcher’ has been identified as a suspect in the Hilaria fire incident at the Deep Tower.



While in the pursuit of the ‘Butcher,’ a cave believed to be the suspect’s nest was discovered. An official request has been made to the Magic Tower…



*According to the opinion of the Magic Tower executioner Balmak, it is suspected that a substantial amount of magic items and consumables were present in the nest until recently; how such a large quantity was transported unnoticed remains unknown…



The pursuit is met with difficulties…



Investigation is temporarily suspended…



Analysis of the montage of the ‘Incheon Killer’ provided by South Korean police has confirmed that he is the same person as the ‘Butcher.’



A critical error was found in the DNA data of the ‘Incheon Killer’ provided by the South Korean police; the Korean side remains silent on whether it was a deliberate omission or a mistake. Interpol has filed a formal protest…



Interpol suspects there may have been an inappropriate relationship between the ‘Incheon Killer’ and the South Korean police.



South Korea claims that the term ‘Incheon Killer’ is inappropriate… A murderer from beyond the Dimensional Portal should not be associated with a Korean location…



The ‘Butcher’ was spotted on a train entering Dreitherial illegally.



The illegal plastic surgery and human modification Mage guild in Dreitherial has been completely destroyed. It is estimated that over 50 are dead… Through survivor testimonies, the ‘Butcher’ has emerged as a prime suspect…



The Butcher’s unique swordsmanship was confirmed in Gemini City. The Dimensional Portal leading to Earth…



…Yeomyeong put down the documents with a sigh.
Every time he flipped through the papers detailing the Player’s actions, his head throbbed.
He massaged his forehead and took a moment to gather his thoughts.
According to the data provided by Ava, the ‘Player’ began his murder spree around five years ago.
The first victims were the orphans from an orphanage—people at the bottom of society, weak and unprotected.
Like leveling up in a game, he gradually raised both the quality and quantity of his victims.
Orcs treated like livestock, lower-class dwarven citizens who were no better than refugees… and even alley janitors.
And it was still unclear whether he committed all these acts just to become stronger through murder or if he was simply a madman.
But one thing was certain: he had managed to acquire numerous strange-fated objects using his knowledge of the future.
…How strong is he now?
He didn’t realize it back when he was decapitated, but the ‘Player,’ who once laughed about reaching level 10, had now become a fully-fledged Superhuman.
In fact, even among the superhuman mercenaries he met in Manchuria, he was sure that only a handful could say with certainty that they were ‘stronger’ than the Player.
Furthermore, considering the strange-fated objects he acquired from the academy and his knowledge of the future, which allowed him to evade the pursuit of Interpol and the Magic Tower…
…Just as he was linking those thoughts.
Pssh—
A long ice spear bloomed beside Yeomyeong’s shoulder. It was an unconscious manifestation of magic.
“…”
Seeing the ice spear exude a coldness that was comparable to Corvus’, Yeomyeong forced a bitter smile.
The reason he was able to create an ice spear like this in just one day came to mind.
- *They’re just rubber bullets, so you don’t have to worry too much.*
Those were the words the Saintess uttered while she blessed the revolver bullets.
Ironically, her blessed rubber bullets hurt just as much as real bullets. Seeing that the spot where he was shot at was still throbbing, there was no need to say more.
And the sparring session that followed was just as fierce. In particular, Seti’s hammering had quite a bit of emotion involved.
The cold look on her face as she shattered the ice spear was truly terrifying.
The spar reminded him of a real battle. Yeomyeong could only flee while launching ice spears.
However, thanks to that, he was able to completely master the ice spear as quickly as he did.
…But I can’t do it a second time.
Yeomyeong chuckled and spun the ice spear floating in the air.
Thinking about the Saintess and Seti lightened his heart considerably.
Of course, that sense of ease didn’t last long. The Killing Aura writhing within his chest did not allow him much time.
Before long, Yeomyeong picked up the documents again.
He thought he might find some clues about the ‘Player’ he had missed.
Let’s kill him… before this month ends.
After going through the documents three times, he paused and turned his gaze to the ceiling.
It was because he heard his name being called over the academy’s internal broadcast.
[First-year student Cheon Yeomyeong, please proceed to the airport on the northern island immediately.]
* * *
Even after the opening of Dimensional Portal and the existence of nuclear missiles and Superhumans, there remained one unchanging truth on Earth.
Money made right.
Fundamentalist superhumans who claimed that mana was the true source of the world, or romantics who believed that everything was possible through love, might try to deny it.
However, any normal person would be left in awe of the greatness of money… especially if they saw the enormous airplane that just landed at the airport of Lord Howe Academy.
Just like Yeomyeong who arrived at the airport after hearing the academy’s internal broadcast.
“This crazy dwarf…”
He muttered without realizing it.
The massive cargo plane that had just landed on the runway had the names ‘Dungan Heavy Industries’ and ‘Cheon Yeomyeong’ taped all over prominently.
It was a clear and blatant means of advertisement.
While Yeomyeong was at a loss for words at that sight, an airstair took its place, and the plane’s door opened.
Stepping out of the plane was a familiar dwarf dressed in an even fancier outfit than before.
Wearing a luxurious suit, an expensive watch, and thick, large rings on every finger—Darulma Dune, the dwarf chaebol from Dungan Heavy Industries.
As he clomped down the stairs, he started waving as soon as he spotted Yeomyeong.
“Cheon Yeomyeong!”
Only after catching sight of the approaching Darulma did Yeomyeong snap back to reality.
“…Darulma.”
“It’s been a while! I can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting for you since we parted ways in Manchuria!”
As Darulma shouted and grabbed Yeomyeong’s hand enthusiastically, the sound of camera shutters could be heard from all over the airport.
Taking a quick look, Yeomyeong saw reporters, who had arrived without him noticing, continuously taking pictures of the two.
Swallowing a bitter smile, Yeomyeong asked.
“Darulma, what is the meaning of all this? The plane, the reporters….”
“Don’t get me wrong, all that is secondary. The main reason I came here today is to give you a gift.”
“…A gift?”
Darulma waved at the reporters as he spoke.
“It’s what you asked for before we parted in Manchuria—the rights to use the workshop for dragon bones and the elixir trade.”
“…”
“But since you hadn’t even tried to contact me… we just came here first.”
Why? A question mark floated over Yeomyeong’s head before disappearing immediately because the answer was too obvious.
“…You plan to make it known that Dungan Heavy Industries is my sponsor. You just want to use my name.”
“Oh-ho, come on. Using your name? It’s only exploitation if we use it for free. If we pay you, it’s called business.”
After raising his eyebrows, Darulma led Yeomyeong towards the plane.
Yeomyeong considered refusing but eventually followed him, pretending he had no other choice, and said.
“What would you do if I refused after you had already pulled a stunt like this?”
“Well, I’d probably… have to kneel?”
Grimacing at the thought of that, Yeomyeong allowed Darulma to lead him into the plane.
While it was obvious that the inside of a cargo plane wouldn’t have any seats, it didn’t have any cargo either.
Instead, the interior of the plane was neatly lined with display cases. Weapon display cases, to be precise.
Not only were there glass display cases with luxurious-looking swords, but also wall display cases filled with guns.
The weapons inside these display cases had no commonality in terms of length, curvature, or thickness, yet they all shared one common trait: a faint trace of mana could be felt from every single one of them.
This meant that all the weapons here were products made from mana metal.
As he shifted his gaze slightly, he spotted the occasional pieces of armor among the weapons. Chainmail, thick plate armor, breastplates that covered the entire chest, etc.
Some of them prominently displayed the ivory bone material, making it easy to guess that the material used was dragon bones.
Even if they were to move an entire weapons museum here, it wouldn’t reach this level.
It’s impressive, but… if they’re just displayed in this manner, aren’t they just ornaments?
True strong weapons could only reach their full potential when held by a powerful wielder, just like the famous holy sword.
After a brief reflection, Yeomyeong turned his head and saw Darulma’s tense gaze.
“What are your thoughts about the grandeur of the weapons our Dune family can proudly boast of?”
Yeomyeong, who was about to express his honest thoughts, was unable to ignore the expectation sparkling in Darulma’s eyes.
“…It’s truly awe-inspiring. You can really tell that a chaebol is indeed a chaebol.”
Even though the praise was forced, the corners of Darulma’s mouth rose. He even wore a smile that made him seem somewhat proud.
“Indeed, you truly have an eye for these things. So, what are you waiting for? Come on in; you have to choose the weapon you’ll be using.”
…?
Choose what? As Yeomyeong tilted his head, Darulma clapped his hands and said.
“Oh my, how careless of me. I forgot to explain the most important thing. Cheon Yeomyeong-gun? All these armaments here are brought just for you.”
“…”
Saying so, Darulma pulled out a remote from his pocket and pressed a button. With a click, the glass blocking the front of the display cases descended all at once.
“Now then, go ahead and choose.”
* * *
“This sword was made by Danan Dune, the artisan of my household, three years ago. Uhm… it’s made of the same material as a stealth aircraft. Titanium alloy with a mana metal coating. Strong, yet light.”
Darulma explained as he lifted the sword adorned with antique decorations. Yeomyeong, standing behind him, gazed at the sword in silence before speaking up.
“Darulma.”
“What? You don’t like it? Well, to be fair, Danan’s creations do feel a bit too much like ready-made goods.”
“No, it’s not that… I’m just curious. Why are you going as far as making such an investment in me?”
In Manchuria, all Yeomyeong had asked of Darulma was permission to use the Dwarven workshop.
It was a proposal Yeomyeong had put forth after careful consideration. Refining dragon bones and using the Dwarven workshop was an opportunity that even money couldn’t easily buy.
But this… wasn’t this a gift far beyond any proposal?
Of all people, why was a money-driven businessman showing him this much favor? Yeomyeong couldn’t help but wonder.
“Like I said earlier, it’s just business.”
Putting the sword back into the display case, Darulma took out another sword from the adjacent one, and continued speaking.
“It helps our image if a Dwarven corporation like us sponsors a human. Especially when that human is a Superhuman with proven skills—what better investment can there be?”
“…Spare me the empty words.”
“Empty words, you say? I’m being sincere—!”
Darulma was about to start rambling but fell silent when he saw Yeomyeong’s eyes—those piercing golden eyes, as if they could see right through him.
Fiddling with the sword’s handle, he paused for a moment and said.
“…To be honest, it’s because of the Golden Seal.”
“…”
“Probably a few years down the line, there will come a time when I’ll need the Golden Seal. If you are not willing to lend it to me then… our clan can fall into a bit of a bind. So I’m just building some goodwill in advance.”
Was that an honest answer? The sound of Darulma’s heartbeat said it was.
Alternating his gaze between the sword and Darulma’s face, Yeomyeong gave him a small nod.
“…I will trust you this time.”
“Trust, huh. Trust is like gold to a merchant. Now then, shall we continue looking at weapons?”
Darulma said and continued his explanations.
Weapons made by Dwarven artisans, relics left behind by the Empire beyond the Dimensional Portal, prototype weapons from America, etc…
Each one of them could be considered a treasure. Some of them caught Yeomyeong’s attention, but whenever that happened, Darulma would hold him back, saying there was more to see.
Almost as if there was a weapon he truly wanted to give him.
And just like that, after a long explanation, Darulma finally stopped in front of a display case in the center of the plane.
Aside from the fact that its blade was a pale yellow, the sword inside didn’t look special at all.
It was neither too long nor too short. The handle was plain to the point of being crude, and there wasn’t any decoration in sight.
If it weren’t in a place like this, it could have easily been mistaken for an ordinary iron sword with no special properties…
…No special properties?
As Yeomyeong frowned, sensing something strange, Darulma slowly took the sword out of the display case.
“This sword is called Mountain Tear. Quite a grand name, isn’t it?”
Just by looking at it made it clear that this sword had a story. As he handed the sword to Yeomyeong, Darulma added.
“…It’s made completely from mana metal mined from the deepest part of the Dwarven Mountain Range, which now is buried under mustard gas. It was crafted by the last artisan of the Uragan Household.”
As soon as Yeomyeong grasped the sword, a familiar sensation ran through the handle.
“Try infusing it with mana.”
Yeomyeong did as instructed, and the next moment, the magic hidden within the pale yellow blade sprung to life.
Yet, there was no sound or movement of mana.
No sound, no trace, no smell, and… no color.
“…Invisibility magic?”
Yeomyeong swung his now-empty hand lightly. The sharp blade cut through the air, but even the sound of the wind being sliced was absent.
It was invisibility magic on par or possibly surpassing that of the Invisibility Cloak.
As Yeomyeong fiddled with the sword for a moment, a sudden thought struck him.
“Darulma, is this sword… made for assassinations?”
“Hmm? How did you know?”
“I just… got that feeling.”
Darulma stroked his beard as he watched Yeomyeong lower the sword. The sword, with its invisibility magic deactivated, seemed oddly fitting for Yeomyeong.
“So, what do you think? Will you choose that sword? To be honest, I recommend it.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond to him immediately. He gazed at his reflection in the blade before nodding.
“…I’ll take this one.”
Was it a mere coincidence that the sword, designed to assassinate Stalin, had chosen him as its master?
For now, it was impossible to tell, but as he wondered whether fate might really exist, Darulma clapped his hands.
“Great, now let’s find a scabbard for it.”

 
    

  Chapter 123: Crossroads of Revenge
…Self-sacrifice.
『Margrave’s response when asked by a reporter, ‘What distinguishes a bastard with power from a hero?’』

* * *
Seated atop the airport control tower, out of the reporters’ sight, Corvus was glaring down at the Dungan Heavy Industries plane with eyes full of discontent.
It had already been two hours since her apprentice entered the plane.
She had no idea what was happening inside, but it was long enough to prove that the rumors of his connections with the Dwarven tycoons were true.
“…Tch.”
Should she call it annoyance due to the wealth gap or a Beastfolk’s jealousy towards the Dwarves who had managed to adapt to modern Earth?
Given Yeomyeong’s personality, he probably wasn’t partying it up in there, but Corvus couldn’t help but feel irritable.
She kicked at the foolish birds approaching her as if they were friends or pecked at the control tower ceiling to pass the time.
Suddenly, she heard a commotion from among the reporters.
Turning her gaze, she saw the Saintess, wearing a pure white blindfold, crossing the airport and heading toward the Dwarven plane.
- Saintess?
- Was the Saintess meeting with Dungan Heavy Industries in Manchuria for work because of Cheon Yeomyeong?
- She’s in her school uniform! Quick, take a picture!
Having seemingly shaken off her fear of reporters, the Saintess walked through the crowd of cameras and entered the plane confidently.
After another ten minutes went by, the airplane door opened, and only Yeomyeong stepped out.
Where did the Saintess go?
Corvus tilted her head and observed him closely. She noticed a white scabbard she hadn’t seen when he entered hanging at Yeomyeong’s waist.
It was undoubtedly the scabbard the Dwarves had given him.
And soon, the reporters finally noticed Yeomyeong and stood up from their seats. But instead of heading for the airport lobby, Yeomyeong turned toward the runway and leaped over the fence effortlessly.
Such a temper.
Corvus spread her wings and flew toward her apprentice. After a short glide, she landed softly beside him.
As soon as her apprentice noticed her presence, he lowered his head slightly, and she blurted out the question she had been holding back all this while.
“Apprentice, what were you doing on that airplane for so long?”
Despite the abruptness of the question, Yeomyeong replied without looking bewildered, tapping the scabbard at his waist.
“I received a sword.”
“A sword? Did those stingy little guys force it on you?”
Yeomyeong smiled wryly upon hearing a racially insensitive remark.
“It was a gift… because of some connections we formed in Manchuria.”
“Hmmm…”
A free gift? What on earth could those stingy Dwarves possibly have given him?
Corvus interpreted her apprentice’s awkward smile as embarrassment.
Being a considerate teacher, she changed the topic.
“Apprentice, about the thing you mentioned yesterday…”
“Yes?”
“…About the person who feels like a Beastfolk even though they look human.”
As soon as she uttered those words, Yeomyeong’s eyes sharpened slightly.
“Did you find them already?”
It hadn’t even been a day since Yeomyeong had informed her… Corvus nodded.
“I did. As you said, once I started looking for someone who felt like a Beastfolk, I noticed the difference rather quickly.”
“Where did you find…?”
Before Yeomyeong could even finish his question, Corvus shifted her gaze toward the far end of the runway, focusing on a street sweeper cleaning the street outside the airport.
“Huh… that guy…?”
Coincidentally, the street sweeper’s eyes met Yeomyeong’s.
In that brief silence and awkward exchange of glances, Yeomyeong immediately realized that the sweeper’s sweeping motion looked unnatural, and almost simultaneously, the sweeper also realized that Corvus had identified him as a Beastfolk.
“…He was definitely a sewer cleaner this morning.”
With Corvus’ comment as a signal, Yeomyeong kicked off the ground using his Flying Kick technique. Tossing his broom to the side, the fake sweeper also sprinted toward the street.
Pssssshh!
Yeomyeong instinctively formed an ice spike and hurled it at him. The spear streaked through the air like a bullet.
Sunlight reflected off the ice as the target tumbled across the ground.
Kekiiiiiing!
A cry more beast-like than human resounded.
The Beastfolk clutched his side pierced by the ice spike, quickly standing up and wrenching open the closest manhole cover.
Sewer?
While Yeomyeong frowned, Corvus unleashed a dozen or so ice spikes that rained down on the fleeing figure.
Clang!
A couple of the ice spikes struck his body, but he barely managed to dive into the sewer t in time.
Surprised at the sudden use of magic in broad daylight, a few passersby screamed and quickly distanced themselves. Ignoring the surrounding chaos, Yeomyeong and Corvus immediately jumped into the sewer.
Thud!
The sewer was suffocatingly dark, but as Corvus and Yeomyeong were already superhumans who had surpassed a certain level, the limited vision was not an issue.
“The smell of blood! This way!”
Following the stench of blood amidst the foul sewer odor, they quickly pursued their target.
Their footsteps echoed in the damp, disgusting air.
Though the scent of blood seemed within reach, they struggled to close the distance between them and the man.
“…This bastard knows his way around.”
Corvus flapped her wings, frowning, while Yeomyeong remained calm.
No matter how vast the sewer system was, at the end of the day, Lord Howe was still an island. And no matter where the man fled, he would still be trapped in the sewers.
Or so Yeomyeong thought.
However, upon reaching a large, twisted, mana-filled open area deep within the sewer, Yeomyeong’s instincts began screaming at him that something was terribly wrong.
A massive altar made of stones and corpses, human skins filling the area around it, and atop it was the Skinwalker Priest looking down at the two of them as if they were sacrifices for a human offering.
“Gasp… Gasp… You… accursed… escort of the Saintess… and my dirty kin…”
“Kin? Is there any kinship between those with fur and those with feathers? Enough nonsense, surrender.”
Corvus, speaking with disdain, conjured several ice spikes.
Dozens of icy shards surrounded the altar, but instead of feeling fear, the Priest grinned menacingly.
“You’ve already lost.”
As he uttered those words, the Priest pulled out a massive, black gemstone.
“A corruption stone?!”
Recognizing the object, Corvus immediately launched the ice spikes.
However, just before the spikes could impale him, the Priest crushed the black stone.
“Apprentice! Get down…!”
Crack.
The stone shattered, and just as Corvus’ talons reached for Yeomyeong’s shoulder—
Yeomyeong’s world was swallowed by darkness.
* * *
The atmosphere shifted.
From Lord Howe Academy in Sydney, Australia, all the way to the distant underground of the National Assembly building in South Korea.
Anyone capable of sensing the distorted mana could feel the anomaly and turned their gazes towards the northern island of Lord Howe Academy.
* * *
“Darulma, I won’t ask for much. Just give me the same treatment as Yeomyeong, okay?”
As she walked past the display cases, Darulma broke out in a cold sweat at that single comment from Saintess.
“B-but Saintess… Yeomyeong-gun and I made a separate deal….”
“Ah, I don’t care about that. I just need a hammer, okay?”
At her words that were nothing short of coercion—no, robbery—Darulma shut his eyes tight.
It was already shocking to see the Saintess arrive unannounced, but she was suddenly demanding weapons?
And to make matters worse, Yeomyeong, who was supposed to help persuade the Saintess, grabbed his weapon and fled, leaving Darulma in a dire predicament.
“Saintess, please don’t do this… How about the latest assault rifle we brought over this time? It comes with grenades, extra magazines, and…”
“Really? Okay, give me that as well.”
“…Pardon?”
“Oh, this pistol looks pretty neat.”
The Saintess took a pistol from the display case and inspected it from various angles. Even though the top-tier weapon, meticulously infused with mana by the artisan himself, was being used right before his eyes, Darulma couldn’t bring himself to stop her.
While his other kin might do that, he was a devout follower of the Five Gods.
As an entrepreneur, his instincts were desperately restraining him from giving anything away for free, but he wasn’t sure if he would be able to withstand the high and noble Saintess’ relentless demands for long.
After all, she was the Saintess. Surely, she had some greater purpose in mind—
As Darulma was wrestling with these thoughts, the Saintess’ expression suddenly hardened.
“…Saintess?”
Even though Darulma called out to her, the Saintess began sweeping the weapons on display into a pile.
Not only the pistol she had been holding just moments ago, but also various guns, ammunition, and even prototype explosives.
She stacked the weapons into a mountain on the plane’s floor, then, after a brief moment of hesitation, she even grabbed the massive hammer designed for dwarves from the display.
Darulma couldn’t even think of stopping that abrupt action. It was because the Saintess’ expression looked far too grave.
“Uh… Saintess? What’s going on?”
Once the whirlwind of chaos had somewhat passed, Darulma tried to cautiously ask her what was happening.
“Darulma, I’m sorry, but just bill everything to the Holy Nation ….”
And before she could even finish her sentence, the Saintess suddenly vanished into the darkness.
* * *
After Soe Miri, who began behaving strangely, left the dormitory room, the four sisters, once called sacrificial lambs, gathered in one place.
“Unnie.”
The first to speak was Neti, her husky voice cutting through the silence.
“So, how far have you gone with Yeomyeong-oppa?”
“…What?”
Seti, who had been organizing some documents, had a frown on her face as she turned to see her younger sister sprawled on the bed.
Underneath her hastily styled short blue hair, the girl had striking, decadent eyes.
Whether it was her slightly rebellious look or the leather jacket that violated the dress code, she gave off a delinquent vibe.
“Oh, you’re pretending you didn’t hear me? Then let me repeat it. On the day the ban was lifted, how far did you go with Yeomyeong-oppa?”
Seti couldn’t help but massage her forehead as she watched her younger sister’s meaningful smile, letting out a sigh, just like Yeomyeong did every now and then.
She had actually gathered her sisters to explain their plans moving forward.
She intended to set the story about the brainwashed shepherd straight and decide which country they would escape to…
But her younger sister decided to start off with something like this after she came to find her…
“…My dear sister, why are you curious about something like that all of a sudden?”
“Well, I was just wondering if I’m going to get a brother-in-law soon.”
“B-brother-in-law?”
“Unnie, after everything the two of you did in public, you’re not going to pretend you’re just friends, are you? Don’t lie to me like that. The two of you are practically glued to each other during class.”
“No, that’s…”
“It’s even more suspicious when you two always go somewhere else during meal times, you know? The ones with their heads in the clouds are already spreading rumors that you two are in that sort of relationship.”
Seti bit her lip hard, and Neti let out a smirk at the sight.
“The others may not know much about you, Unnie, but us sisters know everything. Ever since that day, you’ve been touching your lips constantly.”
“…”
“And it’s not like you’re some shoujo manga heroine… Siri over there feels like throwing up every time she catches you doing that.”
Siri, sitting behind them, mumbled, ‘You crazy bitch, when did I ever do that?’ But if she truly felt wronged, she stayed silent at Neti’s words.
As if proving this, the smile on Siri’s face mirrored Neti’s as she looked at Seti.
Seti pressed her forehead and took a deep breath. These girls were really getting under her skin.
“…There’s nothing like that going on, so let’s just drop this topic, okay?”
She gave them a final ultimatum, but her younger sister didn’t let up.
“The more you try to change the subject, the more suspicious it seems! Unnie, no way… did you two already do that?”
Neti formed a circle with her left thumb and index finger, then slipped her right index finger in and out of it.
She continued to do so until Seti’s patience wore thin.
Seeing the blatant gesture, Siri covered their youngest sibling’s eyes and quickly turned her own head away.
“You…!”
Seti stood up, her face flushed like an apple. Her tightly clenched fist and stride were far from casual.
“Unnie, wait, you’re not actually going to hit me, are you—?”
Whack!
Struck by the emotionally charged fist, Neti fell flat on the bed.
Tears formed in her eyes, and her forehead throbbed with pain, but a smile still lingered on her lips.
“Ha, you actually hit your younger sister just for talking about a boy? You, of all people, Seti-unnie?”
Clutching her forehead, she giggled as if she just heard something incredibly funny until tears began streaming down her face.
Indifferent to how surprised her sisters looked at her sudden burst of laughter, Neti continued to laugh for quite some time.
As her breaths quickened, she finally spoke with a relieved voice.
“…Huff, that felt good.”
“It felt good? What? Do you want me to hit you again?”
Just as Seti raised her hand again, Neti waved furiously.
“No, no, not the hitting! I mean… it just feels nice to talk like this, like normal sisters.”
Talking about a cliché love story.
It wouldn’t have been surprising if it were cheeky Siri, but Neti? This definitely wasn’t something the girl would have said in the past.
It couldn’t be helped. Until not long ago, she and her sisters weren’t humans; they were just livestock.
Livestock that would one day be forced to spread their legs and be bred by the studs brought by the shepherds.
With a wretched future where not even ordinary love, let alone romance, was permitted, sweet conversations like this had been impossible.
But now…
“I can’t believe there’s a day when I’m teasing you about dating a boy and relationship problems. I never thought a day like this would ever arrive, Unnie.”
“…”
“This isn’t a dream, right? If it is, I hope I never wake up.”
Hearing Neti’s heartfelt sentiment, the sisters were rendered speechless.
In the silence thick with emotion…
“Neti…”
Seti slowly opened her mouth while looking at her younger sister. Just as she was about to offer her some comforting, sisterly words…
“But having a niece or nephew before graduation is off-limits, okay? You know that, right, Unnie?”
Neti’s remark shattered the moment.
“Seriously, this bitch is…”
Seti felt the comforting words on the tip of her tongue vanish instantly and raised her hand.
However, before she could bring herself to strike…
“Unnie?”
As Neti tilted her head in confusion at Seti’s sudden stillness, the four sisters simultaneously sensed something.
Something nauseating yet familiar.
At that very moment, as everyone held their breath at the very presence of the energy they thought they would never have to feel again since the ban had been lifted…
“Everyone, get back! Now…!”
Seti immediately distanced herself from her sisters.
They reached out to grab her, but before they could, the darkness swallowed her whole.
* * *
Right after Yeomyeong disappeared into the darkness, Soe Miri opened her eyes in the infirmary.
A faint red gleam swirled within her beautiful eyes.
“…Comrade Miri? Have you woken up already?”
Rime, who had been watching over her at the bedside, called out, but Soe Miri said nothing.
She just stared into the void in complete silence.
Unable to hold back any longer, Rime grabbed Soe Miri’s hand tightly.
Should she call it an elf’s intuition? Rime had a terrible feeling that Soe Miri might disappear somewhere.
“Why are you behaving like this…?”
“…Comrade Rime.”
“You have been acting rather strangely after that dream that day. Whose dream did you connect with back then?”
Instead of answering, Soe Miri lifted her hand and gently stroked Rime’s beautiful silver hair. And in a slow, almost soothing tone, as if comforting a younger sibling, she said.
“Rime… don’t worry if I get a bit late. There’s no need to contact Father either, okay?”
“Comrade, what are you talking about…?”
“I’ll be right back.”
* * *
Darkness greeted Yeomyeong as soon as he opened his eyes.
Fighting against the sudden bout of dizziness, he got up, and the first thing that struck his nose was the foul stench of the sewer.
Splash.
The sewer water reached up to his calves and was so cold, that it made him furrow his brows.
…What the hell happened? Where are Corvus and the Skinwalker Priest?
Trying to recall the events leading up to him fainting, Yeomyeong extended his mana to enhance his senses.
However, there wasn’t much to grasp. Just an eerie silence, the darkness of the sewer, and the twisted mana.
Was he trapped in some magical space?
Yeomyeong tried to assess the situation while simultaneously checking his gear.
The Tear of the Mountain he received from Darulma, the Handle of Uragan tucked in his mini pocket, the Blood Tear Key, the Golden Seal…
Although the situation was anything but ideal, he was grateful that he at least had a sword.
He pulled out the Handle of Uragan, thinking of it as a substitute for a flashlight. The handle, made from a unicorn’s horn, emitted a brilliant light that illuminated the sewer.
[O Vir— I mean, Master. Where are we?]
I don’t know.
[The twisted mana and the stench… It’s as repulsive as the lair of a succubus.]
As the unicorn’s voice echoed in his head, he wandered through the sewer, but his senses still failed to register anything.
…Should I try to pierce through the wall?
With that hopeful thought, he thrust his sword into the wall, and the tip of the blade poked out the other side.
This time, he hurled himself against the wall, but all that happened was his own body bouncing back from the other wall.
So there’s surely some magic involved here.
He couldn’t decipher the spell due to the twisted mana filling the sewer.
Yet, he couldn’t just stand there, so Yeomyeong placed a hand on the sewer wall and began to walk aimlessly.
After exploring the sewers for a while, Yeomyeong suddenly felt an inexplicable tingling sensation and stopped in his tracks.
Can you feel it, too?
[O Master, what do you mean? All I feel here is disgust.]
Was it just an illusion? And just as he was about to turn back, a familiar sound pierced through the darkness.
Bang!
The unmistakable sound of a revolver being fired, a sound he could never forget.
Yeomyeong immediately dashed toward the direction of the sound.

 
    

  Chapter 124: Crossroads of Revenge (2)
* * *
[O Master, take caution. The foul stench is getting stronger.]
The moment the unicorn’s voice echoed in his head, the sound of gunfire beyond the sewer intensified.
Rat-tat-tat! Rat-tat-tat!
The sound of a pistol being fired faded and was replaced by the sound of a proper automatic rifle letting loose.
Struck by an ominous premonition, Yeomyeong channeled more mana. His body surged forward with every step as he splashed through the sewer water.
After turning two corners, something came into view through the darkness.
…A Beastfolk?
A towering figure large enough to make Yeomyeong tilt his head back to look up at it, covered in gray fur, with a grotesquely thin body, so emaciated that its bones were visible.
Did it notice the light coming from the Handle of Uragan? The monster slowly turned its head.
Only after their eyes met did Yeomyeong realize it wasn’t a normal Beastfolk.
After all, no Beastfolk could possibly remain alive with half of its face melted and its skull exposed.
[A Beastfolk zombie? What kind of idiotic sorcery is this…]
The moment the unicorn expressed its disapproval, Yeomyeong swung his sword.
The Tear of the Mountain cut through the darkness, intending to cleave the wolf-like zombie’s head in half. Almost immediately…
“Kyaaaaaaaccckkk!!!!”
The monster let out a strange sound that was impossible to tell whether it was a scream or an outcry.
Though the odd sound wasn’t laced with any magic or curses, its effect was immediate.
Beyond the now-bisected Beastfolk zombie, dozens of pairs of eyes gleamed from within the shadows.
And then…
- *Awoooooo!!*
Dozens of zombies hidden in the veil of darkness howled in unison, their cries reverberating through the sewers.
So damn loud. Yeomyeong scowled, the gunfire drowned out by their cries. Pushing all hesitation aside, he then rushed toward the horde of zombies.
Not to be outdone, the zombies turned and charged at him as well.
The moment they entered each other’s range, the Beastfolk at the front swung its claws. Its hand, longer than the average height of an adult woman, came crashing down at Yeomyeong’s head.
A simple but effective attack that took advantage of their long reach.
However, reach didn’t matter to Yeomyeong.
He slashed, severing the creature’s entire arm with a single strike. His surging mana-infused sword carved through the decayed flesh, and Yeomyeong pressed two steps forward.
Two down.
As his sword sliced through not only the arm but the entire torso, more claws and fangs targeted and dug into his body.
Yeomyeong didn’t try to avoid them. He simply inhaled sharply, focused his strength on his shoulders, and drew a crescent with his sword.
The sword, illuminated by the light of the Handle of Uragan, traced a beautiful arc. And in its wake, it left a trail of blood and decayed flesh behind, and the zombies in its range all chopped to pieces.
Five down.
Yeomyeong didn’t stop, nor did the Beastfolk zombies.
Claws and swords clashed. Blood and flesh splattered and mingled with the sewer’s foul water.
Like a raging torrent in a flood, like waves crashing against the shore.
The sewer was soon filled with the disorderly onslaught of corpses.
Five became ten, ten became thirty.
Like a slaughtering machine, Yeomyeong cut down the zombies in silence, just like how he did in Incheon and Manchuria.
Even when their claws scraped his thighs and their fangs sunk into his flesh, he didn’t falter.
His near-inhuman regeneration, faster than even a living Beastfolk’s, kept him going.
Just how many had he killed? By the time he felt it was meaningless to keep counting them, Yeomyeong suddenly realized that the gunfire he had heard in the background was now clear and sounded closer than ever.
Just past the corner of the sewer and he would be able to meet the owner of the gunfire.
Pressing down on the tingling feeling in his chest, Yeomyeong swung his sword again.
* * *
A boy resembling ‘The Butcher’ spoke from the deep, darkened sewer beneath the stone altar where a black wisp was rising.
“Damn it. Why are they so weak?”
His gaze was directed at the skins scattered around the stone altar, which displayed the images of various places in the sewer in real-time.
It was a scene reminiscent of CCTV, and its actual purpose wasn’t much different.
Anyway, the butcher kept sighing in annoyance as he watched the hides.
“…Or is that bastard just too strong?”
He narrowed his eyes, his gaze focused on the scene displayed on the skins—The image of the boy reducing the Beastfolk zombies to chunks and advancing forward.
This wasn’t some cheap horror movie; the boy showed no hesitation or fear as he ground the zombies to mulch in real-time.
And most importantly…
…Why is his stamina not dropping?
The butcher, or rather, the Player, snapped his fingers to check the stamina bar.
Snap.
Soon, a translucent window appeared—something visible only to him in this world. It displayed all the information about the world, organized into objective figures and numbers.
Displayed on the window, the boy’s stamina was…

100%/100%



As expected, not a single point had been deducted.
While the stamina did see the occasional slight decrease when the Beastfolk zombies managed to land an attack, it returned to its original state in the blink of an eye.
“What is this Regeneration ability… Is he Half-beast? Or did he drink a dragon’s blood? That might be possible since he fought a dragon in Manchuria…”
After muttering something only he could understand, the Player turned his gaze back to the altar.
More precisely, he was looking at the large mass of flesh placed atop the stone altar.
“Hey, can’t you make anything other than zombies?”
At his question, the mass of flesh stirred and responded. Soon, the face of a wolf emerged amidst the writhing flesh.
The wolf’s eyes darkened as he answered as if panting.
“I can… make… a Fiend—”
It was the typical dazed voice of a mentally unstable person.
Tsk, the Player clicked his tongue. Even though this wolf was a boss, he was only able to do this much after consuming such a large corruption stone. Was it because he was only a first-chapter boss?
“Then make a Fiend instead of zombies. I don’t think you will be able to kill the Saintess at this rate.”
“The… Saintess… can’t… be killed?”
As soon as the Saintess was mentioned, the whole mass of flesh trembled. Glimmers of corruption stones began to appear sporadically from behind the writhing flesh.
“Black Sheep…! I need… her blood…!”
“Black Sheep?”
“Blood…! A sacrifice…!”
The Player glanced at the rambling Priest for a moment before dusting himself and standing up.
“Damn, why can’t we have a proper conversation?”
As he said this, he tapped the empty air a few times, and a blue potion appeared in his hand.
A strange technique that was neither magic nor a miracle.
However, the priest showed no reaction to that sight.
“Sigh, damn it. Guess I can’t help it then.”
Since he wasn’t really expecting a reaction anyway, the Player popped the cap and gulped down the potion in silence.
As a refreshing scent, out of place in the sewer, filled his throat, his eyes turned green—like the gaze of a beast piercing through the darkness.
“…I need to confirm it myself.”
The Player blinked for a moment to check his vision and then gave the images on the skins one final glance.
To be more precise, the two boys reflected on the skins.
* * *
At the narrow intersection of the sewer…
Boom—!
As the Saintess fired her shotgun, a large hole appeared in the chest of the Beastfolk that had gotten too close, splattering blood everywhere.
“Gah, gah—!”
And almost immediately, another Beastfolk zombie took its place.
She pulled the trigger again, but clack, she confirmed that the magazine was empty.
“Arggh, seriously!”
Tossing the shotgun aside, the Saintess immediately picked up another firearm from the ground. In her hands was a slightly larger automatic rifle.
Rat-tat-tat! Rat-tat-tat!
Precise shots followed as the charging zombies fell one after another, but the damn magazine was the problem.
The magazine began looking empty even before she could take down ten.
Bang!
The Saintess drew out a pistol in the middle shooting and placed the rifle upside down between her legs.
I never thought I’d need to reload with one hand in a place like this.
Was it the result of all her practice? After successfully reloading the rifle, she unleashed another barrage of bullets.
Shoot, reload, shoot, reload.
Countless shell casings fell into the sewer, and even more Beastfolks were swept away, but there seemed to be no end in sight.
Fortunately, they didn’t regenerate as well as the living Beastfolk, but that was only relevant when there were just a few of them.
Glancing at the bullets that were starting to run low, the Saintess bit her lip.
“Damn it.”
If only she had the time to cast a blessing, she could have saved more than half her bullets.
However, the zombies permitted her no respite.
They kept pouring in, almost as if they were determined to kill her.
And by the time their corpses piled up around the Saintess like a barricade…
I can’t hold out like this for long.
She clenched her teeth.
What should she do? Should she abandon her magazines and weapons and flee?
Or should she endure it and wait for someone to come?
Just as her worries began to spiral, she noticed that the number of zombies were decreasing rapidly.
If the first wave of zombies was like a flood, it now felt like a gentle stream (?).
Huh? What’s going on?
Even as the questions continued to arise, she didn’t miss the short moment of respite.
She immediately cast a blessing on the magazine and blew off the heads of the remaining zombies.
Then she reloaded her weapon.
Just as a short silence began to fill the sewer, she could hear footsteps from beyond the darkness.
Patter.
The sound of human footsteps, completely distinct from that of zombies. The Saintess blessed the reloaded magazine and aimed it in the direction of the sound.
A moment later, what emerged from the sewer was…
“Yeomyeong?”
Though he was drenched in blood from head to toe, she recognized him immediately because only one person in the world had eyes like that.
The Saintess immediately set her rifle on the ground and ran toward him, stepping over the corpses. She spread her arms, intending to embrace him in a reunion hug, but…
“Stop.”
Yeomyeong stopped her mid run. The Saintess tilted her head, her arms still spread wide.
“Why?”
“…Do you really want to make physical contact with me in this state?”
Yeomyeong said while alternating glances at her and his blood-soaked clothes.
The Saintess laughed instead of responding and pulled him into an embrace. What was there to worry about?
He smelled of blood, but she didn’t care.
After all, she was also drenched in zombie body fluids, and more importantly, Yeomyeong’s body was warmer than she had imagined.
The embrace, full of relief, lasted for a moment before the Saintess asked while gently touching Yeomyeong’s back.
“Do you know where we are?”
“How would I know? I actually wanted to ask you.”
Yeomyeong said that while glancing at the weapons piled up on the other side of the sewer.
“Those weapons are from Darulma’s plane, right? How did you bring them?”
“Oh, those? A little while after you left the plane, I suddenly felt something strange…”
“…So you grabbed the weapons first?”
“It’s basic knowledge a lady should have, right?”
After Yeomyeong chuckled, the Saintess released the hug and dragged him toward the pile of weapons.
Though no one asked them to, they then began sorting through the firearms and ammunition as if they had made a silent agreement.
“Anyway, there must be a reason we were summoned here all of a sudden… Do you have any idea, Yeomyeong?”
“There’s one thing that comes to mind…”
“What is it?”
Yeomyeong began his explanation while inspecting the shotgun the Saintess had thrown away.
He recounted the story of tracking down the terrorist along with Corvus and how the cornered enemy shattered an unknown black gemstone.
As soon as he finished speaking, the Saintess tapped at her temple repeatedly.
“…So, it’s a corruption stone.”
“Corruption stone? Do you know what that is?”
The Saintess hesitated for a moment, wiggling her fingers before continuing.
“Hmm, Yeomyeong, have you heard of the Church of the Apocalypse?”
“…Just to the extent that others know.”
“So you don’t really know much.”
Clack, the Saintess reloaded her rifle and continued speaking.
“Those from the Church of the Apocalypse… believe that this world is a false one and that everything should be destroyed to create a new world… They’re a bunch of lunatics spouting that sort of nonsense.”
“…A false world?”
He hadn’t come across this information in Baonic’s notes. Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and paid close attention to her words.
“They claim that all the gods of this world are fake gods of a false world. Yet, what they actually worship is unclear, whether it is demons or monsters—just heaps of filth.”
“…”
“The corruption stone… is something you can obtain by making human sacrifices to those heaps of filth. I think it’s said to be the best catalyst for Black Magic. So I guess… this place might be a barrier made from corruption stones or something similar?”
The Saintess said as she took off her outerwear.
Yeomyeong coughed when he saw her half-soaked blouse, but she paid him no heed and used her outer garment to wrap up the bullets and weapons
“Ahem, you seem to know a lot about them.”
“They were the main enemy of our Church of Five Gods until the Dimensional Portal opened. Around 30% of the historical records displayed at the temple are about killing them.”
Having said that, the Saintess also took Yeomyeong’s outerwear to use as a wrap.
And if that wasn’t enough, she even hung some firearms around her waist.
Click.
After loading the last pistol, she stared intently at the weapon at the very bottom of the pile.
A massive War Hammer reminiscent of a construction hammer.
“Why did you bring this? You don’t even know how to use a hammer…”
Yeomyeong asked with a puzzled expression, but the Saintess interrupted him.
“Seti.”
Ah, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered Black Sheep and frowned.
“…Was Seti also dragged in here? Are you sure? Did you use Foresight?”
“No, I can’t use Foresight in a place filled with twisted mana. But… it’s an intuition born from love. Seti is definitely here.”
“What is born from… love?”
“Can’t you feel it too, Yeomyeong?”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to say she was spouting nonsense, he felt a tingling sensation in his chest and shut his mouth.
Seeing him suddenly fall silent, the Saintess smiled knowingly.
“…So shall we go find Seti?”
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* * *
Hong Seti narrowed her eyes as she stared at the sewer.
There was no sign of confusion or fear in her bright blue eyes, shining in the darkness.
After all, she was way too familiar with this darkness.
A space created from twisted mana…? No, did they place a barrier over the sewer?
This space was not that different from the ‘farm’ where the South Korean government raised her, her sisters, and other livestock.
Seti, who easily saw through the identity of the sewer, swallowed a sigh.
It can’t be… the South Korean government?
This wasn’t Manchuria or beyond the Dimensional Portal, and yet they dared to cause trouble at an academy monitored by the U.S. and Australia so openly?
It would have been nice if the government were that foolish. However, South Korea wasn’t an easy opponent to deal with.
In the end, the most likely suspect was the Priest of the Church Ava had mentioned.
She couldn’t figure out how someone was able to create a barrier of this level… but he was someone who had already masterminded a terror attack once, so there was still the possibility that he could do it again.
As Seti wandered through the sewer, lost in thought, she suddenly stopped in her tracks as she sensed a presence from beyond.
Holding her breath and listening carefully, she heard footsteps—two sets, not just one.
She instinctively began to draw up her mana. An ominous premonition ran down her spine.
“So, about that, Junior…”
Moments later, two male students emerged from the other side of the sewer.
Two boys in familiar school uniforms. One of them was a face Seti was pretty familiar with.
He was the type of guy who was handsome enough to be called a prince by the female students who didn’t know the truth about him.
The son of the traitor, Jeon Yunseong.
He was holding a sword he had obtained from who knows where, an imperial knight’s sword, and talking with someone she couldn’t identify.
“Junior, you say? Senior, you can speak to me casually.”
“Is that okay? I am indeed older, but… you, Junior, are the representative of the new students.”
The man had a somewhat servile smile.
Judging by his uniform, he seemed to be in his second year… but something about him felt off. It was hard to pinpoint, but it felt like she should keep her distance from him.
Seti didn’t step forward and instead began to retreat in silence. She had no intention of joining those two anyway.
“…Who are you?”
The second-year senior caught sight of her before Jeon Yunseong.
From that distance? Seti bit her lip slightly.
The man’s gaze was fixed precisely on her. Was he using some sort of magic to pierce the darkness?
“Uh… are you a first-year junior?”
Seti didn’t respond and simply glared at him. The man became slightly flustered, scratching the back of his head.
“I know it’s awkward to meet in a place like this, but there’s no need to be so hostile.”
“…”
“I’m a second-year student named Arthas, and you know him too, right? Jeon Yunseong.”
The second-year senior, who introduced himself as Arthas, took a step forward and kept talking.
“You’re not a ghost or something, right? If you’re a living human, can you answer me?”
At that moment, Seti finally figured out the source of her unease: his demeanor.
Even though they had fallen into an unidentified sewer, he seemed to be overflowing with composure.
And it wasn’t just a matter of whether he was a smooth-talker or not. His expression, muscles, and aura… none of them showed any signs of tension whatsoever.
“Uh, excuse me…?”
As he took another step, Seti narrowed her eyes. Should she fight him or flee?
She didn’t contemplate for long and chose to back away.
Although Seti desperately wanted to fight and discover his identity, she couldn’t afford to waste her strength in this place.
It would have been different if she had her hammer. However, even if she borrowed the strength of God, it would be difficult to fight here, especially with the chances of Jeon Yunseong getting involved.
…I need to find Yeomyeong first.
Just as Seti made a decision and activated her Flying Kick technique, a sudden bright light burst forth from behind.
The dense white light made it feel as if the sunlight and moonlight were mixed together.
Seti was stunned in an awkward pose before she turned around.
As her pupils contracted for a moment to adjust to the light, a blonde girl appeared with two large orbs of light floating above her shoulders.
“…Soe Miri?””
“Seti! I finally found you.”
Finally?
Just as Seti’s delicate eyebrows furrowed in surprise, Soe Miri continued.
“Yeomyeong has been desperately looking for you. Shall we go join him first?”
“Miri, what do you mean…?”
Just as Seti was about to ask her what she meant, Jeon Yunseong spotted her and interjected between the two.
“Miss Soe Miri?!”
He leaped over the sewer and rushed past Seti to arrive next to Soe Miri.
His footwork was similar to those of the Flying Kick technique; no, they were nearly identical to the Feather Step from the Flying Kick technique.
“How did you end up here, Miss Soe Miri? Are you okay? Are you hurt? Please let me know if you’ve been bitten by a Beastfolk zombie. That second-year senior has potions…”
Just as Jeon Yunseong was about to go on a spiel, Soe Miri replied coldly.
“I’m fine, so there’s no need for worry.”
“But still…”
Jeon Yunseong tried to keep the conversation going, but Soe Miri brushed past him and approached Seti.
Seti glanced back and forth between Jeon Yunseong and Soe Miri and asked,
“…Are you really okay?”
“Yes, I’m perfectly fine.”
Though she said that, there was something strange in Soe Miri’s gaze as she stared at Seti. It was almost as if her eyes were looking elsewhere.
“Seti.”
Soe Miri grasped Seti’s arm tightly and spoke in a soft voice that only she could hear.
“…You can feel Yeomyeong, right?”
“…”
“Follow that sensation in your heart. Just follow that feeling.”
* * *
The four of them somehow ended up walking through the sewer together.
More precisely, it was Soe Miri and Seti leading the way, with Jeon Yunseong and the second-year senior following from the back.
Though it seemed like they could have stuck a conversation, only silence filled the space.
Jeon Yunseong kept sneaking glances at Soe Miri’s back and opened his mouth to speak, but he wasn’t able to start a conversation.
After a while, only the sound of footsteps filled the sewer.
The second-year senior, who had been watching Jeon Yunseong, suddenly spoke up.
“Hey, Junior… I mean Yunseong, do you remember what I told you earlier?”
“Ah, yes, I remember.”
Despite the sudden question, Jeon Yunseong nodded.
In fact, it would have been even stranger if he didn’t remember.
How could he forget such a terrifying remark that this bizarre sewer might be a precursor to a Dimensional Portal that would swallow the academy?
“I don’t have any evidence or anything to back me up, but I learned about a similar case back when I was in the Knights Order—a Dimensional Portal created with Black Magic.”
“Hmm…”
“It might just be me overthinking, but there’s still a chance.”
“Certainly, if it’s not that, then this situation is hard to explain.”
After hearing the response, the senior paused for a moment before speaking in a somewhat serious tone.
“Yunseong, would you be interested… in helping me look for the traces of the Dimensional Portal?”
“Excuse me?”
“I just have a bad feeling about this. It would be a bit difficult for me to go all by myself, but with your assistance…”
Knowing it was a bit of an unreasonable request, the senior trailed off at the end of his sentence.
Jeon Yunseong didn’t respond immediately, instead gazing at the backs of Seti and Soe Miri as they kept walking ahead.
When he suddenly fell silent, silence descended upon the sewer once again. Faced with the silence, the senior threw Jeon Yunseong a sharp glance from the side.
After a moment, when Jeon Yunseong finally opened his mouth again, only a polite refusal came out.
“…I’m sorry. That would be difficult, senior.”
“…”
“Even if what you’re saying is true, the adults will deal with it. There are U.S. military personnel stationed at the academy’s port, so it doesn’t seem like it’s our place to intervene.”
Seemingly having understood his explanation, the senior nodded his head. However, immediately after, he muttered something too softly for Jeon Yunseong to hear.
This guy is not the one.
* * *
Awoooooooooo!
A wolf’s howl, sharp enough to tear their eardrums, echoed loudly in the sewer.
A howl that could have never come from the rotten vocal cords of a zombie.
“Ah, come on… is there no end to these zombies?”
The Saintess lamented as she reloaded her automatic rifle while Yeomyeong calmly placed the War Hammer and the wrapping on the ground, picking up his sword and shotgun.
“It feels like you’re the only one being chased here…”
“…Being popular is tough, you know? Did you not know?”
Perhaps the frivolous joke was a signal because an enormous amount of footsteps echoed from beyond the sewer almost immediately.
Just the sound of the growing noise was enough to make a guess.
Something much bigger than the Beastfolk zombies is approaching.
Having made a similar judgment, the Saintess immediately prepared her blessing.
“O White Ulthvatish, please grant us the power to defeat evil.”
Her usual frivolous tone voice was nowhere to be found; her voice while praying was utterly reverent.
In response to her prayer, a pure white light blossomed in the air, enveloping her automatic rifle and Yeomyeong’s sword.
“It’ll last for about 10 minutes. If you weren’t a non-believer, it would’ve lasted 30 minutes.”
The Saintess said as she aimed her gun toward the noise.
“So, how about it? Want to convert now? I could even make you a Holy Knight directly under the Saintess if you wish.”
“…Let’s end this within 10 minutes.”
As soon as Yeomyeong finished speaking, the Saintess pulled the trigger.
Bang!
A bullet emitting white light illuminated the sewer and pierced through something in the darkness beyond.
Flash!
The next moment, light burst forth from the bullet.
Under the momentary burst of light that engulfed the sewer, the figures rushing toward Yeomyeong and the Saintess revealed themselves.
The wolf Beastfolk zombies they had seen just moments ago, and mixed among them…
“…Fiends?”
Massive creatures that seemed to have the body of a gorilla, with a few extra arms attached and a wolf’s head mixed in.
Seeing the creatures rushing at them, the Saintess let out a hollow laugh.
“I can’t believe this. First zombies, now monsters…”
“Isn’t that a standard combination?”
“Standard? Where on earth is that a standard?”
Ignoring the Saintess’s incredulous reply, Yeomyeong charged at the zombies and the fiends.
Adding the Surging Wave technique’s mana to the sword, he thrust the pure white blade into the fiend who had stepped forward.
“You, die—!”
The fiend was probably smarter than the monsters he faced in Manchuria, as it even opened its mouth to speak.
Of course, Yeomyeong simply shoved his sword into the monster’s maw instead of responding.
Stab!
Unlike that of the zombies, the monster’s blood was hot. Unfazed, Yeomyeong swung his sword again.
Unlike the zombies, the fiend didn’t go down easily. Even after its head was split in half, it didn’t die immediately and still reached out with its arms.
This wasn’t just mindless flailing; it was a cunning attack that aimed at his ankles and knees.
If it could just knock him down once, it would immediately try to overpower him using its mass.
…Is someone controlling them?
Yeomyeong furrowed his brow, seeing the change in the zombies’ behavior.
The struggle itself wasn’t the problem, but the interruption in his swordsmanship was.
Every time he avoided the fiend’s attacks and tried to create distance, more zombies and fiends would surround him.
However, their attacks never landed successfully.
Bang!
Every time Yeomyeong’s sword faltered, the Saintess’ cover fire filled the gaps.
Just one additional rear support allowed him to wield his sword with more ease than when he was up against the hordes of zombies alone.
They were at so much ease that the Saintess even had time to crack jokes.
“Yeomyeong! We should save our bullets! Cut through them with your sword!”
Yeomyeong complied. As if releasing the frustration he had been holding back, he gathered mana into his sword and swung it horizontally through the air.
Whoosh!
The Sword Aura unleashed after all this time stirred up the wind and split the sewer in half. Had it been a real sewer, the strike would have torn through the walls as well—a fierce and powerful blow.
As the Sword Aura passed them, the fiends and zombies were split in half, their innards spilling out.
“…Wow, it gets stronger every time I see it.”
Ignoring the Saintess as she admired the bloody sewer, Yeomyeong took a deep breath.
He was worried that the lingering Killing Aura in his heart might stir, but fortunately, there were no signs of it.
“Saintess, don’t let your guard down. There are still many left.”
Just as Yeomyeong said, the zombies and fiends were still pouring in from beyond the darkness. The Saintess replied while switching magazines.
“Huft, this somewhat reminds me of Manchuria.”
“…Really? Not for me though.”
“…You really have no sense; even if it’s not the time for it, you should at least play along.”
“Do not lie. Are the doctrines of Five Gods I know wrong?”
“What about the doctrine that says not to touch a woman’s body carelessly? Are you only a non-believer when butts are involved?”
“…”
…This girl, her personality changes every time she picks up a gun. Yeomyeong thought idly as he gathered mana again.
There were still many fiends and zombies that he needed to kill, after all.
* * *
Follow the sensation in your heart.

Following Soe Miri’s words, Seti moved her feet. Although she had no choice but to follow, she also realized that she sensed someone or something from beyond the sewer.
Was Yeomyeong transported to this sewer, too? No, he must have.
There was no concrete evidence, but she felt a belief close to absolute certainty.
And as if just to prove that belief, the evidence soon appeared.
At some point, they reached a part of the sewer filled with the bodies of zombies.
Though the others might not know, Seti was instinctively realized. It was Yeomyeong who had sliced these zombies to pieces.
…I found him.
Seti increased her pace. She heard the grumbling voices of the troublesome second-year senior and Jeon Yunseong trailing behind, but she paid them no heed.
To her, Jeon Yunseong was her object of disdain.
At one point of time, she thought of him as a future comrade.
Beyond jealousy and admiration, she had once considered him as a hero who would save her older sister.
However, the day she learned the truth about him, not once had Seti considered Jeon Yunseong as an equal human being.
One day… both the father and son of the Jeon family would have to pay for their actions.
…Just as Seti had that thought and turned around the corner, the tingling feeling in her chest disappeared.
“…Saintess? Yeomyeong?”
On the other side of the sewer, she saw the Saintess and Yeomyeong sitting in a puddle of blood.
“Huh? Seti? It’s Seti!”
Catching sight of her, the Saintess smiled brightly as she got to her feet, brushing herself off. Yeomyeong also stopped cleaning his sword and turned to Seti.
Finally, I found you. Filled with joy, Seti ran toward Yeomyeong.
No, she was about to run.
However, she found herself frozen stiff because Yeomyeong’s gaze, though not on her but on something behind her, had suddenly hardened.
It was a look filled with hatred, one Seti had never seen before.

 
    

  Chapter 126: Crossroads of Revenge (4)
* * *
The air changed.
It wasn’t the smell of blood wafting from the sewers or the rotting stench.
It was an intense Killing Aura thick enough to make even her senses for detecting mana shrivel.
And before she realized it, the Saintess also turned her head toward the source of the Killing Aura.
Standing there was the man she had been exchanging jokes with just moments ago.
However, at this moment, the man before felt like a complete stranger to the Saintess.
His face turned stiff, his hand gripped the sword tightly, and his golden eyes had sunk as if suppressing something.
…Dung Beetle?
Somehow, she remembered Yeomyeong’s old name, which she only knew from his story, and something clicked in her mind.
The moment the Saintess turned to check behind Seti with near certainty, the Killing Aura filling the area vanished as if it had been a lie.
As if he were hiding his Killing Aura from the people who just arrived.
This very act made it more certain than a hundred words. While the Saintess swallowed nervously, Yeomyeong spoke.
“…Saintess, when I give you the signal, shoot Jeon Yunseong.”
His voice was so soft that only the Saintess could hear it.
If it was in the past, the Saintess would have scolded him for spouting nonsense or at the very least, she would have asked for the reason.
However, having been influenced by him a bit too much, what came out of her mouth now was something entirely different.
“…To kill him?”
“No, just incapacitate him. If he becomes too much of a problem… I’ll kill him myself.”
Instead of replying, the Saintess silently blessed the gun she was holding.
On confirming this, Yeomyeong grabbed his sword and shotgun and then stood up.
* * *
How would he meet the Player, and when?
It was a question he had pondered over countless times whenever his boiling emotions set his heart ablaze.
Would it happen after a relentless, fierce chase, with both sides exhausted? Or would they meet in a hopelessly dangerous situation, like enemies meet on a single-log bridge1?
Perhaps they would cross paths in a hidden hideout the guy had stashed away somewhere… That was what he thought.
However, reality wasn’t as dramatic as his imagination. There was no fierce chase, no hopelessly dangerous situation.
It was simply a combination of coincidences and small inevitability.
If he hadn’t known the Player was hiding as a second-year student at the academy, if that guy didn’t have his signature sly grin on his face, and if…
If he hadn’t seen the imperial knight’s sword hanging from Jeon Yunseong’s waist…
Just as that guy didn’t recognize Dung Beetle, Yeomyeong wouldn’t have recognized him either.
If coincidences and inevitability overlap… can we call it fate?
Dung Beetle thought as he stepped forward. If this really was fate, how ironic it was.
It was truly unbelievable that they’d end up meeting again in a place reeking of blood and filth, just like the day this guy killed the janitors.
With every step he took, he swallowed his rising Killing Aura. The Dung Beetle inside him screamed, and his hand, gripping the sword, began to sweat.
However, the closer he got, the cooler his mind became.
His strength is still unknown. I’ll try to end this with an ambush if possible…
As Yeomyeong reached the group of four with these thoughts in mind, the Player stepped forward as if he had been waiting.
Wearing that same sly grin, he extended his hand toward Yeomyeong.
“You’re the transfer student from the rumors, right? Nice to meet you. I’m Arthas, a second-year student. It’s an honor to meet the savior of the first-years.”
Instead of shaking his hands, Yeomyeong cast a glance at Seti, who was standing behind him.
There was no need for words, as Seti, who had been frozen stiff until then, immediately understood the meaning behind Yeomyeong’s gaze.
However, the Player simply looked at the two of them, seemingly misunderstanding the situation, and wore an awkward expression.
“Ah, it seems like I have no sense at all, right? You lovers could…”
Just as he began to withdraw his outstretched hand, Yeomyeong pulled the trigger of the shotgun.
Boom!!!
It was a perfect ambush, but the buckshot did not pierce the Player’s body.
Instead, a translucent barrier burst forth from the bracelet he was wearing, blocking the pellet.
“What the…!”
The Player reacted belatedly, but Yeomyeong’s sword was a split second faster. A long silver line went for the guy’s neck.
Again, a barrier sprang up to protect his body. But it was unable to withstand the sword imbued with the mana from the Surging Wave technique.
Pssshhh!
The shattered barrier sprayed mana particles, and a red line blossomed on the Player’s neck.
…It’s shallow.
Yeomyeong furrowed his brow after slicing the Player’s neck. The barrier had prevented a complete decapitation and he barely nicked the guy’s uvula.
Just as he prepared to swing the sword again, he caught sight of the look of horror in Jeon Yunseong’s eyes.
“You… what does this…!”
Just as he was about to instinctively reach for the imperial knight’s sword he had received from the Player, gunshots rang out from across the sewer.
Bang!
Blood splattered from the back of his hand gripping the sword. Before he could even react to the unexpected sniper, a flurry of gunfire erupted.
One shot hit his knee, and another hit his ankle.
As the blessed bullets pierced through his Superhuman physique with ease, Jeon Yunseong lost his balance and fell backwards.
Even as he fell, he had a look of utter disbelief as he gazed in the direction the bullets had come from.
Why was the Saintess…?
Unfortunately, he never got the chance to voice his question. Before he could open his mouth again, Seti snapped his neck.
Crack.
With a crack as his neck bones were dislocated, Jeon Yunseong’s body went limp.
* * *
By the time Seti grabbed the unconscious Jeon Yunseong by the nape of his neck, Yeomyeong was already swinging his sword at the fallen Player.
He swung the blade tinged with a light yellow hue at the sewer and the guy as if it were going to slice through both.
However, just before the blade made contact, the Player seemed to ‘grab’ something out of the air.
Flash!
The sword sliced through the air and a light burst forth almost simultaneously.
Yeomyeong did not feel anything against his blade. Frowning, he turned his gaze toward the light and saw the Player appear across the sewer.
In his hand was a small jewel, and the moment the magic light faded, it disintegrated into powder.
It wasn’t hard to identify that object as it was something any Superhuman would have heard of at least once.
A consumable magic item commonly referred to as Magic Stone.
And as if that wasn’t enough, the Player pulled another object from thin air. This time, it was a red vial.
“…”
Watching the guy pour the potion over his wound, Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes. What sort of technique was that?
It wasn’t magic or martial arts, as he did not sense any movement of mana.
“This motherfucker… what are you doing to your senior?”
The potion must have been incredibly potent as the Player healed up quickly and began talking in a tone mixed with shock and anger.
Yeomyeong didn’t respond right away. He let his sword hang and began to gather his mana as he slowly approached the guy.
Only after they were close enough to see each other’s faces clearly did Yeomyeong finally speak.
“…It’s been a while, Player.”
“What? What the hell?”
The Player’s face contorted in astonishment. His eyes opened wide in disbelief as he scanned Yeomyeong up and down.
“Who the hell are you? How do you know the name Player?”
The moment he voiced out that question, an immediate answer followed.
“Dung Beetle.”
“…”
The Player frowned, unable to remember him.
It was only natural. To the guy, Dung Beetle was probably nothing more than some fleeting experience points.
But Yeomyeong—no, Dung Beetle—didn’t mind.
If the Player couldn’t remember, he would just have to make him.
As Dung Beetle gathered mana into his sword, a white light bloomed along the blade. The Player could only swallow hard as he watched.
“Comet Sword…?”
And the next moment, the light of the comet filled the sewer.
* * *
Crack.
The sound of the Teleport Stone breaking left the Player gritting his teeth. He had only 31 left.
“Damn it.”
The part of his shoulder grazed by the Sword Aura throbbed in pain. He pulled another potion from his ‘inventory’ and immediately poured it over the wound, but the pain didn’t subside quickly.
Step.
Before the healing process could finish, he heard footsteps — the unmistakable sound of Dung Beetle approaching him. Despite having jumped over 400 meters, his opponent managed to track him down instantly.
So, even his sensing ability is top-notch, the Player muttered with a bitter smile.
“I guess the real protagonist was him all along…!”
However, he still couldn’t understand why this guy was so hostile to him. And what the hell was ‘Dung Beetle’ anyway? Was it some sort of code?
His mind itched as though it was on the verge of remembering something, but nothing came to him. He had accumulated far too many grudges over the years.
As he briefly considered this, the Player pulled out his weapons from the ‘inventory’ in annoyance.
A submachine gun loaded with magic bullets and a sword coated with dragon scales.
As he inspected his gear, he realized that perhaps this was for the best.
Protagonist or not, it was better to kill an enemy before they became too powerful.
The Player charged at Dung Beetle, pulling the trigger just as they met at the corner of the tunnel.
Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!!
Meeting the hail of bullets at point-blank range, Dung Beetle reacted instantly. He swung his sword skillfully to protect his head and heart.
This guy clearly has real combat experience, especially with gunfights. Ah, yes—he was an ex-Manchurian mercenary, wasn’t he?
I really have to kill him today.
If left alive, he would undoubtedly become a bigger problem. Tossing aside the now-empty gun, the Player pulled out a semi-automatic shotgun from his inventory.
This weapon was proven to be the most efficient against low-level superhumans in the game.
But before he could even pull the trigger, something translucent flew through the air and pierced the muzzle of his gun.
Pshh!
“Damn it, dual traits?”
The Player cursed as he stared at the ice spike blocking his gun. Comet Sword and magic as well?
Just as he tossed the semi-automatic shotgun aside, Dung Beetle closed the distance rapidly.
He was fast—not giving the Player enough time to draw another gun.
Clang!
Their swords collided. The jolt traveled up the hilt and sent a tingle through his hand.
However…
His swordsmanship is more inferior than I expected, huh?
The corners of the Player’s mouth were lifted in a smirk as that thought crossed his mind after exchanging a few blows with Dung Beetle.
He considered whether this was some kind of bait to draw him in, but he became certain after a few more exchanges.
This guy had never learned how to wield a sword properly.
While it was better than the swordsmanship taught at the academy, it was only on that level. It barely surpassed the basic elven techniques for low-level attacks.
It wasn’t surprising. Since he didn’t belong to a Superhuman training academy but was a mercenary instead, it was likely that he never had the opportunity to learn proper swordsmanship.
If one found a weakness, it was only natural to exploit it.
As he narrowed the distance to prevent Dung Bettle from unleashing the Comet Sword, the Player activated a certain skill in his mind.
Nine Palaces Heaven-Reversing Sword.

Before the first expansion pack was released, this was the true swordsmanship that academy students couldn’t even catch a glimpse of.
It was truly a hassle to slay countless annoying NPCs to obtain it, but the skill was worth the trouble.
Goooooooo!
As he infused mana, a milky-white Sword Aura enveloped the Player’s sword.
Dung Beetle tried to resist it with his own Sword Aura, but that was all he could do. The power in the first strike and the finesse of the Sword Aura were on a different level.
Clang!
As their Sword Auras clashed, the difference in skill became more evident.
The Player barely felt a gust of wind rush past him while Dung Beetle had his uniform torn, exposing his bare skin.
Recognizing the disparity in their levels, the Player continued to unleash his attacks relentlessly. He struck down, sliced, and thrust at Dung Beetle.
“You should’ve stuck to shooting the Comet Sword. Getting into close combat is going to cost you!”
He sneered while they clashed swords, sparks flying from the blade coated in dragon scales.
Dung Beetle shook him off and continued swinging his sword in complete silence.
It’s over.
As the Player felt the sensation rising from the tip of his sword, he became certain.
He didn’t even need to rely on game knowledge. The outcome was already evident from what he could see.
The wounds accumulating on Dung Beetle’s body in real-time, the blood flowing down, and his ragged breathing all painted a clear picture.
“Hey, don’t you have anything else?”
Confident in his victory, he began to relax.Showing off his swordsmanship intentionally, he began to toy with Dung Beetle, widening his wounds.
You may be called a protagonist, but to me, you’re still an NPC. How dare you think you can reach the Master…
Just as the Player was lost in that thought and swung his sword—
Clang!
Dung Beetle deflected his blade. The Heaven Striking Lightning movement, which were consistently landing effective hits until now, was blocked, causing mana to flow through the Player’s sword in reverse.
What the hell?
The player narrowed his eyes and stepped back.
Just in case his opponent unleashed the Comet Sword, the Player pulled out a Teleport Stone. However, instead of using the Comet Sword, Dung Beetle threw himself forward again, continuing the sword fight.
It was at that moment the Player started to feel something was off.
This bastard… Hasn’t he been blatantly sticking to swordsmanship for a while now?
Sure, the Comet Sword couldn’t be used at such close range, but the fact that Dung Beetle hadn’t even used the ice spike he had shown earlier…
Clang!
And the next moment, after blocking Dung Beetle’s sword, the Player realized what the unsettling feeling was.
The gap in their swordsmanship was reducing.
It had been narrowing in real-time, so subtly, that the Player hadn’t even noticed it until now.
Could it be…?
Trying to shake off the suspicion rising in his mind, the Player activated his skill with even more aggression. He swung his sword with the intent to kill.
However, for some reason, the gap between them continued to shrink.
The sword fight, a game of chasing and being chased, went on, and by the time both of them were drenched in sweat, Dung Beetle suddenly leaped backwards, creating some distance. The Player didn’t pursue him but simply took the moment to catch his breath.
Amidst the sound of their ragged breathing, Dung Beetle lowered his sword slightly and asked.
“What’s the name of that swordsmanship?”
It was an unexpected question. The Player responded by raising his middle finger.
However, it didn’t seem like Dung Beetle was expecting an actual answer and calmly raised his sword once more.
And at that very moment—
Goooooooo!
A Sword Aura enveloped his sword. It was the same milky-white Sword Aura as the Player’s Nine Palaces Heaven-Reversing Sword.
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	1. "Enemies meet on a single-log bridge," is a proverb that refers to an inescapable encounter with someone you'd rather not see. It is typically used to describe an "unavoidable bad encounter with someone you'd rather avoid," similar to Murphy's Law. In Aesop's Fables, there is a story where two goats fight on a narrow bridge, and both die, serving as a cautionary tale about mutual destruction and the dangers of a shared fate.


   

  Chapter 127: Crossroads of Revenge (5)
* * *
“…”
The Player was unable to hide his shock.
He glanced back and forth between Dung Beetle and his sword, his face twisting in confusion.
“What the hell…!”
He muttered as he clenched and unclenched his sword, seemingly running through countless possibilities in his mind while chewing on his lower lip.
The shock of having his swordsmanship stolen right before his eyes was written all over his face.
Not one to miss the opportunity, Dung Beetle began circulating mana throughout his body to heal the injuries he had sustained so far.
The bleeding stopped first, then the bullet wounds sealed up, and finally, the cuts made by the sword were mended.
His overwhelming Regeneration ability was on full display.
While the Player’s expression grew increasingly distorted at the sight, Dung Beetle finished his healing and took a deep breath.
Whoo—
As his body returned to its optimal condition and his mana realigned itself, the milky-white sword aura grew even stronger, illuminating the sewer.
It was clear to anyone that his Sword Aura was now far superior to the Player’s.
“Now then, shall we begin again, Player?”
Dung Beetle’s golden eyes turned dark with cold determination as he calculated the distance between them. One move with the Flying Kick technique and he could plunge his sword into the Player’s neck.
- Kill him.
As he saw the Player take a subtle step back, the Killing Aura began to whisper in Dung Beetle’s mind.
- Dismember him. Cut open his stomach, pull out his intestines, and trample all over his corpse swiftly and brutally, just like he did to your family.
Even as Dung Beetle agreed with it internally, he didn’t let go of his rationality. Now was the time to keep his blade cold.
He didn’t know when he would ever come across another opportunity like this.
And if he let the Player escape now, it would lead to a long, grueling chase.
So…
Come what may, I have to kill him here.
Having made his resolve, Dung Beetle kicked off the sewer floor.
Step! Step!
Combining his mana from the Surging Wave technique with the Feather Step, he closed the distance in an instant.
His sword, wrapped in a milky-white sword aura, sliced through the sewer air.
Boom!
Their swords clashed, and the Sword Auras of the same color shuddered as if on the verge of breaking. And the one being pushed back this time was the Player.
It wasn’t just a matter of strength. With each exchange of identical sword movements, Dung Beetle’s sword always traced the path slightly before the Player.
The Player couldn’t believe it. The same method he had used to dominate Dung Beetle earlier was now being turned against him.
However, unlike the Player who had simply been toying with Dung Beetle, Dung Beetle came at him with a singular purpose.
Execution.
The moment the Player showed the smallest opening, Dung Beetle’s sword dug into his thigh.
A deep gash formed on his right leg. Though it barely missed cutting into the bone, losing balance was inevitable.
Using the opportunity to the fullest, Dung Beetle swung his sword upward.
The Player reflexively raised his sword to block it, but that turned out to be a fatal mistake.
Because Dung Beetle had been aiming for his hand right from the start.
Splat!
As his right hand gripping the sword was severed, blood gushed forth like a fountain.
There was a mix of shock and pain in his eyes as the milky-white sword aura reflected in them.
Then, without any hesitation, Dung Beetle swung his sword at the Player’s neck.
However, the next moment, the Player’s left hand pulled a Teleport Stone from thin air.
Flash!
Light burst forth from the stone, enveloping the Player’s body.
As the Mountain Tear tore through the air, the light from Teleport Stone began to rapidly shoot beyond the sewers.
Unfazed, Dung Beetle unleashed his Flying Kick technique and chased after the light.
While it was impossible to outrun the Teleport Stone at his speed…
This will be enough to prevent his next move.
His prediction was spot on. Even after the Player finished teleporting, the distance between him and Dung Beetle was still less than 10 meters.
“Damn it.”
Watching Dung Beetle rush toward him, the Player pulled out another Teleport Stone and activated it.
Flash!
Over and over again.
Despite teleporting repeatedly, he couldn’t find the time to staunch his bleeding or prepare his next move.
“That crazy bastard!”
It was now a race against time—would Dung Beetle be the first to run out of stamina, or would the Player exhaust his supply of Teleport Stones?
Experiencing this unimaginable war of attrition firsthand, the Player gritted his teeth. To think that his precious Teleport Stones were being squandered like this!
Damn it, if only I had 30 more seconds…
As he continued to waste his Teleport Stones, the Player found himself deep in thought.
But no matter how hard he racked his brain, he struggled to come up with a solution.
Because even among numerous strategies stored in his mind, there was no information about a lunatic who could replicate techniques in real time.
What should I do? How can I…?
Just as the Player was about to activate another Teleport Stone …
Psssshhh!
An ice spear flew in from the other side of the sewer and pierced his left hand.
“Arrrrggghhh!”
The Magic Stone fell to the ground and the hate-filled face of Dung Beetle and the milky-white Sword Aura closed in rapidly.
Just as the Player instinctively squeezed his eyes shut…
“Kyaaaackk!”
A Fiend burst out from beside the sewer. The massive monster hurled itself directly at Dung Beetle.
Swoosh!
Dung Beetle sliced Fiend’s body in half in an instant, but that was just the beginning.
Awwwwwoooooo!
Next, a horde of zombies surged forth from the darkness, overwhelming Dung Beetle alongside the Fiend.
There were more than dozens of them in sight.
On witnessing the horde fill the sewer in an instant, the Player felt a surge of joy.
I survived!
He immediately smashed his left hand against the ground, shattering the ice spear.
A horrendous pain surged through him, but the adrenaline flooding his head and the fear of death kept his body moving.
Clang, clang!
After having managed to chip off enough ice, he was finally able to move his fingers to pull out a brilliant glowing red potion from his ‘inventory’.
And just as he brought the red potion to his lips, the comet light erupted from Yeomyeong’s Blade.
* * *
Shortly after Yeomyeong and the Player had disappeared deep into the sewer, the Saintess glanced at Seti, who was approaching while dragging Jeon Yunseong from behind, and asked.
“D-Did you… kill him?”
Held by the scruff of his neck, Jeon Yunseong didn’t even twitch—no matter how you looked at it, he resembled a corpse.
The Saintess seemed shocked that her classmate might be dead, but Seti appeared indifferent.
“He’s not dead.”
“But he looks dead…?”
“Unless you rip his neck bone out, he won’t die from something like this.”
And as if to prove her point, Seti tossed Jeon Yunseong into a corner of the sewer.
When the Saintess checked on him, he was indeed still breathing, and even his bullet wounds were slowly being healed.
“His Regeneration ability…?”
Though not quite at the level of Yeomyeong, who was even able to withstand a dragon’s attack head on, Jeon Yunseong’s Regeneration ability was still far beyond that of a normal human.
He didn’t seem this strong back when they met at the Superhuman Olympia.
Should I just shoot him again before he wakes up?
As the Saintess pondered over this, fiddling with her revolver, Seti hoisted a massive hammer, about the average height of a dwarf—reaching up to her chest—over her shoulder as she spoke.
“I’m going to help Yeomyeong now. You stay here and keep watch.”
“What? You’re going alone?”
“…Having more people will just be a nuisance in this cramped sewer.”
Just as Seti was about to rush off in the direction Yeomyeong had disappeared, the Saintess grabbed her skirt.
“…I want to go too.”
“No.”
Her rejection was sharp and cold. The Saintess hesitated, glancing at Seti, Soe Miri, and Jeon Yunseong.
Trying to persuade her, Seti said.
“Don’t make decisions based on emotions. I’m the only one who can keep up with Yeomyeong’s pace, so it’s better if I’m the only one who goes. It’d be more efficient if you stay here and protect the others…”
“…Soe Miri alone is enough to protect Jeon Yunseong.”
The Saintess pointed to Soe Miri, who had been silently staring off into the distance but finally turned her head now.
“I’d rather not do that either.”
“…What?”
“I don’t want to be left alone with this guy.”
The Saintess muttered, ‘O Five Gods,’ as she swept her white hair back.
“Why not? He likes you. Anyone with eyes can clearly see that.”
Though she didn’t say it out loud, the Saintess’ tone clearly implied: ‘So stop flirting with Yeomyeong and just get lost.’
Soe Miri smiled bitterly.
“Even so, I’m really not into Americans…”
“…What’s wrong with Americans? Are you anti-American?”
“Yes, I am.”
“…?”
“I’m an elf, you know.”
On hearing Soe Miri’s unexpected confession, the Saintess’ eye patch twitched, probably due to a frown forming beneath it.
“A… what? An elf…?”
Instead of explaining it in words, Soe Miri subtly tucked her hair behind her ear, breaking the Illusion Magic concealing her true form.
Long, pointed ears, distinct from those of humans.
“You… you’re serious?”
As the Saintess struggled to find words, Soe Miri pulled out a small wand from her coat and added.
“And neither you nor Seti needs to go after Dung Beetle-ssi.”
“…”
“There are more important matters at hand.”
“…What do you mean by that?”
What on earth could possibly be more important than Yeomyeong right now?
“Over there.”
“Over there?”
“Try sensing the mana.”
Soe Miri replied while pointing in the opposite direction from where Yeomyeong had disappeared—beyond the pile of zombie and fiend corpses filling the sewer.
The Saintess expanded her senses instinctively, reaching out toward the ominous darkness looming ahead with her mana.
After closing her eyes and concentrating, she did sense something—a peculiar mana.
It was pure, completely different from the twisted mana filling the sewer.
She had felt this mana before. Where had she sensed it?
As the Saintess sifted through her memories, Seti was the first to speak.
“…A Dimensional Portal?”
Only then did the Saintess realize that this mana closely resembled the energy from the Kaesong Dimensional Portal she had encountered when crossing over to Earth.
However, why is the mana of a Dimensional Portal here…?
As she pondered over this, a sudden memory flashed through her mind—a certain vision she had seen in her Foresight.
Yeomyeong and Seti being sucked into an unknown Dimensional Portal.
She thought the future had already changed… But what if, by some chance, that Foresight was referring to this very moment?
A creeping sense of dread overwhelmed the Saintess as she gazed at Seti.
Her steps heading toward Yeomyeong had stopped and Seti was now staring into the dark abyss from where the mana was emanating.
She seemed to be contemplating something, pausing for a brief moment before turning toward Soe Miri.
“You… you can check on Yeomyeong’s situation right now, can’t you?”
Soe Miri subtly smiled as she responded.
“Is it that obvious?”
“…”
What did she mean by that? The Saintess blinked in confusion, unable to follow the conversation, but Seti continued speaking.
“How is he right now? Will he be okay if I… or rather, if we… don’t go and help him?”
“Yes. We won’t be any help to him.”
The confident response made Seti exhale softly before grabbing Jeon Yunseong by the scruff of his neck once again.
“Then… our course of action is clear. Let’s go—to the Dimensional Portal.”


 
    

  Chapter 128: Crossroads of Revenge (6)
* * *
“Again…”
Dung Beetle gritted his teeth as he glanced at the corridor he had just swept clean.
There was no sign or trace of the Player among the piles of zombie and fiend flesh shredded by the Comet Sword.
He closed his eyes right away and began to scatter his mana. Be it magic or martial arts, he was determined to find any trace of the Player.
As he meticulously searched his surroundings, he detected a familiar energy from the far end of the sewer.
Invisibility.
Did the Player drink an invisibility potion at the very last moment?
He didn’t know how many consumables that guy had left, but one thing was certain—this wasn’t over.
Step. Step—
Not even bothering to hide the sound of his footsteps, Dung Beetle launched himself forward. It was as if he was daring the Player to run while chasing him boldly.
“Damn it.”
The Player, who had been sneaking away cautiously, immediately gave up on invisibility the moment he heard the footsteps, breaking into a full sprint.
The chase resumed.
Every time Dung Beetle’s footsteps drew closer, the Player would use a Teleport Stone, as many as he could.
And when his Teleport Stones were depleted, he used every possible consumable he had left—stamina potions, wraithform potions, whatever it took to maintain the narrow distance between them.
After desperately running through the sewers for what felt like forever, he finally arrived at his destination.
The place where the priest, now a mass of flesh after consuming the Corruption Stone, writhed while the incomplete Dimensional Portal shimmered above the stone altar.
The Player, now a battered mess, rushed toward the altar, screaming.
“Hey! Hurry up! Make some meat shields! Zombies, fiends, I don’t care! Right now!”
But, let alone creating any zombies, the Priest didn’t even respond.
As the Player drew closer, he could hear the priest muttering nonsense like, ‘Black sheep…!’
It was clear that he had lost his mind, obsessed solely with creating the Dimensional Portal. Damn lunatic.
Glancing nervously in the direction Dung Beetle was approaching from, the Player pulled out a dagger from his inventory.
It was a ritual dagger adorned with ornate carvings.
And without hesitation, he plunged the dagger straight into the priest’s body.
Squelch—An unidentifiable liquid, possibly blood or filth, poured out the Priest’s body, while the mana from the Corruption Stone was channeled into the Player.
“Heok—”
The twisted mana of the Corruption Stone made him want to retch, but the Player endured it and focused on manipulating the altar’s mana.
First, he summoned as many zombies and fiends as the sewer could contain, sealing off the entrance to the hideout.
I just need to stall for time, then escape once the Dimensional Portal is complete…
But before he could finish finalizing his plans, Dung Beetle’s footsteps echoed from beyond.
Did he really catch up so quickly…?
BOOOOOM!!
With a deafening explosion, the makeshift barricade sealing the hideout was blown apart.
And what emerged from beyond the wall was Dung Beetle with a black feather-like mana swirling around him.
The Player instinctively pulled up his status window, scanning Dung Beetle. He saw that he had over three buffs at a glance.
Blood Flow Acceleration, Mārīcī Divine Arts, Black Wing Flow.
The unfamiliar martial arts made the Player chuckle grimly.
So it wasn’t just Comet Sword, huh?
Dung Beetle entered the hideout slowly, approaching the altar with absolute confidence, and spoke.
“Player.”
“…”
“You will die today.”
The way he spoke made it seem as though he was spitting out pure hatred. What the hell was this Dung Beetle to make him spout such nonsense?
The Player sighed in annoyance.
“Alright, let’s see how this ends.”
And the next moment, he poured all his power into the dagger in his grasp.
Crack!
The ritual dagger dug deeper into the writhing mass of flesh that was once the Priest, penetrating the Corrupted Stone buried within.
With the final words of ‘Saintess…’, the life of the Skinwalker Priest came to an end. There seemed to be some circumstances, but they no longer mattered.
Because the Priest had now become a handful of experience points for him.
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As those words rang out in his mind, a strange exhilaration swept over his body.
His empty mana stats began to fill.
His severed arm regenerated instantly, and the minor wounds all over his body healed with a sizzling sound.
It was high-speed regeneration surpassing that of Dung Beetle; it was nothing less than a rebirth.
“Did you think you’re the only one who could enter phase two?”
The Player said while clenching his teeth. It was worth filling his experience bar to the limit for this very moment.
“Come at me, you bastard.”
* * *
Fueled by the memories of his past, the flames of vengeance within his heart blazed intensely.
The Player would die here today, nothing more or less.
Facing the Player standing on the altar, Dung Beetle activated his Flying Kick technique.
Psssst!
With the mana flowing through his blood vessels strengthened by Black Wing Flow, he quickly formed and unleashed dozens of ice spears.
The Player’s response was simple. He pulled out a grenade and a Magic Stone from his inventory and threw them simultaneously.
BOOM!!
The chain lightning Magic Stone and grenade created a special synergy known only to the stagnant waters that swept away dozens of ice spears simultaneously..
The ice shards fluttered like snow, but Dung Beetle did not stop and unleashed his Sword Aura next.
Does that bastard never run out of mana?
The Player rolled under the altar and gulped down every potion he had—elixirs for magical resistance, acceleration, and monstrous strength…
And every consumable he could use.
By the time he wiped the potions dripping from his lips, buffs that could easily overcome a 10-level difference were flowing through his veins.
He didn’t care about liver toxicity or side effects. After all, he had come this far without worrying about such things.
“You NPC bastard…!”
He threw another grenade at the charging Dung Beetle, accompanied by ash powder Magic Stone this time.
BOOOM!
Like a smoke grenade going off, the heated ash powder filled the interior of the hideout.
Pussssh…
And even amidst the intensely hot ash powder, where it was near impossible to open their eyes, the two skillfully located each other.
Dung Beetle tracked his opponent’s mana while the Player was boosted by the cat’s eye elixir he drank earlier.
Confirming the distance was shrinking, the Player immediately pulled out a rifle and fired.
Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
Although it still fell short compared to the blessed bullets of the Priests, it was a display of expensive magic bullets.
It was an attack that couldn’t even guarantee the survival of a Superhuman.
At least, that was what should have happened…
But that crazy bastard simply received the bullets and closed the distance rapidly.
On taking a closer look, he could see the bullets that made contact with the faint heat haze beneath the Black Wing Flow feathers lost their power and fell to the ground as if blocked by a bulletproof vest.
“What the hell—”
Bang! A sword stabbed the rifle he instinctively raised. Dropping the gun, the Player rolled back, and drew his sword.
It was a mass-produced military sword, slightly weaker than the dragon-scale sword he had lost earlier.
Clang!
Their swords clashed. The milky white Sword Aura of the Nine Palaces Heaven-Reversing Sword collided, creating an enormous wave of energy, pushing the ash powder back.
Even after receiving all those buffs, the Player was barely on the same level.
He suppressed the shock coming down his sword and followed up with a swing.
The same swordsmanship, the same Sword Aura, but a different true intention.
As expected, he was unable to steal the true intention of martial arts.
Well, if it were that easy to steal the true intention, who would even train?
However… he couldn’t shake the feeling that the guy was getting closer to the true intention of the Nine Palaces Heaven-Reversing Sword with every clash of their swords.
Feeling as if he were being chased, the Player swung his sword again.
Clang! Clang!
The two Sword Auras crossed for a while, splattering each other’s blood.
Kuwuuung!
Then, the Dimensional Portal suddenly emitted a heavy vibration. Both paused midswing and turned towards the Dimensional Portal almost at the same time.
Even without anyone telling them, they both understood what was happening at once.
…The Dimensional Portal was closing.
“Tsk, this low-grade priest bastard… couldn’t even do anything right.”
As the Player sneered, he pulled out a grenade and a Magic Stone and threw them.
Not at Dung Beetle, but at the Dimensional Portal.
BOOOOMMM!
A thunderous boom echoed, causing the Dimensional Portal to shake violently.
Soon, the mana around the gate began to stir. Heavy mana filled the space, dense enough to make their skin tingle.
“…What are you doing?”
Dung Beetle asked with a frown, to which the Player responded with a smug grin.
“What? Is this your first time seeing a time attack?”
“…”
“How long do you think that Dimensional Portal will hold up? 5 minutes? 10 minutes? About 30 minutes at most.”
The Player licked his lips and continued.
“And after that… all your girlfriends in the sewers and the academy above will be swept away. What do you think? Exciting, isn’t it?”
Instead of replying, Dung Beetle unleashed Sword Aura. The Player responded by tossing a grenade from his inventory.
BOOOM!
An explosion filled the air while Sword Aura sliced through flesh.
As the Dimensional Portal screamed, blood splattered between the two. It was the Player’s blood.
“Huh, what’s wrong? Are you surprised that I’m about to kill your cocksleeves?”
Even though there was a long gash at his side caused by Dung Beetle’s Sword Aura, the Player didn’t hold his tongue.
“Do you know why I didn’t touch the Saintess and that pointy-eared princess? Because those bitches’s lower holes lead straight to hell.”
It was a blatant provocation, but Dung Beetle accepted the challenge willingly.
The mana filling his body gathered around his sword, and his torn school uniform fluttered.
Fwoosh!
And the instant the comet light blossomed from his sword… the Player pulled out a Magic Stone from his ‘inventory,’ as if waiting for this moment.
* * *
The world within the game was completely unreasonable.
Even with an optimized strategy guide and excellent character build, you could die in an instant if you were not careful in this world.
Especially if you were targeted by high-level NPCs like the Holy Sword, Jose Aginaldo, or even Margrave, it was almost impossible to guarantee your survival past that day.
Therefore, the Players often prepared a secret weapon that allowed low-level Players to kill high-level ones.
Although he burned Hilaria and became an enemy of the Magic Tower in the process of obtaining it, he had no regrets.
All those things paled in comparison to the value of the Magic Stone in his hand, which was a hundred times greater.
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He never imagined that he would have to use one of the only two items in this world in a place like this, but… it couldn’t be helped. Anything was better than dying.
Crack.
He shattered the Magic Stone and designated the target—the Comet Sword Aura launched by the transfer student.
The Comet Sword spreading through the hideout was powerful enough to make his skin tingle. It made the Sword Aura launched back in the sewer feel like child’s play in comparison.
Just in case that guy was holding back, he deliberately destroyed the Dimensional Portal and taunted him—and it was worth it.
Goodbye.
The next moment, the Comet Sword aimed at the Player made an about turn.
Dung Beetle’s golden eyes were filled with shock.
Without even giving him the time to react, the entire hideout was engulfed in the comet’s light.
Kwaaah—
The shockwave was so powerful that it displaced the air around it with a force comparable to that of a missile.
Step.
As the aftershock began to subside, the Player stepped forward.
In the epicenter lay the collapsed Dung Beetle.
His sword was nowhere in sight, probably dropped due to the shock, and his body was riddled with wounds showing through his torn clothing.
There was blood oozing from all over, and it seemed that his so-called Regeneration ability had reached its limits.
“Are you dead?”
There was no response. A chilling silence enveloped Dung Beetle as the Dimensional Portal let out a horrifying scream.
“Tsk.”
The Player stood by Dung Beetle’s feet and clicked his tongue.
Although he had won, the price he paid was tremendous.
He needed to replenish all the consumables he used and the Teleport Stones as well, and above all, he would also have to give up on the Academy route—
Just as that thought crossed his mind.
“Huh?”
He lost all feeling below his waist. Then, the world began to tilt.
Thud.
It was only after he hit his back against the ground that he realized what had happened.
The fallen Dung Beetle’s right hand had something invisible in its grip.
“Cough, an invisible… sword?”
As if in response to his question, the magic surrounding Dung Beetle’s sword faded away, revealing its original form.
The blade with a light yellow glow was now covered in the Player’s blood.
“H-how…?”
“You weren’t the only one with a card up your sleeve.”
Dung Beetle replied as he slowly rose from his position. He looked down at the Player sliced in half and slowly raised his sword.
“Wait a second! Spare me. If you spare me… I’ll tell you how to stabilize the Dimensional Portal. What do you say?”
“…”
“D-do you really think I threw that grenade without a thought?”
The Player spoke, his lips trembling. The reason he hadn’t died yet was due to his Superhuman viability and the buff potions he had consumed earlier.
Instead of answering, Dung Beetle plunged his sword deep into the Player’s shoulder, clearly intending to prevent him from accessing his ‘inventory.’
“Shit…! D-don’t you understand what I’m saying?”
“…”
“I-if that Dimensional Portal collapses, everyone will die! The academy brats, your goddamn cocksleeves! Everyone!”
Dung Beetle cut off his other arm as if to respond to that desperate cry. The Player screamed in agony.
“Aarghh! S-Shit! D-Do you really want to die like this?! Just for the sake of that damn revenge…! ”
Dung Beetle suddenly stopped the sword, looked at the Player with cold eyes and spoke.
“You seem to be mistaken.”
“…What?”
“There was never an option of sparing you. I’ll kill you and block the Dimensional Portal myself. That is my only option.”
“Y-you crazy bastard…”
Dung Beetle swung his sword again.
A scream erupted, and blood stained the ground behind it.
“Keugh…!”
But the pain didn’t end there. Dung Beetle stopped swinging his sword and suddenly raised his foot, stomping all over the Player’s body.
He continued until the floor was soaked in blood.
Only after his upper body had become completely mangled did the Player feel the terror of death.
Am I really going to die like this? Like those trashy NPCs?
“W-why…?”
He shouted while crawling on the ground, squeezing the last of his life force.
“Why…! Why are you doing this to me?! Godammit! What the hell did I do to you?!!”
Dung Beetle wiped the blood from his cheek and replied.
“Incheon back alley, the janitor.”
“…What?”
“250,000 won per person. You’re dying because of that 250,000 won.”
Only then did the Player recall who Dung Beetle was.
He hadn’t recognized him due to the janitor’s gas mask, but that voice was unmistakable…
“You… You bastard, I clearly remember cutting your throat—?”
Before he could finish speaking, a sword was plunged into his neck.
Confusion, anger, fear.
That was the last emotion the Player experienced.

 
    

  Chapter 129: Crossroads of Revenge (7)
* * *
“Ah, right. Youngest, did you hear?”
“Hear what?”
“Deokbae-hyungnim got rejected again.”
“…Again?”
The familiar smell of garbage and disinfectant. The smell of his family.
“I really thought he was going to get married this time… wasn’t the mood between them nice?”
“It was.”
“He even gave her a super expensive bag as a gift last time.”
“What’s the use of a bag? The moment she heard about his job, she left without even looking back.”
“…Ah.”
“Where else can you find someone like Deokbae-hyung… It’s just that he’s a janitor. That’s his only flaw.”
A troubled face, a broom being fiddled with.
“…Speaking of which, Youngest.”
“What now?”
“Don’t you have anything you want to do besides being a janitor?”
“Uh… um, no, I don’t.”
“Really? Nothing?”
“No, I guess being a janitor is my calling.”
“What calling does someone who hasn’t even served in the military have…?”
“Why? And what’s wrong with being a janitor? Yes, it’s hard work, but the money comes in regularly, and it feels rewarding to see things become clean…”
“…You can’t even date.”
“Well, that’s fine if I don’t date.”
Raised eyebrows, a vacuum cleaner forced to a stop.
“This brat, it’s a crime against women if you don’t date anyone with that face of yours.”
“Hyung, stop slacking off and get back to work. I have a documentary I want to watch tonight.”
“That damn documentary sh— hey! Don’t you care about the Foreman?”
“Why is the Foreman involved here?”
“There’s no way out for us—we’re already doomed. But shouldn’t you at least give the Foreman a grandchild to dote on?”
“…”
“Don’t worry about money; just find a nice woman. We’ll handle the wedding expenses and the Foreman will take care of the newlywed house.”
“What…?”
“You know, right? The Foreman is surprisingly wealthy.”
“…Why should I use that money? Shouldn’t it be for the Foreman’s daughter?”
“You brat, a son raised close to your heart is better than a damned daughter who ran away from home.”
A furrowed brow, a small realization.
“…Hyung.”
“What?”
“That’s your idea, isn’t it?”
“…You can tell?”
“Of course, it’s pretty obvious when someone who always talks about cars suddenly starts saying things like that.”
A sigh from Chunsik hyung.
“Actually, it was eldest brother’s idea.”
“…Eldest brother? Why?”
“The fortune teller who came over last time told eldest brother that you’re destined to suffer because of women your whole life, so the sooner you get married the better it is.”
“…”
“What did she say again? Something like you’re destined to have a life like Yang Shaoyu1?”
“Who the hell is Yang Shaoyu? Stop with the nonsense and just finish your work already…”
James-hyung continued.
“Hey! Youngest, Chunsik! Are you two still not done?!”
“Just a little left!”
“Hurry up and finish quickly! The Foreman said we can call it a day once we’re done with this!”
Call it a day? Dung Beetle’s grip around his broom tightened immediately.
* * *
Yeomyeong relaxed his grip on the sword because he was finally out of breath.
His legs trembled, and a high-pitched ringing echoed in his ears.
Hoo—
He took a deep breath and gazed down at the scene he had created in silence.
The Player’s corpse sprawled over a puddle of blood.
The current state of his body represented everything he had done to each of the janitors.
A split chest for Uncle Deokbae, Chunsik-hyung with a severed arm, James-hyung torn in half, the Foreman who had been trampled to death, and… Dung Beetle with his head cut off.
Strangely enough, he did not feel the emptiness in revenge that the sages and saints spoke of. Instead, he felt a small sense of accomplishment.
Were the sages wrong? Perhaps it was because his revenge was yet to be concluded.
No, that must be it because he had only killed the Player.
He still had too many people he needed to kill in order to restore the dignity of the janitors who could no longer return…
“…Ah.”
The moment he had that thought, tears began to flow from his eyes before he even realized it.
Tears heavy with joy and sorrow, soaked with blood and ash, rolled down his cheeks.
Just like the tears he shed while making graves for the janitors.
This is not the time for this.
Yeomyeong calmed himself and wiped his eyes and nose. He then turned his steps toward the Dimensional Portal.
No, rather, he planned to.
However, just as he turned around, his tears fell and landed in the Player’s pool of blood and…
Huwaak—!
A blindingly bright light filled his vision.
He reflexively raised his hand to shield his eyes and squinted, but he couldn’t see anything.
Just in case, he drew up his mana, his skin tingling as he remained guarded for a moment.
As his pupils adjusted to the light, he could faintly identify the source of the sudden brightness.
A small, brilliantly shining orb.
He was familiar with it—the same one Mignium had shown him in a dream when he was headed to Northern Manchuria.
Back then, when Mignium showed him the orb and had spoken about fate, he didn’t understand what it meant. However, now he was able to grasp it to some extent.
…Is this the Player’s fate?
He couldn’t be sure, but he couldn’t think of a better interpretation.
Yeomyeong examined the orb with caution. It floated in the air quietly, as if waiting for its owner, not showing any change.
He found himself reaching for it instinctively. And the moment he grasped the orb…
Crack—
The orb turned to powder.
Yeomyeong waved his hand reflexively, but before he could react, the powdered orb flew through the air and poured over him.
Was this perhaps the Player’s final struggle? Yeomyeong summoned his mana to shield himself from the orb powder.
However, the powdered orb phased through his mana like a ghost and was sucked into his chest.
What is this…?
Yeomyeong immediately unbuttoned his school uniform to inspect his chest and circulated mana through every vein.
However, no matter how much he checked his body, he couldn’t figure out if anything had changed from before the powder entered him, as if the powder he had just seen was a lie.
Was it just an illusion? No, that can’t be it. Does that mean I’m becoming the second Player? Or…
However, the Dimensional Portal didn’t allow more time to ponder over it.
Kuuugugung…!
A heavy vibration that shook not just the altar, but the entire sewer system.
Yeomyeong buttoned up his school uniform and headed toward the Dimensional Portal on the altar.
As he approached the Dimensional Portal, climbing up the stone stairs, the ripples of mana caused his hair and uniform to flutter.
The phenomenon which took the form of a Dimensional Portal, which was opened with distorted mana, began to close.
The Dimensional Portal right in front of him had the appearance of a black hole splitting the air. All he could see was a deep, black darkness beyond it.
After briefly spreading his mana to examine the interior, Yeomyeong bit his lip.
So, everything that bastard said was true.
According to the Player, the sewer and everything inside the barrier would be destroyed the moment the Dimensional Portal closed.
And considering the amount of bubbling mana… the academy outside the barrier wouldn’t be safe either.
Of course, Yeomyeong hadn’t outrightly rejected the guy’s proposal without any thought.
The Golden Seal.
A magic item that could open all locks and seals in this world.
Although he couldn’t explain it, he had a feeling that this seal could open the closing Dimensional Portal.
Opening a door and unlocking something was not so different… Yeomyeong felt as if the seal was whispering this to him.
And the moment he pulled the seal out of his inner pocket and infused it with mana, that whisper became reality.
A golden magic circle burst forth from the seal, enveloping the Dimensional Portal and its surroundings, drawing back the mana that had been sucked in.
However, not everything went as Yeomyeong anticipated.
The amount of mana required to force open the Dimensional Portal far exceeded his imagination.
Kwaaaa—!
Less than a minute after the seal’s magic circle was activated, blood began to drip from Yeomyeong’s mouth.
* * *
Bang!!
As Seti slammed her hammer on the sewer floor, the surrounding zombies exploded.
The destructive power was enough to leave the Saintess and Soe Miri, following her from behind, momentarily speechless.
A few fiends managed to survive and rushed at Seti, but the Saintess’ bullets pierced their heads.
“This is neverending.”
Hearing the footsteps coming from across the sewer, Seti gritted her teeth.
It felt like more than 20 minutes had passed since they began following the sound of the Dimensional Portal, yet they were now stuck due to the sudden appearance of a horde of zombies and fiends.
Considering the skills of their party, it was only a matter of time, but it was hard to shake off a strange sense of unease.
“Soe Miri, can you use any area-of-effect spells?”
“Area-of-effect spells? Yes, I can, but….”
“Then get ready. After landing a big one, let’s break through in one go.”
It was a dangerous, reckless plan that could easily lead to encirclement, but no one opposed it.
Just as Seti gained their unspoken agreement and began to draw upon the power of the Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike, Soe Miri, who had been gazing in the distance, raised her hand to stop her.
“Wait, I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“…What?”
Before Seti could even ask her what she meant by that, the zombies and fiends rushing toward them suddenly stopped in their tracks and began to tremble.
What was happening? Just as Seti narrowed her eyes to observe their condition, with a sound similar to water balloons bursting, the bodies of the zombies and fiends exploded simultaneously.
Seti was momentarily speechless as she watched the zombies slowly collapse, spilling an indescribable mass of filth.
Soe Miri just frowned and said,
“I think we should just run.”
“Run?”
“Right now!”
As soon as she said that, Soe Miri started to dash across the sewer.
It was an unexpected sprint, but the Saintess and Seti followed her without a word.
They stepped on corpses and splattered blood, but all three ignored it and just increased their pace.
How long did they run?
As they grew accustomed to the smell of blood in the sewer and got close enough to the Dimensional Portal for the twisted mana to cling to their skin, a brilliant golden mana entered their vision.
“The Golden Seal?!”
Seti immediately recognized the source of the light. Before the Saintess could even ask her what the royal seal was, Seti unleashed the Flying Kick technique with all her might and bolted ahead of the party.
Paaah!
As quick as the arrows shot, she reached the source of the Golden Seal in an instant.
Amidst the chaos resembling a bomb explosion, there was an ominous stone altar piled high… and a black Dimensional Portal flickering above it.
Yeomyeong was also there, right in front of the Dimensional Portal, holding the Golden Seal.
There was no need for explanation or hesitation. Seti immediately jumped onto the altar and landed next to him.
“Yeom—!”
Just as she was about to call out his name, she stopped dead in her tracks the moment she saw his condition.
Blood was gushing from Yeomyeong’s mouth, eyes, and ears as he stood there with his eyes shut, the seal in his hands.
His blood vessels had burst from the immense amount of mana flowing out of his body.
Without any hesitation, Seti immediately placed her hand over Yeomyeong’s and infused mana into him.
The next moment, a dizzying amount of mana surged into the seal.
Only then did Yeomyeong tilt his head slightly, sensing her presence.
“Seti? How did you….”
“Considering all the chaos unfolding, it’s pretty obvious that I’d come, no?”
“…Ah, that’s true.”
Yeomyeong replied with a smile, pretending to be at ease. However, seeing the blood-red tears streaming down his face, his smile only made it seem as if he were enduring the pain.
“…Seti, don’t stay here. Just take a small step back. I’ll call you once this is over.”
It was a considerate remark that reminded her of her older sister. Suppressing the emotion that made her feel like her heart was about to burst, Seti poured more mana into the seal and replied.
“I don’t want to.”
“…”
“How about this instead. Either we die together, or we live together… which one do you prefer?”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to answer her question, a frivolous voice interrupted them.
“Of course, we should live together. What the hell are you talking about?”
It was the Saintess who had somehow dragged Jeon Yunseong up to the stone altar.
Glancing back and forth between Yeomyeong and Seti, she then placed her hand on the seal before adding one more thing.
“But, dying together with Seti doesn’t seem so bad either….”
“…”
“…I’m just kidding. Why are you both looking so serious?”
As the Saintess’s pure mana merged with the seal’s magic circle, the collapsing Dimensional Portal widened further.
And next… Soe Miri placed her wand on the seal and said.
“I also think living together would be better. We’re still young, so it’d be a waste if we died.”
“…”
“What about you, Yeomyeong?”
Even though he couldn’t open his eyes because of the tears of blood, Yeomyeong felt as if he was making eye contact with all three girls at the same time.
Was that why? He swallowed his honest answer without even realizing it and chose the most neutral response.
“…No comment.”
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	1. The main character of The Cloud Dream of the Nine, a 17th-century Korean novel set in the Chinese Tang dynasty, is widely believed to have been created by Kim Man-Jung, although some dispute his authorship.

The story follows Hsing-Chen(Or Sungjin in Korean), the youngest monk at a monastery on Lotus Peak in the World of Immortals, who is banished to the World of Mortals (human world) due to his apparent worldly desires. Reborn as Yang Shaoyu, he encounters many romantic entanglements, gathering a substantial harem. However, in the end, all he experiences is revealed to be a dream orchestrated by his master to show him that worldly passions and wealth are ultimately meaningless.




   

  Chapter 130: There Is No Disaster For The Protagonist
Genghis Khan1, Leopold II2, Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot…
『 The Orc Revolutionary Bardugh’s answer when asked whether there were any Earthians who helped the Orcs.』

* * *
The three girls shut their mouths right after that brief conversation came to an end.
It wasn’t easy to control the mana of four different people being absorbed into the seal without them getting entangled.
Luckily, since Yeomyeong’s and Soe Miri’s mana were almost identical, the spell didn’t stop…
However, the problem was the sheer amount of mana being absorbed by the Golden Seal.
No matter how much mana they poured into it, the speed at which the Dimensional Portal was opening remained painstakingly slow.
Attempting to reopen a collapsing Dimensional Portal after losing the corruption stone was no different than trying to rebuild a house with only its frame remaining.
In the end, it seemed that the group’s stamina and mana would be depleted before the gate would even open.
Seti’s thread vein was the first to burst, causing blood to flow from her nose and eyes.
Then, Yeomyeong coughed up blood, and Soe Miri’s hands began trembling uncontrollably.
The Saintess was barely holding them together, but she, too, had already endured several intense battles herself.
It was clear to everyone present that she wouldn’t last much longer either.
They all had the same thought at that very moment: We’re going to die together like this.
Then, the Saintess spoke up.
“…Should we wake Jeon Yunseong?”
The response came swiftly from Seti. She shook her head, gasping for breath.
“No… That’ll only… make things worse….”
Her tone was filled with conviction. The Saintess guessed there was more to the story but didn’t probe any further.
Instead, she got on her knees.
Keeping her left hand on the seal, she brought her right hand to her chest in prayer.
“O White Ulthvatish, your daughter implores you. Please shine your sun upon us and let us walk under your shadow.”
It was a simple prayer that any priest of Ulthvatish could say.
However, since it was made by the Saintess herself, the power of the prayer was immense.
Flash!
And as soon as she concluded her prayer, a blinding blessing surged from the Saintess and enveloped the four of them.
The moment the light touched them, their wounds healed, and their depleted mana returned.
It was the highest level of blessing, one that even high priests rarely succeeded in casting… but it was still far from being enough to pry open the Dimensional Portal completely.
Thus, the Saintess began praying again.
“O Black Mordak, may your dream be upon us.”
“O Red Redox, may your spear challenge us.”
“O Blue Venule, may your book plead for us.”
“O Green Isaginog, may your flower look upon us.”
Prayers to all five gods.
And as if that wasn’t enough, she even pulled out a Holy Relic from her chest and grasped it tightly.
O Gods, if you truly care for me, please do not let my loved ones and the innocent be sacrificed.
As always, the gods did not respond with words.
Only with silence, pain, tickling, scent, and…
Blessings.
Whoosh—!
The next moment, five bright lights burst forth from the Saintess’ body.
Her white hair fluttered and her mana surged, proof that the gods had answered her prayers.
The Saintess then pushed the blessing directly into the seal. Regardless of the distortions in the magic circle caused by the immense mana, she did not stop.
She trusted Yeomyeong, who was controlling the seal, wholeheartedly.
And as if responding to that trust, the magic circle of the seal began to enlarge, expanding enough to cover not just the Dimensional Portal but also the stone altar.
And eventually…
Flash—!
Five lights burst forth from the seal’s magic circle, filling the gap between it and the Dimensional Portal.
The Dimensional Portal, which had been nothing more than a black crack, turned gold and began to take the shape of a large, oval that resembled a real ‘portal’.
Though no one explained it, all four of them understood. The Saintess’ blessing had performed a miracle.
And the one who felt the most excitement on realizing this was none other than the Saintess herself.
Who would have ever imagined that it would have worked on the very first try?
Despite her limbs trembling from the aftereffects of the blessing, she puffed out her chest with pride.
“D-did you see? You saw it, right? Especially you, Yeomyeong, you non-believer! You witnessed the miracle of the gods with your own eyes, didn’t you?”
“…Yeah, I saw it.”
“Then don’t just stand there! Clap your hands and declare, ‘The Saintess is the best!’”
She had enough composure to joke around while Yeomyeong, unable to even wipe his nosebleed, could only chuckled.
It was often said that laughter was contagious, right? Seti and Soe Miri also relaxed, smiling as they watched the Dimensional Portal open.
A brief moment of relief led to a fleeting lapse in vigilance.
And that lapse created an opening.
An opening so brief they barely noticed it, but it was more than enough for the twisted mana from the corruption stone lurking within the Dimensional Portal until now.
Shaaah…!!!
A chilling sound, as if the darkness itself had come alive, echoed.
With that sound as its signal, thick mana resembling black tar burst forth from the Dimensional Portal.
“Everyone, get out of…!”
Realizing something had gone wrong, Seti shouted belatedly. Soe Miri tried to launch a spell, but their response was just a second too slow.
Because the mana from the corrupted stone had already cast its long shadow over the heads of the four.
In that critical moment, just as all four were about to be engulfed by the mana, Yeomyeong acted on instinct, lifting his heel and slamming it down onto the stone altar.
Boom!!
Quake Stomp from the Flying Kick technique.
The shockwave of the martial art, infused with immense mana, shattered the stone altar and sent everyone on it flying down.
Except for one person—the one who unleashed the Quake Stomp.
“No!!”
With Seti’s scream echoing as she fell, the mana of the corruption stone swallowed Yeomyeong completely.
* * *
The Saintess, who had fallen from the stone altar, stared blankly at the spot where Yeomyeong had been just moments ago.
The only thing left on the collapsed stone altar was the now ownerless Golden Seal.
The black mana that swallowed Yeomyeong seemed to have disappeared back into the Dimensional Portal.
The Saintess bit down hard on her lip as she climbed back onto the stone altar.
The corruption stone mana… hasn’t disappeared completely.
It had simply hidden deep within the Dimensional Portal, waiting for the portal to close.
While it would have normally remained hidden until the portal closed and the barrier collapsed, waiting for it to explode…
Because the Golden Seal forcibly opened the portal, the corruption stone mana, which should have exploded, instead burst out of the portal.
The only silver lining was that the corruption stone mana had no intelligence or will of its own.
All it possessed was pure malice, utterly intent on corrupting everything around it.
Yeomyeong, just hold on a little longer.
As the Saintess approached the Dimensional Portal with this thought in mind, she saw that someone was already there.
“Soe Miri, you…?”
How did she manage to not be blown away? Soe Miri was kneeling in front of the portal, gripping on tightly to something.
Poking out from the golden Dimensional Portal… was none other than Yeomyeong’s right arm.
She didn’t know how, but Soe Miri had somehow managed to grab hold of Yeomyeong’s hand just before he was dragged into the portal.
“…Thank goodness.”
The Saintess had been worried about what would happen if he were to disappear beyond the portal, but now there was a glimmer of hope.
Feeling relieved, the Saintess approached the Dimensional Portal.
And when she reached Soe Miri and checked her condition…
She realized that Soe Miri had paid a considerable price to hold onto Yeomyeong’s hand.
Blood flowed from her ears through her torn eardrums and her eyes were oozing a mixture of pus and blood as if her eyeballs had burst.
The aftereffects of magic… they were typical symptoms of having recklessly used spells without preparation.
“Ah…”
Did she use acceleration magic? Or flight magic?
Perhaps it was both, but it was clear that she had risked everything to grab hold of Yeomyeong.
Her wounds were so severe, that she could die from excessive bleeding if something went wrong.
Faced with such determination, the Saintess scraped together what little mana she had remaining and cast a healing blessing over her.
Only then did Soe Miri, realizing the Saintess had arrived, speak in a faint voice.
“Sa-Saintess… please… call Seti. I… I think I’m about to lose my grip…”
Speak of the devil, and they shall appear?
Before the Saintess could respond, Seti landed in front of the Dimensional Portal with a heavy thud!
She was carrying the hammer and weapon bundle they had left in the sewers, prepared to charge into the Dimensional Portal at any moment.
Though, of course, that wasn’t necessary.
“Ah, you grabbed him… Thank goodness…”
Seti’s reaction, as she alternated her gaze between Soe Miri and Yeomyeong’s hands, was no different from the Saintess’.
Relief, surprise, and concern.
As those series of emotions flashed on her face, Seti quickly took over, holding Yeomyeong’s hand. Only then did Soe Miri collapse in front of the Dimensional Portal, coughing up blood.
As the Saintess began to heal her, she asked Seti.
“How is it? Can you pull him out?”
“…No. The more I try to pull, the stronger the force from the other side becomes. At this rate, it’s only possible to maintain the current state.”
“…”
“Saintess, do you know about this monster… no, about this mana that’s attacking Yeomyeong?”
The Saintess nodded and began explaining.
What the corruption stone was, and what the corruption stone mana that just attacked Yeomyeong was doing right now…
As she continued her explanation, the Saintess suddenly noticed something odd about Seti’s reaction.
She was biting hard on her lip, glaring at the Dimensional Portal.
“Seti? What’s wrong?”
“…The Dimensional Portal is changing.”
“…”
Just as she said, the Dimensional Portal, which had been forced open by the seal, was slowly turning black.
The situation perfectly embodied the saying ‘out of the frying pan and into the fire.’
* * *
It wasn’t hard to figure out why the Dimensional Portal was changing so suddenly.
It was definitely due to the corruption stone mana regaining its strength inside the portal.
What should I do? What…
Seti held on tightly to Yeomyeong’s hand as she deliberated.
Should they use the seal to force open the Dimensional Portal again? But only Yeomyeong could use the seal. Rejected.
Should they enter the unstable Dimensional Portal after him? That could easily lead to mutual suicide. Rejected.
Should they ask the Saintess to perform another miracle? But she was already at her limit. Rejected.
Rejected, rejected, rejected…
In the midst of an endless wave of desperate thoughts, Seti’s mind was on the verge of sinking deep…
When her god suddenly spoke to her.
『The First, consider what you can offer for his sake.』

What could she offer? Seti answered without hesitation. Everything.
Her response must have pleased Her as laughter echoed in her mind.
Was this a divine revelation? Or advice? As Seti subconsciously turned her head, she noticed something.
An antique ritual dagger lay to the left of the Dimensional Portal.
Was it a coincidence, or was it fate?
Reaching out, Seit picked up the dagger, and gazed at her reflection in the blade.
On the blood-stained edge, she saw the image of freed livestock.
She saw sisters blinded by vengeance, his First… and a sacrificial lamb.
…Yes, a sacrificial lamb.
At that moment, Seti understood what She meant by, ‘What can you offer?’
She held the dagger in a reverse grip and prayed to her god.
O my God. I offer a sacrificial lamb as tribute. So, please…
Please, just let Yeomyeong return safely.
With that final thought, Seti prepared herself to stab her own neck.
But just as she raised the dagger, her right hand moved on its own, guiding the blade not to her neck but to a different place—her left index finger.
Slice— The dagger barely nicked the tip of her finger. A tiny droplet of blood stained the blade, but that was all.
A wound that wouldn’t take more than a day to heal with her Superhuman’s Regeneration.
…O my God?
『It is a waste.』

…Pardon?
Unable to grasp the situation, Seti looked bewildered when the Saintess spoke to her.
“Seti… why did you do that all of a sudden?”
Her tone was one of deep concern. And it made sense.
From the perspective of the Saintess, Seti had just suddenly picked up a dagger and tried to stab her own neck, only to end up cutting her finger.
Honestly, Seti herself couldn’t explain it either, so she could only respond vaguely.
“…It’s nothing.”
“…Really?”
“Really.”
After saying that, Seti looked at the dagger stained with her blood for a moment, before throwing it at the Dimensional Portal.
It was a half-conscious action, and she didn’t expect anything from it, but…
Rumble, rumble, rumble…!!!
The Dimensional Portal that swallowed the dagger reacted violently. Even Soe Miri, who had just finished being healed, sat up straight with a jolt.
“…What was that?”
It was the question Seti herself wanted to ask. What on earth was that?
Was there something special about the blood of the sacrificial lamb?
Half in disbelief, she squeezed out a few more drops of blood and scattered them into the Dimensional Portal.
This time, the black spots forming over the Dimensional Portal disappeared completely.
An awkward silence ensued, one no one could explain.
Fortunately, the silence didn’t last long. Having somewhat recovered, Soe Miri was the first to break it.
“Miss Seti… you really do have a special lineage, don’t you?”
“…”
Special? Sure, one could call it that. But not in a good way.
Seti only gave her a vague smile, neither denying nor confirming.
Regardless, Soe Miri seemed to interpret that smile as a silent affirmation. And after thinking for a moment, she looked at Yeomyeong’s hand and asked.
“Yeomyeong… you still can’t pull him out, can you?”
Instead of answering, Seti tugged on his hand again, but Yeomyeong’s hand refused to budge.
“…Then let’s just push him through.”
“What?”
“We saw how your blood stabilized the Dimensional Portal, right? There’s no longer a risk of falling into another dimension now. So, let’s head in, rescue Yeomyeong, and come out from the other side.”
“Oh…”
Soe Miri’s suggestion was tempting to Seti, but the Saintess quickly intervened.
“Do you even know where that Dimensional Portal leads to? What will you do if you end up in some strange, dangerous place?”
“Wasn’t it initially opened by the priest from the Church of the Apocalypse? Then it must lead back to our homeland. So, what’s the issue with that?”
“…Even so, there are dangerous places back home too!”
“It doesn’t matter how far it is, it’ll only take six months at most to return to Earth, right? Isn’t it obvious? What’s more important—Yeomyeong’s life or half a year at the academy?”
“…”
The Saintess fell silent at the mention of Yeomyeong’s life. She had no rebuttal.
Instead, she thought of something else to say.
“Then I want to go too.”
“No, you can’t.”
“Hey! Soe Miri! Why can you go and I can’t?!”
“Of course, I can’t go either.”
“…”
“If it’s just Seti and Yeomyeong who cross the Dimensional Portal… we can cover this incident from our side. Saintess, you know what I mean, right?”
It was a political issue. The Saintess pursed her lips, trying to think of a counterargument, but she was unable to come up with a suitable response and simply lowered her head in resignation.
“… Pointy-ear.”
“Saintess, that’s a derogatory term.”
“Commie.”
“Huh?”
Paying no heed to their argument which was getting heated, Seti grabbed a hammer and a simple pistol.
She couldn’t carry much since she had to hold Yeomyeong’s hand as well.
Anyway, after finishing her simple preparations, she glanced back and forth between the Saintess and Soe Miri and left a parting message.
“While I’m gone, please take care of my younger siblings.”
“You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll take good care of the shepherd as well.”
Soe Miri said with a mysterious smile on her face.
Seti was curious about how much she knew, but now was not the time to ask about such things.
“…Then I’ll be back as soon as possible. Please take care of the aftermath.”
Just as she was about to step into the Dimensional Portal, she was held back for about 30 seconds due to the Saintess’s warm embrace.
“You have to return quickly…”
With the Saintess’ urgent plea echoing in her mind, Seti leaped into the Dimensional Portal, holding Yeomyeong’s hand tightly.
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  Chapter 131: Interlude - Mara
* * *
Siberia.
Deep within the city once called Verkhoyansk, Mara opened their eyes in a tank filled with a blood-red liquid.
“Ugh, blegh—”
The first thing they did upon waking was vomit the disgusting liquid filling their lungs and stomach.
“Blegh!”
They kept vomiting, gasping for breath, and vomiting again for quite some time.
As their brain, long deprived of oxygen, began to function again, the surroundings came into view.
A massive concrete cavern, large enough to remind them of a dragon’s lair.
One cavern wall was lined with cages filled with live animals and monsters, while the other was packed with glass tubes filled with a green liquid.
The tank Mara had been sleeping in was placed in the middle of the cavern, and had several human corpses floating within.
The undead laboratory… damn it.
Trembling all over, Mara dragged themselves out of the tank.
And the moment their feet touched the ground outside the tank—
- *Screeeeeeecccchhhh!!!*
A skull lying on the floor suddenly let out a piercing scream.
It was probably some kind of magical alarm, and it was fucking loud.
“…Tsk! Shut up!”
Grimacing, Mara snapped their fingers.
Snap! A small gust of wind shot forth like a bullet and shattered the skull.
“What a wreck… who the hell even owns this lab.”
Grumbling to themselves, Mara rummaged about the cavern for something to wear.
Walking around naked with their lower body exposed felt uncomfortable. Could they say it felt like their dantian was getting cold unless they somehow covered it up?
Eventually, they threw on a ragged piece of cloth they found lying around and waited for the laboratory’s owner, intending to find out which bastard dared treat them like an experimental subject.
There were plenty of suspects: Maggot, Star Entrails Seer, Poison Flower, and…
Rumble, rumble, rumble!
Before Mara could finish their thought, the cavern’s wall split open, and the laboratory’s owner entered.
- Who the hell dares to trespass in my workshop…?
The giant skeletal dragon, Kahal Magdu.
Mara had thought the cavern seemed big enough to be a dragon’s nest—and it turned out it really was.
They smiled wryly and waved at the dragon as it stepped inside.
- *Mara?*
The dragon’s eyes—or rather, the blue flames flickering in its eye sockets—narrowed.
- *How did you revive—?*
Before the skeletal dragon could even finish its question, Mara had already fired a Palm Blast in its direction.
Seeing the Palm Blast rip through the air, the skeletal dragon quickly manipulated its mana to erect a protective shield.
Clang!
The force of kungfu collided with the translucent shield, emitting a chilling sound as mana dust scattered in the air.
Kahal Magdu was about to prepare a counterattack spell but quickly remembered this was its own workshop and spoke hastily.
- Mara, wait! Have you forgotten the rules of the organization? We’re not supposed to attack each other.
Seeing the dragon start yapping, Mara ground their teeth.
“Rules? You bastard, you broke the rules first! You dare try to turn me into a jiangshi1?”
Mara shouted, pointing at the tank they had been submerged in, while the skeletal dragon simply flapped its wings.
If it were a person, the gesture would be akin to shrugging.
- A jiangshi, you say? I was trying to turn you into a Death Knight.
“Same difference, you motherless dragon bastard!”
Mara summoned their mana, ready to blast the dragon’s skull to pieces at any moment.
However, the attack was never released.
Because just as Mara was about to unleash their kungfu, a strange figure draped in tiger skin entered the workshop from behind Kahal Magdu.
“Both of you… stop…”
The low, corpse-like voice carried a certain charisma. Mara withdrew their kungfu upon hearing it but raised their voice instead.
“Star Entrails Seer! Damn it, you owe me an explanation! You handed me over to this damned dragon bonehead instead of trying to revive me?!”
A flicker of light appeared in the dull eyes of the strange figure called Star Entrails Seer. He looked the furious Mara up and down before replying.
“Mara… it was… a misunderstanding….”
“Misunderstanding, my ass! It’s not even been 10 minutes since I walked out of that tank and you say it’s a fucking misunderstanding? Do you also wish to die because of a misunderstanding?”
“In fact… I want… to ask… your soul… had been… annihilated… How… did you… return…?”
“Annihilated? What the hell are you blabbering about?”
The genuine confusion in their tone made Star Entrails Seer nod.
“Even the… filthy gods… of the Church… couldn’t… locate your… soul…”
“…”
“Naturally, I assumed… your soul… had… perished…”
As soon as he finished speaking, Kahal Magdu snorted in interest.
A soul that was supposedly annihilated had returned? Any Necromancer would be intrigued by such a tale.
However, Mara wasn’t impressed. They sneered and said.
“Perish? No way. I’ve been trapped all this while.”
“Trapped…? Where…?”
Mara opened their mouth to answer, but no words came out.
Their lips moved, but only accompanied by an eerie silence.
The moment Mara sensed something had gone wrong and tried to shut their mouth—
Blood gushed out their eyes, nose, and mouth.
“…Damn, cough, damn it.”
Startled, Mara tried to direct their mana to their bleeding eyes, nose, and mouth.
But however much they tried to block their blood vessels or initiate their Regeneration ability, the bleeding wouldn’t stop.
It wasn’t just physical bleeding—it was akin to a bleeding caused by a curse.
Perceiving this, Star Entrails Seer rushed to Mara and clamped their mouth shut.
“You spoke… of a Divine Secret… carelessly… and were cursed… Swear to silence… quickly…”
With their mouth covered, Mara could only nod, but that was enough.
The moment they nodded, the bleeding stopped, and their body turned to normal again.
“You must’ve… been trapped… in a fearsome… place….”
“…”
“Never… speak of it… If you… break the oath again… it won’t… just end with bleeding…. next time…”
At Star Entrails Seer’s warning, Mara could only nod helplessly.
The image of ‘the guy’ who had trapped them appeared in their mind, and they spat out some blood.
“…Life is a real mess; I’ve been through all sorts of crap.”
“I understand… the Divine Secrets… are always… like that…”
* * *
The conversation about Mara’s soul ended there.
Kahal Magdu, who had been paying close attention, grumbled about how boring the conclusion was, to which Mara responded by flipping him off.
“Well… I’m alive, so whatever. Let’s get to business. How far have the plans progressed while I was gone?”
Star Entrails Seer nodded as Mara changed topic.
“Now… it’s time… to seek… the Tear… in Chicago….”
Chicago? Mara tried to recall where that was and suddenly remembered the dwarves of Chicago.
They were the dwarves from Dungan Heavy Industries and they were directly connected to ‘him’.
“…I think we should stay away from Chicago.”
“Why… not…?”
Instead of answering, Mara mimed zipping their lips.
Silence.
The blatant gesture made Star Entrails Seer’s gaze grow cold.
“Hmph… then should we… change course…?”
“That’s just my take on it.”
“Hm, hm…”
Star Entrails Seer made a noise that could have either been a sigh or a cough and turned toward the cages stacked against the wall.
“Then we… will change course… Staying away… from the Divine Secret… will be… the wisest move…”
Saying that, he pulled out a lamb from one of the cages.
Perhaps discerning its fate, the lamb bleated a feeble cry, struggling to escape from Star Entrails Seer’s grip.
However, its struggle didn’t last long.
Just as the lamb tried to bite his hand, he pulled out a dagger and slit its belly open.
With a final bleat, its blood and entrails spilled across the floor. Both Kahal Magdu and Mara grimaced at the sight.
- *How could you do that in my workshop of all places...*
“If you want to divine the future, can’t you just look at the stars instead of guts?”
“The stars… won’t be out… for another… six hours….”
Ignoring their comments, Star Entrails Seer inspected the lamb’s entrails.
It was an ancient shamanic entrail divination.
Compared to the Saintess’ Foresight, which could predict the future as long as mana was present, this method was rather crude and primitive.
However, sometimes, dry kindling burned better than gasoline.
After rummaging through the entrails for a while, Star Entrails Seer trembled as if confirming something.
He then raised his head and looked at Kahal Magdu and Mara.
“Beyond… the Dimensional Portal… the southern… Demon Domain… Dreitherial… Necromancer… the elf… we must… secure the crystal….”
“Demon Domain? Huh! It’s just a wasteland.”
While Mara chimed in, Kahal Magdu leaned forward.
- If we’re headed to the Demon Domain, I’ll go. It’s been a while since I’ve visited my homeland.
“How do you plan to fit that big body of yours through the Dimensional Portal? Are you going to dismantle yourself into pieces again and pretend to be museum cargo? I might as well—”
Star Entrails Seer interrupted them.
“Mara… you… can’t go… you need… to recover….”
Rest, he said? Mara’s expression twisted in annoyance. They were about to retort, but Star Entrails Seer shook his head first.
“Ekatherina… and Kahal Magdu… will go… you… must rest….”
Mara didn’t argue. Instead, they slammed their foot hard against the workshop floor.
- That… that crazy bitch.
Kahal Magdu cursed under its breath as it stared at the cracked floor, but Mara had already turned away.
“…Do whatever you want. I’ll just train.”
Star Entrails Seer watched them leave the workshop for a moment before clicking his tongue.
“The fate… has been twisted… a lot….”
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  Chapter 132: There Is No Disaster For The Protagonist (2)
* * *
Yeomyeong awoke from a deep slumber.
It felt like he had just been dreaming but couldn’t remember the dream.
Like all the now-irretrievable happiness in his life, all that remained of the dream was a faint tear.
As he wiped the tear away, a familiar voice called out to him.
“You’re awake?”
Still standing at the hazy boundary between dream and reality, Yeomyeong finally looked up. Seti, sitting beside him, was silhouetted against the blazing sun, watching over him.
“How’s your body? It looked like you were having a good dream.”
As Seti spoke, she tapped his forehead playfully. Still dazed, Yeomyeong looked at her and tried to recall his last memory before falling asleep.
Unidentified mana burst out from the stabilized Dimensional Portal.
Seeing the group left vulnerable, he executed a Quake Stomp without a moment’s hesitation.
There wasn’t enough time to save himself, but the others, including the Saintess…
“…What happened to others? Are they safe?”
“Yeah, everyone’s safe thanks to you. But…”
Seti trailed off, turning her gaze away. Following her line of sight, Yeomyeong immediately fell at a loss for words.
The first thing he noticed was the endless, wide horizon.
The landscape beyond was so desolate it looked utterly bleak. Not a single tree was in sight, not even a blade of grass.
All he could see were rocks, gravel, and dry sand.
A rocky desert?
A scene he had only read about in books or seen on TV. Yeomyeong rubbed his eyes and pinched his cheek. It hurt.
So this wasn’t a dream? Then…
“…We crossed the Dimensional Portal?”
That was the answer. When Yeomyeong turned to Seti for an explanation, she could only smile bitterly.
“…This was the only way to save you.”
With that, she began to recount the reason they had crossed the Dimensional Portal.
Starting from how Soe Miri had managed to grab his hand to the two leaping through the Dimensional Portal together.
Yeomyeong’s expression didn’t soften throughout her explanation—especially when Seti reached the part when she had tried to stab herself.
Gripping her hand tightly, he spoke with a serious tone.
“…Don’t you ever do that again.”
She couldn’t promise him, but Seti nodded and said she wouldn’t. Finally, she added an explanation about their surroundings.
After crossing the portal, they found themselves in a desert but she couldn’t identify the location.
Hearing this, Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes slightly.
“Were there any signs of people or animals nearby?”
“No, I surveyed the area while you were asleep… there’s nothing out there.”
“No valleys or mountains?”
“None. No matter where you go, it’s only rocks and sand. But I found something we can use as a landmark—a large bizarre rock formation over there….”
Seti started drawing a rough map with her finger.
As Yeomyeong studied the makeshift map, something clicked in his mind. He smiled instinctively upon recognizing the place.
“…The Southern Demon Domain.”
“Huh?”
“There are only two rocky deserts beyond the Dimensional Portal—Barley Desert and the Southern Demon Domain. But you’d be able to see the Dwarven Mountain Range in the east if this were the Barley Desert.”
“…”
“Since you said you couldn’t see anything, then this place must be the Southern Demon Domain.”
After concluding with that, he stood up and offered his hand to Seti, helping her to her feet. He turned his gaze beyond the horizon and spoke again.
“Let’s get moving. If this really is the Southern Demon Domain… we need to cover as much ground as possible before nightfall.”
“…?”
“As for food and water… we’ll have to rely on mana for as long as we can. If we’re lucky, we might run into nomads or slave traders…”
Yeomyeong continued explaining, but Seti interrupted him with a look of surprise.
“W-wait, Yeomyeong. Just a moment.”
“What’s wrong?”
“…How do you know all this?”
Yeomyeong shrugged and replied casually.
“I saw it in a documentary.”
“…A documentary?”
“Yeah, it was my only hobby.”
Watching Yeomyeong smile faintly, she realized she didn’t know much about him.
His favorite food, his taste in clothes, his hobbies…
Fortunately, there was plenty of time before they could return to Earth and there wasn’t anyone to interrupt their time together either.
Maybe this is the perfect opportunity for us to grow closer through adversity.
While she entertained such thoughts, Yeomyeong started walking, using the shadows to guide their way.
Seti quickly grabbed her hammer and gun and hurried after him. Her heart was bursting with excitement at the thought of having personal conversations with Yeomyeong.
However, crossing the desert wasn’t as romantic as she had imagined.
Walking under the scorching sun without a drop of water made it difficult to even open her mouth, let alone start a conversation.
Although they were both Superhumans, they had already expended a lot of their stamina in the sewers.
Even with mana enhancing their bodies, exhaustion arose quickly.
And by the time the sun dipped toward afternoon, Seti had a bitter taste lingering in her mouth.
The accompanying faint dizziness and trembling legs were unwelcome bonuses.
The only reason she hadn’t collapsed yet was because Yeomyeong had taken her hammer and let her rest periodically.
“Just hang in there a little longer. You’ll have water soon.”
Every time Seti’s steps faltered, Yeomyeong encouraged her. She nodded, biting down on a small stone.
She had heard that biting a stone could help stimulate saliva, easing thirst, and surprisingly, it worked better than expected.
At least something from those documentaries had proven useful in the wild.
“…I found it.”
And shortly after, Yeomyeong really did find a place that might have water.
To be precise, a place that ‘ought to have water ’.
“I’ll find it soon. Just rest for now.”
They had arrived at a spot with a few green plants growing sporadically.
Yeomyeong explained that plants were a sign that water was close.
Yet, there was no oasis or pond in sight.
Although Seti questioned it inwardly, she didn’t doubt Yeomyeong and waited for him.
Yeomyeong began checking the sand around the plants and, as soon as he found a clump of dense soil, he started digging.
“…Should I help?”
Seti asked, but Yeomyeong shook his head.
“It’ll be tough. I can handle this on my own. You should just get some rest.”
As if proving his point, Yeomyeong dug through the dirt with his bare hands, even going as far as to use mana to make the process faster.
After he had dug about a meter into the ground, damp soil, almost like mud, began to emerge.
“Oh?”
From then on, everything progressed smoothly. As Yeomyeong dug a little deeper, the sound of water bubbling could be heard.
“For real…?”
He had actually found water in the desert based on information he saw in a documentary?
As Seti blinked in surprise, Yeomyeong chuckled and explained.
“This is probably a well made by nomads or traders long ago. It was just buried in the sand and became invisible.”
“There are wells even in the desert?”
“When it rains in the desert, water will flow underground… And if it’s a low area compared to the surroundings, there’s bound to be groundwater.”
As she looked around again, she noticed that the entire sector was composed of hills. Seti gazed at Yeomyeong with a mix of amazement and admiration.
Soon after, he drank some water and made space for her. Seti stepped into the spot Yeomyeong had dug up and drank from the water pooling there.
The underground water in the desert was sweet—the sweetest water she had tasted in her life.
However, after quenching her thirst, anxiety overtook her joy.
Was she really going to have to march for a long time after this?
Wishing she at least had a water pouch or even a pet bottle, Seti couldn’t shake the feeling of regret.
She rummaged through her pockets, wondering if there was anything that could help. Of course, there was nothing.
They were dragged into the sewers and crossed a Dimensional Portal without any time to prepare—
…Huh?
Just then, Seti detected something odd in the pocket of her outer jacket.
An item with something round protruding inside a square plastic wrapper.
As soon as she saw it, Seti flinched and froze in shock. It was undeniably the most recognizable contraceptive device from Earth.
…Why is this even in my pocket?
In her flustered state, memories of what occurred just before she was forcibly summoned to the sewers flashed through her mind.
Her sisters who had been babbling about the progress between her and Yeomyeong … They were definitely the culprits.
Neti, or Siri.
Have those bitches gone completely insane…?!
Seti gritted her teeth and tried to tear the contraceptive device apart. But the moment she gripped it tight with both hands…
“Seti, what are you doing? Are you still drinking water…?”
Yeomyeong peeked over the well, and their eyes met.
“…”
A gaze mixed with surprise and a peculiar silence.
Seti’s face flushed red, as if it were about to burst.
She tried to come up with an excuse, but Yeomyeong beat her to it.
“…Did you know? A condom can hold anywhere from 1 liter to 4 liters of water, depending on its size.”
“…”
“Just when we needed a water pouch, how fortunate. Right?”
His tone was filled with consideration, as if trying to avoid making her feel embarrassed.
Feeling as if her head might explode at any moment if she met Yeomyeong’s gaze, Seti lowered her head, unable to hold her ground any longer.
* * *
Fortunately, the two didn’t get the opportunity to use their ‘creative’ water pouch (?).
While estimating the direction using the setting sun, Yeomyeong spotted smoke rising in the distance, which led them to find the desert nomads.
Upon noticing their approach, the nomads brandished weapons and tried to drive them away. It was only natural.
A pair of men and women in school uniforms wandering in the middle of the desert?
To people not familiar with it, they definitely looked like monsters from the Demon Domain.
However, as soon as Yeomyeong handed them the creative water pouch, their attitude made an about turn and the nomads welcomed them as guests.
- Those who brought water were guests, no matter who they were.
This was a tradition among desert nomads according to Yeomyeong, but Seti, who didn’t understand much, could only nod along.
In any case, the lifestyle of the nomads in the Demon Domain wasn’t that different from nomads on Earth.
They wore loose, layered clothing that covered their entire bodies for insulation and lived in tent-like homes made of cloth and leather over sturdy wooden supports and beams. They also raised livestock in these tents.
The only difference was that they were orcs, not humans.
…Right, orcs.
The nomads were all muscular with green skin, flat noses, and protruding tusks.
* * *
“…It’s my first time seeing an orc in person.”
Seti said as they entered the guest tent the orc had guided them to.
Yeomyeong, who was sitting on the floor and massaging his calves, tilted his head in surprise.
“Really? That’s unexpected.”
“Huh? This isn’t your first time, Yeomyeong?”
“Yeah, I’ve seen one in Incheon before.”
“Incheon? How? It’s illegal for orcs to cross the Dimensional Portal.”
It was a reasonable question, but Yeomyeong’s answer was simple.
“Black market.”
“Ah….”
If it were the Incheon black market, it would make sense. Seti nodded and then began to massage her legs just like Yeomyeong.
Having been overworked all day, her calf muscles were now twitching. Exhaustion and pain washed over her.
If they weren’t Superhumans with Regeneration ability, their muscle soreness would have required days of recovery for an average person.
“How long do you think it will take us to get out of this Demon Domain?”
After a while of massaging her legs, Seti suddenly asked out of curiosity.
“At this pace? Perhaps a week? Honestly, this is already fast, but I’d estimate around a week.”
“A whole week?”
“Not exactly, It’s just my estimate.”
Yeomyeong smiled as if telling her not to worry too much, but considering how he had navigated through the desert today, he was probably right—it would probably take about a week.
A week in a desert like this? Seti massaged her throbbing temples and asked.
“That sounds tough.”
She was glad that she at least had Yeomyeong by her side… While Seti was having such thoughts, Yeomyeong spoke in a low voice.
“We’ll have to observe the situation, but… I think there might be a way to shorten the time needed.”
“A way? What do you mean?”
“Well, the orcs here are actually….”
Just as he was about to continue his explanation…
A deep orc voice boomed from outside the tent.
“Guests!! The chieftain has invited you to dinner!!!”
The booming voice was loud enough to shake the tent.
Seti’s delicate brows furrowed as her conversation with Yeomyeong was suddenly cut off, but Yeomyeong rose from his seat with a calm expression.
“…Are you going to accept the invitation?”
“We have no choice. It would be rude for a guest to refuse their host’s invitation. We have to go along with it, don’t we?”
Was this also one of their traditions? Realizing she had no choice, Seti followed suit and stood up.
“I hope they don’t serve us anything weird.”
“I doubt it. Orcs’ tastes aren’t that different from humans’.”
“Really? Then what do they primarily eat? Bread? Porridge? Dairy products?”
Since they were nomads, it was probably dairy products. Seti thought of cheese. However, Yeomyeong’s answer shattered her expectations.
“Spam.1”
“…Are you joking? Or is it just a name coincidence?”
“No, it’s the Spam we know. That’s really their staple food.”
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	1. Spam is a very popular canned food in Korea. It is a processed canned pork and ham made by Hormel Foods Corporation, an American multinational food processing company.


   

  Chapter 133: There Is No Disaster For The Protagonist (3)
* * *
“It’s been a while since we’ve had guests, so the chieftain has specially prepared a meal for you.”
Following the young orc as he led them to the chieftain, Yeomyeong didn’t utter a word the entire time.
He glanced around the tent in silence, occasionally dispersing his mana as if searching for something.
Seti, walking alongside him, didn’t ask what he was searching for.
Partly because she trusted he would handle it well and partly because of the objects visible between the tents.
Spam boxes stacked like a tower and tables and chairs made from recycled spam cans.
These were visible proof of Yeomyeong’s claim that spam was the staple food of orcs.
…It wasn’t a joke, but for real?
While Seti was in the midst of experiencing cultural shock, the two of them arrived at their destination—the chieftain’s tent.
The enormous tent, large enough to fit twenty orcs comfortably, was decorated with luxurious red fabric and animal hides. It was far more extravagant than what one would expect from a desert nomad.
“The guests have arrived!!”
As Yeomyeong observed the tent for a moment, their guide orc shouted and opened the tent’s entrance.
Upon entering, they were first welcomed by a warm breeze.
A luxurious carpet covered the floor to block the chill, and a sturdy metal brazier provided a steady warmth.
“Ah, the main characters of today have finally arrived.”
That was followed by ten orcs sitting around the tent, with the orc seated in the most honored position speaking to them.
“Greetings, travelers. I am Boldugu, chieftain of the Kiran clan.”
The orc pounded his chest as he introduced himself. Yeomyeong responded in kind by thumping his chest as well.
“…I’m Cheon Yeomyeong of the Cheon clan from Incheon. It’s my honor as a guest to meet the leader of your clan.”
Seemingly finding his introduction impressive, the expressions of the orcs gathered in the tent became noticeably relaxed.
Boldugu in particular couldn’t hide his intrigued expression.
“Not only has this guest brought water but they also seem to understand our culture well. However… I must admit embarrassingly, this Boldugu has never heard of a place called Incheon. Where exactly is it?”
“…It’s a city on Earth.”
“Oh, Earth? So you’ve come from a very distant place.”
Although Boldugu said it casually, the other orcs did not share the same sentiment.
The moment the word ‘Earth’ was mentioned, obvious emotions began to ripple within their eyes.
Doubt, curiosity, and… greed.
While it was well known that Earthians were not really welcomed beyond the Dimensional Portal, their reactions were beyond imagination.
- Why is an Earthian in the Demon Domain?
- They must be expensive.
- Just look at that skin.
Of course, those reactions didn’t last long.
And just as Yeomyeong was about to frown, Boldugu slammed the floor and changed the atmosphere.
“No matter where they come from, a guest is a guest. Anyone unhappy with our traditions can leave at once!”
None of the orcs dared to refute his words.
Some cleared their throats or turned their heads, but that was all. No further reaction followed.
After a brief silence, Boldugu only spoke again after confirming that the atmosphere had settled down.
“ Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, we welcome you to our clan as a guest.”
“…Thank you for your clan’s hospitality.”
Yeomyeong lowered his head and sat on the cushion left vacant by the orcs.
Meanwhile, left alone at the entrance, Seti pondered on how to introduce herself.
Should I say I’m from the Hong clan of Hamheung? Or the Cheon clan of Incheon?
It seemed better to go with the latter, but unfortunately, her dilemma was unnecessary.
Surprisingly, the orcs showed no interest in her.
They didn’t even greet her or spare her a glance, it was as if she didn’t even exist in that space.
What’s going on?
As Seti blinked, confused by the situation, Yeomyeong gestured for her to come closer.
“…Why are they acting like that all of a sudden?”
Taking a seat next to Yeomyeong, Seti asked in a voice too soft for the orcs to hear.
Yeomyeong replied with a wry smile.
“Orc nomads don’t talk to women. Especially married women who are taken.”
“…”
“I’m sorry, I should have warned you beforehand.”
Seti couldn’t help but smile at Yeomyeong’s apology.
“Well, there’s no need to apologize. It’s true that I’m a taken woman, isn’t it?”
Just as Seti was poking him playfully in the side while whispering this, Boldugu clapped his hands and shouted.
“Alright, let’s welcome our guests officially! Bring out the food!”
On his signal, the orcs outside the tent rushed in carrying trays laden with food.
It was as if they wanted to prove that their chieftain had indeed put in special effort, for there was no shortage of food on the trays.
Flatbread made from fermented flour and grilled Spam.
Spam fritters coated with mashed, boiled beans and then fried.
Goat meat grilled with a generous coating of spam oil.
Sundae1 made from pork blood stuffed with mashed spam, accompanied by spam dusted in grain flour and pan-fried like a pancake.
The last tray that came in contained yogurt, which… also had spam in it.
When Seti took a close look, she found finely chopped pieces of spam mixed in the yogurt.
…Isn’t it crossing over from staple food to some sort of bizarre dish at this point?
Seti swallowed the words that nearly left her mouth.
Food culture was relative, after all. Didn’t Koreans often eat kimchi fried rice with a side of kimchi?
It wasn’t as if they had served something like a foul porridge laced with poison; everything on the tray could be called food.
It was just that they used too much spam.
As she closed her eyes and took a bite, she found it surprisingly delicious.
As the saying went, ‘Hunger is the best side dish.’2 While traveling all day in the desert without food played a part, it basically seemed like it was made by someone with exceptional cooking skills.
…Was this really made by an orc? It’s not a human who made it, right?
While Seti was busy eating, half in shock and half in admiration.
Boldugu and Yeomyeong continued their casual conversation.
“Oh, so you fell to the Demon Domain due to a Dimensional Portal accident?”
“…It was an unfortunate accident. But from the look of things, it seems that the god Mordak has been watching over us since we were able to meet the chieftain.”
“The Black God is indeed cold, yet at the same time, merciful. So I suppose you have no friends or comrades you can contact right away?”
“Yes, they probably think we’re dead. I need to contact them as soon as possible…”
As their subtle conversation continued, the smell of spam oil filled the air.
Just as the trays of food were nearly cleaned up, the orcs entered the tent carrying a large pot.
Was that perhaps a budae jjigae3?
Seti cautiously glanced into the pot, but the dish inside was far from budae jjigae.
It was a thick, green broth that made her lose her appetite with just a glance.
Floating in the broth were chunks of spam, a goat’s head, and some unidentified green meat.
Its appearance was one thing, but the smell was absolutely foul.
It had an stench reminiscent of a corpse aged for three years—an utterly nauseating scent that was beyond unbearable for any human.
Just from inspecting the pot, Seti felt a wave of nausea well up inside her.
…Oh no.
As she repeated her shallow gagging, she noticed the slew of uncomfortable stares directed at her.
Boldugu and the other orcs watching her looked discomforted.
Regardless of the taste or smell, gagging in the presence of food was considered a significant breach of etiquette.
And wasn’t she a guest of the clan? It wouldn’t be surprising if they were left feeling insulted.
“Um… this is quite…”
Just as Boldugu frowned at her unexpected rudeness and the orcs fiddled with their tusks…
Yeomyeong stepped forward, lowered his head and said,
“I apologize. My wife is currently pregnant…”
WHAT? PREGNANT? Seti screamed internally at his sudden excuse.
However, she pretended to look embarrassed, averting her gaze and put on an impromptu performance.
At that moment, there was no better excuse than the one Yeomyeong had just thrown out.
“…Oh, morning sickness, huh? You should have mentioned it earlier. I would’ve avoided strong-smelling dishes.”
“I’m sorry. It’s still early, so I assumed this would be fine.”
“Ah, I understand that feeling. I, Boldugu, made a similar mistake when my wife was pregnant with our first child.”
Whether Boldugu and the orcs were convinced by their act or not, they no longer passed any comments regarding Seti’s gagging.
However, even though they refrained from speaking up, the gazes directed at Seti were anything but friendly.
It was a different kind of look compared to when they first learned she was from Earth before mealtime.
It was a greedy gaze as if they were looking at a pile of gold coins.
They might have thought they were being discreet, but with her Superhuman senses, it was nigh impossible for Seti to miss their intense stares.
Yeomyeong must have sensed their gazes as well. So why did he not address it?
As Seti’s curiosity deepened, the orcs began to eat the disgusting green dish.
* * *
“Sorry for gagging like that…”
That was the first thing Seti said after they asked Boldugu for understanding and excused themselves.
She felt a heaviness weighing on her heart, as if her actions had forced Yeomyeong to lie.
However, Yeomyeong simply waved it off, as if it were no big deal.
“No, you did well. Thanks to you, we didn’t have to eat that disgusting dish and managed to leave the tent without any problems, alright?”
Seti pouted.
“…That’s just lip service, huh.”
“It’s not lip service. I was genuinely trying to think of a way to get out of there.”
She checked Yeomyeong’s face, wondering if he was joking, but his expression was incredibly serious.
“Seti, you sense something strange here, don’t you?”
“…Somewhat.”
Yeomyeong glanced at the nomadic orc following them and spoke in a hushed tone, slightly louder than a whisper.
“Use your mana and scan the surroundings from here.”
Seti did as he instructed, immediately spreading her mana around the nomadic campsite.
Countless tents, orc nomads, and spam boxes.
The more she scanned her surroundings, the more she felt an odd sense of unease rise within her.
But she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was causing that unease.
…What was it?
When Seti looked at Yeomyeong with a puzzled expression, he gave her a hint.
“Children and women.”
“…”
Children and women? Only then did Seti realize what was causing the strange discomfort, and she frowned immediately.
Just in case, she spread her mana once more to scan the tents.
But no matter how much she extended her senses, she couldn’t find a trace of a single child or woman in the entire nomadic campsite.
“…How can this be?”
Seti looked at Yeomyeong and then back at the tent village, her expression one of utter disbelief.
Was this even possible? It was not like they were a military camp or a band of thieves—just a normal tent village with only strong men.
While she struggled to hide her incredulity, Yeomyeong gazed at the tent village solemnly and said.
“Seti, do you remember what I told you just before we left?”
She nodded.
“If we get lucky in the Demon Domain, we might encounter nomads or slave traders… right?”
“Yes, that’s right. I thought we’d meet either one of the two, but somehow, we ended up encountering both—a nomadic tribe and a slave trader.”
“…”
A nomadic tribe and a slave trader. So, they really were a band of thieves?
Once she thought of it in that way, the attitude of the orcs they’d met in the tent suddenly made sense.
Having no idea that they were Superhumans and the orcs were planning to capture them as slaves from the start.
No wonder they lit up at the moment they heard they were from Earth or were pregnant.
“…Yeomyeong, what are we going to do?”
Seti asked, clenching and unclenching her fists.
If she could just retrieve the hammer and sword from their lodging… No, even bare-handed, sweeping through a village like this would be a breeze.
“It’s not up to me; it’s up to you, Seti.”
“…Me?”
“Do you only want to sweep through this place and grab whatever mounts we can to escape the Demon Domain? Or will you find their base, wipe it out, and gather travel expenses?”
“…”
“I don’t mind either way.”
There was no need for hesitation. Seti answered with a fierce smile.
“Of course, the latter.”
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* * *
Silence filled the chieftain’s tent.
The joy from the recent meal seemed to have vanished like an illusion as all the orcs gathered in the tent wore stern expressions and remained silent.
As the sweet scent of spam lingering in the air faded away, Boldugu, who was fiddling with his tusks, finally spoke up.
“…How are the guests?”
“I have escorted them to their tent.”
“Since one of them is pregnant, take special care. Make sure they have enough fuel, too.”
The fuel he was referring to here was dried animal dung, an important resource in the desert where firewood was scarce. However, the clan didn’t have much left at the moment.
It was barely enough for even the clan members to use.
Perhaps because of this, one of the orcs seated nearby suddenly raised his head and spoke to Boldugu.
“Um… Chieftain, is it really necessary to give them fuel? We don’t even have enough for ourselves… Maybe it would be better to just throw them in a cell…”
However, he couldn’t say anything more as Boldugu glared at him fiercely.
“Since when did it become a tradition of our clan to imprison guests?”
“…”
“Don’t forget. The moment we lose our traditions, we become no different from the beasts of the jungle.”
The moment his words ended, an orc went outside to relay the chieftain’s command.
And just as silence was about to settle again, an orc with a broken right tusk suddenly raised his head.
“Why are you all so hesitant? Let’s just capture them and sell them off!”
“…Gadudu, shut that trap of yours.”
“Chieftain, do you still not get it? This is a golden opportunity the heavens have given to us!”
“Opportunity?”
Regardless of the chieftain’s frown, Gadudu did not try to hide his youthful hot-bloodedness.
“Those Earthians will fetch us an enormous price if we sell them in the city! Not only would it cover the quota demanded by the Wraith, but we should also be able to buy enough spam to last the whole summer and return home!”
“…”
“Honestly, isn’t this concern just a waste of time? What’s so sacred about our so-called tradition? The clan has to survive first before there can be any tradition…!”
“Enough!”
Boldugu yelled, slamming the ground. But far from backing down, Gadudu raised his chin defiantly.
None of the orcs present reprimanded his insolence. In fact, a few of them nodded subtly, seemingly in agreement with him.
Observing this, Boldugu frowned and asked.
“Do you all feel like Gadudu? Do you truly believe that disregarding tradition and selling our guests like savages is the right choice for our clan?”
Sensing the timing was right, some of the orcs who had remained silent all this time spoke up.
“Chieftain, please think about it realistically. If we stick to the original plan of capturing Beastfolk, it’ll take us at least a month. And many of us will probably die.”
“To be fair, slave hunting isn’t one of our traditions either, is it? Until the Wraith retreat, perhaps it’s wiser to prioritize our lives over tradition…”
“Besides, aren’t they vile Earthians? The gods won’t blame us.”
Those presenting opinions were mostly younger orcs, their words and eyes filled with a strong desire to return home as soon as possible.
Boldugu took a deep breath and surveyed the tent.
“…Any other opinions? Does anyone have a different view?”
While the few older orcs wore uncomfortable expressions, even they did not openly oppose the idea.
And the chieftain wasn’t truly expecting an answer either because he himself was wavering.
It was just something he said, just in case…
Unexpectedly, an orc with a prominent scar running across his face raised his hand.
“Balagu? Do you have something to say?”
The orc, called Balagu, looked at the other orcs in the tent before speaking carefully.
“Chieftain and my respected brothers, may I bring a minor issue to your notice?”
“A minor issue?”
“Everyone’s speaking as though we’ve already captured the guests… but is that really the case?”
“…What do you mean?”
“Some of you may have already noticed, but the guests were armed when they arrived. Not with guns, but with a sword and hammer.”
“…A sword and hammer? Those Earthians?”
“Yes, and even to my untrained eye, they seemed to be incredibly high-quality.”
Intrigued by his words, some of the orcs’ gazes shifted.
They hadn’t given it much thought before, but it was indeed strange.
Of all times and circumstances, such Earthians had appeared as the clan’s guests…
“So what are you getting at!”
Just as everyone’s thoughts grew deeper, Gadudu jumped up from his seat and shouted.
“Are you saying we should bow down to a mere pregnant woman and a puny Earthian?”
“I’m simply suggesting that we should heed caution. The two guests might be Superhumans.”
“Be cautious? Balagu, watch your mouth. One more word, and I’ll consider it an insult to the clan’s warriors!”
“…”
Balagu fell silent at the unfair rebuke, and even Boldugu shook his head in frustration.
Undeterred, Gadudu looked at the orcs with pride and declared.
“Brothers, and Chieftain! Let’s just drop this pointless discussion and instead talk about what we’ll buy once we sell those Earthians!”
“What in the world…!”
“In fact, I already ordered the one who left to keep the guests – no, the goods – under watch.”
As soon as Gadudu finished speaking, Boldugu leaped to his feet and roared.
“Gadudu! Have you finally lost your mind?”
Gadudu’s actions had technically disregarded the chieftain’s authority, which came as a shock to the other orcs as well.
“Chieftain, please come to your senses! I wouldn’t have done this if it wasn’t necessary!”
“You fool! How could you start trouble without confirming whether the visitors are ordinary guests, nobles, or pestilences1?
“Even if they’re nobles, we can still sell them as slaves! And if they’re pestilences, we can just kill them—!”
At that moment…
Thump!
An impact of unknown origin shook the ground.
* * *
All the orcs turned their heads towards the entrance of the tent.
“What was that sound?”
And just as Boldugu wondered aloud, the sound resounded again — thump!
Could this be what the footsteps of a giant from mythology sounded like?
This time, the ground beneath the tent’s carpet shook, causing the orcs to stagger, losing their balance.
“Wh-what in the world is that? An earthquake?”
“How can there be an earthquake in the Demon Domain?! Don’t be foolish! Get outside and investi—”
Just as Boldugu was bellowing his orders, a scream from outside the tent interrupted him.
- *Aaargh!!*
- Call… for… cough!
- Fight ba—!
They were unmistakable orc screams.
With each tremor, the cries grew louder, only to be cut off by the sound of the tent collapsing.
Everything took place in an instant.
“Everyone, get out now! Find out what’s happening!”
As the orcs scrambled to their feet to investigate the situation outside, someone burst through the entrance.
More accurately, the door shattered as someone threw an orc straight through it.
With a loud crash, the door was destroyed, and the orc rolled across the tent’s floor.
Boldugu rushed over to see who it was— it was the same orc he had sent to escort the guests earlier.
“Could it be…?”
Equally bewildered, the orcs looked outside as a figure emerged through the desert dust— a girl with black hair.
“The meal wasn’t bad, but your hospitality leaves much to be desired.”
Wielding a massive hammer that was nearly as big as a dwarf, she said that while piercing blue eyes scanned the orcs.
“…Is it because you’re slave traders?”
Only one orc here was able to sense mana, but the others instinctively gripped their weapons.
Because they could all feel it — this girl was no ordinary person; she was a Superhuman.
Even with all the deadly glares fixed on her, the girl smirked.
“Ah, right. He did say you guys don’t speak to a taken woman.”
“…”
“But honestly, you all should be grateful that it’s just me here. If it were Yeomyeong… no, if my husband had come instead, he’d probably just kill you all. No question asked. So, that’s why I decided to come in his place.”
Her tone was plain, devoid of any mockery, yet Gadudu could no longer contain his rage.
“You ungrateful Earthian!!!”
Drawing a dagger from his belt, he charged at the girl.
There was nothing skillful or tactical about his attack. He simply threw himself forward, roaring as he dived at her with brute force.
Such a reckless rush might have been deadly if she had been an ordinary girl as the orc’s sturdy body was a weapon in and of itself.
But the girl was a Superhuman who could wield mana, and her foot moved even faster than Gadudu’s dagger.
Crack!
A flawless spinning kick connected with Gadudu’s jaw.
Following a near-perfect execution of the Flying Kick technique, Gadudu’s body was lifted off the ground, soaring through the air before crashing into a tent pole with a resounding crack.
Gadudu couldn’t get up. Judging by the small convulsions, it didn’t seem like he was dead, but anyone could tell that he wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon.
“So, does anyone else want to take me on?”
A heavy silence descended over the tent once again.
One of the clan’s top warriors had been taken out not by a weapon, but a single kick.
It was an unreal sight. Not some Imperial Knight or a Count Palatine from the slum city— but a young girl had done this. How did this happen?
Yet, no matter how unbelievable it may seem, reality was reality.
The orcs of the clan steeled themselves, gathering around Boldugu looking determined.
The girl also raised her hammer, ready for a deadly clash amidst this tense moment.
However, just then, Balagu, who had remained silent all this time, stepped forward.
“Honored guest, I offer my sincere apologies on behalf of my clan.”
The girl, however, didn’t lower her hammer, even as she watched him bow deeply.
“Apologies? For what? For serving me and my husband wine laced with a sedative? For chaining us up to sell us as slaves? Or for throwing us in a mobile prison? What are you apologizing for?”
“…”
“Well… if you give me what I want, I might just let it slide.”
Balagu glanced briefly at Boldugu and the others.
The chieftain’s silent gaze was asking him to resolve this in any way possible, and Balagu nodded in understanding.
“Then please tell us what you desire. If we can earn your forgiveness for our offense, we’ll give you whatever you wish.”
“Really? Then…”
Perhaps moved by his sincerity, the girl’s expression softened a little.
After thinking for a moment, she tightened her grip on her hammer and made her demand.
“Hand over everything you’ve got.”

 
  Footnotes
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	1. A type of ghost believed to spread epidemics in folklore.


   

  Chapter 135: There Is No Disaster For The Protagonist (5)
* * *
Late-night in the Demon Domain, where the two moons had risen, Balagu could be seen kneeling in the desert.
“So, it has come to this in the end.”
He spoke as he watched Yeomyeong approach him with a pair of handcuffs. From his tone, it sounded as if he had finally resigned himself to the inevitable.
Yeomyeong looked at him briefly before tossing the handcuffs he’d brought from another tent in front of him.
Thud—the dark metal handcuffs sank into the desert sand, leaving a long trail behind.
“If you want to live, bind yourself.”
Balagu didn’t bother asking if they would truly spare his life.
Was it because not a single one of the handcuffed clan members had died?
While that was partly the reason, he was also certain that the Earthian before him could kill everyone in his clan anytime he wished.
It was a ridiculous thought, but these handcuffs symbolized the Earthian’s mercy—a promise that his life would be spared as long as he wore them.
Balagu fastened the handcuffs on both his wrists in silence and let out a sigh.
“…They’re more uncomfortable than I expected.”
“I bet the slaves you sold off had the same thought.”
Yeomyeong sneered, but surprisingly, Balagu nodded in agreement.
“Ye— I mean, I’m sure they did.”
Detecting a trace of regret in his tone, Yeomyeong looked down at him indifferently.
“Are you feeling guilty now?”
“Guilt? I used to feel that once. Not long ago, in fact.”
“…”
“But I reasoned it was better to sell others into slavery than to let my family suffer because of my guilt…”
The orc fiddled with a large scar running across his face as he gazed up at the moons. The pale, somber twin moons cast a soft light on his face.
“…And now, I’m being punished for it. How will you deal with my clan?”
“Who knows? We might sell them as slaves.”
“An eye for an eye… Justice may be slow, but it finds its way eventually.”
Balagu’s expression looked almost relieved. Watching him, Yeomyeong fiddled with the hilt of his sword.
Truthfully speaking, he had no intention of letting the orcs live.
If they were ordinary nomads, maybe—but they were slave traders.
From the moment they served Seti tea laced with drugs, their fates were sealed in stone.
Yet… Seti had a slightly different view. She believed that slave traders should be sold as slaves themselves.
However, when Yeomyeong responded by saying she should cut off their limbs one by one, Seti dismissed it immediately.
And before Yeomyeong could argue any further, Seti stormed out of the tent alone and reduced the nomad camp to ruins.
Whether it was to preserve their market value(?) or simply to prevent Yeomyeong from killing, he couldn’t be sure—
“Yeomyeong! I’ve finished sweeping all of them!”
Just as he was about to delve deeper into his thoughts, Seti’s voice brought him back to reality.
He turned his head and saw Seti seated atop a large camel.
She was holding a large, bulging leather pouch, and as she drew closer, the jingling of coins grew louder.
“…In the meantime, she even managed to tame the chieftain’s camel. You’ve got a pretty bold wife.”
With that remark from Balagu, Seti leaped off the camel gracefully.
Even with the heavy pouch in her hands, she managed to land softly, without making a sound.
“There wasn’t as much to loot as I assumed. I was only able to fill one pouch even after dragging the chieftain around.”
And as if to prove her point, Seti opened the pouch and showed its contents.
Strange coins that weren’t silver or gold, some crude ornaments, rolled-up parchments, and papers…
Aside from the coins, the rest of the things were something you’d usually find in an antique shop.
“Their wagons were mostly loaded with canned goods and food supplies… but they did have plenty of camels and goats. We should be able to cover our travel expenses after selling them.”
“Then we’ll need to head to a place where we can sell livestock. Is there a map?”
“A map? Wait a moment… I’m pretty sure it’s in here…”
As Seti started rummaging through the leather pouch, Balagu, sitting nearby, chimed in.
“The parchment tied with the red cloth. That’s the clan’s map.”
Out of the blue? Seti shot him a puzzled look, then pulled out the parchment wrapped in red cloth and unfolded it.
Suspicious that it might be a trick, she examined it—but it was a Demon Domain map.
It was a secret map of the clan that meticulously detailed landmarks such as noteworthy rocks, rocky mountains, oases, and wells.
“It’s real? Uh… Mr. Orc? Thank you for telling me.”
Seti said with a slight smile, but the orc ignored her and spoke to Yeomyeong instead.
“My name is not ‘Orc’; it’s Balagu, the Castrated Balagu.”
“…Castrated?”
“I was castrated by humans when I was young. Orc genitals apparently sell well as aphrodisiacs.”
“…”
It was the kind of story that would make any man flinch in horror. Upon hearing that, Yeomyeong frowned slightly before taking the map from Seti.
He spread it out, and using the moonlight as his guide, he began comparing the map with the stars.
“…You know how to read the stars, Yeomyeong?”
“I just know the method, but this is the first time I’m actually trying it.”
Figuring he probably learned it from some documentary, Seti watched him quietly as he studied the stars.
Noting how well the nomad outfit suited him and how he seemed more muscular than when they’d first met, her thoughts soon began to drift.
Just then, Yeomyeong pointed to a particular spot on the map.
Slightly north from the center of the Southern Demon Realm.
“Already? You really figured out our location just by looking at the stars?”
“No, I actually failed.”
“Huh?”
What was that supposed to mean? Seti looked up at him, and Yeomyeong simply shrugged.
“Knowing something and actually implementing it is a bit different.”
“…Then why’d you point at the map?”
Yeomyeong replied while tapping the map.
“Here, I found the well we dug up earlier. These orcs were probably heading there too.”
As Seti checked the well marker on the map, Yeomyeong continued his explanation.
“The quickest route from here back to Earth… is to head straight north.”
He traced his finger upward, pointing to a large city marked on the northern edge of the map.
The city’s name was…
“…Dreitherial?”
Also known as the City of Scums.
Unlike the other unfamiliar names, it was a place Seti recognized well.
After all, the city was used as the setting of a globally popular crime drama series.
“Once we get there, we can sell these orcs and livestock, convert them to cash, and catch a train to the city with the Dimensional Portal.”
“Oh… so we can return to Earth sooner than I thought?”
She’d estimated that the journey would take at least half a year, but if they followed Yeomyeong’s plan, they’d be back in two months at most.
“…Thank goodness.”
Seti sighed, half from relief, half with a hint of wistfulness.
With his hands cuffed, Balagu gazed at the horizon with a meaningful look.
It was in the direction toward Dreitherial.
* * *
People often wondered why this land was called the Demon Domain.
Of all things, why use such an ominous name like Demon Domain?
Why not the Southern Desert, the Great Desert, or something more pleasant?
The cynics claimed it was because the Empire’s official name for it was too long and ridiculous.
The enthusiasts speculated that it was a cursed land where demons dwell.
The locals said it was simply because it had always been called that and so it stuck.
However, the wise, or those with an interest in legends, spoke of a certain tale.
The tale of a hero who opened the Dimensional Portal and fought the monsters that invaded this world.
The legend goes on to say that the Demon King, the ruler of these monsters, made his domain on the land.
The land of monsters and the Demon King.
Thus, this place came to be known as the Demon Domain. And even after the hero defeated the Demon King, the land never managed to recover, and so it remained the Demon Domain.
From a scientific perspective, it was utterly absurd, but legends were often like that.
A blend of imagination, time, and numerous embellishments—the tale was exactly like that.
If you were to dissect the legend, it could be speculated that ancient people might have occasionally come across natural mana storms in the desert and imagined the presence of the Demon King…
“That’s a rather cynical perspective.”
Yeomyeong said while looking at Balagu, who was chattering non-stop.
“…Aren’t you familiar with this perspective? I understand that Earthians think of myths and fairy tales in the same manner.”
Balagu was sitting on one side of the cargo cart drawn by three camels, leaning back casually with his legs spread wide, exuding nothing but a sense of ease.
If it weren’t for the handcuffs on his wrists, it would have looked like he was simply on a leisurely outing.
Holding the reins of a camel, Yeomyeong replied.
“Sure, Earthians might think that way… but don’t the desert orcs pride themselves on being descendants of warriors?”
Was it really okay to deny your identity so easily?
Understanding what Yeomyeong’s words implied, Balagu snorted.
“The Empire and the dwarves also say the same thing. Well, unless the legendary warrior was some sort of unrestrained philanderer who pursued all races indiscriminately, that’s complete nonsense.”
“…”
It was as if someone was slandering Dangun1 in the presence of a Korean, so Yeomyeong checked the reactions of the other orcs.
However, the orcs sitting inside the cart didn’t really oppose Balagu’s opinion or get angry.
Did they all share similar views? Or…
…Is it because of the apathy that comes with slavery?
Five days had passed since Seti subdued and shackled the orcs.
Some tried to resist or escape upon hearing they’d be sold as slaves, but after being beaten up by Seti each time they rebelled, and they no longer dared to resist.
Unable to escape or resist any longer, the orcs had fallen into a collective state of apathy.
Eating, defecating, and doing nothing except following orders—it was the typical behavior of slaves.
One orc in particular, named Gadudu or something similar, had it especially bad; he even avoided meeting Seti’s gaze and hid himself deep inside the cart.
Only the chieftain and Balagu managed to avoid falling into a state of apathy.
It was easy to see how the chieftain was keeping himself from becoming apathetic.
His sense of duty. For days, the chieftain had been rallying his clan and trying to strike a deal or bargain with Yeomyeong and Seti by any means whatsoever.
In comparison, Balagu’s composure… was incomprehensible.
He was just chatting away nonchalantly, as if he believed everything would somehow work out.
“Shall I continue with the story about the Demon Domain? Or would you prefer a different tale?”
“…”
“How about the story of the distant Whitefire Kingdom or the founding myth of the Empire?”
As Yeomyeong silently observed Balagu, he suddenly realized why Balagu was yet to succumb to apathy.
Hidden in the depths of Balagu’s blunt, orcish eyes, was a glimmer of emotion.
Something you’d never see in the eyes of someone being sold as a slave.
Hope.
“…Balagu.”
“Yes, what is it, temporary master?”
“What are you scheming… no, what are you hoping for?”
It was a sudden, blunt question.
Balagu was about to give him a random excuse but realizing Yeomyeong had seen right through him, he swallowed his words.
After a brief silence, Balagu straightened his previously relaxed posture and spoke in a low but firm voice.
“The truth is, I am originally from Dreitherial.”
“So?”
“I was raised on a slave farm, castrated, then sold as a servant to a prominent Mage. That’s why I know that place quite a bit.”
“…I’m not interested in your past, so just get to the point.”
“We’ve got plenty of time, so why not….”
Before Balagu could finish, a translucent ice spike appeared right in front of his forehead.
“Uh, an ice spike…?”
Yeomyeong had instinctively created an ice spike.
While it was more like a needle than a spike due to the desert’s heat, Balagu, who knew how difficult it was to do even that, opened his eyes wide.
“…So you’re not a knight but a Mage?”
Neither affirming nor denying it, Yeomyeong created another ice spike, aiming it at the back of Balagu’s head.
The chilling sound of the air freezing filled the cart, and Yeomyeong issued his final warning.
“Keep it short and get straight to the point.”
Balagu willingly complied with the warning.
“Well… if you continue heading toward Dreitherial following this path, you’ll end up entering the territory of a Dark Mage known as the Wraith.”
“…”
“Perhaps we are already in his territory.”
Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking Balagu how he knew this.
Balagu had been there listening when they’d opened the map and set their course.
“…So you knew from the start that we’d enter the territory of this so-called Wraith.”
“Yes, from that spot, the fastest route to Dreitherial is through the Wraith’s territory.”
Yeomyeong let out a short laugh, half in disbelief.
“So, that’s all your hope amounted to? Leaving us to fight the Wraith?”
Balagu smiled, his thick scar curving into a strange expression.
“The Wraith is a scum-like bastard. He takes orc clans’ families hostage and demands tribute under the guise of quotas… he’s the most vile son of a bitch.”
So that was the reason the orc nomads had turned into slave traders?
Yeomyeong crossed his arms, as if to say, ‘Go on, keep talking.’
“If you lose to the Wraith, we’ll simply become his dogs again. But if you somehow manage to kill him…”
“Then you’ll be sold off in the slave market.”
“Even so, the clans whose family members are being held hostage will regain their freedom. That’s enough.”
It was neither a plan nor a scheme, but a simple hope.
Without making any judgment, Yeomyeong moved the ice spike.
The sharp ice spike pierced through Balagu’s green skin, heading straight toward his skull.
Or rather, it almost did.
Just as Balagu squeezed his eyes shut and blood trickled down his forehead, Yeomyeong clicked his tongue and dispelled the spell.
“Tsk, I guess they’re not so noble either.”
“Pardon? What is that supposed to mean…?”
Before Balagu could finish his question, the desert sky began to turn pitch black.
Whirrrr!!
The source of the darkness was an immense swarm of flies filling the sky.
There were so many that the sound of their wings alone drowned out everything around them.
“I-It’s the Wraith!”
“The Wraith is here!”
The terrified orcs covered their ears, and Balagu, also shocked, leaned out of the cart.
“Stay here and don’t move.”
Yeomyeong drew his sword and leaped off the camel.
* * *
I got ambushed.
Hovering mid-air with her camel, Seti thought to herself.
It wasn’t that her opponent was particularly skilled; rather, it was her own carelessness that caused this.
It was a sign of carelessness for her to believe that she could see beyond the horizon just by turning her head. And thus, she had failed to notice someone approaching them.
However, as if mocking her complacency, the enemy had attacked from somewhere other than the horizon or sky.
It came from deep, deep underground.
Like a landmine exploding, an enormous creature shot up from beneath the camel’s feet, sending her and the camel flying.
Magic? A bomb?
As she steadied herself mid-air and glanced around, she saw something far beyond her imagination staring her down.
…A centipede?
The centipede was so enormous, that its exposed length outside the ground could block out the sun.
As soon as she landed on the ground, Seti checked her weapon before the centipede could even move.
The hammer she’d hung on the saddle of her beloved camel for days.
The hammer was intact, but unfortunately, the camel was flattened beyond recognition.
She immediately unleashed her Flying Kick technique and grabbed the hammer as she looked up at the centipede.
- A knight? A wench, how?
Atop the centipede’s head stood an emaciated, almost skeletal old man.
Judging by his worn and tattered robe, he appeared to be a Mage, though strangely, there was no staff in sight.
“Who are you? A thief? A bandit? Who the hell are you, ambushing us like this?”
Seti asked, gathering her mana.
- It was me who wanted to ask you that. Who are you? Who dares to rob my subordinates and trespass my land?
His dry, cracked voice echoed in the air.
“…Subordinates?”
- *Don’t pretend otherwise! That cart you’re dragging—all of it belongs to the Kiran clan! They are mine!*
Seti’s eyes narrowed as the old man continued shouting, practically throwing a fit.
“So, you’re the master of those slave traders orcs, huh?”
- That’s right, you wench! I don’t know what foolish courage made you to step into the Demon Domain, but I will make you answer for daring to covet what is mine!
No sooner had he finished speaking than a swarm of flies began to rise from the hole where the centipede had emerged from.
Whirrr!!
The enormous swarm shooting skyward was intimidating enough to resemble a whirlwind, yet Seti showed no reaction.
This was understandable because her martial skills were well-suited for situations like this.
- My children, seize her!
Unaware of this, the old man directed the flies.
The moment countless flies surged forth like a black wave, casting a long shadow over Seti’s head…
“I guess I should clean things up before Yeomyeong arrives.”
She slammed her hammer down.
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  Chapter 136: There Is No Disaster For The Protagonist (6)
* * *
The one called Dagal, known as the Wraith among the desert clans, frowned.
Even amidst the countless sand flies swarming in on her, the expression on the girl wielding the hammer remained strangely calm.
Was she frozen in fear? No, it didn’t seem to be the case because she was slowly raising the hammer.
What’s going on?
Dagal felt a strange sense of foreboding.
It was similar to the feeling he had when he was chased away by the Count Palatine and unjustly exiled from the city—a deep unease stirring in his gut.
He didn’t take the instinctive warning lightly, but neither did he overestimate it.
Although she was a mana-wielding knight, his opponent was still an underage girl.
She’s neither a Mage, nor does she have a gun or a bomb…
Was it because he was fighting a knight after such a long time?
To shake off the unease, he began weaving spells and clenched his fist tightly—The hand gestures to activate the insect-controlling magic.
Following his command, the sand flies began their attack just as the girl swung her hammer.
The girl’s hammer was slow. Or at least, it appeared that way.
However, her hammer struck the ground before the sand flies could even reach her… and then, immediately after that.
A lightning bolt erupted.
Light burst forth, filling the proximity before the sound even reached him.
Forced to shut his eyes due to the intensity of the blinding light, Dagal turned his head just as the sound finally arrived.
KA-BOOM!
A deafening roar, as if a hundred grenades had exploded simultaneously, shook the desert.
By the time Dagal was somewhat able to open his eyes partially… everything was already over.
The sand flies in the immediate vicinity of the girl left no trace behind.
And as for the flies that were farther away? They weren’t spared either. They were either burned up upon contact with the lightning or were shredded by the shockwave.
“…”
Dagal closed his gaping mouth and stared at the girl responsible for all this.
Sighhh—
She let out a deep breath, much like a Mage who had just cast a grand spell, indicating that she could use a technique like that repeatedly.
A drop of sweat trickled down her forehead, unclear if it was due to the heat of the desert or the aftermath of the technique.
- *You wench… who are you? Who sent you?*
After a brief silence, Dagal opened his mouth again, attempting to buy some time to prepare his magic with that question.
Seemingly unaware of his mana gathering, the girl answered lightly.
“Hong Seti.”
Right after that, Dagal involuntarily halted the mana he had been weaving and frowned. Her name left him utterly dumbstruck.
- An Earth-style name? Are you an Earthian?
“Well, who knows?”
Seeing the girl shrug provokingly, Dagal found himself twisting his lips unconsciously.
- For someone with your level of skill… your actions seem rather petty, mentioning an Earth name to hide your origins.
Did his words hit the mark? The girl’s elegant eyebrows knitted together.
- Moreover, it’s a Korean-style name. You’ve been going around Seungman City, haven’t you?
“…”
- *You might have fooled others… but you’re too young to be able to deceive me.*
“Excuse me, what are you even going on about—?”
- Seti, is it? You foolish con artist, true Koreans from beyond the dimensions wouldn’t name themselves like that!
The girl simply blinked, momentarily speechless, as if taken aback by the absurdity of his declaration.
Meanwhile, having finished preparing his spell and infusing various enchantments onto the giant centipede’s body, Dagal shouted.
- Your fun is over now, wench!
Magic resistance, enhanced strength, acceleration, hardening—all sorts of reinforcement magic enveloped the centipede’s body.
It was an immense spell, so potent that the sheer rush of mana would be enough to tear flesh from the bones of an ordinary human.
However, the giant centipede, having been optimized over a long time, could not only fully absorb the strengthening magic but also respond to Dagal’s commands in real time.
- I don’t care about the limbs! Just leave the torso; I’ll ask for her name later.
The giant centipede obeyed him perfectly. It stretched out its writhing body and opened its repulsive mouth wide, lunging at Seti.
KWA-GWANG!!
The desert trembled. Sand and stones flew in the wake of the heavy impact.
Left with no time to swing her hammer, Seti pushed off the ground with tiptoes instead of resisting the attack. Using the following shockwave as a foothold, she launched herself high above the giant centipede.
Executing the Feather Step from the Flying Kick technique, she moved like a feather carried by the wind, gliding along the centipede’s body, evading its sharp legs, and darting through clouds of dust.
- Pathetic thing.
Watching Seti dance around, Dagal chanted a spell.
No complex spell was necessary. All he had to do was immobilize her legs—just once.
One move. Her defiance would come to an end here if he could bind her with that single move.
And the next moment, he cast his invisible binding spell confidently.
Or, rather, he tried to.
But just before he could unleash his spell—
A flash of light descended upon him, and a sword pierced his chest.
* * *
After piercing the Wraith’s chest, Yeomyeong immediately frowned.
The sensation traveling up his sword told him the Wraith wasn’t dead yet.
His judgment was quick, but his actions were even quicker.
Without any hesitation, Yeomyeong quickly pulled the sword from the old man’s chest and swung it at his neck.
Separated from his body , the head of the wrinkled old man fell to the ground, but…
There was no blood.
Instead of blood, sawdust-like powder poured out from his severed neck.
It was like dry firewood.
Just as there was no blood splattering from his severed neck, the same went for his head.
- …! …? …!!!
As if severing his neck was not enough, the head that had fallen to the ground glared at Yeomyeong and began to mumble.
Though Yeomyeong couldn’t understand what he was saying, the rage in his eyes clearly indicated it wasn’t anything good.
After glancing down at him briefly, Yeomyeong raised his foot and stomped on his head.
Crunch!
With the sound of an insect’s shell being crushed, the Wraith’s head burst apart.
And just when he thought it was finally over…
Mana rippled and all sorts of insects sprang forth from the spot where his head had burst.
Maggots, worms, beetles, flies, and so on…
The disgusting, wriggling insects scattered in all directions as if trying to flee from Yeomyeong.
Were the insects the main body?
How annoyingly tenacious. With a sigh he began to chase after the fleeing insects when the giant centipede suddenly started shaking its head violently.
It was clearly an action to fling Yeomyeong off its head.
Had the Wraith issued a final command while retreating? Or was it merely going berserk?
Jumping off the centipede’s head, Yeomyeong began gathering mana in his sword.
A normal strike wouldn’t be able to inflict a deep wound on this size of creature. He would need to use the Comet Sword to decapitate it in one strike.
Having made his decision, he quickly prepared the Comet Sword, intending to sever its neck before landing.
However, before he could complete the Comet Sword, Seti, who was watching from below, shouted.
“Wait, Yeomyeong! You don’t have to kill it!”
What? Having lost his attack timing, he landed directly on the desert floor without launching the Comet Sword.
He tensed his muscles in preparation for the centipede’s attack, but what approached him was not the centipede but Seti.
She quickly dashed over and pointed at the giant centipede while standing shoulder to shoulder with Yeomyeong.
“I think the insect-controlling magic was also released when you killed that Mage. Look at it; it’s not attacking!”
Just as she said, the giant centipede’s antennae and front legs were trembling instead of preparing to attack.
It was clearly a sign of fear.
However, even in its fear, the insect was so large that Yeomyeong had to tilt his head all the way back to see its face.
Yeomyeong didn’t lower his guard, and the centipede didn’t take its eyes off him either.
As the brief standoff continued, the centipede subtly began to back away.
Thud!
Seti slammed her hammer against the ground. Startled by the loud noise, the centipede turned around and burrowed into the sand, fleeing for its life.
Seeing it had undoubtedly retreated, Seti let out a light sigh.
“The conclusion was more anticlimactic than I thought?”
But Yeomyeong still didn’t relax his guard and shook his head.
“No, not yet.”
“…Not yet?”
“I let that Mage get away. He transformed into a bunch of insects and fled.”
There was no need to ask where he had escaped to. It was the same tunnel from where he had first emerged with the centipede.
That was the only place close enough for the insects to flee.
“Since we started it, it has to be finished.”
With that, Yeomyeong turned toward the hole, and Seti followed without a word.
* * *
As they descended through the underground tunnels, the relatively cool air enveloped their bodies, replacing the scorching heat of the desert.
It meant they were in a surprisingly deep place.
Looking around, it didn’t seem like a tunnel dug by a centipede; it felt more artificial, as if it had been carved out using machinery.
“Is this… an underground dungeon?”
That was Seti’s first impression as she examined the inside of the tunnel.
Yeomyeong walked in the direction he sensed traces of mana and gave a short answer.
“Probably.”
“I can’t believe a Mage actually lives in a place like this.”
Seti said as she looked around curiously, but there were no grand decorations or any noticeable signs.
It couldn’t be helped; the rough, unfinished tunnel was essentially just a dirt hole.
But the fact it was a dirt tunnel did have some advantages.
Unlike the corridors made of stone or iron, the dirt passageways were filled with traces of the Mage who had transformed (?) into insects.
Deep footprints in the dirt, handprints on the walls, and faint traces of mana here and there.
After following these clues for some time, the two finally came across an open space.
It was a cavern with a circular ceiling that was clearly man-made.
The space was so vast that the giant centipede could even tap-dance in it.
However, in that vast room, there was nothing except an old table and bed that the Wraith apparently used, a dead orc—presumably food for the centipede—and…
A pile of glass containers and metal crates stacked in one corner of the wall.
While one might wonder what was surprising about finding glass and metal crates in a Mage’s dungeon, the fact they were labeled in Korean made it an entirely different matter.
“…‘Handle with Care’? ‘Confidential’?”
Approaching one of the glass containers, Seti brushed off the dust to read the Korean words and frowned.
“Why are they written in Korean…?”
“…I don’t know. Either the Mage has a peculiar interest in Korea, or military supplies smuggled from Korea somehow ended up here.”
“But the stuff in here looks way too old for that. Like it’s from decades ago…”
They continued to inspect the contents of the glass containers and metal crates as they talked.
However, no matter how thoroughly they searched the place, they couldn’t find any reason why the labels in the Korean language were in this place.
Instead, they stumbled upon what they had originally come to find—the Mage.
Or rather, the place where the insects the Mage had transformed had gathered.
Yeomyeong looked at an empty metal crate for a moment before announcing in a cold voice.
“Come out immediately if you don’t want to die.”
No sooner had he finished speaking, the insects swarmed out from between the crates.
As Seti raised her hammer in shock due to the revolting sight, the insects clustered together like ants to honey, gradually forming the Mage’s body.
Worms became his face, beetles his legs, maggots his arms and torso…
Once the Wraith regained his human form, he screamed in indignation.
- You wretches! As if freeing my centipede wasn’t enough, now you’ve come to kill me as well?
“…”
- *Who sent you to do this? Was it the Count Palatine of Dreitherial? Or those loathsome pointy-eared bastards?*
“Uh, didn’t you attack us first…?”
Seti started to retort, but Yeomyeong raised a hand, cutting her off. He leaned toward her and whispered.
He seems to be misunderstanding something. Let’s play along and see what we can glean from him.
It was a spontaneous suggestion, but Seti didn’t object. She even gave a small nod as if telling him to go ahead.
She didn’t know what exactly Yeomyeong was planning to probe… but if worse came to worst, they could always torture him later.

 
    

  Chapter 137: City Of The Wretched

I was also one of the many citizens of the Empire who rejoiced at the fall of the Soviet Union.
Stalin, the one who made a fool of the Emperor and massacred the dwarves, received divine punishment—
(Omitted)
Until the Earth’s armies withdrew, everyone was in a festive mood.
Old-school Nobles like the Lerac Household quickly consolidated their assets, yet no one found it suspicious—
(Omitted)
As the company constructing the railway went bankrupt and the stockpiled supplies ran low, the nobles began to sense that something had gone wrong.
The price of fertilizer needed for spring was skyrocketing—
(Omitted)
…Wasn’t it the Soviet Union that had collapsed? Why is our hometown falling apart as well?
What is this damn economic crisis all about?
『Collection of Interviews on the First Red Depression 11-C』



* * *
- Who sent you to do this? Was it the Count Palatine of Dreitherial? Or those loathsome pointy-eared bastards?
Dagal screamed in desperation, but the assailants did not respond immediately.
After whispering to each other softly, they took another moment before answering.
“We are… bounty hunters.”
- Bounty?
“There’s quite a hefty sum on your head, you know?”
The assailant, no, the bounty hunter’s golden eyes scanned Dagal up and down.
His sunken eyes as he fiddled with the sword at his waist reminded Dagal of the gaze of a butcher looking at livestock ready for slaughter.
So, the reason they’re not killing me right away is… Ah, I see.
Dagal realized something and licked his lips. Then, in a subdued voice, he asked.
- *How much is the bounty on my head…?*
“Five hundred gold coins.”
500 coins? Is my life only worth that much?
I’m not some lowly knight or criminal; I’m a Mage, dammit!
Dagal felt an unbearable sense of humiliation wash over him. However, instead of expressing that indignation, he suppressed it deep within.
Because now was the time to endure.
While he was still contemplating where to start, the bounty hunter spoke first.
“I heard from the orcs. You’ve managed to squeeze quite the sum from those clans.”
The tone displayed his blatant greed. Dagal struggled to hold back a curse rising up his throat, then regained his composure as a dignified mage and reflected.
Yeah, that was how all those maggots chasing after bloody gold were.
- *What do you want?*
“More money than the bounty on your head.”
- And in return, you’ll let me live? Ha, that’s ridiculous. How can I even trust you?
This time, the answer to that question came from the wench behind him.
“Then just die without believing.”
Her half-curved blue eyes glimmered. She seemed to be at ease, as if she could kill him at any moment.
Dagal lowered his head without countering.
Was it because he had no words to refute? Sure, that was part of it, but it was also because he still had one card left to play—The poisonous insects he was raising deep in the dungeon.
Greed always created openings. He could pretend to reveal the gold bars he had collected to create a distraction. Then, once the opportunity arose, he could use his poisonous insects to strike from behind—
There was still a chance for victory.
- Fine, I’ll accept the deal. But I have one request.
“A request? You’re not exactly in a position to make requests.”
- It’s related to the deal! I want you to come with me to the location of the gold! I can’t carry all that gold by myself, can I?
The two hunters exchanged glances and smirked. Then, as one of them extended the hand that had been gripping his sword, Dagal cautiously accepted it.
As they glared at each other, tightening their grips, their opposing schemes intertwined.
* * *
After the handshake, the three moved deeper into the dungeon.
Leading the way, Dagal pushed aside the bed in the middle of the cavern, revealing a staircase underneath.
“A secret staircase? You really have everything, don’t you?”
Ignoring Seti’s sarcastic remark, they descended the stairs, and the strong stench of blood and filth hit them.
Even Yeomyeong, who used to be a janitor, wrinkled his nose involuntarily at the foul odor. It was the smell of corpses.
And by the time they reached the bottom of the staircase and the dark corridor, other than Dagal, both of them were covering their noses, and Yeomyeong spoke.
“Why did you gather slaves?”
- For money obviously. What else is there to sell besides slaves in this damned desert?
Dagal snickered and continued.
- If you’ve seen Dreitherial, you should understand, right? Ever since the Beastfolk of the southern plains were wiped out, the city has only wanted one thing from the south—slaves.
“But slavery is….”
- It’s banned. But who would follow the arbitrary international laws made by Earthians?
“…”
After Dagal finished speaking, the three of them continued walking down the corridor in silence.
After walking a bit more, getting somewhat accustomed to the disgusting smell as they proceeded, they finally arrived at their destination.
It was a prison lined with iron bars under the torchlight.
Past the bars lay large chests and piles of gold coins, but what truly caught Yeomyeong and Seti’s eyes were the other items… no, the slaves.
- Ugh… ugh…
- O Mordak, please end our suffering…
- Mom, mom…
There were orcs, Beastfolk, and humans with their wrists chained, gasping amidst corpses and filth.
Most of them were adults, but they could also see a few children were mixed in.
The children were so gaunt, they could barely cry as they mumbled for their mothers.
“…”
As Yeomyeong silently took in the sight, Dagal, who was opening the door to the cell filled with gold coins, spoke.
- Are those kids your type?
“…”
- You can take those children if you wish. They won’t live much longer anyway.
Yeomyeong gripped his sword tightly. He wasn’t a hero, but he wasn’t a coward who would remain silent in the face of such a horrific reality.
“…Why did you capture children as well?”
- Why do you think? For money, of course.
“Don’t spout nonsense. Is this really how you would treat children you intend to sell as slaves?”
As he spat out a rebuke, Dagal arched his eyebrows.
- These kids were meant to be food for my centipedes. Though you two freed one of them.
“…”
- But… you talk like an Earthian or one of those priests, don’t you?
“…What?”
- Why do you care what happens to morons who can’t use mana?
Swish—
As he spoke, Dagal began chanting a spell under his breath. The poisonous insects hidden in the cell’s ceiling began to stir in the darkness at his command.
- All the morons in this world are just expendable resources for those who have awakened their mana. Those children, the desert tribes… you know this very well, don’t you?
“…Know this?”
- It’s a fundamental truth every Mage learns. Isn’t it shameful for a knight to not even know something as simple as this?
And the next moment, Dagal commanded his poisonous insects.
Kill them. Bury their bodies!
Before the mana finished aligning and the spell was cast, the poisonous insects surged forth, plummeting to cover Yeomyeong and Seti’s heads. Or rather, they tried.
However, Yeomyeong’s sword was faster.
With a flash, his Sword Aura sliced through the air, and the accompanying gust of wind blew away all the descending poisonous insects.
- What?! That easily…!
Seeing his trump card thwarted, Dagal tried to escape by transforming into an insect, but Seti and her hammer were somewhat quicker in striking his body.
Crash!!
Struck by the hammer, Dagal was hurled over the iron bars, landing on the pile of gold coins. Coins flew in the air, and his limbs broke as he coughed up blood.
- N-no…!
Am I really going to die like this? Dagal desperately tried to cling to his fading consciousness. If he could transform into an insect, somehow… somehow…
However, he never got the chance to complete the spell.
Seti, who had approached him by then, stomped on his mouth and asked.
“Do you enjoy torture, by any chance?”
* * *
Like all Mages beyond the Dimensional Portal, Dagal staunchly believed that he was a special being.
Of course, unlike the other Mages, he hadn’t been born of noble blood. His mother was merely a lowly back-alley prostitute.
But wasn’t it said that truly great people were not born but made?
He rose above his inherent flaws and awakened mana on his own.
Though he was too old to become a noble or enter the Magic Tower, he managed to secure a post by catching the eye of the West Count Palatine of Dreitherial, or rather, that greedy pig.
Sewer manager.
It wasn’t exactly a prestigious position. For a regular person, maybe, but to a Mage, it was the lowest of the low.
However, Dagal willingly accepted the position and swore loyalty to the Count Palatine.
He was confident he could rise to even greater heights.
The insect-controlling magic he had honed over a period of time was specialized for covert eavesdropping, and there was plenty to overhear in cities like Dreitherial.
Companies dumping waste illegally, nobles turning a blind eye to it, secret backroom deals among organizations, and the dirty tastes of the high and mighty.
Using his sewer flies, he uncovered countless secrets.
With his natural talent and the right information, Dagal’s rise to power was practically inevitable.
He quickly escaped the sewers and joined the court, becoming part of Count Palatine’s personal mage corps.
To be precise, he almost became one.
However, the day before he was to join the counter-intelligence unit, he happened to overhear a secret he never should have.
Was it a mistake to wander into the sewers while lost in thought for the first time in a while?
Or was it a mistake to unknowingly follow the Count Palatine as he snuck into the sewers?
Whatever the reason, if he could go back to that time, Dagal would have never eavesdropped on the conversation between the Count Palatine and those beast-headed creatures…
“…A beast’s head?”
The temperature suddenly dropped, and the hammer that had been pounding Dagal’s body halted.
A brief silence ensued.
Seti turned her head, and Yeomyeong, who had been quietly listening until now, finally spoke.
“Was the beast head perhaps one of a cow, pig, or horse?”
- *Y-you… you all… know… those people too?*
Dagal, barely a lump of flesh at this point, trembled as he responded. The reply, close enough to a confirmation, made Yeomyeong’s eyes turn cold.
Dagal began to explain slowly.
- I-I don’t know about… the pig… but there were some cow-headed and horse-headed… And the one who discovered… m-my fly… had a c-chicken’s… head…
“…Chicken?”
- T-they’re terrifying… creatures… If I hadn’t… run into those pointy-ears while escaping… I would’ve been… dead…
With that, Dagal trailed off, drooling as seemingly reached his limit.
In a way, it was a natural response. He’d been hammered so many times that he should have died a dozen times over by now.
“Is it impossible to get anything more out of him?”
As Yeomyeong glanced at Dagal, who was on the verge of death, Seti shrugged.
“I’ll give it a try.”
No sooner had she spoken than Dagal, nothing more than a lump of meat, screamed miserably.
- P-please just kill me already…! I’ve told you… everything I know… You promised, didn’t you… please…!
His attitude was completely different from when he had tried to ambush them with his poisonous insects.
Yeomyeong looked down at him, then turned his gaze toward the corpses of the children.
He did not hesitate.
“…Get everything you can out of him. Especially the city’s dirty secrets, even the most insignificant ones.”
And so she did as he said. As mana coursed through the lightning keeping Dagal’s nervous system and heart barely functioning, she raised the hammer once more.
Dagal screamed, but there was no one around to hear his cries.

 
    

  Chapter 138: City Of The Wretched (2)
* * *
After finishing their ‘conversation’ with Dagal, without needing any additional signal, Yeomyeong and Seti began breaking down the prison’s iron bars.
But the slaves inside the cells, or rather, those who would become food for the centipedes, were unable to grasp the sudden freedom that had appeared before them.
Those who still had a bit of strength backed away to avoid the two of them, while those who couldn’t even move just trembled in fear.
They were probably terrified after witnessing the ‘conversation’ they just had.
With a bitter smile, Yeomyeong began leading the slaves out of the prison, one by one, hoping to encourage them to walk out on their own. However…
- P-please… spare us…
- Mom, mom…
- Aaah! I don’t want to die!!
Almost none of the people who were supposed to become centipede food could walk properly.
Left with no other choice, Yeomyeong and Seti ended up carrying them on their backs or in their arms from the prison to the dungeon’s entrance.
Since most of them were weakened beyond imagination, moving several at once or using the Flying Kick techniques to speed things up wasn’t an option.
Eventually, after a long time of carrying each one individually…
By the time they’d brought the dozens of slaves to the dungeon’s entrance—more precisely, to the large hole made by the giant centipede —the moon was already high in the sky.
“Everyone, please wait here quietly.”
Leaving the slaves with this short instruction, Yeomyeong then leaped up, lightly stepping on the wall of the hole to reach the surface of the desert above.
His first objective was to find the orc clans, which wasn’t all that challenging.
As if ridiculing his worry that they might have already fled, the orcs had set up a campsite with tents and were staying put.
As he approached the campsite, Balagu, who was watching from a cart, saw Yeomyeong and waved his cuffed hands.
“You sure took your time. The Wraith… what happened to that bastard?”
“…I sent him to the same place as his pet insects.”
“Ha! I knew you’d be able to defeat him!”
Yeomyeong simply stared at the smiling Balagu and didn’t ask why they hadn’t run away or how they had managed to set up the tents while still in handcuffs.
Instead, he pulled out a set of keys from his pocket and spoke.
“Unlock all the clan members, and also gather as many leather straps, ropes, and feeding troughs as you can.”
Balagu took the key Yeomyeong handed him and asked as he freed himself.
“Do you need a lot of manpower?”
“…Most likely.”
“Then I’ll call the rest of the clan over.”
Shortly after Balagu said that and left, the orcs from the camp had all gathered in front of Yeomyeong.
Most of them looked at Yeomyeong with fear in their eyes, though realizing he’d killed the Wraith, some looked at him with a glimmer of hope.
Only in their eyes, though.
With everyone silent, Yeomyeong led the orcs back to the hole.
On the way there, he tied a rope to a feeding trough, creating a makeshift rescue basket and lowered it as soon as they reached the hole.
Whirr, thunk!
Judging by the sounds coming from below, it seemed that the rope was fortunately long enough.
After confirming the length, Yeomyeong turned to the orcs, who were looking puzzled as they watched him and spoke.
“The slaves that the Wraith had captured are down there. Once I go down and send you a signal, pull them up.”
“Slaves… you say?”
Hearing the word ‘slaves’, Balagu raised his eyebrows in surprise.
“Why? Is there a problem?”
“No, it’s not a problem. I just assumed you’d gather the Wraith’s treasure first…”
“That can wait. Let’s get the people out first.”
With that, Yeomyeong handed the rope to Balagu and then jumped down into the hole.
Below, Seti had already lined up the slaves, having arranged the most severely affected ones—especially the children—to be loaded onto the feeding trough first.
She gave him a wink as if to ask, I did well, right? Yeomyeong responded with a smile that said, Yes, you did.
No more words were needed. Yeomyeong and Seti loaded the slaves into the trough, and the orcs hauled them up.
Thanks to the orcs’ unreserved efforts, the rescue was completed rather quickly.
And once the last slave was pulled to the top, Balagu, along with the chieftain and a few other orcs, descended into the dungeon using the rope.
“What? Why are you coming down?”
Yeomyeong asked, puzzled, and Balagu responded, looking equally confused.
“Aren’t you going to collect the treasure now? Moving the Wraith’s treasure by yourselves would take forever, wouldn’t it?”
While Seti gave them a backhanded compliment, saying, what diligent slaves, neither she nor Yeomyeong refused the orcs’ help.
After all, moving all the treasure Dagal had amassed wouldn’t be easy with just the two of them.
Regardless, Yeomyeong led the orcs back to the prison to start moving the treasure.
There were chests full of gold bars, two leather sacks packed with gold coins, and even unrefined chunks of gold.
However, unlike when they were moving the slaves, they could use the Flying Kick techniques actively, so it didn’t take too long.
However, with gold being inherently heavy, everyone was drenched in sweat by the time they’d finished moving it all.
“…This guy was completely obsessed with gold.”
Balagu grimaced as he stared at the pile of gold, probably because he knew well how dirty the money earned through the slave trade was.
Yeomyeong said nothing and simply gazed at the treasure in silence, while Balagu added a comment.
“So, what do you plan to do now? If you sell all this gold, our clan, and the slaves we just acquired, you’ll definitely make an enormous fortune.”
“…”
Only then did the orcs seem to remember their own situation as they fell silent. After observing their reactions for a moment, Yeomyeong brushed his hair back and responded.
“Stop trying to pry. I have no intention of selling the slaves we went through all that trouble to rescue—or you orcs, from the very beginning.”
“…”
No intention of selling?
As the large scar on Balagu’s face twitched, Seti, realizing what Yeomyeong meant, chuckled.
Yeomyeong gave Seti a quick glance and continued speaking.
“You said it before, right? That your clan didn’t choose to become slave traders of your own volition?”
Before Balagu could answer, an old orc standing beside him spoke up first.
“Of course. If not for that Wraith… we would have continued living by trading, just as our ancestors did.”
Boldugu, the chieftain of the Kiran clan, wiped his face.
The orc’s face, soaked in sweat, bore unshakeable signs of fatigue and guilt.
“Well, no matter what excuses we make now… the fact that we once dealt in the slave trade isn’t going to just disappear. Isn’t that right?”
Looking at the orcs around him, the chieftain’s words silenced them all almost immediately.
“Still… now that the Wraith is gone, the children and wives of our clan, who were bound by him, will live honoring our traditions. For that, we have nothing but gratitude for you.”
“…”
As soon as the chieftain bowed his head, the atmosphere grew heavy.
While Yeomyeong pondered over what to say, Seti sat close beside him and spoke.
“We’ll give you a chance to atone for your sin.”
“…Atone?”
As the chieftain glanced back and forth between Yeomyeong and Seti, Seti smiled meaningfully.
“Please ensure the slaves we just rescued are able to return safely to their homes. Half of this gold should be enough to cover the expenses, don’t you think?”
“…”
“We’ll just take half the gold and two camels. It’s not like we can carry more than that anyway.”
Seti poked Yeomyeong’s side as if to ask, this is what you wanted to say, right? Yeomyeong pinched her cheek in response and nodded.
However, it seemed like the orcs were yet to fully understand her words, looking shocked—like they were seeing flowers blooming in the desert.
“…Why? Why give us such an opportunity? Why do you trust us?”
“It’s not that we trust you—we trust in our own skills. If we come back and find that you’ve gone against our orders… we can simply wipe you all out.”
Although Seti’s words were meant to be intimidating, the chieftain felt a hint of mercy in her tone, not the threat. A mercy he had never felt from any mana user he’d encountered before.
To hide his sudden emotional reaction, he quickly turned his head.
“…Thank you for your mercy.”
The old orc’s voice was somewhat damp with emotion, but no one present bothered to point it out.
* * *
Not having much belongings to pack and feeling no need for goodbyes, Yeomyeong and Seti finished their preparations quickly and got ready to depart.
As the two were loading food supplies and a chest of gold bars, along with pouches of coins, onto their camels, two orcs approached them while carrying something in their arms.
“Balagu? And… Gadudu, was it? What are you bringing?”
“We realized you haven’t packed any food.”
The orcs held out cans of spam and yogurt made from goat’s milk.
Yeomyeong and Seti didn’t refuse their kindness. While they already had provisions, it didn’t feel right to turn down a gift they’d prepared with effort.
After Seti loaded the food onto her camel, Gadudu—the orc who had been the first to try selling them as slaves—bowed his head deeply.
“Thank you for giving our clan this chance to atone.”
“Whether it will lead to atonement or another disaster depends on what you do. Do your best.”
With those words, Seti mounted her camel. Already seated on his, Yeomyeong turned his camel northward.
And as they were about to leave…
“It will probably take three days to reach Dreitherial if you keep heading north.”
Balagu rode his camel over to their side.
Seti gave him a look as if to say, what are you doing? and Balagu burst into a hearty laugh.
“Didn’t I mention before? I was once a slave in Dreitherial.”
Hearing this for the first time, Seti looked surprised, while Yeomyeong, who had endured his endless chatter over the past few days, sighed.
“…So?”
“Actually… I’m quite capable. After all, I escaped from that city on my own. I guarantee that I’ll be of great help to both of you if you let me tag along.”
“…”
“It’s your first time visiting that City of Scums, right? Dreitherial can be a brutal place for newcomers. It’s practically guaranteed you’ll get caught up in some kind of commotion at the entrance without a proper guide.”
“Hmm… caught up in a commotion? Why?”
Unlike the disinterested Yeomyeong, her curiosity clearly piqued, Seti rested her elbow on the camel’s hump, chin in hand, and asked.
“A good-looking couple carrying chests of gold, and both knights—or, as they call you back on Earth, Superhumans? And with your mana abilities, you’ll definitely draw attention immediately.”
“…”
“All sorts of organizations—Mages, criminals, entrepreneurs, and even the Count Palatine—anyone with sharp wits will target you two.”
Finally, Yeomyeong started paying more attention to his words.
After all, he intended to meet the Count Palatine, who had likely made contact with Korea’s shepherds.
“Please trust me. I’ll make sure the two of you get there safely.”
Seeing Balagu’s confident demeanor, Yeomyeong and Seti exchanged glances.
When Yeomyeong gave a slight nod, Seti smirked and tossed Balagu a gold coin.
“Alright, then—let’s see what you can do, Mr. Guide.”
* * *
Two days later.
After a relentless march that pushed the camels to their limits until they drooled and Balagu, who was no superhuman, was almost half dead, they began to see a massive fortress wall rising over the horizon.
A bizarre castle wall with modern barbed wire stretched over traditional stone fortifications, and rusty metal plates embedded here and there.
Yeomyeong frowned as he saw a sight that seemed straight out of an end-of-a-century drama, while Balagu began to speak with much difficulty.
“That over there is Dreitherial’s south gate… but I wouldn’t recommend entering through that gate.”
As he opened his canteen to wash his face and blinked to regain his composure, Yeomyeong questioned him.
“Why do you not recommend that gate?”
“The guards at the south gate are notorious for their bad behavior. Since they don’t make much money… they’ll draw their swords the moment they see your chest of gold.”
“What a mess. So, is there another way?”
“We can enter through the sewers if we take a detour west. It’s a bit dirty, but it’ll save us from the outrageous tolls and unnecessary fights. What do you say?”
A choice between a noisy entrance that would stir up trouble and a slightly dirty but quiet route through the sewers.
Yeomyeong’s choice was obvious.
Except…
“…The sewers again?”
With a sigh from the girl who hadn’t had a chance to change her clothes for days, the party turned their camels westward.

 
    

  Chapter 139: City Of The Wretched (3)
* * *
Surprisingly, the sewer Balagu led them to was made from proper concrete.
Considering the local legend that this city was built using Soviet investment, it wasn’t particularly strange, but the problem here was the size of the sewer.
“…You want us to go in through that?”
The sewer, oozing some kind of green liquid mixed with who-knows-what, was much smaller than Yeomyeong and Seti had anticipated.
To be precise, it was narrow—just wide enough to squeeze one person at a time.
Balagu shrugged at Seti, who had a look of utter disgust.
“All crawl spaces are like this.”
While Seti was debating whether to kick this shameless orc on the leg, Yeomyeong stepped forward to settle the matter.
“Once we get into the city, we should first find a decent place to stay. Somewhere we can bathe immediately.”
Balagu nodded in agreement, and Seti, though pouting, got off the camel and started gathering their things.
The chest of gold, sacks of coins, and their weapons.
“But what about the camels? Won’t they just starve waiting for us if we leave them here?”
Asked Seti, slinging both sacks of gold and the War Hammer, but Balagu reassured her there was no need to worry.
He explained that camels, being highly intelligent creatures, would either return to the clan or find new owners on their own.
Well, considering that camels were valuable livestock, it was only natural that someone else would take care of them.
By the time Yeomyeong organized his thoughts, Balagu had already squeezed himself into the sewer.
His large orcish frame made it look like he was forcing his way in, but surprisingly, he disappeared into the sewer rather quickly.
It seemed his talk of being a guide wasn’t entirely without basis.
Anyway, Yeomyeong stepped aside to let Seti enter the sewer first.
But instead of entering, Seti gave Yeomyeong a subtle look and, as he tilted his head in confusion, she asked.
“Really? Do you actually want to stare at my butt that badly?”
“…”
“I’d rather stare at a familiar butt than an orc’s. What do you think?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong sighed, tied the chest around his waist, and entered the sewer ahead of Seti.
Contrary to his worries, the sewer didn’t smell as bad as he expected.
At least from the perspective of a back alley janitor.
However, Seti, who followed him in, found it hard just to hold back her gag reflex, let alone enjoy the view of his butt.
“Seti, are you alright?”
“Not… really… heub, hurry up! Crawl faster.”
And after that exchange, they crawled along the sewer for a while.
Around the time Seti began to mumble that it would have been easier to kill all the guards instead, they finally emerged from the narrow sewer and stepped into a large sewer channel.
Should they call it a series of surprises? The interior of the sewer didn’t fall short when compared to the latest academy sewers.
It was so large that even with Balagu and Yeomyeong’s combined height, they still wouldn’t touch the ceiling. The walls also had walkways for workers to use.
While Yeomyeong observed the sewer in amazement, Balagu wrung out his clothes, climbed up the walkway, and said.
“If we walk quickly, we can reach the central area where the inns are within an hour or two. Let’s go.”
The two followed him onto the walkway and hurried along, hopeful that they’d soon find a place to wash up.
However, it didn’t take long for their hopes to be dashed.
Within less than an hour, they unexpectedly ran into someone.
* * *
The old man thought back to the days of the past—Back when the order established by the Magic Tower and the Empire ruled the world and when the court of this city truly belonged to His Imperial Majesty.
However, the world changed, and the old man had adapted to the now-changed world.
More precisely, he had no choice but to adapt.
Under the threat of guns and knives of Earthians, he was forced to grant rights to those vermin who couldn’t even sense mana.
He could only stand by helplessly and watch as the once beautiful and noble court turned into a four-story heap of trash.
He had to witness those vagabonds who had never even seen the Emperor’s face call themselves the ‘Count Palatines.’
It was this kind of world, this kind of era.
However, now, even that world would come to an end.
Just as Stalin, who was once called the Demon King, fell overnight, the rightful ‘old rulers’ would now make their return—
- *Creak*.
The sound of the door creaking open interrupted the old man’s thoughts.
The old man leaned forward from his plush chair to see who had entered his office.
“What is it, Sir Dovan?”
The visitor, he addressed as Dovan, was a young greenhorn who had only just come of age.
Looking somewhat nervous, he bowed his head toward the old man and spoke.
“Um… Southern Count Palatine? We found some people entering the city through the southern gate earlier. And… it seems like they might have the gold coins you spoke about before….”
“…Sir Dovan.”
The old man’s firm voice cut off Dovan’s timid words, his fierce gaze scrutinizing the young knight clad in armor.
“Did I not warn you to not address me as ‘Southern Count Palatine’? Have you forgotten already?”
“…”
“Do not forget. I am the one and only legitimate Count Palatine in this city. Especially if you’re under my command.”
Realizing his blunder, Dovan shrank, cowering visibly.
“I—I’m sorry! I still have habits from my back-alley days…”
Seeing his pathetic display, the old man nearly threw an ashtray at his head, but he suppressed his rage with much difficulty.
For now, he had to make use of this kind of man as well.
It couldn’t be helped. Including this fool, he only had three knights left under his command.
“Alright, let’s get back to business.”
“Y-yes! The guards at the gate said they discovered coins engraved with magic.”
“When?”
“… About two or three hours ago.”
“…”
Before the Count Palatine could yell about why he was only hearing of it now, Dovan quickly continued with his report.
“It’s just… there was a human boy and girl, so they couldn’t use the tracking magic tools in time…”
“…A human boy and girl? In the Demon Domain? And they crossed the desert without any orcs or Beastfolk?”
“Well, there was also an orc in their group, but… we haven’t confirmed all the details ye—Gah!”
Having reached this point, the Count Palatine was unable to hold back any longer. He grabbed the ashtray and threw it.
Thud! The ashtray struck Dovan straight on the forehead, causing him to stumble as he clutched his forehead.
Blood trickled down from between the fingers covering his forehead, but the Count Palatine spoke without concern.
“Have you at least figured out where they went?”
“W-well, they went west… with camels….”
“West?”
“According to the guards familiar with the area, they’re probably planning to enter the city through the sewers….”
The Count Palatine looked for something else to throw but on realizing that everything on his desk was more valuable than that wretch, he slammed his desk instead.
“Then what are you waiting for? Send someone into the sewers immediately! Go and retrieve my gold that scoundrel Dagal stole from me!”
“But, Count Palatine? Those creatures… are in the sewers. Didn’t you specifically warn us previously not to send soldiers down there recklessly…?”
“…”
Those creatures… The Count Palatine scowled as he thought of the ‘rats’ that had made the sewers under his management their home.
“…It’s about time we cleaned up the sewers anyway. I’ll authorize weapons; deploy all the available security forces down there.”
Sir Dovan didn’t dare mention that there would be casualties because the Count Palatine’s hand was already moving toward a pottery.
Bowing his head, Dovan left the room with haste. The old man stared at the door long after Dovan was gone.
Then, as silence filled the office once more, he turned and walked to the window.
“The scums of the City of Scums… their time is almost up.”
There was no one to hear the old man muttering as he gazed down at the city.
* * *
Urban legends about all sorts of things hiding in the sewers at the bottom of Dreitherial were widely known.
Crocodiles and ghosts were common subjects, and there were even ridiculous rumors of monsters, Rat Beastfolk, slumbering nuclear weapons, and many more.
But, of course, all of that was merely fantasy. After all, Dreitherial wasn’t some kind of Demon Domain; it was still a place where people lived.
In reality, the most one would encounter in the sewers were a few homeless people or criminals hiding from the guards… or so Balagu explained as they made their way.
However, after walking for a few minutes, the group encountered some unexpected creatures.
- Squeak, squeak— Humans… human scent.
- I can smell it! It’s a female scent!
- A human female… d-delicious! I want… t-to eat her!
Green eyes glistened from within the darkness of the sewers—rats.
They looked just like the rats normally seen in sewers, except for the fact that they stood on their hind legs and were as big as children.
“…Aren’t Rat Beastfolks supposed to be an urban legend?”
Yeomyeong asked, staring at the Rat Beastfolks approaching from the depths of the sewers. Balagu scratched the back of his head.
“There weren’t any back when I was escaping.”
“…”
Luckily, Yeomyeong had used his Superhuman senses to spot the Rat Beastfolks first. If they’d stumbled into them without warning, who knows what might have happened.
Feeling annoyed, Seti kicked Balagu in the shin, demanding he cough up the gold coin he’d received earlier.
Thwack! Shedding a tear as he received Seti’s mana-infused kick, Balagu protested.
“I’m really innocent here! The Count Palatine would never leave the sewers neglected like this if he wasn’t out of his mind…”
“Enough with the excuses. How long will it take to get to the lodging if we take a detour from here?”
“…If we retrace our steps and head in a different direction, it’ll take about three more hours.”
“…”
Should they fight the Rat Beastfolks to save three hours, or avoid unnecessary conflict and just take the detour instead?
The answer was obvious, but Yeomyeong was hesitating because of Seti. She hadn’t had a chance to change clothes for days—could they really afford to waste a few more hours?
Sensing his dilemma, Seti nudged him in the side.
“What’s there to think about? It’s just three hours. Let’s go back.”
“…Alright. I’ll carry Balagu and use the Flying Kick technique from here.”
As soon as they made their decision, Balagu was the first to turn around, away from the Rat Beastfolk-infested sewer.
No, rather, they almost turned back.
However, just before Balagu could turn around, a chilling sound echoed from behind the group.
Click.
While it was an unfamiliar sound to Balagu, but for Yeomyeong and Seti, who were from Earth, it was all too familiar.
When Yeomyeong belatedly expanded his mana to check their surroundings, he realized that at least ten automatic rifles were pointed at their group.
Just as Seti and Yeomyeong simultaneously drew upon their mana and reached for their weapons—
“Don’t move.”
A familiar voice, one they’d heard before, warned them.
It wasn’t just familiar to Yeomyeong. Seti also knew this voice well.
The two exchanged glances, silently asking each other, ‘Is it really that person we’re thinking of?’
And in the next moment, they both nodded in unison.
With their suspicion turning to certainty, Yeomyeong turned his head slightly and called out the name of the voice’s owner.
“…Joseph? You’re Joseph from Incheon, right?”
It was the name of the top arms smuggler of Incheon’s black market.
As if surprised to hear that name from Yeomyeong’s mouth, the rifle barrels in the darkness of the sewers wavered slightly.
“What the—? Who are you, and how do you know my name?”

 
    

  Chapter 140: City Of The Wretched (4)
* * *
Yeomyeong slowly lowered his hand, drew the Handle of Uragan from his pocket and raised it above his head.
The beautiful ivory-colored rod was clearly visible even in the darkness of the sewer.
It was the most expensive item Yeopmyeong had purchased from Joseph at the Incheon black market, and it was also the item that led him to form a connection with Seti.
Joseph raised his eyebrows slightly, seemingly recognizing the Handle of Uragan.
“Could it be… the one Mr. Jang Man brought along…?”
“…It’s been a while.”
As soon as Joseph heard Yeomyeong’s voice, he let out a hollow laugh.
“Well, it’s a damn small world, isn’t it?”
By this point, Joseph’s subordinates began to sense the strange atmosphere as they glanced at Yeomyeong and Joseph alternately.
The silence grew long, and just as the squeaking sound of the Rat Beastfolk beyond the sewer drew closer—
Joseph spoke.
“Everyone lower your weapons. I know this guy.”
“But, boss, he’s a Superhuman…”
“He’s a friend of an elder I respect. Just do as I said and lower them.”
The armed subordinates hesitated but slowly lowered their weapons.
And just as Yeomyeong and Seti were finally able to relax…
Bang!
One of the subordinates fired his gun. Was it aimed at Yeomyeong or Seti? No, it wasn’t. The barrel was aimed at the floor of the sewers.
It was probably a simple accidental discharge, but the consequences were anything but simple.
“You fucking idiot…!”
The moment Joseph smacked the head of the subordinate who had accidentally pulled the trigger—
- *Sound! Squeak, human scent.*
The Rat Beastfolks took notice of the group and began tracking them with both their ears and noses.
And not long after, they spotted Yeomyeong and the others standing across the sewer and began to scream.
- Humans, ah, f-female!
- Female! Female! I-I want to eat her!
- Eat! Eat!
Dozens of eyes shining like beasts began to move in unison, and the sound of their squeaking breaths filled the sewer.
“Damn it.”
Following Joseph’s curse, his subordinates started to raise their guns again, but Yeomyeong drew his sword first.
Seeing the sharp sword gleaming even in the darkness of the sewer, Joseph looked impressed while the Rat Beastfolks bared their large fangs.
- I-I don’t mind the male either!
Unlike Corvus, they were just beasts, thought Yeomyeong when something suddenly came flying in from among the Rat Beastfolks.
Yeomyeong simply caught the metal ball, to be precise, a steel ball shot from a slingshot aimed directly at his forehead.
- *Squeak?*
Did they not expect someone to catch the steel ball with their bare hands? Seeing the Rat Beastfolk with the slingshot tilted its head in confusion, Yeomyeong returned the steel ball with a full swing.
The rat didn’t even have time to scream. Well, it was only natural, considering that it had a hole blown through its forehead.
As it fell limp, not only did the charging Rat Beastfolk but also Joseph, who was reloading his gun at the back, widened their eyes in confusion at the sudden turn of events.
- *Squeak… squeak*? *What’s this? What’s happening?*
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong kicked at the ground. His first target was the bastard drooling over Seti.
The creature swung its claws instinctively, but they were no match for Yeomyeong’s Mountain Tear.
Its hand and body were sliced simultaneously, and as if that wasn’t enough, its torso couldn’t withstand the Sword Aura and began spraying blood everywhere.
Flesh, blood, and filth.
Standing over the corpse, painting the sewer floor in a familiar mess, Yeomyeong motioned toward the rest of the rats.
“Let’s end this quickly.”
The Rat Beastfolks didn’t ignore the provocation. Instead, their eyes turned blood-red in response.
- Human, knight!
- Eat! Let’s eat!
- Kill!!!
As the footsteps of the Beastfolks got closer, the light bursting from Yeomyeong’s sword illuminated the sewer.
* * *
Two hours later, after slaughtering dozens of Rat Beastfolks.
Yeomyeong was drying his wet hair with a towel at a small inn in the Dreitherial Highlands.
Perhaps because this was the first time that he had washed up in days, he was feeling somewhat refreshed.
…Of course, it should feel refreshing.
He had spent days in the desert, covered in the filth and blood from the Academy’s sewers, only to end up soaked in blood and grime again in this city’s sewers.
It was only after he had used up an entire bar of soap that he managed to scrub off all the dirt and grime that accumulated on his body.
And more importantly…
The Player.
The moment he thought of that name, Yeomyeong found himself at a loss for words, his hand coming to a halt.
And before the heavy silence could fill the room, he stood up and opened the window.
The scene outside, with the sun covering the city, looked pretty much the same as what he saw on Earth.
The court city loved by the emperor, the city of scums, and the largest city in the south.
Dreitherial was utterly chaotic, almost as if to prove it was the rightful owner of all those titles.
Buildings abandoned mid-construction due to the aftermath of the economic depression were scattered throughout the city.
The sight was reminiscent of a post-apocalyptic city straight out of a movie. Yet, city dwellers still found practical uses even for those abandoned buildings.
Most of the unfinished buildings were covered with makeshift tin roofs, while others without roofs were used as open-air markets or gardens.
And beneath those unfinished buildings, grid-like structures, a chaotic blend of Earth’s architectural technology and the aesthetic sense from beyond the Dimensional Portal, occupied the land. At least that sight was something Yeomyeong was familiar with.
Just like the shantytown in Incheon’s most run-down area…
“What are you doing?”
As the door to the shower opened and Seti’s voice filled the room, Yeomyeong snapped out of his thoughts and turned his head.
Seti, having finished with her shower, stood there in casual attire, drying her hair.
“…Just looking at the view outside.”
“Your expression seems rather disturbed for something like that.”
“I bet you’d make the same expression if you saw the scenery outside.”
Seti simply chuckled and walked up to the window to join him in taking in the view.
After a while, she uttered a short comment with an ironic laugh.
“…Guess the drama prettied things up a bit, huh?”
Yeomyeong had never seen the crime dramas she was talking about, so he merely shrugged, playing along, while Seti slammed the window shut.
With the outside world shut out completely, Seti flopped onto the bed, sprawling out.
“…Well, we somehow got here, one way or another.”
As she stretched out, her navel peeked through her clothes.
Averting his eyes, Yeomyeong cleared his throat, and spoke.
“We can just take the train back to Earth.”
“That’s tempting, but doesn’t it feel like something’s missing if we just leave like that?”
“Well… you’re right. We need to find out why the Korean government’s shepherds are in a city like this before we leave.”
This was information she and Yeomyeong had managed to uncover by torturing the desert Wraith, Dagal. Hence, he didn’t reject her proposal.
After all, with Player dead, the Korean government was his greatest enemy.
When Yeomyeong fell silent for a moment, Seti suddenly sat up from the bed and asked.
“Oh, right. What did Joseph say?”
The arms dealer from Incheon they’d met in the sewers.
Before he could even ask what an Incheon person was doing here, Joseph showed him to this place and then left.
Apparently, they managed to deal with the rat bastards quicker than expected, thanks to Yeomyeong, and now there was something else they had to take care of.
Joseph left with just one parting message.
“…He said he’d send someone over in the evening so he can treat us to dinner.”
“So, we still have some time left?”
“Why? Do you want to go sightseeing?”
“What? Absolutely not!”
As if asking, ‘What are you saying?’ Seti raised her delicate eyebrows, then patted the bed with her hand, signaling for him to hurry over and take a seat.
But seeing Yeomyeong pretend not to notice, she gave him a serious look and said,
“Come sit here.”
“…Why?”
“Just come, hurry.”
Yeomyeong was about to retort, but her intense gaze made him sigh in resignation.
Having no real excuse to refuse, he sat down beside her.
And the next moment, she wrapped her arms around him tightly, burying her face in his chest.
Ah, could it be… Yeomyeong’s mind began to race, imagining all kinds of things.
He even thought back to that… creative (?) water pouch they’d used in the desert…
“Seti?”
The strength of her embrace relaxed, her breathing steadied, and soon, she slumped against him, fast asleep.
“…So, she was exhausted.”
Yeomyeong held the sleeping Seti close, patting her back gently.
For some reason, the image of the Saintess came to mind, but he didn’t dwell on it for long.
Holding Seti in his embrace, he matched his breathing with hers—quietly and carefully.
Soon, only gentle, synchronized breaths filled the small inn room.
And they continued until evening fell.
* * *
Lights began to illuminate various parts of the city as the sun dipped below the horizon.
The person sent by Joseph was the same subordinate who had accidentally fired his gun back in the sewers.
Perhaps because he’d seen Yeomyeong skillfully take down the Rat Beastfolks, he bowed respectfully to the two and explained.
The boss has invited the both of you to the most expensive restaurant in this city.
He then mentioned that upscale restaurants had dress codes before handing Yeomyeong a pure white suit and Seti a black dress.
It was a bit of a hassle, but neither of them declined.
Partly because the subordinate looked at them pleadingly, as if begging them to accept, but also out of curiosity as to why Joseph was here instead of in Incheon.
So, after dressing up and carrying their weapons and pouches in hand, they followed him.
A while later, they arrived at a luxurious building, not by car but by carriage, that contrasted sharply with the city landscape.
A massive statue, surrounded by bright lights, guarded the entrance, with soft music playing in the background.
“Reservation for Table 11. Confirmed.”
As they followed the staff inside, they saw the interior of the building was even more extravagant. Crystal lights floated magically, glittering from the ceiling.
Despite the city outside resembling a slum, it had a restaurant this luxurious.
Seeing the stark divide in wealth, Yeomyeong smiled wryly, and even Seti shook her head.
But still, a meeting was a meeting.
As soon as they spotted Joseph at the largest table in the restaurant, both of them wiped the smiles off their faces.
“Ah, my guests! You’ve finally arrived!”
Noticing them belatedly, Joseph opened his arms wide in a welcoming gesture.
“It’s been a while, Joseph.”
“It’s the first time we’ve met since you got me kicked out of the black market.”
After exchanging greetings briefly, they sat down across from Joseph at the table.
Joseph called for a waiter to place an order, then crossed his arms and said.
“So, both of you are the ones who wore the sun mask and… the dog mask respectively that day at the black market, correct?”
It was about the day he first went to the black market with Mr. Jang Man.
Since it wasn’t exactly something to hide, Yeomyeong nodded at the direct question.
“What an incredible coincidence. Or should I call it fate?”
Seeing his easygoing attitude, Yeomyeong decided to ask him directly, without beating around the bush.
“Joseph, why are you here and not in Incheon?”
“Well, a smuggler is essentially a merchant. And isn’t the reason a merchant relocates their base of operations obvious? Of course, it’s for money.”
“…Money?”
“Well, after the North Manchurian incident, there’s been a lot happening… And the arms trafficking business in Incheon has become unexpectedly challenging.”
He spoke while nodding slowly as if embarrassed to explain all this.
“But I can’t just sit around twiddling my thumbs… So I came here hoping to strike it big. There’s a rumor going around that this place is soon going to be a complete mess.”
“…A complete mess?”
Joseph smiled meaningfully.
“They claim to have discovered three unclaimed treasures in this city. Each of them is highly coveted. The World Tree’s crystal, an Arcane Relic of the previous Magic Tower master, and… a nuclear warhead.”
The World Tree’s crystal and Arcane Relic were one thing, but a nuclear warhead?
Yeomyeong furrowed his brows in disbelief, but Joseph was confident.
He smirked, as if expecting them not to believe it in the first place.
“Well, I’ve never seen it in person either. A nuclear warhead? Honestly, it’s probably just a rumor.”
“…But even if they’re rumors, they sound like items that could easily spark conflicts.”
Even as baseless rumors, items with such value would inevitably lead to conflict.
And where there was conflict, the demand for weapons remained constant.
“Yes, precisely.”
“…”
Yeomyeong simply gazed at Joseph before Seti slipped into the conversation.
“Why are you giving us all this information for free?”
“It’s purely out of goodwill.”
“Cut the crap.”
Hearing Seti’s sarcastic remark, Joseph laughed and added.
“Actually, I want to hire you both as my escorts.”
“Hmmm?”
“Honestly, I didn’t think much of it at first, but after seeing your skills, I was persuaded.”
“Can you even trust us enough to make that offer?”
“Isn’t this young man someone Mr. Jang Man personally brought to the black market? That alone makes him trustworthy enough.”
Was Mr. Jang Man that trustworthy? Seti glanced at Yeomyeong. But Yeomyeong just stared at Joseph in silence, neither denying nor confirming.
After a while, Yeomyeong suddenly pulled out a small pouch of gold coins from his waist and tossed it towards Joseph.
The pouch jingled as it landed on the table.
“Forget about us being your escorts; We’ll hire you instead.”
“…For just this price?”
Joseph tilted his head, looking at the small pouch Yeomyeong had thrown, which could hold fifty gold coins at most.
Was hiring him the other way around not a problem? Yeomyeong tapped the table and replied.
“No, the price I’m offering is a hundred times more than what’s in that pouch.”
“…”
“And if that’s not enough, I’ll even throw in a chest of gold bars. How about it? Is that fair enough?”
A broad smile crept across Joseph’s face. He recalled when Yeomyeong, wearing a mask, followed Mr. Jang Man to the black market.
Yes, he had been just as bold back then.
After mentally calculating for a moment, Joseph suddenly thought of a question.
“Just out of curiosity, are you related to Mr. Jang Man by any chance?”
“…No.”
“Ho, but you really resemble him from his youth; honestly, I’d believe it if you said you were his son.”
While Yeomyeong struggled to come up with a reply, Joseph picked up the pouch.
“I accept the deal. Let’s consider this an advance payment.”
He spoke as he checked the gold coins inside. A deal was a deal, but verification was still necessary.
Fortunately, the pouch was indeed filled with gold coins, all genuine ones from beyond the Dimensional Portal.
With these, he could easily get a thousand dollars per coin—
Just as he thought that, Joseph’s expression suddenly turned sour.
“Why the sudden face?”
Sensing something strange, Yeomyeong asked as Joseph pulled a coin out of the pouch
Unlike the other coins, this one had a translucent symbol on it, something that looked almost like a magic circle.
“Don’t tell me… this is tracking magic…?”
And right at that moment.
The restaurant’s ceiling exploded.
!!!!!!!!
Amidst the deafening blast that swallowed the sounds around them, stone, glass, and unidentified figures fell downward.
“Yeomyeong! Catch!”
Seti pulled out a sword hidden under her dress and threw it, and as Yeomyeong caught it, a red-haired man struck down at him with a sword from above.
The man had ears several times longer than a human’s.

 
    

  Chapter 141: Interlude—The Princess' Circumstance
* * *
Just beyond the grounds of Lord Howe Academy lay a coastal cliff on the southern edge of the island—a place the staff and even third-year students avoided.
And at this moment, a frail-looking boy struggled to climb the steep face.
His body, with a long rope tied around his waist, was drenched in sweat, yet his face was filled with joy and anticipation.
After all, what awaited him at the end of a challenging climb was a sweet fruit.
Of course, his expectations would never become a reality.
An uninvited guest, someone he hadn’t anticipated, was waiting for him at the top of the cliff.
Miridith—or rather, Soe Miri.
Sitting on a camping chair, she waved at him as if she’d been waiting for him.
“You took longer than I expected.”
The boy, Baonic Lerac, could only stare blankly at the girl who was also the heroine from the novel.
Why is she here?
The question rose up to his throat, but with his strength completely drained from the arduous climb up the cliff, he could only gasp for breath.
While Baonic was still in a daze, Soe Miri stood up from her chair and approached him.
By the time Baonic lifted his head, wondering what she was up to, Soe Miri had already snatched what she wanted from his pocket.
A red wooden box specially crafted to hold an elixir.
Inspecting the strange-fated object the ‘Author’ had managed to find after much difficulty, Soe Miri spoke.
“An elixir hidden in a cliff—seems like the founder really enjoyed classic styles.”
“…What are you doing?”
Baonic was unable to hide his shock.
How? How did she know to wait for me here? Did that bastard inform her? But didn’t that bastard leave the academy in a hurry?
Seeing Baonic’s face filled with questions, Soe Miri calmly slipped the box into her arms and spoke.
“Baonic Lerac.”
“…”
“You shouldn’t rifle through things when your owner isn’t around.”
“M-my owner? Who the hell are you to tell me that—?”
However, Baonic was forced to stop mid-sentence because Soe Miri suddenly pulled out a pink tablet.
Although there were no markings on it, Baonic already knew how it tasted.
“I’ll let you off with a warning this time because of the elixir. But if you slip off the leash again just because you don’t see your owner… I’ll cook you. Understood?”
“…”
“Come to collect your medicine yourself next month.”
Baonic couldn’t bring himself to hold onto Soe Miri as she walked away.
He simply stood there dazed, like someone possessed, as he popped the tablet into his mouth and chewed.
It tasted like strawberries.
* * *
[A minor incident caused by an individual student’s deviation.]
That was the only official announcement from the Academy regarding the recent large-scale upheaval in the sewer.
Of course, no one really believed that announcement.
Several Mages had clearly sensed the twisted mana pouring out from the Academy’s underground, while several faculty members had confirmed the mysterious barrier—who would even believe such nonsense?
Neither the emergency response teams from Australia nor the special teachers were fools, and they certainly wouldn’t believe that.
However, not believing something and demanding the truth were two completely different matters.
Some foolish reporters tried to protest to the Academy, but they were chased out of the island within a few days by none other than the Crow Beastfolk and the U.S. military.
And only after realizing that their governments were entangled in this incident did they fall silent.
The Academy had directly involved the U.S., South Korea, and even the Holy Nation beyond the Dimensional Portal to cover this up.
Curiosity was fine, but sometimes ignorance was bliss… people thought.
Of course, the truth was a bit more complicated than that.
“…I’m not sure if this is a good thing, the Academy burying the incident at the request of the Holy Nation.”
Principal Himena sighed as she passed a stack of documents. The girl sitting in front of her smirked and replied.
“So are you going to reveal the truth then? That wouldn’t be a bad idea. Ta-dah, one of the students at the Academy was none other than the Incheon Killer, a.k.a the Butcher!”
“…”
“The Butcher teamed up with a terrorist hiding in the Academy and opened a Dimensional Portal targeting both America’s pride and the Saintess… This news will be so interesting, that people from Hollywood would be lining up to buy this script, right?”
The girl with the black blindfold spoke in a tone that was far more frivolous than her public persona suggested.
The principal was curious about which version of her was the real one but chose not to ask.
Instead, she changed the subject.
“…How are you doing, Saintess?”
“Me? Why do you ask all of a sudden?”
“You just lost a friend right in front of your eyes.”
As an educator, she expressed concern as she set the documents on the desk.
The documents had printed photos of students stamped with [temporary leave of absence]. They were photos of the two friends the Saintess followed every day.
Hong Seti and Cheon Yeomyeong.
The Saintess glanced at the documents for a moment before shaking her head.
“I have never lost them. They will definitely return.”
“Saintess, I have personally confirmed the traces of the unstable Dimensional Portal remaining in the sewer. No matter how lucky the two students are, the chances of survival are…”
“Ms. Principal.”
“Yes, Saintess.”
“Please stop trying to test my Foresight here. It would be a bit troublesome if you were to be targeted by the holy knights over this, wouldn’t it? Personally, I like you, Principal.”
Principal Himena forced a smile. As expected, the girl wouldn’t be swayed easily.
Not many people knew that the Saintess possessed Foresight abilities, and even fewer knew the extent of her abilities as it was a first-class secret of the Holy Nation.
And right now, Principal Himena was trying to catch even a tiny glimpse of that secret, yet the Saintess didn’t even allow that and instead showed concern.
She paused for a moment.
A short silence followed. And then a slightly longer moment of contemplation.
It was the Saintess who broke the silence.
“Principal, may I ask you something?”
“Yes, of course, feel free to ask. Wouldn’t it be rude to not allow a question from the Saintess, who is helping with the cleanup?”
“Then… who took the Butcher’s body? The U.S.? Korea?”
“…”
Was it perhaps due to the recklessness of youth or passion? The Saintess’s question was rather direct.
She’s completely different from her mother who loves to beat around the bush.
The principal hesitated for a moment on how to answer but decided to tell her the truth.
“South Korea took it in exchange for helping us bury this incident. And since Minister Kim Kwanhyung got involved personally, the U.S. military let it be.”
“…South Korea.”
The Saintess seemed surprised as she tapped the table with her fingers and then pressed her lips together.
And then, the principal’s office door suddenly opened.
Wondering if a guest had arrived, the principal looked at the door, but no one had come to see her.
However, someone was leaving.
* * *
“Hey! You can’t just leave like that! What will you do if you get caught?”
On the way to the first-year girls’ dormitory, the Saintess yelled.
“Do you really think the Invisibility Cloak is all-powerful? The principal might notice, especially since my mother’s Invisibility Cloak is of medium quality!”
Though her voice was filled with anger, the person it was directed at showed no particular reaction.
Eventually, unable to hold back, the Saintess exploded.
“Hey, you commie bitch! Do you really want to keep ignoring me?”
Only then did Soe Miri, who had been sending texts on her phone, turn her head. She furrowed her brow slightly and said.
“…Saintess, I think I asked you not to call me that.”
“You were the one who ignored me firs—!”
“And more than anything, you should think of your own mother, Saintess. That’s like cutting off your nose to spite your face.”
Her words implicitly meant: your mother is a commie as well.
The Saintess was suddenly overtaken by the impulse to shoot this pointy-eared girl, but she managed to suppress her anger.
Perhaps it was partly due to the discipline she had cultivated over years of living an ascetic life, but it was also because she wanted to meet the people she would see soon looking composed.
Just wait, once this is over…
Anyway, the Saintess and Soe Miri crossed the threshold of the girls’ dormitory and headed up to a room.
The very room that had been shared by Seti and Soe Miri until recently, with only Soe Miri staying there now.
However, the two did not enter the room immediately.
The Saintess stood at the door, the doorknob in her hand, taking deep breaths, wasting time for no reason.
“…Saintess, they must already know that we’re here, so why not just go in quickly?”
Finally, only after Soe Miri couldn’t stand it anymore and said something that the Saintess flung the door open.
Three girls were sitting in the softly glowing red room illuminated by the evening light. Instead of school uniforms, all three were dressed in tight fitting combat outfits.
“You’re late.”
The tallest girl, sporting a striking blue short haircut, opened her mouth.
“I’m sorry. It took a bit longer than I expected.”
Soe Miri glanced at the Saintess, implying it wasn’t her fault, but the Saintess was trembling as she stared at the girls.
She was barely holding back the urge to hug them right then and there.
Intentionally ignoring the Saintess, Seo Miri spoke to the girls… no, to Seti’s sisters.
“Is everyone ready?”
At the mention of preparedness, the sisters quickly pulled out their gear. A full military pack that seemed more suitable for soldiers heading to war.
Combat suits and military equipment? Only then did the Saintess realize that something was off and looked bewildered.
“What’s this? Why the military equipment all of a sudden?”
“Does this Stalker… I mean, the Saintess not know anything?”
Siri, the girl with red bobbed hair, asked Soe Miri, who nodded in response.
“If she knew, she wouldn’t have come along so willingly.”
“What? What are you guys talking about?”
While the Saintess looked puzzled, glancing at the sisters, Soe Miri pulled two items from her possession.
One was the Blue Rat’s Invisibility Cloak left behind by Yeomyeong, and the other was…
“…Y-you! Why do you have that?!”
A bizarre gem with mixed colors of gold and black.
That was the last Magic Stone that remained at the place where Seti and Yeomyeong had crossed through the Dimensional Portal.
A Magic Stone that was neither a Corruption Stone nor imbued with dimensional magic.
“…I naturally assumed that the U.S. military had taken it.”
“I took it before they could.”
“W-Why didn’t I see it?”
“Well… you were busy wailing loudly until Corvus and the U.S. military arrived.”
“…”
Almost immediately, the peculiar gazes of Seti’s sisters were directed at the Saintess, who turned her head in embarrassment.
In the meantime, Soe Miri set the Magic Stone down on the floor and turned to the Sacrificial Lamb Sisters.
“As I mentioned before, this Magic Stone has become a small emergency Dimensional Portal. With enough mana, we should be able to open a portal leading to where Yeomyeong and Seti are.”
“…If there’s enough mana, that is.”
The youngest of the sisters responded cynically, alternating her gaze between the Magic Stone and Soe Miri, and added.
“And I don’t believe you called us here just to tell us something like that. Roommate-unnie.”
“…Of course, I called you because there’s indeed a method.”
Soe Miri cleared her throat to gather their attention and carefully took out a dagger—the luxurious ritual dagger she had found in the underground sewer.
Seeing the dagger, the Saintess realized what was coming next and furrowed her brow, but Soe Miri continued without concern.
“Sacrificial Lambs Sisters? Please spill your blood onto the Magic Stone one by one.”
“…Our blood?”
Park Neti frowned, as if averse to the idea. She disliked the term ‘Sacrificial Lamb Sisters’ and couldn’t believe that she was actually asking them to spill their blood—wasn’t that basically treating them as a real sacrifice?
“The Dimensional Portal in the sewer was only completed with Seti’s blood. With some proper adjustments, your blood should be enough to open a portal.”
“But back then… it was spilled onto a half-completed Dimensional Portal.”
Before the Saintess could finish her point, Soe Miri quickly added.
“That’s why, we’ll need to pour a bit more this time.”
More? How much more? Before the Saintess could ask, Siri suddenly stepped forward and grabbed the dagger.
And just like that—slash!
She slashed her own palm with the dagger.
Red blood poured out, soaking the Magic Stone, but… the mana within the stone remained still, as if mocking Soe Miri’s hypothesis.
Was it a failure? Both the Saintess and Soe Miri frowned simultaneously as Neti and the youngest sister also grabbed hold of daggers.
Neti cut along her palm lines, while the youngest almost sliced her wrist before Soe Miri stopped her and opted for a small prick on her fingertip instead.
As the blood from the three sacrificial lambs flowed and pooled on the ground, the Magic Stone sank a little into the blood puddle at that moment.
Flash!
And the mana from the Magic Stone burst forth.
The Saintess caught hold of Soe Miri, who was about to fall, while the three sisters momentarily gazed seriously at the Magic Stone.
Absorbing all the blood from the floor, the stone began to rise into the air, creating a golden curtain nearly 2 meters tall—A Dimensional Portal.
Compared to the real ones, like the Kaesong Dimensional Portal, this was nothing more than dirt. However, it was still a Dimensional Portal.
Feeling the dense mana, the Saintess swallowed hard and asked Soe Miri.
“This… leads directly to Seti and Yeomyeong, right?”
“You can’t use it, Saintess.”
“What? Why?!”
“You didn’t create it. In theory… it’s something only Yeomyeong and the Sacrificial Lamb Sisters can use.”
The Saintess wanted to protest, saying that she would surpass such a trivial theory, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so.
The mana from the Dimensional Portal before her felt really faint, as if it would vanish if even one person crossed over.
And right now, the safest choice was the three sisters who had created the portal.
“So, which of you sisters wants to go through?”
As soon as Soe Miri spoke up, the sisters looked at each other simultaneously.
Neti, Siri, and Sis. The first to speak was the youngest, Sis.
“I have the healing ability, so I think it’s only natural that I go.”
Siri shook her head.
“Even so, you’re just a half-baked one who can’t even use blessings. Mages are part of the elite on the other side of the Dimensional Portal, so it’s best that I, being a mage, go.”
It was a somewhat rational statement, but it was soon countered.
“I’m also a Mage!”
Neti retorted.
“What are you talking about? You can’t even perform precision manipulation, you half-blood.”
Siri shot back.
“In any case, you all are stupid and will just be dead weight instead… Can’t we just go in order of intelligence?”
The youngest uttered a derogatory remark.
And just as it seemed that the argument would drag on, Soe Miri intervened.
“Come on, everyone, let’s not get into this. We don’t have time… how about we settle it with rock-paper-scissors?”
Perhaps due to the lack of a better alternative, the sisters agreed to a game of rock-paper-scissors.
And the result…
“The winner is Park Neti. No one has any objections, right?”
The youngest muttered a small curse under her breath, but Soe Miri pretended not to hear her and handed Neti the Invisibility Cloak.
“Take this Invisibility Cloak along with you. Don’t forget your military equipment and potions. And… Saintess?”
“Huh? What about me?”
“Please hand over a Holy Relic to Neti.”
“…Why? Should I pray for blessings as well?”
Said the Saintess as she rummaged through her chest to retrieve a Holy Relic. Soe Miri leaned in and whispered softly in her ear.
“I know that your Foresight isn’t working well because of Yeomyeong. So won’t you be able to see something if you use the Holy Relic for your Foresight?”
“…”
The Saintess did not bother asking, ‘How do you know that?’
It was already strange enough that Soe Miri knew of various secrets concerning Yeomyeong.
So she simply assumed that there was some secret, just like her Foresight.
…Yeomyeong will tell me later, right?
With that thought, the Saintess pulled out a Holy Relic adorned with a book and brush from between her breasts.
The Holy Relic of the Blue God of wisdom, Venule.
She placed the Holy Relic firmly into Neti’s hands and embraced her with heartfelt intention.
For a moment, Neti stood there looking bewildered as she received the hug.
After that, everyone in the room handed Neti items that might be of help to her.
In particular, the youngest slyly slipped a very secretive item into her sister’s pocket, just as she had done for the eldest.
…In any case, with her preparations complete, Neti stood before the Dimensional Portal with her military equipment on her back.
“I’ll find Unnie and brother-in-law and return.”
“Just don’t become tunnel buddies… I mean, snatch sisters.”
As the Saintess gasped at the youngest’s words, Neti jumped into the Dimensional Portal.
Flash!
Golden mana, familiar to Soe Miri and the Saintess, burst forth and enveloped Neti.
Thus, time flowed for Neti, the one crossing the Dimensional Portal, not even permitting her a moment to blink.
And the first thing she saw was her sister crossing a burning street in a black dress and Yeomyeong fighting against the red-haired elf while smashing the city to pieces.

 
    

  Chapter 142: City Of The Wretched (5)
* * *
Grabbing the sword that Seti threw, Yeomyeong immediately blocked the elf’s surprise attack.
Clang!!
The sound of the first clash resounded.
Yeomyeong’s muscles contracted as he blocked the blow, and simultaneously, the marble floor he was standing on cracked.
However, the elf’s attack didn’t stop there. The elf’s sword bent like roots, clearly aiming for Yeomyeong’s neck.
Yeomyeong drew upon his mana, concentrating his strength into his shoulders.
The mana from the Surging Wave technique responded. Flowing along the tense veins and muscles, the waves were absorbed into the sword.
!!!!!!
Their swords collided, creating an immense shockwave, but no sound was heard. The mana explosion swallowed the noise completely.
Or perhaps his eardrums had burst.
Either way, it didn’t matter. Yeomyeong swung his sword once more, and the elf responded in kind.
The elf’s sword had neither a beginning nor an end. Sometimes, it drew a straight line; at others, it curved and continued without end.
Yeomyeong was all too familiar with this elven swordsmanship.
It displayed the same movement and trajectory shown by Rime, Soe Miri’s escort, but… the degree of skill was different.
If Rime’s swordsmanship was like a pistol, the sword wielded by this elf before him was akin to a cannon.
The power his blade contained, and the outcome the swordsmanship created were proof of this.
The shockwave from their clash crushed the marble floor. Glass shattered, and cracks spread through the pillars.
The entire building trembled and groaned while the people fleeing screamed even louder.
However, the elf’s sword failed to achieve its intended result.
Far from slicing it, the sword with a red leaf drawn on it barely managed to inflict small wounds on Yeomyeong’s neck.
Why? The red-haired elf figured out the reason easily.
This guy had already seen elven swordsmanship before.
“…I’ve finally found the culprit.”
“What nonsense are you spouting?”
Yeomyeong frowned. He attacked him out of nowhere and was now talking about a culprit?
“There’s no point in denying it; it’s too late. You thief.”
The elf spoke as he unleashed his Sword Aura. A translucent aura unique to elves, containing pure mana.
Yeomyeong realized that the elf had some misunderstanding but had no intention of clearing it up through conversation.
Having already crossed swords, this wasn’t a problem that could be solved with words but with blades.
“Humans usually become obedient after losing an arm. I hope you can hold out a bit longer.”
The moment the elf sneered and swung his sword, Yeomyeong completed an ice spike almost simultaneously.
And the next moment, the translucent Sword Aura and the ice spikes collided, small ice shards filling the air.
“…Magic?”
While the elf looked surprised, Yeomyeong was already on the move. As he dashed outside the building, he launched a few more ice spikes at the fragile pillars.
Crack!
With a chilling sound, the pillars shattered, and the ceiling came crashing down.
The elf also leaped outside the building immediately, only to find the ice spikes Yeomyeong had set in place waiting for him.
“…Not bad for a thief.”
The elf commented as he gazed down at the ice spike embedded in his side. Yeomyeong responded casually.
“You’re not too bad for an assassin either.”
A fierce smile followed by a brief silence.
A drop of sweat trickled down Yeomyeong’s forehead, hanging on his chin before falling to the ground.
And in the next moment, both released their Sword Aura simultaneously.
* * *
“Well, I’ve finally lived long enough to experience a surprise attack by an elf.”
Joseph murmured as he watched Yeomyeong and the elf clash atop a building from afar.
Flames from the wreckage of the restaurant had spread to the surrounding area, illuminating their fight under the night sky.
“By any chance, did you do something to make an elf hold a grudge against you?”
Joseph’s question was directed at Seti, who wore a black dress.
She intended to assist Yeomyeong after saving the civilians from the restaurant, including Joseph, but she couldn’t find an opening to join the fight and was left waiting anxiously.
“…I would’ve helped if anything, but I haven’t done anything to deserve a sneak attack.”
“That’s… strange then.”
Joseph stroked his chin, observing the elf’s attire, while Seti, without taking her eyes off Yeomyeong, asked.
“I really don’t know. Can the tracking magic on the gold coin be the reason? Do they think we stole it?”
“No, I’m sure that’s not the case.”
“…”
“The tracking spell on the gold coin is a very basic one. A greedy human mage might use it, but there’s no way the Red Branch would use such a low-level spell.”
“…Red Branch?”
Seti stared at Joseph in disbelief, but he answered with certainty.
“Yes, that elf is definitely from the Red Branch. How can a weapons dealer not recognize that? And I assure you, he’s quite a prominent figure within the Red Branch.”
The Red Branch.
Seti recalled that it was the name of a special force operated by elves.
They were the ones who showed the world just how terrifying Superhuman guerrillas could be when used in modern warfare.
Until the Malta Accord expelled all elf guerrillas from Earth, they were the leading cause of death for CIA agents.
Why were people who she’d only read about in textbooks here in Dreitherial… No, maybe it was not that strange.
After all, this wasn’t Earth; it was a realm beyond a Dimensional Portal.
What… what should I do?
Seti bit her lower lip.
Even if Yeomyeong didn’t lose, the problem was that there were Superhumans all over the city watching this fight.
The Count Palatine and the Superhumans under his command, and even the Shepherds sent by the Korean government lurking in the shadows.
Not just one or two, but so many variables.
Seti was getting anxious.
Being barehanded, she couldn’t intervene in a fight of this scale recklessly. It was a matter of compatibility as much as skill.
If I just had a hammer, maybe I could create an opening…
For now, all she could do was worry.
And the moment Yeomyeong and the elf disappeared from sight, her worry reached its peak.
Unable to stay back any longer, Seti spoke up.
“Joseph, you know our lodging, right? There’s a chest with gold bars and a bag of gold coins there. Go grab them right away, and if possible, remove the tracking magic as well.”
“…Are you planning to get involved in that fight?”
“I’ll try to wait for the right opportunity. If we survive, let’s meet in the sewers where we first met.”
With those words, Seti immediately used her Flying Kick technique and leaped onto the rooftop.
The sight of the city being swallowed by flames was devastating, but her gaze remained fixed on Yeomyeong.
It’s fine. The odds are still in Yeomyeong’s favor.
Seti leaped across the rooftops, moving swiftly through the city, ready to intervene promptly if anything went wrong…
And just as she arrived near the building where Yeomyeong and the elf were clashing, a familiar figure appeared as space split open.
It was a girl wearing a combat suit and loaded with military equipment—someone Seti knew all too well.
“…Neti?”
Wondering if she was mistaken, Seti rubbed her eyes. But her younger sister was still there. She even spotted her and ran over.
“Unnie!”
“You—how did you…!”
“I’ll explain later. Just fill me in for now. Where are we, and why is Brother-in-law fighting an elf?”
Perhaps due to the shock of their unexpected reunion, Seti didn’t even think of objecting to the word ‘Brother-in-law’ and simply explained the situation.
This was the city of Dreitherial, and they were suddenly attacked by an elf while meeting with an arms dealer…
Despite the hurried, barebones explanation, Neti seemed to understand it perfectly.
“So, that elf is the enemy; and you’re unable to do anything because you’re currently unarmed?
“…Exactly.”
“Alright, then let’s get you armed first.”
Setting her military equipment on the ground, Neti carefully took out the contents.
Various firearms, grenades, gloves woven from elf hair, and …
A modular War Hammer with a separate head, steel rod, and handle pieces.
She quickly assembled the parts, and in no time, a large War Hammer was complete. Neti then handed it to her sister.
Feeling its familiar weight, Seti finally realized that the sister in front of her was not a figment of her imagination but real.
Ignoring her sister’s amazement, Neti skillfully cast a spell and said.
“I’ll use telekinesis to pin down the elf’s movements. Meanwhile, you join up with Brother-in-law, and then let’s all attack together.”
While it was a pretty basic tactic, Seti shook her head.
“No, we can’t give the elf any chance.”
The opponent was from the Red Branch—the guerrillas among guerrillas.
If he saw no chance of winning, he’d retreat, and they’d get ambushed again without finding out why.
Her hesitation was brief, and her decision swift.
“…Neti, do you remember the twin bombardment drill we did before?”
At the mention of ‘twin bombardment,’ Neti furrowed her brows. She glanced at the elf scattering Sword Aura in the distance.
“…Are you planning to end it in one blow?”
“It’s the best option.”
Seti replied firmly, leaving no room for objections. Neti nodded and began preparing a telekinesis spell.
As someone born with little talent for precise mana manipulation, it was the ideal spell for her.
And as soon as the spell was completed, an invisible force wrapped around Seti’s body and lifted her high into the sky.
Seti gripped her hammer tight as she rose high enough to make Yeomyeong and the elf look as small as her palm.
Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike.

As if pouring in lightning that could sever a rainbow, Seti gathered her mana and infused it into the hammer.
After observing the hammer’s brilliance from the ground, Neti released the telekinesis spell.
Almost immediately, a thunderbolt struck the city.
* * *
By the time the elf sensed that something was falling from the sky, it had already arrived right in front of him.
He had plenty of excuses he could have made.
He was too focused on the human in front of him, or the blood flowing from his side disrupted his concentration…
But regardless of the excuses, the elf failed to evade it completely.
!!!!!!!!!!!
Although he managed to avoid a direct hit from the lightning-charged hammer, that was all.
The roof of the building he was standing on crumbled into dust.
Debris flew into the air, and his footing gave way as he began to fall.
Had it ended there, the elf might have somehow recovered his stance.
However, the enemy he had been exchanging fierce blows with so far was waiting and not being one to miss such an opportunity, charged straight at the elf.
Slash!
A light yellow blade sliced across the elf’s left shoulder. It was a clean strike that neatly severed his bone and muscle.
Instead of screaming on having lost an arm, the elf skillfully broke his fall, cushioning his landing.
Thud! The impact from the fall struck his lungs.
Blood rose to his throat, but he clenched his teeth and gripped his sword with his remaining right arm.
Or rather, he tried to.
However, before he had a chance to regain his stance, the blade that had severed his arm was pressed firmly against his neck.
“…I never thought that I’d lose to a thief.”
He didn’t feel resentful about being ambushed; after all, he too had started the fight with a surprise attack.
Finding it somewhat ironic, the elf raised his head.
The golden eyes of the human who held the blade to his neck showed neither the thrill of victory nor pride.
Only calm curiosity.
“Now, tell me the reason you pulled this stunt.”
For a victor’s question, it was remarkably plain, but the elf twisted his lips.
“…You should know better than anyone.”
The human, Cheon Yeomyeong, began to feel slightly irritated. Should he cut off the elf’s other arm to make him obedient?
He raised his blade again, only for the elf to sneer and continue.
“There’s no use denying it. I can feel it even now.”
“Feel what?”
“The World Tree’s mana flowing through your body… it’s undeniable proof that the scum who stole the World Tree’s crystal put it inside you.”
“…”
“Human who defiled the World Tree, even if you kill me, the other elves will continue to hunt you down. As long as our revolutionary army remains, you will never sleep peacefully.”
Yeomyeong was at a loss for words in the face of the elf’s declaration, which was so determined it was almost solemn. How had things gotten so tangled?
It was true that he had ingested a World Tree crystal, but it had nothing to do with the one rumored to be in this city.
The problem was, how could he prove that…
…Proof? What proof?
Yeomyeong had no reason to spare this elf, let alone clear up his misunderstanding.
Even if relations with the elves soured, anyone with eyes could clearly see who the real victim was here.
Even Soe Miri would understand this situation.
Let’s just kill him.

Just as Yeomyeong was about to bring his blade down, an unfamiliar voice stopped him.
“I believe I can prove this young man’s innocence.”
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* * *
“I believe I can prove this young man’s innocence.”
Upon hearing the unfamiliar voice, both Yeomyeong and the elf turned their heads almost simultaneously.
The sound of footsteps approaching from beyond the rubble of a collapsed building could be heard clearly.
Noticing how light the steps sounded, Yeomyeong frowned slightly.
This was a subject beyond just footwork or mana. It was impossible for a person with flesh and muscle to produce such light footsteps.
“Who are you? Reveal yourself.”
As soon as he finished asking, a figure cloaked in rags emerged from beyond the darkness.
And after closing the distance between itself and Yeomyeong, it threw off its ragged cloak to reveal its face.
“It’s been a while, Earthian guided by the stars.”
Surrounded by burning blue flames, a skeleton with empty eye sockets and without a trace of flesh or muscle revealed itself.
The simplest kind of undead, animated by twisted mana.
“A necromancer using blue Necromancy? Did one of them really manage to survive against the U.S. army…?”
While the elf murmured in disbelief, Yeomyeong felt a familiar mana emanating from the skeleton’s flames.
A will-o’-the-wisp he had seen somewhere before.
“Could it be…”
As suspicion turned to certainty, the skeleton cut him off.
“Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, even if that elf acts ignorantly and violently, does that mean you should reciprocate in kind? Humans should never stoop down to the level of mere beasts.”
“…”
“You should just cut off the arm of that foolish elf who can’t even differentiate between the crystal sold to Dungan Heavy Industries and the one that was stolen—this is practically animal cruelty.”
“Dungan Heavy Industries? Cheon Yeomyeong?”
The elf looked up in shock upon hearing that, but Yeomyeong only raised his sword toward the skeleton.
The Sword Aura, infused with the mana of the Surging Wave technique, trembled, ready to strike at any moment.
“Oh, it looks like your instincts have improved.”
The will-o’-the-wisp in the skeleton’s eye sockets curved into a crescent shape, as if it were smiling.
Upon seeing that smile, Yeomyeong was now certain.
How could he ever forget? That arrogant undead’s sneer, always looking down on humans.
“…Kahal Magdu.”
The skeleton dragon who had slaughtered his fellow mercenaries back in North Manchuria before coming after his life.
The skeleton before him was undoubtedly one of the undead created by that creature.
Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking how the creature had ended up in Dreitherial or why it was here.
After all, Kahal Magdu was an international criminal who roamed the battlefields for profit. What Yeomyeong needed to exchange with it was not words but violence.
Having made up his mind, Yeomyeong unleashed his Sword Aura, shattering the skeleton to pieces.
“Stop lurking around and come here personally.”
Even though bone fragments scattered and the skull was split in half, the skeleton dragon’s voice continued to flow out.
“I simply dropped by to say hello, yet it seems that your personality still hasn’t caught up with your skills. Is it because you’ve been hanging around the Saintess?”
“…Shut up, you worthless pile of bones that can’t even produce broth.”
It was the same expression the Saintess had once used to insult Kahal Magdu.
On hearing Yeomyeong repeat it, the remaining half of the skull burst into laughter.
“Your tongue has indeed improved. But what about the rest? The Saintess won’t be here to help you this time.”
“…”
“If you’re scared, you can flee by catching a train tomorrow. Just like in Manchuria, I’ll show you special mercy…”
Crack—
Before it could finish speaking, someone stomped on the skull.
The one who did so raised their foot again and ground the skull into powder before shaking off the dust and looking at Yeomyeong.
“This has become more complicated than I expected.”
Upon seeing Seti smile wryly, Yeomyeong nodded.
And after noticing the short-haired girl peeking from behind her, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but wear the same wry smile as Seti.
“He…hello, brother-in-law?”
* * *
The sight of the burning city was beautiful.
The flames roaring under the night sky looked like the flames of purification burning away the old trash.
However, the ‘Chicken’ knew that the fire wouldn’t last long.
The fire would only affect a portion of the city, and more importantly…
“There isn’t enough fire to burn those who should be burned.”
With yellow eyes more beastly than that of a human, it pierced through the firefighters, staring directly into the darkness of the city.
At the edge of his vision were numerous Superhumans.
Mages under the command of the Western Count Palatine, knights of the Southern Count Palatine, and… a witch wielding a giant spear.
Shrouded in the darkness of the night and the flames, they watched the disaster caused by the elf and the mysterious human superhumans while hiding amidst the people and buildings.
Not only did they avoid taking a direct approach, but their behavior of subtly keeping each other in check was utterly ridiculous. However, the Chicken did not laugh at them.
That just showed how great of an item the World Tree’s crystal was. Leaving the burning city behind, it was a priceless treasure, one so precious that no one could hide their ugly greed.
If it weren’t for the orders from the Patriots… he would have probably been standing with them, searching for traces of the elves.
If I had known about the crystal, I would have brought more troops along… How unfortunate.
As Chicken continued to ponder, he suddenly remembered the fight that had just taken place and raised his index finger.
“Shepherds, I have a question. Those who are to be sacrificed, step forward.”
As soon as he said that, three strange figures wearing pig heads jumped out from beyond the darkness and knelt before him.
There were no explanations, no conversations.
After glancing down at the pig heads briefly, Chicken gathered mana in his fingers and poked them in the forehead.
“Your sacrifices will become the foundation of our strong nation.”
Almost immediately, an unbelievable sight took place as the pig-headed figures shuddered and began vomiting an enormous amount of black blood.
Standing in the puddle of black blood that rose to his ankles, Chicken drew the twisted mana from the blood.
As the black blood bubbled and responded to his mana, Chicken asked a question to the being beyond the blood puddle.
“O King of the Undead… Did you see the lightning strike similar to the Solar Thunderstrike earlier? Is what I saw the Solar Thunderstrike?”
To his surprise, the black blood puddle split open and replied as if from the mouth of a living creature.
[No, what you saw was not the Solar Thunderstrike technique.]
After the chilling voice replied, one of the pig-headed creatures fell to the ground.
Two pig-heads were left.
“Then, is it a martial art from the same root as Solar Thunderstrike?”
[It is a fruit that bloomed from the tree of Solar Thunderstrike, so it can be said to have the same root.]
The second pig-head collapsed. Instead of asking another question immediately, Chicken chose his final question carefully.
After contemplating deeply for a while, he asked his final question with great caution.
“If I am able to acquire that martial art, will it be of any help to my country?”
The blood puddle didn’t reply immediately.
Only after the last pig-head trembled and slumped to the ground did it give the answer that Chicken had been waiting for.
[It will be of help. If you can obtain it.]
It sounded unclear whether it was a taunt or advice.
* * *
‘The Camel’s Tears’ was a tavern as old as the city of Dreitherial.
Even amidst the economic depression, when all the Earthian construction companies fled and three Count Palatines divided the city, the tavern had steadfastly kept its place, quiet like all old things.
The only people who visited were the elderly with little time left or fools lost in the back alleys.
Moreover, today, due to the fire downtown, not even a shadow of a customer could be found.
Since it seemed unlikely that anyone would come, the tavern keeper tried to close the door quickly.
However, just as he moved his creaking back to lock the door, four hooded figures barged into the tavern without any warning.
“We’re done for the day…”
After saying that, the old man was about to close the door when the first customer flicked a golden coin, making him frown deeply.
“Elven gold coin? Finel, is that you?”
At the mention of the name Finel, the customer raised their hood, revealing their face—an elf with striking red hair
The tavern keeper wondered why he hadn’t recognized the elf until he noticed the missing left arm.
He simply stared at the elf and the other customers in silence for another moment, then opened the door and ushered them inside.
Once the group was inside, he took one last look outside before locking the door.
“What brings you here at this hour? And where’s your arm?”
The old man naturally reached for a bottle of alcohol as he asked. Finel, the elf, answered indifferently.
“It was a minor misunderstanding.”
Was losing an arm a minor misunderstanding? Damn pointy-ears.
The tavern keeper clicked his tongue and stoked the fire at the stove, then suddenly paused as if remembering something.
“Don’t tell me… the fire downtown is your doing?”
“That’s the result of the minor misunderstanding.”
This crazy pointy-eared bastard. The old man nearly swore but shut his mouth when he saw the other customers.
A moment later, he brought some drinks, dried meat, and a simple snack made of flour fried with a coating of honey, placed them on the table where the four were seated at, and said.
“So, what brings you here? And who are these people?”
“The ones involved in the minor misunderstanding.”
“…”
Only then did the old man take a proper look at the other customers with their hoods pulled low.
A girl…no, two girls, practically inhaling honey snacks as though starving.
Both had calloused hands, indicating they were likely knight apprentices or squires.
And beside them was…
“Hmm?”
A young man with golden eyes and black hair leaning back comfortably in his chair with arms crossed.
His appearance seemed strangely familiar.
He was sure he had seen someone like him before.
As the old man was lost in thought, the elf’s voice interrupted his reverie.
“Give us the clearest liquor you have, one bottle.”
Upon hearing his order, the old man frowned deeply.
It wasn’t a regular order—it was a secret code known only to the elf and the tavern keeper.
“Are you serious?”
The old man asked as if he couldn’t comprehend the situation, and the elf just shrugged his remaining shoulder.
A silent affirmation.
The tavern keeper scanned the other customers once again, then sat at the table with a bottle of liquor and two cups.
“Finel, if this decision brings harm to the city… Demerond himself will have to come in person to clean up.”
The moment the name ‘Demerond Ipp Marx’ escaped the tavern keeper’s lips, the atmosphere among the customers changed.
Did they realize that the old man wasn’t just an ordinary tavern keeper? The young man uncrossed his arms and even placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
Of course, he didn’t draw the sword.
Instead of making any threatening gestures, the old man immediately pulled out a bottle and opened it. A rich, luxurious aroma of fine liquor, out of place in the modest tavern, filled the table.
“How about we start introducing ourselves first?”
The young man, looking confused, glanced back and forth between the elf and the tavern keeper before tilting his head and speaking.
“I’m Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“What? Cheon Yeomyeong? Really?”
Unsure if he heard him correctly, the tavern keeper turned to the elf. The elf shrugged again.
Seeing this, the tavern keeper licked his lips, then leaned forward and asked.
“Are you really ‘that’ Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“’That’ Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“I’m asking whether you are the Dragon Liberator.”
Dragon Liberator? Now, what was that about?
The young man who introduced himself as Cheon Yeomyeong, as well as the girls munching on the snacks, all stared at the tavern keeper as if asking to elaborate.
As if surprised they didn’t know, the old man widened his eyes and said.
“Cheon Yeomyeong! The Earthian with a conscience! The man who freed the dwarf royal family’s guardian dragon, Orsay Taboul, from the hands of the Korean army without taking any compensation in return!”
“…?”
“…If you just happen to be someone with the same name, then I apologize.”
As soon as he finished speaking, an awkward silence fell over the table.
And just as the silence was about to stretch on, Cheon Yeomyeong spoke up with a slightly flustered tone.
“I did free Orsay Taboul, but… the ‘Dragon Liberator’ is a bit…?”
Before he could say anything else, the tavern keeper suddenly grabbed his own cheek and peeled off the skin.
Or, more precisely, he removed the intricate artificial mask that had been covering his face.
Tzzzzt—
The sound of skin tearing echoed as the mask was removed, revealing…
The face of the old man wasn’t that different from the tavern keeper’s. The only difference was that he had an unusually stern expression.
While the sudden unmasking startled Yeomyeong and the girls, the tavern keeper looked at them expectantly.
An awkward silence ensued once more.
It was clear that no one recognized who the old man was. Feeling embarrassed, the old man cleared his throat and introduced himself.
“My name is Bykov Alexeyevich Marmeladov.”
Hearing the long Russian name, Neti narrowed her eyes, but Seti and Yeomyeong tensed up for a different reason.
It was because his name had come up when extracting information from the desert Wraith, Dagal.
“…The citizens of this city call me the Eastern Count Palatine.”
The Eastern Count Palatine. The old man before them was one of the three Count Palatines ruling the city.
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Communists – Atheists who worship Marx and Stalin as gods. They resemble the demons of ancient times; as in they emerge regardless of race or lineage.
*Synonym – Commie
(Omitted)
Democracy – A type of mental illness where working-class people insist on choosing a ruler as foolish as themselves.
It can be cured with almost all types of attack magic.
(Omitted)
Voting – An irrational act where noble aristocrats who are able to handle mana and orcs who can barely speak have equal rights.
The House of Lords requested that serfs be whipped if they demanded more than two loaves of rye or four eggs for their vote.
『Excerpt from Earthian Language Glossary for Imperial Nobles』

* * *
Dawn rose over the City of Scums.
As the sunlight stretched its hand and chased away the darkness, the sleeping city below slowly opened its eyes.
According to the laws of nature, the first place the sunlight touched was the eastern part of the city.
It was a place where factories left behind by the Soviets and the workers’ residential areas were mixed together.
And in a back alley of the eastern district, in the attic of a tavern called ‘Camel’s Tears’, a young man opened the window to breathe in the morning air.
It was an uncanny coincidence, but the moment the young man opened the window, the sunlight brightly illuminated the area.
The unanticipated sunlight made the young man frown slightly. And after blinking a few times to get used to the light, he took in the scenery below.
Working-class people, drenched in fatigue, heading to work, merchants heading north, and taverns that were just starting to close…
The scene unfolding outside reminded the young man of the back alleys in Incheon. Were all places where people lived the same?
As he gazed at the city, which smelled of rusty metal and clammy chemicals instead of sea salt, he nostalgically thought of his hometown.
And he continued to reminisce until he heard the sound of a door opening behind him.
Creak—
As soon as the door opened, the young man turned his head and saw a black-haired girl who was still half-asleep.
Dragging the hem of the dress she was yet to change out of, she entered the room and sat in the only chair before speaking.
“Good morning, Yeomyeong, though it can’t exactly be considered ‘good’… anyway, why are you up so early? Did you stay up all night?”
“I did sleep, not deeply though.”
As soon as Yeomyeong replied, the girl stretched her arms. Her smooth armpits were briefly visible through her dress before disappearing.
Yeomyeong quickly averted his gaze and shut the window.
As the sunlight was blocked and a faint darkness filled the room, the girl leaned back in her chair, putting her weight on the backrest.
Creak, creak. As the chair creaked in the lingering silence, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Seti, why are you up so early?”
“Well, for the same reason as you.”
She couldn’t fall asleep. She hesitated for a moment before asking cautiously.
“Yeomyeong, what do you plan to do regarding that proposal from last night?”
Despite her abrupt question, Yeomyeong didn’t ask her to elaborate but instead recalled the words of Bykov…uh, the Eastern Count Palatine, from the previous night.
- Dragon Liberator, I apologize, but… could you lend me a hand?
After revealing his true identity, the Count Palatine, disguised as the tavern owner, began his explanation.
- Over the past six months, someone has been spreading rumors outside the city. Ridiculous rumors that the World Tree’s crystal and an Arcane Relic are hidden somewhere in the city… As a result, all sorts of people are flocking to the city.
Yeomyeong didn’t ask if the rumors were true. He had already heard the same thing from the arms dealer, Joseph, a living witness to the rumors.
- I’ve investigated it myself, and the source of these rumors seems to be the Western and Southern courts. The two Count Palatines must have intentionally spread these rumors, using the treasures they possess as bait.
- I don’t know what the two Count Palatines are aiming for, but it’s definitely bad news for this city. Both of them genuinely despise this place.
- And I intend to stop their plot. This city is my hometown, so I can’t just sit back and watch it be ruined due to the greed of a few fools.
With that, the Eastern Count Palatine extended his hand to Yeomyeong, his voice filled with earnestness.
- Dragon Liberator… I mean, Cheon Yeomyeong. Could you help me stop their scheme? For the sake of the people of this city.
However, instead of shaking his hand, Yeomyeong asked him for some time to think about it.
Was it because the Eastern Count Palatine was allied with the Elf who had ambushed him?
While that was indeed one of the reasons, the bigger issue was that they were people who intended to leave the city.
Yeomyeong and Seti had only one thing to do in this city—To find out what the shepherds of the Korean government, in alliance with the Western Count Palatine, were plotting in the shadows.
Whether they would kill the shepherds or just uncover the conspiracy and leave was still undecided.
Either way, Yeomyeong planned to take the train out of the city as soon as the task was completed.
He intended to return to the academy before the Superhuman Olympia tournament. Hence, there was not enough time to get involved in something with the Eastern Count Palatine.
While Yeomyeong was lost in his thoughts, Seti suddenly spoke up.
“I’m against it.”
“Why? I thought you’d be in favor.”
As soon as Yeomyeong inquired, Seti’s elegant eyebrows arched slightly.
“While time is also a problem… I just cannot bring myself to trust that Eastern Count Palatine, that old man.”
“Cannot trust him… well, that’s true.”
Using a Russian name and having allied with a commie Elf wasn’t the issue. However, the fact that he was hiding his true identity and running a tavern was.
Yeomyeong had spent far too many years in the back alleys to simply overlook this as a mere hobby.
From the location of the tavern, where everything could be seen, to the secret codes he exchanged with the Elf… it was obvious.
The Eastern Count Palatine was either deeply involved with the back alleys or knew exactly how they operated.
“So, we’ve decided to turn down the Eastern Count Palatine’s offer. Now, all that remains is whether we can investigate the Western Count Palatine’s movements.”
“That’s easy. We have the money and Joseph, don’t we?”
Seti explained that last night, she had ordered Joseph to retrieve the gold, remove the tracking magic and that they were to meet again in the sewers.
Fighting an elf and doing that at the same time? Yeomyeong poked Seti’s hand lightly.
“Good job.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Seti responded by poking his cheek. They both smiled at each other, stood up, and brushed themselves off.
While it was unfortunate for the Eastern Count Palatine, they planned to leave the tavern without saying their goodbyes.
Since they had decided not to join him, there was no reason to stay in the tavern any longer.
“Oh, and about Neti…”
“My sister?”
“How did she get here? Do you sisters have some special ability?”
“…We don’t have any special abilities. Although I wish we did.”
“Then?”
“Well… I don’t know either. I didn’t pay attention because I was so distracted yesterday. From what she told me yesterday before dozing off, Soe Miri opened a Dimensional Portal…”
“…Soe Miri?”
Did the Elf Princess have some sort of ability that could open Dimensional Portals? Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion and opened the door.
And the next moment…
The girl, who had been pressing her ear against the door on the other side, tumbled into the room with a loud crash.
She looked up at Yeomyeong and Seti with a startled expression as if she hadn’t expected the door to open so suddenly.
“…?”
A brief silence ensued. As Seti glared down at her, the girl hesitated before speaking up.
“U-unnie, uh… I-I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop or anything…”
“Neti!”
Neti tried to make some excuse, but Seti was quicker, yelling and grabbing her by the ear.
With her ear trapped in her sister’s grip, Neti screamed as she was dragged outside.
Watching the sisters’ little drama, Yeomyeong shook his head before following them.
* * *
Neti stuck her head out of the carriage to look at the people walking down the road, then pulled her head back in and turned to Yeomyeong.
“Brother-in-law, where are we off to now?”
“…?”
Yeomyeong, who had been dozing off with his back against the carriage seat, suddenly jolted awake.
The word ‘brother-in-law’ made him feel somewhat embarrassed. He blinked as he gazed at the girl who had called him that.
Should he ask her not to call him that? Or should he just let her be?
Though if she stops calling me brother-in-law, she’ll probably start calling me oppa…
He didn’t know why, but his instincts warned him not to let her call him ‘oppa.’ So, Yeomyeong simply responded to her question without saying more.
“For now, we’re heading to the northern train station of the city.”
“Oh, a train. It’s that one, right? The largest transcontinental railroad across the Northern and Southern continents, beyond the dimensional portal.”
Yeomyeong nodded.
As Neti said, there was a massive train station in the northern part of Dreitherial.
Since Stalin, who would have given it a name, was missing, it was simply called the terminal of the North-South railway.
“Don’t get your hopes up too much. It’s just a large, old train station for Earthians.”
“How big is it? Is it bigger than Kaesong Station?”
“It’s obviously bigger than Kaesong Station. It’s probably several times larger, but I’m not sure how big exactly.”
It was commonly said that 70% of the reason this City of Scums was still functioning was thanks to the transcontinental railroad and that train station, so there was no need for any further explanation.
Neti let out an impressed ‘oh’ before turning her gaze out the window once again while Yeomyeong closed his eyes again.
He was hoping to catch up on some sleep, but it seemed like his sister-in-law(?) wasn’t planning on letting him rest.
She called out to him again.
“Uh, brother-in-law.”
“What is it now? What are you curious about this time?”
“How far have you and Unnie gone?”
Yeomyeong felt rather fortunate that there was no water nearby. And if he’d been drinking, he would have spat it out immediately.
When Neti saw him turn serious, she grinned cunningly.
“Is my sister doing well?”
“…Doing what?”
“Eiii, you know. This, this.”
Using both hands, Neti formed a certain shape and repeatedly moved her fingers in and out. It was such an explicit gesture that it would make anyone who saw it burn with embarrassment.
While Yeomyeong massaged his throbbing temples, unable to come up with a response, Neti spoke up again.
“Could it be… she didn’t act like… a ‘Starfish’, did she?”
“…What?”
“I was actually really worried. Even though she doesn’t show it, my sister’s pretty shy… What if she can’t do anything when it’s actually time to do it…?”
“…”
“And, brother-in-law, you have numerous suitors, right? Meanwhile, my sister… she has no sex appeal whatsoever…”
As she trailed off, Yeomyeong responded sternly.
“…Seti is quite attractive.”
“Oh, please. My sister only wears the same old underwear they gave her as supplies. I was planning to gift her some with black lace this time—”
Thud!
Neti’s words were cut short as the carriage came to a sudden stop.
Did Seti arrive? No, that wasn’t it.
She had left separately for the southern part of the city to bring back Joseph, the gold, and Balagu.
…This feels ominous.
Feeling uneasy, Yeomyeong got out of the carriage.
The road outside was full of carts, wagons, and carriages, but everyone had stopped and was facing north.
Yeomyeong grabbed a middle-aged man who was standing still and asked.
“What’s going on here?”
The middle-aged man carrying an A-frame back carrier seemed to be a laborer in transportation, but he wore a somewhat dazed look, as if he had seen something strange.
“D-didn’t you see it?”
“See what?”
“Uhm… what do you call it? A meteorite? Yes, a meteorite fell.”
“…A meteorite?”
A meteorite fell from the sky? If so, how was the city still intact?
Yeomyeong was sure that the middle-aged man was either mistaken or had witnessed some magic.
He looked back to see Neti getting off the carriage, then swiftly leaped to the roof of the carriage.
The coachman was startled, but Yeomyeong didn’t care, narrowing his eyes.
The road to the northern train station was completely blocked.
“Neti, do you know how to use the Flying Kick technique?”
Neti didn’t answer. Instead, she leaped onto the carriage roof using Feather Step.
That was an answer better than a hundred words.
Yeomyeong tossed a coin pouch to the coachman and used the Flying Kick technique to leap onto the roof of another carriage.
Whoosh!
From the carriage roof to a cart, to the side of a building, and back to another carriage roof.
As he dashed, almost flying, he glanced back and saw Neti keeping up without much trouble. In fact, she looked more comfortable than Seti in some ways.
“Brother-in-law, don’t worry about me, just go faster!”
Neti shouted, and Yeomyeong was more than happy to speed up.
So, using the Flying Kick technique to cover the distance quickly, the two of them zipped through the streets.
After a while, Yeomyeong frowned as the distant train station and the smoke rising beyond it came into his view.
“What the… did it get bombed?”
Looking at the station, Neti shared her thoughts. Yeomyeong didn’t deny it.
The train station, even larger than Kaesong Station, had a massive hole blown in it.
The two of them slowed down and approached the northern train station slowly.
Along the way, firefighters, merchants, and guards managed by the three different Count Palatines were rushing around, trying to bring the situation under control.
Going past them, they entered the train station, only to find the interior was even worse than the outside.
Beneath the collapsed and melted steel frames, countless trains lay overturned. But the bigger problem wasn’t the trains—it was the tracks.
Even from Yeomyeong’s perspective as a layman, the railway tracks were melted to the point where even repair seemed impossible for a while.
“This… is not an accident, it’s terrorism. They specifically targeted the railway.”
Neti said as she looked around. Yeomyeong frowned without responding to her.
Was this because their plans to take the train to the city with the Dimensional Portal had been ruined? No, that wasn’t it.
It was because he had grasped what kind of fire had struck the train station.
“How did they attack it? A missile? A meteor?”
“…Neither.”
“Huh? Do you know what it is, brother-in-law?”
Yeomyeong nodded and looked at the railway tracks. More precisely, he stared at the still-burning blue flames that were consuming the tracks.
“Dragon’s Breath.”
That was the breath of a certain Skeleton Dragon, something Yeomyeong had already seen back in Manchuria.
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* * *
As Yeomyeong examined the lingering flames on the railway track closely…
- Everyone, get out of the station!
The stern voice of an old man echoed loudly throughout the collapsed station. The voice was filled with mana, seemingly amplified by magic.
- This is the order of Count Palatine Joe Pantoliano! From now on, the station is under the control of the Mage Corps!
Joe Pantoliano? Yeomyeong recalled the name of the Western Count Palatine and frowned a little.
…The Count Palatine who teamed up with the shepherds.
Not much time had passed since Kahal Magdu attacked on the station, and the forces of the Western Count Palatine were already taking control?
It all seemed too coincidental to be an accident, yet too obvious to say it was planned well in advance.
And given that Kahal Magdu had teamed up with the Korean government during the North Manchuria incident, it seemed likely that the destruction of the station was part of Western Count Palatine’s plan. However…
What was his reasoning for destroying the railway? Why did he cut off the city’s lifeblood in this manner?
Having no reason to stay at the station any longer, Yeomyeong swallowed his doubts and turned to leave.
Neti naturally followed suit, and the two of them blended into the crowd of merchants fleeing the station, looking just like evacuees themselves.
- Anyone who disobeys the Count Palatine’s orders and remains in the station will be punished immediately, regardless of their status! I repeat, everyone, get out of the station!
With the Mage’s threatening warning resounding behind them, the two of them exited the station.
The few Mages controlling the entry and exit outside the station glanced at Yeomyeong and Neti. However, since they could feel their mana, they didn’t bother stopping the two for a check.
A little while later, Neti asked, looking at Yeomyeong’s back as he walked ahead.
“Brother-in-law, does this mean that the way back to Earth is blocked?”
“For a while, yes. The railway is in a really bad shape… we’ll have to stay in this city until it’s repaired.”
“Then how about traveling to the city with the Dimensional Portal by foot?”
Seeing Neti’s eyes sparkle with strange anticipation, Yeomyeong shrugged and replied.
“Well, I don’t mind, but… will you be able to handle walking and sleeping on the road for months without even a bathroom?”
“…Ugh.”
Months? Neti made a face as if she didn’t even want to think about it.
“Anyway, I guess it’s better to wait until the railway’s repaired.”
Yeomyeong chuckled after seeing her expression, which resembled Seti’s, and then turned his attention to the surroundings.
The merchants who were chased out were looking crestfallen as they sat in front of the station, likely having lost their money and goods due to the terror attack.
After observing the merchants for a moment, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Hey, Neti?”
“You can call me sister-in-law instead of my name, you know.”
Neti replied in a sly tone. Ignoring her comment, Yeomyeong continued speaking.
“I think we should delay meeting Seti for a bit.”
“Huh? Why? Is it because of the train?”
“That’s part of it… but also because this seems like the perfect time to start something.”
Neti tilted her head at his words. What did he mean by ‘perfect time’?
Instead of satiating her curiosity, Yeomyeong walked over to a merchant dragging a large cart.
“And who might ye be?”
The merchant seemed wary due to the sudden approach.
Trying to show he wasn’t hostile, Yeomyeong slightly bowed his head before speaking.
“Excuse me, sir. May I ask you a question?”
“Can’t ye see I’m busy?”
As the merchant replied gruffly, Yeomyeong subtly took out a silver coin from his pocket.
“It will only take a moment.”
There was no merchant who would refuse money in this world.
At the sight of the gleaming coin, the merchant pretended to give in and accepted it reluctantly.
“Well… let’s hear what ye got, then.”
Ignoring Neti, who let out a wry laugh seeing the sudden change in the merchant’s attitude in front of money, Yeomyeong continued with his question.
“Could you recommend a decent place for a foreigner like me to stay in?”
“…A place to stay?”
“It looks like I’ll be stuck in this city until the railway is repaired. The price doesn’t matter, so if you could recommend a place that merchants usually know about, that would be great.”
Was it that unexpected of a question? The merchant silently scanned Yeomyeong from head to toe. After eyeing Neti’s face as well, he scratched his chin and responded.
“Travellin’ ‘round a city like this… yer luck must be mighty good.”
“Traveling is something you should do while you’re still young, isn’t it?”
“Well, that’s somethin’ only nobles’d be thinkin’. Anyhow, if ye head west along the main road, ye’ll come across a place called Golden Pond. It ain’t cheap, but it’s got the finest guardin’ in the whole city. Best head there.”
Having said that, the merchant turned around as if he had said all he needed to, and Yeomyeong didn’t bother to stop him.
Instead of heading west as the merchant suggested, Yeomyeong moved down a different alley.
As he waded through the crowd of merchants unaware of the silver coins he’d scattered, Yeomyeong approached another merchant and asked him the same question.
- Could you recommend a decent place for a foreigner like me to stay in?
No matter how much the merchants furrowed their brows at his unexpected question, none refused the silver coin.
And as any merchant would, they all answered honestly; their answers almost identical.
Golden Pond, Amber Tower, Jade Palace…
By the time Neti had memorized all the high-end accommodations in the city and Yeomyeong had spent at least twenty silver coins, Neti, who had been following him silently, finally spoke up.
“Brother-in-law, what are you doing?”
“Nothing special, just letting them get familiar with my face and doing a little fishing.”
“…Fishing? It seems like we’re just meeting merchants.”
“Merchants are like a river. We’ve already set the bait all over, and soon enough, we’ll catch the real fish.”
He provided no further explanation.
Before Neti could ask him to elaborate, Yeomyeong found another merchant.
The merchant this time was a middle-aged man with a noticeable scar on his face who gave Yeomyeong a different response.
“A place to stay? I know a good one. If you want, I can even guide you there myself.”
The greed in the merchant’s eyes was apparent, but Yeomyeong didn’t refuse.
In fact, Yeomyeong even gave him an additional silver coin, and the merchant laughed heartily.
“Alright, follow me. I’ll take you and your wife to a place where you can rest comfortably.”
Wife? He should first cast away his lewd gaze before speaking.
As Neti barely suppressed the urge to knock the merchant’s head off as he leered at her with his disgusting eyes, she finally understood what Yeomyeong meant by ‘fishing.’
Anyway, the two followed the merchant without resistance.
And as they passed the northern part of the city and the tower where the Western Count Palatine lived came into view, the merchant led them off the main road into an alley saying it was a shortcut.
“Don’t worry, we’re only passing through safe alleys.”
No matter what the merchant rambled on about, Yeomyeong just smiled like an idiot.
It wasn’t until Neti frowned at the stench coming from the back alley and the sun began to set that the merchant stopped in front of a building.
It wasn’t an inn; it was a dilapidated building that couldn’t even be used as a tavern.
“Here we are! Duncan’s Inn, the best accommodation in the city that only a few know about!”
The best accommodation, he said? Yeomyeong let out a small laugh.
His heightened Superhuman senses didn’t miss the sweet smell of burning grass and the hidden scent of blood coming from beyond the building.
Drugs and blood.
Yeomyeong smiled back at the merchant, who was grinning blatantly.
“Looks like we came to the right place.”
* * *
Thud!
Thud, thud!
Thud, thud, thud!
The sound of knocking on the back door echoed throughout the old building.
It wasn’t even time for customers to arrive yet.
The man, who had been dozing off on the first floor, groggily got up from his bed, looking half annoyed and half exhausted, he headed toward the back door.
“Who’s there?”
“I’m looking for a man named Duncan.”
“At this hour? Who sent ye?”
“I don’t know his name, but I was referred to by a merchant with a scar. He said this guy’d help me make a lot of money.”
“Ah, ye must be the ones Madian sent. Wait a tick.”
The man replied as he pulled out a dagger from his belt.
As soon as the name Madian was mentioned, the fatigue that had been weighing him down disappeared.
After all, Madian was known as a slave trader in the organization.
The man didn’t doubt it for a second that these naive fools had come along willingly to become his slaves.
And just as he casually grabbed the doorknob—
Bam!
The old wooden door shattered as something struck it from the other side, and the man behind it was knocked over as well.
“Gah!”
As the man flew through the air and tumbled across the floor, He felt a pain in his chest that made it hard to breathe.
Did he break his ribs? He gasped for air, wheezing sounds escaping his lips as he trembled while checking the door.
Who is the crazy—
It was Madian who had struck the door. Or, to be precise, someone had grabbed Madian’s head and bashed it against the door.
Madian was shuddering as the blood pouring from his forehead soaked the door.
Could it be that the sound of knocking from earlier came from hitting Madian’s head against the door? No, that must be the case.
Otherwise, the indent on Madian’s forehead wouldn’t have made sense.
“Cough, ye… cough, who the hell are ye?”
The man asked the unknown young man holding Madian’s hair. No response came.
Was he an assassin sent by a rival organization? Or was he perhaps one of those crazies that had been popping up all over the place recently?
No, he must be one of them.
After all, it wasn’t that common to encounter a lunatic who would crush someone’s skull in broad daylight in this city.
“I demand ye… reveal—”
However, the man was unable to finish his question. He trembled and then collapsed with his head drooping.
The young man gave the fallen man a brief glance, before tossing Madian at the doorstep and entering the building.
Without uttering a word, he surveyed the interior. The first floor, disguised as an ordinary inn, had nothing special.
Dusty bar counters, bottles of alcohol, and disorganized tables and chairs.
However, no matter how much they tried to hide it with the exterior, the smell was hard to conceal.
And by gathering mana to enhance his sense of smell, he was able to easily locate his target.
A hidden entrance to the basement behind the bar.
Following the scent, the young man, Yeomyeong, made his way to the basement.
However, before he could take more than a few steps, Neti poked her head from behind the door.
“Brother-in-law… you didn’t kill them, right?”
Unlike Seti, was she reluctant to kill?
Neti frowned at the sight of the bloodied Madian and the fallen man.
…Well, it’s normal to feel reluctant to kill someone.
Yeomyeong shook his head while thinking about it.
“They’re still alive. For now.”
“For now? You sound just like Unnie.”
That was because he had learned it from Seti. Yeomyeong simply shrugged his shoulders and headed toward the basement.
As he opened the door and descended the stairs, Neti followed him, chattering excitedly.
“How did you manage to find this place so quickly, and also the way you used the merchants earlier?”
“Of course, information and experience.”
The information he had extracted from the desert wraith, Dagal, and the experience he had gained by observing the struggles of underground organizations and smugglers during his time as a janitor.
Yeomyeong didn’t go into too much detail, but Neti interpreted his words in her own way.
To be precise, she let her imagination run wild.
“Brother-in-law… you must be from a dangerous neighborhood, right? Like a place full of criminals, where gunshots go off every day… a city like this or Mexico City?”
“…”
Incheon wasn’t quite that kind of dead-end city, but Yeomyeong didn’t bother correcting her.
“And your first meeting with Unnie must’ve been straight out of a drama. She must’ve fallen for you at the sight of you fighting a crime syndicate and then saved you, right?”
“…No, that’s not what happened.”
“Then were you the one who saved her after she got into trouble?”
“…”
No, your sister ambushed me and beat me unilaterally.
As Yeomyeong was about to swallow the words rising up his throat, smoke thick enough to obscure their sight began to fill the staircase leading to the basement.
The sweet, sticky scent of it, almost clinging to his nostrils, filled his airways and descended to his lungs.
But before the sensation spreading to his lungs could reach his bloodstream, Yeomyeong summoned his mana.
“It’s drugs. Block it before it spreads through your bloodstream.”
As soon as Neti heard his warning, she drew on her mana and pinched her nose.
“Ugh, I’ll purify the air.”
With those words, Neti quickly wove a spell, and her Telekinesis magic immediately stirred the air, pushing the smoke away.
Unlike Seti, who focused on martial arts, Neti seemed to specialize in magic. Yeomyeong carefully observed her Telekinesis as they continued down the stairs.
After a moment….
- A customer? At this hour?
- Who let them in?!
- Squeak, squeak human, human female!
The two arrived at a hideout, a den full of men addicted to drugs… no, it was more appropriate to say they had arrived at a part of the sewer that had been converted into a hideout.
Other than Rat Beastfolks, various races, including humans, orcs, and dwarves, all indulging in the pleasures of the drug filled the place.
But what stood out the most wasn’t the drugged-up Foreign Races but the elderly man sitting in the center with his eyes closed.
The elderly man with a long beard reaching below his navel sat cross-legged in meditation.
…A Mage.
Yeomyeong immediately grasped the man’s identity. With the substantial amount of mana emanating from his body, it was impossible not to.
“Who might ye be?”
The old man asked as he opened his eyes slowly. Unlike the others, who were writhing in the throes of drug-induced euphoria, his gaze was calm.
Yeomyeong placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and responded.
“A customer.”
“Ye don’t look like someone who’s come for the trade o’ drugs.”
“What I want isn’t drugs, but information.”
The old man stared intently at Yeomyeong.
“Apologies, but we don’t deal in yer kind o’ information here.”
“Is that so? But…”
Yeomyeong drew his sword. The blade, glowing a pale yellow without a sound, emitted a chilling aura.
Even the drugged individuals flinched at the intense Killing Aura radiating from the sword.
“…Dagal said otherwise.”
“I don’t know what tie ye’ve got with that third-rate Mage who controls bugs, but ye’ve come to the wrong place. We don’t sell information here, we buy it.”
“No need to sell. I’m not planning to buy either.”
“…?”
Finally, a flicker of varying emotions flashed across the Mage’s face.
Confusion, suspicion, realization, and… anger.
Yeomyeong responded to that reaction with his sword, its aura tinged with a milky-white light.
As the brilliant Sword Aura cut through the drug-infused smoke, Yeomyeong uttered the answer the Mage was expecting.
“Hand it over.”


 
    

  Chapter 146: Retrograder, Egoist, And Commie (3)
* * *
Despite the unknown assailant unleashing his Sword Aura, the Mage showed no fear.
Instead, he glared at his opponent with a mocking smile.
“Manifestin’ a Sword Aura at yer age. Yer got some talent, I’ll give ye that. But ye’re too young. Too young, I say.”
To barge into the workshop of a Mage and threaten him without a trace of fear—this was unheard of.
While it was true that the authority of Mages had been reduced to nothing since humans brought guns into the equation, to be insulted like this…
Even if he were selling drugs in a back alley, a Mage was still a Mage.
He could handle a young knight who was yet to grow a single strand of white hair with just one hand—let alone if the place was his personal workshop.
The Mage uncrossed his legs, got to his feet, and spoke.
“Ye want information, eh Greenhorn? Well, the only answer I got for ye is this.”
“…”
“Come at me, then. I’ll teach ye some proper manners.”
As he spoke, the Mage flicked his hand.
The assailant—no, the Greenhorn—took a step forward as if he had been waiting.
The moment he kicked off the ground lightly with his raised heel, he closed the distance of over ten steps in an instant.
His speed was nothing short of astonishing.
Surprised by his unexpected speed, the Mage hastily gathered his mana and cast a spell.
To be precise, he activated a spell that he had already prepared in advance.
Try to block it!
At his command, the magic circles etched on the walls of the hideout surged with mana.
And just as the sword filled with Sword Aura was about to graze his neck…
Clang!!!
A translucent shield deflected the sword.
The force behind the swing was so heavy, that even the drug addicts spectating in the vicinity were knocked over by the shockwave.
What the hell?
How was the mana of someone who appeared to be barely past twenty so heavy?
The Mage frowned. However, his mind worked quickly as he began to weave another spell.
Wind magic to spread the drug fumes and fog magic.
As soon as the two spells were complete, a thick smoke engulfed the entire hideout.
The assailant’s sword slashed through the spot where the Mage had been just moments before, but the Mage had already leapt backwards by then.
- W-we have nothing to do with this! We’re just here for the drugs!
- Squeak, squeak! I can’t see anything!
- Mr. Duncan! Please save us!
The drug addicts trapped within the fog began to panic. They screamed and ran around, desperately waving their hands as they tried to clear the mist.
The Mage, Duncan, paid them no mind.
On the contrary, he manipulated the magic to gather even more smoke around the drug addicts. After all, the more chaos they created, the less likely the enemy would find him.
On the other hand… Duncan could sense exactly where his opponent was and what he was doing.
The mana he had dispersed through the fog and the magic circles filling the room acted like his eyes.
He extended his hand toward the assailant, whose sword hung low beyond the fog, and wove a telekinetic spell—an efficient magic for handling a knight.
High-level spells, like fire explosions or death rays, would only risk exposing his position.
Against a novice like him, a carefully positioned telekinetic spell from an unseen location was more than sufficient.
Squeeze!
First, he choked his opponent’s neck with a force strong enough to break a normal person’s neck in an instant.
However, the guy didn’t even flinch.
Upon concentrating a little more, the Mage sensed intense magic resistance.
To think it was on par with his own magic, which was already reinforced by the magic circles. In fact, the resistance was so absurd, it made his head spin.
Alright then, let’s see this through to the end.
Gritting his teeth, Duncan poured more mana into his spell.
And almost simultaneously, the magic resistance from the assailant’s body vanished all at once, as if he had gotten rid of it himself.
Mana depletion? Or did that Greenhorn’s concentration waver?
Although he couldn’t figure out the reason, Duncan didn’t miss the opportunity and spread his Telekinesis spell.
Arms, waist, legs, and even ankles.
As soon as he grabbed the Greenhorn’s entire body, Duncan clenched his hands tightly and raised his arms.
Boom!
The Greenhorn’s body shot up along with his hands, slamming into the ceiling.
The ceiling cracked with a splitting sound, sending dust and debris flying. The entire hideout trembled, but Duncan didn’t stop and swung his hands downward.
Crash!
This time, the Greenhorn’s body crashed into the ground. Thanks to gravity, there was a heavy, satisfying impact.
That blow should have surely shattered every bone in his body.
Duncan directed his Telekinesis once more, intending to finish the Greenhorn once and for all.
Or, rather, he was about to.
However, the moment he tried to manipulate his mana, the Greenhorn knight turned his head directly toward the spot where he stood.
Golden eyes, cold and serene, met the old Mage’s gaze through the fog.
How?
The question was brief. Sensing the imminent danger, Duncan began to weave a spell.
But the Greenhorn extended his hand just a little faster.
And in the next moment—
Squeeze.
An invisible force clamped around Duncan’s neck like a vice—the same Telekinesis spell he had just used moments ago.
“Kuh, kuh-heok!”
So he was not a knight but a mage? Then what about the Sword Aura he displayed? Could it be that he walked both paths?
Many questions arose in his mind, but none provided an answer on how to escape from the Telekinesis spell holding his neck.
Meanwhile, deprived of oxygen, his heart pounded relentlessly, and his mind began to grow hazy.
He could feel death drawing closer and closer. Convinced of his defeat, Duncan instinctively reached into his pocket.
His hand grasping the only item that could turn this situation around, one he had refused to use until now because of his pride as a Mage.
A black pistol the Western Count Palatine had secretly smuggled.
Just as Duncan pulled it out and aimed it at the Greenhorn knight—
Someone snatched the gun from his hand.
“Oh, a Desert Eagle1. And an old, discontinued model at that?”
“Cough, wha—what…?”
Turning around with great effort, Duncan saw the blue-haired girl who had accompanied the Greenhorn casually examining his gun.
“Where did you get this antique? It’s in decent conditi—Oh, but you’ve loaded it with revolver bullets. That’ll melt the lead, and it’ll be off to the repair shop after a few shots. Are you a novice?”
What the hell was this crazy bitch even saying—
However, Duncan’s final words never made it out.
The Telekinesis spell squeezing his carotid artery intensified, and he fell unconscious as his oxygen supply was cut off.
* * *
“Brother-in-law, why did you allow yourself to get hit? I saw you intentionally lower your magic resistance earlier.”
Neti asked Yeomyeong, who was dusting himself off and getting up.
“…”
It was not like Yeomyeong could just tell her that he had a constitution that allowed him to reverse-engineer spells that hit him or that he thought that this was a good opportunity to learn Duncan’s Telekinesis by enduring it a few times.
Although he didn’t know why he couldn’t say it, for some reason, the eager look on Seti’s face when she tried to help him learn magic popped into his mind.
And so, he awkwardly made an excuse.
“It was an accident. I let my guard down.”
“Let your guard down? Come on, that doesn’t seem right.”
“Let’s talk about that later… First, we need to extract information from him. The quicker we finish this, the better.”
Yeomyeong avoided Neti’s suspicious gaze and used Telekinesis on the fallen Duncan.
*Crack—*He intended to lift Duncan gently but ended up crushing the old man’s ankle.
Probably because he had just learned the spell, controlling the strength was rather tricky.
Nevertheless, Yeomyeong kept trying, refusing to give up.
After breaking another one or two more of Duncan’s limbs, he finally managed to lift him.
By then, the fog magic had dissipated. As a result, he could see junkies cowering in a corner of the hideout, but he had no reason to deal with them.
And he definitely had no obligation to look out for them, either.
“I’ll give you one minute. All of you get out now.”
As soon as Yeomyeong’s mana-filled voice echoed through the hideout, the junkies, terrified out of their wits, scattered and rushed toward the stairs.
- Move, you bastards!
- Hurry, hurry, get out!
After the sound of the junkies’ footsteps faded, Yeomyeong moved Duncan to a corner of the hideout and began to prepare for his interrogation.
He first cleared the smoke in the hideout, erased the magic circles, and tied Duncan’s broken limbs to a chair…
As he finished these small preparations, Neti, who had been watching in silence, suddenly asked a question.
“Uh, Brother-in-law, how will we know if the information he gives us is real?”
“…Why are you asking that all of a sudden?”
“Well, I’m a bit worried. What if he gives us false information just to screw us over?”
“Then we’ll just have to ask someone else. Cross-checking is essential for back-alley intel anyway.”
“…Someone else? Don’t tell me we’re going to raid another organization?”
Neti looked at Yeomyeong with eyes, hoping it wasn’t true, but his response was firm.
“Yeah.”
“…”
“We can hit one or two more places at this pace. We have to regroup with Seti before dinner… so let’s finish quickly.”
Saying so, Yeomyeong turned back to Duncan to wake him up.
However, just as he was about to inject mana into the old Mage’s body, he suddenly remembered something and turned to Neti.
“Neti, do you know how to torture someone?”
“To-to-torture? No, not really… Only Unnie and the youngest know how to do that…”
“Is that so? In that case, you might find it unpleasant to watch. Do you want to step out for a bit?”
“I-I’m fine. I’ll stay and watch. No, please let me watch.”
She answered as she quickly moved to his side.
Yeomyeong stared at Neti’s determined face for a moment, then silently woke the unconscious Duncan.
But as if mocking her determination, Duncan began to spill everything he knew the moment he opened his eyes.
While it was due to the pain inflicted by his limbs that were broken while he was unconscious, unaware of this, Neti simply thought the back-alley thugs were surprisingly cowardly.
* * *
Southern Dreitherial. In front of the gate of the Southern Count Palatine’s castle.
The Southern Count Palatine’s knight, Dovan, gazed at the castle as he smoked a cigarette.
…Life really becomes a mess all at once when it decides to be.
It all started with those intruders from the southern Demon Domain who secretly snuck into the city.
At first, he just assumed they were nomads trying to avoid the entry tax, but of all things, they turned out to be the ones in possession of the gold coins stolen from the Count Palatine.
After enduring the Count Palatine’ tirades and following their trail into the sewer, all he found were the corpses of Rat Beastfolks.
He hastily cleaned up the sewer and scoured for traces of the intruders, but the sewer was a sewer for a reason.
Any proper traces had already been washed away.
The best he could figure out was that there were three intruders, and one of them seemed to be a woman.
- *Is that all you’ve got to report to me? Pathetic! Stop babbling and go find my gold coins immediately!*
Thanks to that, he had the unique experience of being hit by pottery thrown by the Count Palatine.
His subordinates, who witnessed the scene, tried to coax him into pretending to investigate without really doing it, but Dovan couldn’t give in.
Was it because he was a loyal knight to the Count Palatine? Hardly.
How could a thug who simply lucked into awakening his mana have any loyalty or a sense of chivalry?
It was just…
“Hey, what are you doing?”
A woman’s voice suddenly snapped him out of his thoughts. Dovan flinched, snapped back to reality, and tossed his cigarette away.
He crushed the half-smoked Earth-made cigarette underfoot, straightened his back, and responded.
“I-I’m waiting for a friend!”
“A friend? The Count Palatine is that angry and you still have time to meet a friend? Wow, must be nice to have such a carefree life.”
The voice belonged to a woman exuding a seductive aura.
She had her black hair tied back, a breathtakingly beautiful face, and a voluptuous figure.
She looked as stunning as a succubus from an erotic novel, but Dovan couldn’t even imagine flirting with her, nor did he dare meet her gaze.
“Hey, are you mocking the Count Palatine?”
“N-no, not at all!”
“Then are you perhaps mocking me?”
She asked as she pulled out the spear strapped to her back. It was enormous, larger than Dovan’s entire torso, and reminded him of the arrows used on Ballista2.
His clueless subordinates whispered among themselves, wondering if she could even wield that weapon with her figure, but Dovan knew better because he had seen her skewer a notorious illegal Mage in the South with his own eyes.
Remembering the scene where an entire alley was soaked in blood, Dovan broke into a cold sweat and stammered out a reply.
“N-no! No one in this city would dare take you lightly, Lady Ekatherina!”
Seemingly amused at the sight of Dovan squeezing his eyes shut and yelling, the woman tapped his head with the butt of her spear.
“You little sycophant.”
“…”
“I’ll let it slide this time, but there won’t even be any scraps left for you next time. Got it? Let’s do better.”
“Yes! I’ll do my best!”
Unaffected by his shout, the woman called Ekatherina retrieved her spear and turned away.
Where the hell should he put his effort?
Dovan suddenly felt curious, but he didn’t voice it out. After all, there were times where ignorance was bliss.
Anyway, just as Ekatherina disappeared into the Southern Count Palatine’s castle, Dovan spotted a familiar figure running toward him from across the road.
“Dovan! Is that really you, Dovan?”
It was his old friend, one who wasn’t even the same race as him.
A broad-shouldered orc with green skin.
His friend, with whom he had shared a bond that transcended races, spread his arms wide, and the two men shared a warm embrace after a full decade.
After their brief hug ended, the friend inspected the armor Dovan was wearing in admiration and exclaimed.
“Well, I never thought you’d actually become a knight.”
“Why? Did you really think I’d be stuck in the back alleys forever?”
“No, I always believed you could do it.”
Dovan laughed at his friend’s honest response, a genuine smile that hadn’t surfaced when he’d faced Ekatherina earlier.
“Man, you have no idea. I was even more surprised when I heard that the guy who escaped the city had returned.”
“Ten years is a long time, you know. Even a desert nomad eventually returns to their homeland.”
“Homeland, my foot. Stop spouting nonsense and tell me what happened over the years. Where do you want to go? A restaurant? A bar?”
“A bar, of course. If I’ve learned one thing during my life as a nomad, it’s that sharing past stories without alcohol is utterly miserable.”
Dovan chuckled at his friend’s humor.
However, beneath that laughter, the tip of his nose and his eyes grew red.
He didn’t cry, but it was clear he was overwhelmed with emotion.
His friend patted Dovan’s shoulder as if in understanding. The two of them stood there silently for a while.
Dovan broke the silence with a smile and a greeting he hadn’t managed to say earlier.
“Welcome home, Balagu.”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The Desert Eagle or simply Deagle is a single-action, gas-operated, semi-automatic pistol capable of chambering the .50 Action Express, the largest centerfire cartridge of any magazine-fed, self-loading pistol and famous for other large caliber chamberings. Magnum Research Inc. designed and developed the Desert Eagle.
	2. The ballista, plural ballistae or ballistas, sometimes called bolt thrower, was an ancient missile weapon that launched either bolts or stones at a distant target. Developed from earlier Greek weapons, it relied upon different mechanics, using two levers with torsion springs instead of a tension prod.


   

  Chapter 147: Retrograder, Egoist, And Commie (4)
* * *
On the 33rd floor of a towering building better known as the Pantoliano Building than by its formal name, the Western Count Palatine, two men were having dinner in a spacious lounge overlooking the entire cityscape of Dreitherial in complete silence.
The menu consisted of lavish dishes made from the finest ingredients and imported high-end wine from Earth.
It was an extravagant meal that even most Mages wouldn’t be able to afford easily, yet yet the two men showed no hint of joy as they ate.
It was a calm, almost somber dinner.
The only sound heard was the occasional clink of dishes, until a refined-looking man with slicked-back blond hair finally spoke up.
“You seem a bit off today.”
The man sipped his wine. The manner in which he tilted his glass exuded a sense of noble elegance that was impossible to hide.
“Or is the meal not to your liking?”
“…No, Sir. The food is excellent. It is just that… I have quite a few things on my mind.”
The man sitting across from him replied in a polite tone.
He was an East Asian man, a rare sight in the city, and there was a sense of disciplined grace in his every move, like that of a well-trained beast.
“What could be troubling you here? Everything is going according to plan, isn’t it?”
“…Nothing ever goes perfectly as planned in this world.”
“A saying meant for young dragons? It does have a refreshing ring to it, especially hearing it come from an Earthian.”
The blond man chuckled, placed his wine glass on the table, and stabbed a piece of still-bloody steak with his fork.
“You’re not still worried about the attack on the station this morning, are you? It’s nothing to be concerned about. It was just the last-ditch attempt of some old fools.”
“It’s not a matter to be taken lightly. From our findings, the attack… was either carried out by a dragon or at least a Mage of comparable power.”
The East Asian man’s tone was serious, but the blond man casually chewed his steak, as if it were no big deal.
“A Mage as strong as a dragon? It seems like the old man in the south has finally lost his mind. He must be really desperate to make an appearance at the Emperor’s birthday celebration in a month.”
“…”
The East Asian man watched the other man finish his bite of meat silently and then spoke up once more as he swallowed.
“…We still have a month left before we reach the underground bunker.”
“To be precise, we only have one month left.”
“…Count Palatine, one month is a long time. The more active the elves and other outsiders become, the greater the variables will become.”
The blond man, addressed as the Count Palatine, did not reply immediately.
He sipped his wine, took a bite of the soft bread, and only then did he respond in a relaxed tone.
“Do you know what I’ve learned while living as a Count Palatine in this city?”
“…I’m listening.”
“The old man in the Eastern side is insane, and the one in the South is a fool.”
“…”
“No matter what desperate measures they take now, remember, the odds are already in our favor. Those old men aren’t even aware that we’re digging tunnels right under their feet.”
“That is….”
“The attack on the innocent northern station is the clearest proof of their confusion. When in doubt, they just cut off supplies… A foolish tactic indeed, truly befitting someone from an outdated era.”
The Western Count Palatine, Joe Pantoliano, declared with confidence.
While the East Asian man did not agree with the Count Palatine’s words, he wasn’t foolish enough to point it out and spoil the atmosphere.
And just as silence was about to settle in again, the Count Palatine changed the subject.
“Let’s leave the work talk at that, shall we? After all, I’ve already delegated full authority to you. Just like always, you can do as you please and spend my wealth as needed. That was the agreement from the start, wasn’t it?”
“…Thank you for your generosity.”
“Enough with the empty words. Right now… I’d like to hear about my reward.”
Reward.
At the mention of that word, as if he had been waiting for it, the East Asian man stood up and pulled out a bag placed under the table.
There were at least ten documents inside the bag, all of them forged papers proving one’s South Korean nationality without exception.
No, they weren’t forged; they were official documents issued by the Korean government, making them more legitimate than anything else.
“This is…”
“A birth certificate, graduation certificate, copy of resident registration. Once this is all over, you will be able to become a Korean… in other words, an Earthian.”
The Count Palatine examined the papers without hiding the greed in his eyes.
“This isn’t everything, is it?”
“Of course not. ‘His Excellency’ has instructed us to provide you with anything you desire.”
Anything he desires? As the mood relaxed further, the Count Palatine filled his glass with wine again.
“It seems His Excellency really knows how to treat people. Naturally, I’m a reasonable man, so I won’t ask for anything too extravagant.”
“…”
“Money—around fifty billion should be enough. Oh, all in dollars, of course. As for anything else I need… the rights of a ruler. Let His Excellency know that these two things will suffice.”
“And by the rights of a ruler, you mean…?”
“A member of the National Assembly, a city councilman, a provincial governor… even somewhere like Hamgyong Province would do just fine. I just need legitimate authority and land so my Mages can follow me to Korea without any complaints.”
A typical statement from a noble from the other side of the Dimensional Portal, one who was still unable to distinguish the difference between nobility and politicians.
Not bothering to correct him, the East Asian man simply bowed his head in silence, suppressing a sneer.
“Understood. I will relay that to His Excellency.”
* * *
Night time at Dreitherial.
Several large carts drawn by massive draft horses traversed through the city, escaping the old and foul-smelling sewers.
The carts were filled with tightly sealed wooden boxes, each labeled with things like ‘Magic Wand,’ ‘Chainsaw,’ and ‘Pinecone.’
The boxes had the unmistakable appearance of contraband.
However, thanks to the cover of night, no one made any attempts to steal them by the time they reached their destination.
Strangely enough, even the gangsters who would usually swagger through the back alleys and the guards known for abusing their power fled at the mere sight of them, tails tucked between their legs.
Of course, it wasn’t completely incomprehensible.
After all, no one in the South was bold enough to target contraband escorted by ten armed, burly men.
Anyway, the destination of the carts was a massive three-story inn, large enough to hold all these boxes and more.
“…This is an inn?”
But despite its name, the exterior of the building was far removed from what you would expect of a typical inn.
After all, what kind of inn surrounded itself with a concrete wall topped with barbed wire like a fortress and even had a guard post on the roof?
It even had a mount for a machine gun at the post, which made it seem more like…
“…This place doesn’t look like an inn—it feels more like a military stronghold.”
The blue-eyed girl muttered out loud while moving the contraband boxes into the inn(?).
A man behind her let out a chuckle.
“Good eye. This place used to be a Soviet military outpost which was then repurposed as an inn.”
“…”
“After I bought it to use for my business, I remodeled it back into a stronghold. It has quite an interesting history, don’t you agree with me?”
“…Not really.”
Contrary to the man’s friendly tone, the girl’s response was cold.
Without even glancing back at him, she continued carrying the boxes to the inn.
Some of the burly men at the back seemed ready to say something, but the man who had been ignored waved them off.
“Joseph-nim, but…!”
“She’s a customer.”
“…”
“And not just any customer, she’s a Superhuman customer with a chest full of gold. Don’t forget that the bonuses you received all came from her pockets.”
Lifting a box from the cart, Joseph added.
“And women who belong to someone are always like that. Not like any of you would know that since you’ve only been with bitches who get around.”
The burly men grumbled, complaining that his words were harsh or that Joseph-nim was no different, but they started unloading the boxes.
After they had moved several wooden boxes, and the draft horses were stamping their front hooves from frustration and the men were drenched in sweat, two familiar silhouettes drew closer towards the inn from beyond the alley.
Joseph greeted them with a bright, professional smile.
“Oh, dear customers, you’ve finally arrived—”
However, his smile faded quickly. The appearance of the customers under the moonlight was far from normal.
The man looked like a war refugee who had survived a bomb explosion, with tattered clothes and bloodstains covering his body.
And yet his expression remained as calm as ever. His golden eyes gleamed as he spoke.
“Did I arrive too late?”
Joseph hesitated, unable to reply with a straightforward ‘yes, you’re late.’
Instead, he responded with an awkward smile, saying that dinner was about to be served.
* * *
“…Did you guys really rob the back-alley gangs in the west?”
Seti asked with a bewildered expression while pulling a grenade out of a box labeled ‘Pinecone’.
“It wasn’t me. It was all brother-in-law.”
Neti answered as she dipped her rye bread into warm soup.
“…Why?”
“How am I supposed to know?”
“Why wouldn’t you know? You were with him all day, weren’t you?”
“Uh… I was just watching?”
“Why were you just watching?”
“…”
Sensing the atmosphere turn tense all of a sudden, Neti paused and stared intently at her sister.
As she expected, there was no trace of playfulness on her sister’s face as she held a grenade.
After swallowing the piece of bread she was chewing on, she answered cautiously.
“Well, I just… I thought he didn’t want me to join the fight, so I only caught the ones who were fleeing.”
“Ah, so that’s the reason he was the only one covered in blood when you returned?”
This was bad. Neti glanced around the room, hoping for some help, but Joseph and the other burly men were casually sipping their beer, deliberately ignoring the scene.
Allies? None to be found.
Avoiding her sister’s gaze, Neti spoke as calmly as she could.
“No, I mean, he said he’s fine because he has a fast Regeneration ability.”
“Even if his Regeneration ability is fast, the pain’s still the same.”
“…”
It finally dawned on Neti that having a sister who was in a relationship wasn’t all sunshine and roses.
Raising a daughter may have been pointless; who would have ever thought that her sister would also put a man before family?
Well, her brother-in-law was a good guy. But for her normally cold sister to behave like this…
Neti averted her gaze, suppressing the smile that was threatening to show. Seti’s delicate eyebrows immediately furrowed as she noticed.
“…Neti, where are you looking while I’m still talking? Do you find this funny? Is what I’m saying a joke to you?”
“Ah, sorry, but honestly, isn’t it a little funny—”
Shooting her a sharp glare, Seti began to rise from her seat. But just then, a savior descended from the second floor.
“What? You haven’t eaten yet? You should’ve started without me.”
Having washed off the blood and dust in the shower, Cheon Yeomyeong descended the stairs, drying his damp hair with a towel.
As soon as he appeared, Seti’s angry expression melted into a smile.
“Wow… love is really something scary, huh.”
Observing the immediate shift in her sister’s expression, Neti let out an amused sigh, but Seti ignored her and sat down directly across from Cheon Yeomyeong.
Soon, one of the perceptive burly men placed some soup, bread, steamed spam, and potatoes on the table.
Cheon Yeomyeong gave him a slight nod in gratitude, then took a spoonful of soup.
The bland, watery soup wasn’t anything special, but hunger made it passable.
Anyway, Cheon Yeomyeong spoke as he ate.
“…I found the shepherds.”
Joseph and his crew didn’t understand the remark.
However, Seti and Neti, who knew what he was talking about, frowned immediately.
“…Already?”
“The shepherd Dagal saw wasn’t the first. They’ve probably been active in the west of the city for at least half a year to a year.”
“What could they be after in this city? Are they also searching for the World Tree’s crystal?”
“Their purpose is still unclear. But they’re definitely scheming something in the sewers.”
Although they had expected it, seeing it firsthand made the situation feel more significant.
As Neti rolled her eyes, unable to follow the conversation, Seti leaned closer to Cheon Yeomyeong and whispered softly.
“…The sewers again?”
“Yeah, right beneath the residence of the Western Count Palatine.”
“…”
“While I’d like to figure out what they’re up to as quickly as tomorrow… the problem is Kahal Magdu is hiding somewhere in this city. If we don’t know where he is, going after the shepherds first would be dangerous.”
Seti nodded in agreement.
“…Then we’ll need to gather information from as many other places as possible.”
“Let’s hit the southern gangs tomorrow. As we gradually verify the information, we’ll get a clearer picture—”
Just as Yeomyeong was finishing his sentence, the inn door suddenly burst open, and an orc—no, an orc carrying a human—entered the inn.
“…Balagu?”
Seti tilted her head in confusion on seeing him, and then without a word, Balagu tossed the human he was carrying onto a chair.
Curious about what was going on, the group examined the person Balagu had thrown and realized he was a heavily drunk Superhuman… no, a knight.
The mana emanating from his body and his thick knight’s armor confirmed it.
And judging by how drunk he was, he didn’t seem particularly skilled… but why this guy?
As everyone’s gaze quickly turned toward Balagu, he shrugged and said.
“That guy is a knight of the Southern Count Palatine.”
“…Don’t tell me you kidnapped him?”
Seti raised an eyebrow, wondering if he had done something without being ordered, but Balagu shook his head.
“No, I brought him over for a third round of drinks.”
“…”
What kind of nonsense was he spouting? Yeomyeong frowned, but Balagu looked confident.
“Once he’s had enough drinks, this guy will answer anything he’s asked. His nickname is ‘Loose Lips’ for a reason.”
“…”
“And since he’s pretty drunk right now, how about we use this chance to ask about the Southern Count’s situation?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong took a gold coin out of his pocket and flipped it to Balagu.
Balagu caught the gold coin with a wink in response.

 
    

  Chapter 148: Retrograder, Egoist, And Commie (5)
* * *
The impromptu interrogation(?) was carried out in a somewhat gentle atmosphere.
While Joseph and the burly men wanted to break one of his limbs, Yeomyeong rejected the idea.
Was it because he seemed friendly with Balagu? Sure, that did play a part, but more than anything, it was because the knight named Dovan opened his mouth without any hesitation.
There wasn’t even a need to break any limbs or for torture. As soon as the alcohol kicked in, he started spilling classified information without restraint.
“Uh… strange… things? Count Palatine is… hiccup—he’s strange even on normal days.”
“Not that sort of thing. I mean, has he done anything unusual recently or suddenly appointed a stranger… something like that?”
Yeomyeong asked while pouring him another beer.
With his face flushed red up to his nose, Dovan looked down at his beer glass and took a bite of a potato before answering.
“A strange person… you mean someone like Lady Ekatherina?”
“…Ekatherina? Who’s that?”
“A unique knight who uses a spear as big as a person’s torso… She’s unusually strong… beautiful… and….”
“…And?”
“And no matter how I think about it… she seems like a person from Earth.”
“…”
From her name alone—Ekatherina, which was distinctly Russian—it was highly likely she was indeed from Earth.
As Balagu was about to say something, Dovan added another comment.
“The Count Palatine hates Earthians… so, it’s really strange, isn’t it?”
“…”
“It even seems like he’s bowing down to her at times… Does she come from some great background or something?”
Just as it seemed that Dovan’s babbling was about to go on aimlessly, Balagu interjected.
“Forget about her—what about the Southern Count Palatine himself? Any strange behavior?”
Dovan shrugged.
“The Count Palatine… he’s strange even on normal days. Doesn’t care about the city, and only stays in the court palace… Oh, right.”
As he kept talking, he suddenly seemed to remember something and put his glass down with a thud.
“…Come to think of it, he didn’t prepare anything this year.”
“Prepare for what?”
“The Emperor’s Day.”
The Emperor’s Day. It was a phrase even Yeomyeong was well-versed with.
It referred to a public holiday celebrated beyond the Dimensional Portal—in other words, the current emperor’s birthday.
“Every year, he used to blow through his wealth to send gifts, hiccup, but this year, he made a big fuss about ordering dinosaur bones… and didn’t end up preparing anything at all.”
“…Dinosaur bones? That’s odd.”
“Well… it’s for the best, I guess. Hiccup— it’s not like he would have been able to send the gift this year with the railroad being destroyed and all.”
“…”
Yeomyeong’s gaze grew icy.
Balagu, seated beside him, flinched involuntarily at the deadly look in Yeomyeong’s eyes. Meanwhile, Dovan, oblivious to it all, continued speaking with his face buried in his glass.
“Jeez…that man is really lucky. I guess you really need luck to rise to a high position, huh? It’s almost like he knew the railway would be destroyed in advance or something.”
Having said that much, Dovan was drawn to the drinking snacks and began scooping chunks of steamed canned spam straight from the can.
The smell of grease wafted through the air as Yeomyeong fell into deep contemplation.
Dovan’s gaze drifted toward Seti, who was sitting across the inn.
“…Even the staff here are pretty. Hey, miss! Can you bring some beer over here?”
Balagu looked at him with an unpleasant expression, but Seti simply grabbed a beer bottle and approached the table without a word.
As soon as Seti got close enough, Dovan reached out toward her buttocks and asked.
“Pretty girl, how much for a night?”
While this sort of behavior was quite common in the city…
The people gathered here weren’t citizens of this city, and their reactions differed from the usual city folks.
And just as Dovan’s hand was about to touch Seti’s buttocks…
Bang!
Yeomyeong grabbed the back of Dovan’s head and slammed his face straight into the table.
Struck with a blow so strong that the old table cracked apart, Dovan slumped down before he could even scream.
At the sudden racket, Joseph and the others stared at Yeomyeong in shock. However, Yeomyeong casually tossed Dovan to the ground as if nothing had happened.
“…Is he dead?”
Balagu asked as he looked down at his clueless friend. Yeomyeong shrugged and replied.
“I didn’t kill him. We did manage to get some useful information out of him… though he’ll probably have a terrible hangover when he wakes up.”
“Good. He’s too valuable to lose just like that.”
Leaving a remark that they should meet somewhere else next time, Yeomyeong got up from his seat.
Undeterred by the slightly heavy atmosphere, Seti smirked and poked Yeomyeong in the side.
“You really don’t know how to go easy on people, do you?”
“…I did go easy.”
Exchanging such words as they climbed up to the second floor. Neti, who had been snacking on potatoes, muttered as the two of them disappeared from their sight.
“It’s tough being single around here.”
* * *
It had been quite a while since Yeomyeong had woken up in someone else’s dream.
The reason he realized it was someone else’s dream was simple.
He had definitely closed his eyes in bed but found himself in a sewer shrouded in darkness when he opened them.
Why had he suddenly entered someone else’s dream? Was it perhaps one of Mignium’s prank? He quickly dismissed that thought from his mind.
Mignium’s taste was… let’s say, a bit more pomp than a sewer like this.
Alright, let’s see the face of the prankster.
Thinking so, Yeomyeong wandered through the dream sewers for a while when someone began speaking from the other side of the sewers’ darkness.
“…As expected, it connects.”
It was a one-armed elf with striking red hair.
What was his name again? Seeing Yeomyeong tilt his head slightly, the elf added.
“I’m Finel, Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…Nice to meet you, Finel.”
“You don’t seem too surprised. Are you used to things like this?”
Was he asking if he was accustomed to entering others’ dreams or meeting others in dreams? It was a vague question.
Yeomyeong shrugged in response.
Finel stared at him intently, then let out a deep sigh.
“This is the World Tree’s dream. Only elves or those acknowledged by the World Tree can enter.”
“…I’m not an elf, nor do I recall being acknowledged by the World Tree.”
“Yes, that’s the issue.”
The elf said as he turned his back. He didn’t ask Yeomyeong to follow, but Yeomyeong casually trailed behind him.
As the sound of splashing water from the sewers floor echoed, the elf suddenly asked a question.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, do you know what the World Tree is?”
…Just a big tree? Yeomyeong swallowed the words rising up his throat and shook his head.
“I’ve only heard of the name.”
“The World Tree… hmm, I’m not sure if this is the right way to put it, but it’s like a bridge connecting the real and illusory.”
“…”
“Elves use its power to share their dreams with each other. That’s why we can fundamentally understand each other, unlike humans.”
This was new information. It was definitely not something mentioned in any documentary or textbook.
“Why are you telling me this?’
“Because you are connected to my dream. Since you’re a human acknowledged by the World Tree, I can tell you this much.”
“…?”
“It looks like you still don’t understand… but haven’t you already had another elf connect to your dreams?”
Connected dreams with another elf? That never happened—
All of a sudden, Yeomyeong recalled a dream where he had encountered his Killing Aura.
The Killing Aura he encountered in the dream had the same appearance as Miridith. It was too much of a coincidence to just be a random incident.
“…”
Yeomyeong suddenly shut his mouth, but Finel continued with his explanation.
“Well, you’re not the first to be acknowledged. Before America invaded us, the World Tree occasionally acknowledged races other than elves.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, the last one it acknowledged was the Margrave.”
The Margrave. When he thought about it, Yeomyeong felt it made sense for someone like him to be acknowledged. After all, he was a legendary hero who fought on the frontlines against America to protect the land.
Although, the land he protected was later claimed by France with just a piece of paper.
“So, why did you connect your dream with mine? If it’s because I rejected the Eastern Count Palatine’s offer and left…”
“No, that’s not it. Bykov was pretty disappointed, but that’s none of my concern.”
None of his concern? Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and asked again.
“Then?”
“Just like eyes, to steal reality from within a dream, it’s better with two than one..”
“…Steal reality?”
Confused by his statement, Yeomyeong came to a stop.
Just then, a bright light suddenly flashed from the other side of the sewers.
As the light flickered briefly, Yeomyeong squinted his eyes and, when he opened them again, the dream landscape had changed.
He was now standing in a mysterious white room, completely different from sewers he had been standing in just moments ago.
Large glass containers were lined up along the room’s walls, resembling a laboratory from a cheap horror movie.
But there was something more conspicuous in the room.
The source of the light he had seen earlier.
“…The World Tree’s crystal.”
Floating in the center of the room was a crystal much larger than the tiny one Darulma had given him back in Manchuria.
It was the size of a grown man’s fist, or at least as large as a basketball.
Staring at the pale green light, Yeomyeong unconsciously reached out toward the crystal. However, Finel grabbed his hand.
“Do not touch it. You’ll wake up from the dream.”
“…”
Finel didn’t explain further and quietly surveyed the room. Specifically, he was inspecting the glass containers that filled the walls.
Yeomyeong followed his gaze and looked at the containers which had familiar beings floating inside.
Rat Beastfolk with long snouts, black fur, and grotesque tails, with large tusks.
They all looked similar to the Rat Beastfolks he had wiped out in the sewers.
No, upon closer inspection, they didn’t just look identical. They were exactly the same.
Cloned humans…? Or, in this case, should I say, cloned Beastfolks?
As Yeomyeong gathered his thoughts, Finel spoke while looking at the last glass container.
“Just as I expected, they’re using the World Tree’s mana to breed Beastfolks.”
“…Breeding Beastfolks? Why would they do something so pointless? It’s not like they’re planning to sell Beastfolks’ meat.”
“It would be better if they wanted meat. These are soldiers.”
“…”
“You should have realized it when you wiped out those rats gathered in the sewer last time. Those creatures were actually undergoing military training.”
Soldiers? Thinking back, the Rat Beastfolks were indeed marching in formation.
Right, they hadn’t gathered there by coincidence…
…A march?
But why? What purpose would a Rat Beastfolk army serve? Even the modern U.S. military deemed Beastfolk soldiers inefficient and abandoned the concept.
As Yeomyeong pondered over this question, Finel spoke in a slightly defensive tone.
“Now that we’re here… with the scent of Rat Beastfolks’s blood and the World Tree’s mana, wasn’t I justified in being suspicious of you?”
“…”
Was he trying to make an excuse for the ambush he sprung on them? Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes as he replied.
“I believe that’s a separate issue from attacking me with a sword, right? And come to think of it, I got an apology, but I don’t think I received any compensation, did I?”
As soon as he brought up the matter of compensation, Finel shrugged his remaining shoulder.
“Compensation? If you want, you can collect it directly from our leader someday.”
“If you don’t want to give it, just say so.”
“No, I’m being serious. It’s been a long time since a human received the World Tree’s acknowledgment, even my leader will…”
“Will…”
“Will….”
“…”
At that moment, the elf’s voice began to fade from Yeomyeong’s ears.
To be exact, every sensation was swallowed up by a single sound. His vision blurred, and every hair on his body stood on its end.
It was a familiar feeling.
Yeomyeong frowned and turned his gaze toward the World Tree’s crystal.
Though the crystal had no eyes, he felt as if he was staring directly into its gaze.
And in the next moment.
- Who are you? Are you the new Repeat Sign?
The strange voice, identical to the one he had heard when he consumed the World Tree crystal in Manchuria, called out to him.

 
    

  Chapter 149: Retrograder, Egoist, And Commie (6)
* * *
Perhaps because he had already experienced this once before, Yeomyeong wasn’t particularly flustered and was able to respond rather calmly in his mind.
I’m not sure what you mean by a Repeat Sign, but I am Cheon Yeomyeong.
- It’s both a truth and a lie.
The crystal’s light swept across his forehead, as if trying to pierce into his thoughts.
- Your real name… is Dung Beetle? Why would you even name yourself something like that?
…
- Well, Cheon Yeomyeong sounds more like a human name, so I’ll call you that.
…Was this a different entity from the crystal he encountered in Manchuria?
This crystal before him seemed… somewhat ruder than the one he had spoken to back then.
- Cheon Yeomyeong, I ask you: why do I sense the presence of ‘us’ within you?
As Yeomyeong quickly realized that ‘us’ referred to the World Tree, he replied cautiously in his mind.
I consumed a crystal.
- You? How?
Yeomyeong instinctively recalled the moment when he swallowed the crystal Darulma had given him.
Did it read his memories? The World Tree’s crystal fell silent for a moment.
And just before silence settled in completely, the crystal sighed.
- My plans have been disrupted…
- This is why Repeat Signs…
- That’s the problem with experienced all-rounders: they’re always vulnerable to unpredictability. Don’t you agree?
Yeomyeong couldn’t make sense of the strange sequence of words it uttered.
He continued to gaze at the crystal in silence, neither confirming nor denying anything.
The crystal gazed back at him, and just as it seemed like the mood was growing heavy, it spoke again.
- Cheon Yeomyeong, what sort of person are you?
…Are you asking about me?
- *Yes, you. The one who has caused countless sacrifices to be in vain and will continue to let more lives be sacrificed in vain.*
…
- I don’t intend to blame you. Just as one who loses their home in a storm cannot resent a butterfly across the globe, I know that you too were just flapping your wings. Just like all butterflies do…
Its words carried a profound sadness that Yeomyeong couldn’t fully grasp. Feeling a sudden wave of emotion, he frowned slightly.
I am simply myself.
- A philosophical answer. Also, the furthest from the answer I wanted.
Complex questions call for complex answers.
- You never back down, do you? You’re just like that Margrave. The two of you even look alike… Are you related by any chance?
Look alike? I don’t feel like that at all…
Just as Yeomyeong tried to respond, the crystal suddenly emitted a bright light.
He flinched and attempted to gather mana, but the light engulfed him faster.
What’s the meaning of this?
The crystal didn’t reply, only intensified its glow, piercing even through his eyelids.
It seemed to delve into his mind, flickering violently, and then…
It vanished.
What just happened? Opening his eyes cautiously, Yeomyeong saw the crystal glowing dimly.
It was akin to a person flinching in surprise and curling up instinctively.
And as is to prove it, the Crystal’s voice was trembling intensely.
- Oh dear, it seems that ‘I’… have already made a choice.
…What choice?
Once again, the World Tree did not respond.
As the light hummed faintly for a moment, it spoke with a voice that made it seem like it was suppressing something with much difficulty.
- It is unfortunate that it has come to this. You, too, will have to make a choice.
…Is this another koan1?
- A koan? Let’s call it Foresight instead. No need for a consultation fee.
A consultation fee? What was it, some kind of fortune teller? As Yeomyeong entertained the absurd thought, the Crystal continued to speak.
- Just as we once did, you too will soon have to weigh the weight of life. Hundreds of millions, or perhaps, something even more extreme. Billions versus one.
…
- *And when that moment arrives, remember these words. ‘I trust your choice.’ Do you understand?*
…I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.
- Neither do we. Why did ‘I’ choose you, of all people? You don’t even look like a protagonist.
A protagonist? What is that supposed to—
—mean?
Yeomyeong didn’t even get the opportunity to complete his question before the crystal’s light faded away a bit faster than expected.
Crack—
And with the sound of something snapping, he felt the floating sensation subsided as things slowly returned back to normal.
* * *
Immediately after opening his eyes to reality, Yeomyeong rolled off a small inn bed like a doll with broken strings.
Was it because he was expecting to wake up in the World Tree’s dream?
His head hit the hard concrete floor, chasing away his sleep in an instant.
The dull pain in his forehead brought a bitter smile to his face, but he held back his laughter.
There was an unfamiliar presence in his room
“…Who’s there?”
Rubbing his throbbing forehead, he asked. No answer came from the room still cloaked in the darkness of night.
Right, if they intended to show themselves obediently, they wouldn’t have hidden in the first place.
Yeomyeong quietly gathered his mana and began weaving a spell.
He heard the sound of his concealed opponent gasp, but he managed to complete the Telekinesis spell just a little faster.
First, an invisible force sealed the door and windows. Just as the door clicked and locked, the Telekinesis pressed down on the entire room.
In the next moment, Yeomyeong’s Telekinesis located something invisible, trying to make a jump for the window.
He immediately manipulated the spell to grab hold of the intruder, and Yeomyeong clenched his hand.
Or rather, he was about to.
However, just as he directed the spell to choke the intruder, the intruder let out a sharp cry.
“B-Brother-in-law! Wait a second!”
…Brother-in-law?
Surprised, he halted his spell at almost the exact moment the figure trapped within his Telekinesis removed her Invisibility Cloak.
“…”
Right then, the moonlight peeked into the room as the window opened slightly.
Under the faint light, Yeomyeong and the girl caught in his Telekinesis met each other’s gaze.
Her blue eyes were a shade lighter than Seti’s.
Yeomyeong looked at her suspended in mid-air in silence, then massaged his forehead and looked again. He was at a loss for words.
An awkward, heavy silence ensued.
“Um… Did you sleep well? I didn’t wake you up, did I?”
Unable to bear the awkwardness any longer, the moonlight fled out the window as Neti spoke with a smile.
Looking at her smile, Yeomyeong briefly considered tossing her out the window—then sighed as he noticed the Invisibility Cloak in her hand.
“So, where did you get that Invisibility Cloak?”
“…Soe Miri-ssi gave it to me. She said it was yours, brother-in-law.”
As expected. Although, to be precise, it was only borrowed.
“And why are you only telling me this now?”
“…Honestly, I forgot.”
“Fine. We’ve had a lot going on, so I’ll let that slide… But why did you sneak into my room wearing that at this hour?”
“…No comment?”
Yeomyeong opened the window and began pushing Neti out. Just as she was nearly out, she confessed.
“I-I was just curious!”
“…Curious about what, exactly?”
“Well, um… that is….”
As soon as she trailed off, Yeomyeong pushed her further outside.
His attitude made it clear that he didn’t need to hear anything more.
Letting out a cry that was something between a scream and making a fuss, Neti clung to the windowsill.
“Physiognomy! I wanted to check your physiognomy!”
“…”
A short silence ensued once more.
Only after the night breeze, as if bewildered, swept through the room did Yeomyeong sigh and pull her back inside, setting her down on the floor.
“You’re really good at using Telekinesis magic…”
Ignoring her comment, Yeomyeong took the Invisibility Cloak from her arms.
After inspecting it thoroughly for any damage, he sat down on the bed.
With an air of a younger sibling’s intuition, Neti quickly knelt in front of him in a formal pose.
“I’m sorry….”
“…”
Yeomyeong massaged his temples, trying to come to terms with the current situation. Truthfully, he wasn’t all that angry.
Compared to that ‘Saintess’… this was almost endearing.
Making up his mind to forgive her, he asked lightly.
“…So, how did my physiognomy look?”
His question was meant to lighten the mood, but Neti’s response was anything but that.
“It’s both good and bad.”
“…”
“Your type of physiognomy is often called Yang Shaoyu’s physiognomy. Your eyes are like a phoenix’s, bright and bold, with eyebrows angled upward. This suggests that you are born with both talent and luck.”
“…And the bad part?”
“Your luck with women is the worst. If you have a femme fatale2 as your first partner, it could ruin your fate. So, the first woman is the most crucial.”
“…”
“Oh, and by the way, my sister is not a femme fatale.”
All of it sounded strangely familiar…
Yeomyeong thought back, then sighed, wondering why he was even listening to this so seriously in the first place.
“Neti.”
“…Yes, brother-in-law?”
“I don’t care about physiognomy or anything like that, so next time, just ask instead of sneaking in. Got it?”
With that, he patted her on the shoulder.
It was a clear sign that he had forgiven her and a hint to leave, so Neti stood up, bowing her head.
Just as she was about to turn the doorknob and leave, she turned back and spoke cautiously.
“…Please, don’t tell my sister.”
“Of course, it’ll stay a secret between us.”
“Thank you….”
Unfortunately, Neti’s wish didn’t come true.
The moment she opened the door, the sight of Seti in the hallway with arms crossed greeted her.
“What’s my little sister doing here at this hour?”
Neti turned to Yeomyeong for help, but he just shrugged with a faint, bitter smile.
Sorry, I also can’t help you with this one.
* * *
In the still-dark inn room, with dawn yet to break.
“So, they’re churning out Rat Beastfolk somewhere in the sewers using the World Tree’s crystal…”
That was Seti’s first remark after hearing about Yeomyeong’s dream of ‘the World Tree’s dream’.
“The Skeletal Dragon, Shepherds, and now a legion of Rat Beastfolk? This is utter chaos.”
“…And don’t forget the outsiders after the World Tree’s crystal and Arcane Relic coming to the city as well.”
Yeomyeong replied, carefully omitting the direct conversation he had with the World Tree’s crystal from his dream story.
“…And the Count Palatines show no signs of wanting to put an end to this mess either.”
In fact, aside from Eastern Count Palatine, the other two seemed hell-bent on escalating things—as if preparing for a full-blown war.
“The situation’s so twisted, I don’t even know where to start intervening.”
Sitting by the window as moonlight flowed down her beautiful hair, Seti bit her lower lip in concern.
Yeomyeong admired her hair for a moment, then stood up holding the Invisibility Cloak.
“Do we really have to get involved in this mess?”
“…And if we don’t? Are you suggesting that we just sit back and watch until the critical moment?”
“No, an easy solution like that won’t work at all. Maybe if we had an information network… but we can’t even gauge when the crucial moment will arrive.”
“…Then what?”
“There’s a saying among back-alley gambling dens: if you can’t read the game… just flip the board.”
With that, Yeomyeong rummaged through his bag.
As he pulled out a small pouch he always carried, Seti looked at it, puzzled.
“…Flip it? How exactly?”
“As long as we have the right hand to play, it’s doable.”
Saying that, Yeomyeong opened the pouch, revealing its contents.
A Royal Seal glinting like gold, an ivory handle, and… a key stained red as blood.
“That’s…?”
“The Blood Tear Key—the Arcane Relic given to me by the Blue Rat.”
As he picked up the key, the relic exuded a weighty, ominous energy, as if to prove its potency.
He had received it a long time ago in Manchuria but had never had the opportunity to use it. And he never imagined that he would need to use it like this.
“An Arcane Relic? Are you really…?”
Seti’s eyes opened wide as she realized what he was suggesting.
The World Tree’s crystal and the Arcane Relics.
Both items were being used as bait by the Count Palatines to lure outsiders to the city.
A mere rumor had already drawn numerous people in; what if the actual Arcane Relics were to be displayed?
This wouldn’t just shake the board—it would throw the entire city into even greater chaos—Utter, unimaginable chaos.
The only issue was…
“…Are you sure about this? You could end up losing this item.”
“It won’t matter once I’ve mastered the skills within it.”
“…And how long do you think it will take to master the Arcane Relic’s abilities?”
“I won’t know until I try, but… I think I can do it within a week.”
Such arrogant words might have made any other Superhuman frown, but Seti didn’t refute him.
Maybe if it were anyone else, but no one knew Yeomyeong’s talent better than she did.
Seti gazed at Yeomyeong for a moment, tapping the windowsill as if contemplating something.
A quiet silence settled between them, and as the faint light of dawn began to break over the horizon, she finally spoke again.
“Yeomyeong, while you’re working on the relic… I’ll work on spreading the rumor about the Arcane Relic around the city. Or should I perhaps say it’ll be put up for auction?”
“That’s not a bad idea.”
Yeomyeong smiled slightly and handed her the Invisibility Cloak.
“Whatever plan you’re cooking up, this will come in handy.”
Seti looked down at the cloak with a conflicted expression, as if it reminded her of someone else—perhaps the Saintess. But she eventually accepted it without resistance.
Folding the cloak, she asked.
“So, when are you going to use the relic? Right now? Or maybe after breakfast?”
“…Let’s have breakfast together, just the two of us, once all this ends. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
With that, Yeomyeong took the Bloody Tear Key and positioned himself in the center of the room. Seti silently stepped aside, and the two stood there, exchanging a quiet gaze.
A subtle tension rose between them, filling the air.
Just then, a strained voice cut through the moment.
“Um, Unnie, sorry to interrupt, but….”
It was Neti’s voice, coming from the doorway as she raised her arms awkwardly.
Both of them turned to look at her, having completely forgotten about her presence.
Whether it was from holding her arms up without any magic or due to some other reason, Neti’s face was flushed bright red.
“Can I put my arms down now and leave…?”
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	1. A kōan is a story, dialogue, question, or statement from Chinese Chan Buddhist lore, supplemented with commentaries, that is used in Zen Buddhist practice in different ways. The main goal of kōan practice in Zen is to achieve kenshō, to see or observe one's buddha-nature.
	2. The korean word here is 도화살 (Do-hwa sal). It is a fate that causes a woman to be unable to live as the wife of one man, either due to bereavement or entanglements with multiple men. It is somewhat an outdated view. In modern society, women with do-hwa sal usually considered as femme-fatale.


   

  Chapter 150: The Path Leading To The Cold Hell
Therefore, arise and attain honor! Conquer your foes and enjoy prosperous rulership.
『Excerpt from Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 11.』

* * *
Natsukawa, the Priest in charge of the first-year students at Lord Howe Academy, wasn’t particularly surprised when she found the Saintess’ room empty.
Partly because she’d anticipated this would happen eventually and partly because she’d already dealt with the Saintess’ vanishing act (?) before.
Of course, staying calm was one thing; handling the aftermath was another.
As soon as she discovered the empty room—particularly the missing Holy Relics—she immediately summoned Joanna Thule and the Principal.
- The Saintess? …Sigh… I’ll start with the airport check-in logs right away.
While the Principal’s response was laced with dismay, Joanna Thule remained unfazed—even more than Natsukawa had expected.
- Nevertheless, she held herself back for quite a while, didn’t she?
And so, while Joanna and Natsukawa scoured the academy and the Principal dug up flight records that showed she’d made a break for it at dawn, Natsukawa’s phone rang.
 
Saintess


Surprisingly, it was an international call from the Saintess herself; a collect call on top of that.
“…Saintess?”
Given that Natsukawa might say something irreverent, Joanna answered the call in her stead.
At any rate, the Saintess spoke in her usual, frivolous tone over the phone.
- Joanna, back when I ran off to Manchuria, did I inconvenience anyone?
A blatant yet considerate question. Joanna couldn’t help but smile a little and replied.
“Only the guards, who received a bit of scolding.”
- *Were they dishonorably discharged?*
“No, they’re still serving without issue.”
Though her father thrashed them thoroughly until the Saintess’ whereabouts were confirmed. But such minor details seemed unnecessary.
- *So would you get fired if I escape again?*
“…Likely, yes. Though it wouldn’t really bother me seeing that I’ve already retired.”
- Sorry about that. I’ll bring you something delicious when I return.
“One moment, Saintess. Before you go, may I ask you one last question? Are you… with that crow right now?”
- Corvus? Yes, She’s with me.
“Ah, then I’ll handle things over here, and tell her to earn her keep.”
With that, Joanna ended the call.
Natsukawa, who had been recording the call, asked if they should have tried to persuade her, but Joanna’s response was blunt.
“Persuade the Saintess? With what?”
“…”
“Just relax and pray.”
“How can you be so nonchalant? And what will you even write in the report to the priest organization? That she just wandered off on her own—?”
“This is a political issue, not one of faith.”
Joanna then looked off into the distance, probably toward the Dimensional Portal in Chicago.
“Do not doubt, Natsukawa. The Saintess sees much farther than we do.”
* * *
The Saintess was gazing at a distant place.
On a man-made island beyond Lake Michigan, a massive Dimensional Portal rippled.
Commonly called Chicago Dimensional Portal by Earthians.
Despite the enormous number of trucks and people passing through the portal, she remained steadfast, her eyes fixed on the world beyond.
More precisely, she was focused on the future that was about to unfold.
“Saintess?”
Then, the familiar voice of the dwarf interrupted her Foresight.
Turning around, she saw a dwarf, his hands full of rings, bowing respectfully towards her.
The Saintess smiled and accepted his greeting.
“I know the sudden request must have been difficult, but thank you for fulfilling it, Darulma.”
“…Since it is the Saintess herself making the request, what could be difficult?”
But even though he said that, the fatigue on Darulma’s face was clearly evident.
That was to be expected. Breaking through illegal immigration routes and smuggling heavy weaponry in just half a day was no easy task, even for a conglomerate.
“I apologize in advance, but you’ll have to board the truck container to pass through the Portal.”
“There’s no need to apologize. In fact, I should be thanking you for indulging my request.”
Darulma simply bowed, his face overwhelmed with emotion.
And as the Saintess turned to head toward the prepared container vehicle, the massive crow standing beside her tapped her beak abruptly.
“Saintess, you can’t just depart without giving anything in return, can you?”
“…Pardon?”
“The old Holy Knight may not mind it, but this dwarf will surely be interrogated. At the very least, you should let him know where you’re headed to.”
Hearing the crow’s words, Darulma cleared his throat. He pretended not to understand, but his appreciation for her consideration was obvious.
“Ah… Sorry, Darulma. I didn’t think that far.”
The Saintess paused for a moment, lost in thought. How much should she reveal?
If she were to tell him that she was headed to Dreitherial, Darulma would easily find out what was going on in the city. Perhaps even the priests in the Holy Nation and the Americans would too.
And then, they would either become afraid or try to stop her, anticipating the reason she moved.
The Saintess wanted neither of that. The fewer variables in her Foresight, the better.
So, she chose to speak a truth that could easily create misunderstandings.
“The Dwarven mountain range. I’m planning to ride a bike to that place first.”
Darulma looked somewhat taken aback at her unexpected answer.
“May I ask why?”
“I’m going to meet someone… though they’re not exactly human. Anyway, it’s a friend.”
A brief silence filled the air.
Darulma kept his mouth shut, trying to process her words, and before long, the massive container truck began to approach them. This was the truck that would take the Saintess beyond the Dimensional Portal.
“Is this friend who I think it is?”
As the truck came to a halt right in front of them, Darulma asked, his tone cautious.
The crow, listening from the side, was puzzled by the question and looked at the Saintess, but she only smiled meaningfully.
After studying her smile for a moment, Darulma’s eyes widened in realization as he seemed to understand.
“Please tell your friend it was an honor to be of help, Saintess.”
With that farewell, the Saintess boarded the container. The truck, carrying weapons, a motorbike, and the Saintess, soon left, only leaving thick exhaust in its wake.
As he watched the truck drive toward the Dimensional Portal, Darulma unconsciously lowered his head.
* * *
Yeomyeong raised his head.
The concrete room where he had been with Seti and Neti just moments ago had transformed into a snow-covered plain.
The change occurred less than a second after he infused mana into the Arcane Relic.
Did he manage to enter this state of trance so quickly? He furrowed his brow and looked around.
However, upon closer inspection, the snowfield around him appeared to be far from the typical trance state.
How should he describe it? Should he call it a world that could only be seen with the eyes, like a scene from a movie or a game?
There was none of the sensation typical of a trance or mental world.
Even though he was standing in the middle of a snowstorm, the cold did not bother him at all. That was proof enough.
He had heard that each Arcane Relic presented its content in different ways. Was this one like that?
Just as Yeomyeong was pondering over this, he caught sight of something shimmering in the snow between the mounds— the gleam of a scope.
Bang!
Yeomyeong reflexively ducked down and a bullet grazed his hair.
As the cut hair fluttered and fell, Yeomyeong immediately conjured an ice spike and fired it toward the direction of the bullet.
The ice spike silently lodged itself into the scope.
However, thanks to the sniper discarding his rifle and leaping away, there was no blood.
“Damn it!”
The sniper, dressed in white camouflage from head to toe, cursed, his whole body emanating a sharp aura like that of a special forces operative.
Who was that? Was this some sort of trial from the Arcane Relic?
Regardless, since a shot had already been fired, Yeomyeong had no intention of letting him off easily.
Yeomyeong created another ice spike and hurled it forward, but the sniper quickly drew a pistol from his waist and shot down the ice spike.
His shooting skills were nearly impossible to acknowledge, even after witnessing it firsthand.
And while Yeomyeong was impressed, he wasn’t thrown off. After all, he could always just stab him with a sword instead of using the ice spike.
With that thought in mind, he immediately infused mana into his calves and activated the Flying Kick technique.
Though the snow reached his thighs and tried to hold him back, the mana from the Surging Wave technique acted like a snowplow, parting the snow and propelling him forward.
“You ignorant bastard—”
The sniper cursed while running in the opposite direction, and Yeomyeong responded not with words, but by launching yet another ice spike.
Each time he did so, a bullet would come and deflect the spike, but no shots were aimed directly at Yeomyeong.
Was it due to the pistol’s range? No, this felt like—
At that moment, something snagged at his feet.
He was able to move away as soon as he heard the click, thanks to his Superhuman reaction speed, but his opponent didn’t miss the opportunity.
The explosion of a landmine, followed by a concealed gunshot.
A bullet flew toward Yeomyeong’s head as he landed in the snow after avoiding the explosion right in front of him.
Had this been before he had learned Telekinesis, the perfectly timed attack would have caused the bullet to pierce his head.
But that was no longer possible.
Just before the sniper’s bullet could strike him, Yeomyeong activated his Telekinesis and caught the bullet just in time.
“Ha-!”
Seeing the bullet suspended in the air, the sniper let out a bitter laugh before continuing to run through the snow.
Instead of resuming the reckless chase like before, Yeomyeong stood on his tiptoes and carefully placed his feet on the snow.
Feather Step, or more precisely, he had condensed the lightness of the Feather Step to its extreme, so as he stepped on the snow, his body just glided across.
“…No tracks on the snow?”
The sniper muttered something incomprehensible and immediately drew his pistol from his waist and turned to fire it.
However, instead of Yeomyeong, he aimed at the booby trap Yeomyeong was supposed to step on.
BOOM!
From the deafening explosion, the hidden shrapnel from the bomb, to the heat of the blast.
Yeomyeong raised his arms to shield his head and drew on his mana, but it was impossible to absorb all the shock and he was eventually overwhelmed.
He rolled through the snow, leaving long tracks behind. And the moment the sniper reloaded his magazine, a thin ice spike gleamed through the smoke of the explosion.
By the time the sniper noticed it and turned his head, the ice spike had already reached right in front of him.
Pwah! His military bandage was torn, and blood splattered from the gash.
Unfortunately, the wound wasn’t fatal. His ear was severed, and blood streamed down from his jawline, but that was all.
“Oh, you’re quite skilled.”
The sniper, clutching the wound, appeared ordinary.
A typical Slav-looking man, someone who could be found anywhere in Russia.
For a moment, he stared at the spot where Yeomyeong had rolled, then immediately launched his body forward.
In the next instant, an invisible telekinetic force swept across the snow where the sniper had been standing.
The sniper believed he had dodged it, but from the very start, Yeomyeong’s target hadn’t been the man—it was the snow.
The snow, swept up by the telekinetic force, blocked the sniper’s vision.
And that brief moment determined the outcome.
Step—
As the disoriented sniper tried to regain his bearings, Yeomyeong descended in front of him. The distance between them was now equal to that of the reach of a sword and a pistol.
An oppressive silence filled the air as they locked eyes.
The sniper fiddled with his pistol, while Yeomyeong had somehow drawn his sword already.
The tension in the air grew taut like a drawn bowstring, but Yeomyeong spoke first.
“I think this is enough of a test. Or should I cut you down to the neck?”
The sniper suddenly burst into laughter.
His lips curled into a grin as blood continued dripping from his severed ear, staining the snow beneath him, spreading across the white ground.
“Not just enough, it’s overflowing! Even in Spetsnaz, it’s rare to find a Superhuman like you. Moryne, that fool for her daughter… No, that lunatic for her daughter has finally found someone worthy.”
Lunatic for her daughter? Yeomyeong frowned slightly, but the sniper continued without any hesitation.
“I’ve been waiting since Manchuria, wondering when you’d finally use me. I was curious why you’d let the Arcane Relic rot… but now I see. You were just waiting for the right moment.”
“The right moment?”
Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion.
He had just wanted to use the Arcane Relic to learn the techniques or skills before using it as bait… What on earth did that mean?
Did the sniper misinterpret his expression? The sniper patted Yeomyeong’s shoulder in understanding.
“Ah, I see. Not just any moment, but the perfect moment. To have the legacy of the old Soviet Union right beneath your feet… after crossing the Dimensional Portal.”
“…”
The old Soviet Union… what? Yeomyeong frowned, unsure of what the sniper was talking about.
“In this land, where neither Yankees nor Moscow fools exist, the long-held cherished wish of the Blue Rat is about to be fulfilled—Wait, what’s with that expression?”
Finally noticing Yeomyeong’s puzzled look, the sniper stopped mid-monologue.
A mix of disbelief, confusion, and a subtly awkward atmosphere hung in the air.
After exchanging a few awkward glances, the sniper asked in a baffled tone.
“Wait, you’re not… using me to find the secret armory, are you?”

 
    

  Chapter 151: The Path Leading To The Cold Hell (2)
* * *
The snowy field was no longer in sight.
As soon as the startled sniper—no, the Blood Tear Key— snapped his fingers, the surroundings began to transform.
With a crisp snap, the white horizon turned into walls stacked with ammunition crates, and the snowy field became a solid concrete floor.
A bunker… no, more like an armory?
While Yeomyeong surveyed the transformed domain, the Blood Tear Key took a seat on the nearest ammunition crate as if it were a chair and spoke.
“So… you’re saying you used the Arcane Relic without knowing anything about it?”
“…”
A brief silence filled the air.
In moments like this, silence was as good as an unspoken agreement. The Blood Tear Key grimaced as if he’d just been shot.
“Damn it, it looks like this is going to be a long story then. Cheon Yeomyeong, right? Well, let’s start with introductions. My name is Ben.”
“…Ben?”
The moment Yeomyeong heard the name, something the Holy Sword said a while back suddenly came to mind.
- Ben, ya ratbags boss.

The words the Holy Sword had uttered when she encountered Wollard in Incheon.
But the President of the Blue Rat Yeomyeong had met wasn’t named Ben—it was Moryne. So, he had assumed the Holy Sword had made a mistake, but—
“…You’re the former President of the Blue Rat.”
A question spoken half in doubt, half in certainty. Ben, still wiping the blood from his chin, answered.
“Not just the former President—the founding President. And seeing that you’ve heard of me, it doesn’t seem like you’re just some ordinary guy.”
“…”
“Well, I guess… Even if Moryne’s a bit of a lunatic for her daughter, she’s not so dumb as to hand the Blood Tear Key to just anyone. Unless you’re her son-in-law or something.”
Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied his statement. He simply forced a bitter smile as he sat across from Ben.
“So, why is the founding President of the Blue Rat inside an Arcane Relic?”
“Why? For the same reason as those Mages beyond the Dimensional Portal create Arcane Relics. To leave a legacy for future generations and preserve secret knowledge.”
Before Yeomyeong could ask about the legacy he left, Ben made the first move.
Dipping a finger into the blood dripping from his ear, he drew a line under his eye.
It was as if he were shedding a tear of blood.
…Is that why he is called the Blood Tear Key?
As that thought crossed Yeomyeong’s mind, Ben’s mana stirred, and his face transformed into a completely different one.
A sharp nose, piercing hawk-like eyes, and a slender jawline.
In the blink of an eye, his face had changed into that of a young woman—one Yeomyeong found strangely familiar.
Staring at the face for a moment, Yeomyeong frowned as he recognized who it belonged to.
“…Is that Moryne in her younger years?”
“Oh, you are perceptive. Pretty, isn’t she? You wouldn’t believe how many higher-ups drooled over this face… Good thing I blocked them all. Otherwise, she’d have ended up becoming some high-ranking official’s mistress.”
“…”
“And want to know the funny part? After I worked so hard to train her as a special agent, she ended up falling for a Holy Knight and eloped during a mission.”
Though his tone was sarcastic, Ben’s voice was tender, like a parent boasting about their child.
…Are they perhaps father and daughter? If so, is man the Saintess’ maternal grandfather?
Pushing that unsettling thought to the back of his mind, Yeomyoeng quickly steered the conversation elsewhere.
“Anyway, is that disguise ability one of the techniques stored within the Blood Tear Key? It is certainly fitting for an Ancient Relic belonging to an intelligence organization.”
“Disguise ability? No, take a closer look ”
Ben said as he pressed beneath his eye again.
Then, this time, the face of a Georgian man with an impressive, large beard came into view—a face Yeomyeong was also familiar with.
It was impossible not to recognize it. It was Stalin’s face.
“Does this still look like a disguise to you?”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t reply.
Instead, he focused his mind, carefully observing the subtle movements of mana beneath the surface. The moment he detected something unusual, Ben drew his fingers across his face repeatedly.
His face kept transforming, shifting into the likeness of various historical figures.
Hitler, Churchill, Roosevelt, the Emperor, and… the Saintess.
And when Yeomyeong’s gaze met the unfamiliar eyes uncovered by the blindfold, he finally understood the nature of Ben’s ability.
“…It’s not a disguise; it’s an illusion.”
“I’ll say it again—you’re quite perceptive.”
With that, his face returned to normal. Wiping the blood from his cheek, he continued.
“Blood Tears. It’s a martial art that allows you to cloak objects or faces in illusions ranging anywhere from a few seconds to a few minutes. Only a select few Soviet special agents were taught this skill…”
“…It was?”
“Only the President of the Blue Rat can learn this skill now.”
Only the President of the Blue Rat? Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes unwittingly.
“…I’m neither the President of the Blue Rat nor am I even an employee.”
“Exactly. But Moryne still gave you the Blood Tear Key. It’s impressive that the higher-ups even allowed that to happen.”
“That’s…”
“In fact, I naturally assumed you were either an agent sent to this city, or at least connected to the organization in some way. Wait, don’tt tell me you’re actually her son-in-law or something?”
“I swear to the heavens, absolutely not.”
“Still, your reaction to the Saintess’ face was rather unusual…”
Ben gave him a meaningful look, as though teasing his grandson, while Yeomyeong massaged his throbbing temple.
Son-in-law, really? The Saintess was one thing, but being tied to her mother? Completely out of the question.
“…Let’s shelve that topic for now and return to the earlier conversation. You mentioned something about the Soviet armory.”
“Ah, yes, the Soviet armory. Our ultimate cherished wish.”
At the mention of ‘armory,’ the air around Ben turned icy.
“…How much do you know about the Cold War, Cheon Yeomyeong?”
This was all an illusion created by the Arcane Relic, but to Yeomyeong, it felt strikingly real.
* * *
The Cold War.
An era of madness, where the United States and the Soviet Union, stockpiled an absurd number of nuclear weapons under the guise of a system rivalry.
Ironically, the fear of mutual nuclear destruction suppressed direct military conflict and led the two nations to channel their competitive zeal into every other conceivable area.
Who could create the stronger Superhuman?
Who would be the first to send a person to the moon?
Who could amass the largest arsenal of nukes?
And…
Who could spread their system the fastest?
Pervoyashask—now called Dreitherial—was the result of that competition.

We will build a superior city beyond the Dimensional Portal and lay down railroads to showcase the greatness of the communist system!



No one really believed the Soviets’ lofty proclamations.
At most, people simply assumed they would either develop the southern regions beyond the Dimensional Portal into an economic colony or establish a foothold to apply pressure on Apollo City, which was under the control of the Americans.
But as with all truths buried outside the annals of history, hidden within the depths of a bygone time, the reality was ‘beyond imagination.’
The real reason Stalin built this city was—
* * *
After finishing his explanation, Ben looked up to see Yeomyeong quietly lost in thought.
As someone who had served as both sniper and spy for quite some time, Ben was able to read him easily.
The calm golden eyes, the composed expression, and beneath them, the faint traces of humanity.
Was it the right choice to reveal the truth about the city to him?
The deliberation didn’t last long. Ben trusted Moryne—and, more importantly, he trusted his own judgment.
“When you return to reality, start practicing Blood Tears. It’ll take you at least a month to master overlaying illusions using mana drawn from blood.”
Sensing that the Arcane Relic’s time was running out, Ben offered this advice. Yeomyeong, who had remained silent until then, finally raised his head.
“…”
Glancing at Ben briefly, Yeomyeong drew his sword and slashed his thumb across the blade, creating a shallow wound.
Wondering what on earth he was doing, Ben frowned as Yeomyeong raised his bloodied thumb and drew a tear of blood beneath his eye.
And the next moment, Yeomyeong’s face transformed to mirror Ben’s.
Though not perfect, the illusion was unbelievably refined for something learned in mere tens of minutes.
“…”
Finding himself at a loss for words, Ben could only stare blankly as Yeomyeong dispelled the illusion and added.
“It’s easier than I thought it would be. Understanding its true intention wasn’t difficult… Perhaps this martial art suits me well.”
“…Suits you?”
Was Blood Tears even the type of martial arts that had ‘compatibility’?
No way. This martial art was literally wrung out of the vampires by the Soviet Union. There was no such thing as compatibility.
Ben massaged his temples and asked.
“I thought you were odd from the start… Are you sure you’re not a Soviet?”
“…I’ve never even set foot on Soviet soil.”
“Then are you a survivor of the gulag? Or maybe the result of some human experiment? Or perhaps from the Dzhugashvili School Sect…”
At the mention of Dzhugashvili, Yeomyeong furrowed his brows ever so slightly.
A blatant reaction of disdain. Was it as he’d suspected?
“So, you’re from Dzhugashvili after all.”
“…I am not. Should I swear upon the Five Gods?”
Yeomyeong denied it, shaking his head firmly. His response was so resolute that Ben narrowed his eyes, wondering if he’d misjudged.
Then, Ben’s sharp gaze caught something lurking behind Yeomyeong.
“If you’re not from Dzhugashvili, why are you dripping with Killing Aura?”
“…Killing Aura?”
Yeomyeong’s expression shifted to one of mild surprise. Instead of replying, Ben raised a hand to point behind him.
What is it? When Yeomyeong turned in the direction Ben was pointing to, he immediately furrowed his brows.
The spot where he’d sensed nothing all this while now revealed an all-too-familiar presence: the Janitor with golden eyes.
Standing there with the severed Player’s head in one hand and a large bag in the other.
“You…”
Just as Yeomyeong began to speak, the Janitor abruptly tossed the bag at him.
It was so heavy that Yeomyeong nearly stumbled under its weight.
“What’s this?”
After somehow stabilizing himself with some difficulty, Yeomyeong asked, but no proper answer came because the Arcane Relic’s time had already run out.
- Inventory… take out… Elix…
The faint voice, whether it belonged to the Janitor or Ben, faded into nothingness and Yeomyeong awoke to reality.

 
    

  Chapter 152: The Path Leading To The Cold Hell (3)
* * *
Absurd rumors had begun circulating throughout Dreitherial in the last few days.
[There’s a secret vault left behind by the Soviets somewhere in the sewers.]

From the back-alley bars to the factories in the east, and even the theaters frequented by Mages and merchants in the western district.
The rumors spread rapidly, almost as if someone was intentionally sowing them.
Naturally, those with common sense casually dismissed the idea. How long had it been since the Soviets abandoned this city? So, why did it just appear right now?
And even if, by some miracle, such a vault did exist, it would have already been looted by the previous Count Palatines long ago.
There was no need to dwell on it any further.
But as was often the case with this city’s gossip, rebuttals from the sensible ones were quick to be drowned out.
There were too few rational thinkers and far too many drunks willing to spread rumors for the price of a drink.
[The rumored Magic Tower Master’s Arcane Relic and the World Tree’s crystal—they all supposedly came from the secret vault!]
[The outsiders who came searching for treasures? They’re all secretly from the communist party! That elf who wrecked the building last time was the proof!]
[I heard that the Count Palatines destroyed the northern station on purpose! They say it was to prevent those trying to escape with the Arcane Relic. You ask if I have any proof? If you don’t believe me, never mind then.]

Was it merely a sheer coincidence that all these strange events had occurred in quick succession? Or was it all just the overactive imaginations of drunkards?
Whatever the cause, the rumors snowballed uncontrollably, growing larger and spreading faster than the original instigator could have anticipated.
Soon, the question ‘What if?’ hovered over the heads of all the city’s gullible citizens, and the secret vault became the talk of every gathering.
And when rumors reached such a fever pitch, those in power had to inevitably take action.
[As a Count Palatine responsible for maintaining order, I cannot allow such baseless rumors to persist.]

The first to take action was Western Count Palatine, Joe Pantoliano.
With the city’s most powerful Mage Corps under his command, he declared that anyone spreading such lies, regardless of status, would be severely punished. That seemed enough to make the rumors die down.
However, that was only until the next round of gossip began.
[The Western Count Palatine is scheming to monopolize the vault.]
[They’re digging beneath the Pantoliano Building every night, and monsters are involved!]

Though even more absurd than the initial rumors, the truth hardly mattered to the citizens.
Some spread the rumors for amusement, others out of frustration over losing their jobs due to the terror attack on the railway, and some simply because they disliked the Count Palatine.
United in spirit, they all took pleasure in slandering the Western Count Palatine.
- Why is he behaving like that now? That man usually only protects the West. He always turns a blind eye to the state of affairs in other districts, even when serial murders take place!
- The rich always want more—he’s probably scheming to snatch the vault for himself!
- Someone swore they actually saw a monster with a pig’s head in the vicinity of the building!
Being unpopular to begin with, suspicions against the Western Count Palatine quickly solidified into certainty.
With even the mages under his command subtly inquiring about the vault’s existence, what more proof was needed?
At that point, even the Western Count Palatine could no longer remain passive.
Under the guise of maintaining order, he sealed off the western sewer with his Mage Corps and dispatched guards to arrest anyone spreading the rumors.
Though some citizens protested against the blatant intimidation, fists tend to prevail over reason—especially when the fists belong to those enforcing the law.
After a few unfortunate individuals lacking wit were detained, no one else dared to question what was happening beneath the Western Count Palatine’s building.
Yet all these actions only served to solidify one belief in the minds of the people:
- The Soviet secret vault… must be real. If not, why else would the Western Count Palatine go to such lengths?
And as the saying went, rats always moved quickly once they caught the scent of food.
And in less than half a day, that certainty turned into action.
Unemployed workers, drunkards, thugs, vagrants, and even mages flocked to the sewers in droves.
The void left behind by the severed railway was quickly filled with chaos as countless people descended into the sewers, swarming in like the settlers of a second Western Expansion era.
Despite the repeated warnings from the Western Count Palatine asking his fellow Count Palatines to keep the citizens in check, as if to mock him, the Southern and Eastern Count Palatines opened access to their sewers instead.
The result that followed was unprecedented: the city’s sewer system had transformed into a battlefield of fierce and violent competition.
And it had only been a week since the first rumors began to spread.
* * *
Bang!
Neti instinctively ducked as the sound of a gunshot reverberated through the sewer. It seemed that yet another lunatic had fired their weapon.
Damn it, again?
As if the gunshot were a signal, a battle began to unfold in the sewer where she stood.
Vagrants clutching broken liquor bottles and spewing curses, Rat Beastfolks squeaking, and thugs armed with pistols sold by Joseph —they all clashed, swinging weapons, shedding blood, and screaming at the top of their lungs. It looked like a scene straight out of a war movie.
And the absurd catalyst for all this madness? A small pouch of gold was found in the sewer—or, more precisely, one that Neti had deliberately scattered there.
Is this city full of nothing but lunatics?
Though it wasn’t her place to complain, given that she was the one who scattered the gold in the first place, Neti couldn’t help but frown at the scene unfolding before her eyes. It seemed like there was no concept of restraint in this city.
The group that had delved into the sewer as one immediately turned on each other the moment they spotted the pouch of gold. A fierce brawl erupted without hesitation—murder became trivial, and betrayal the standard.
Neti couldn’t comprehend it.
Hadn’t they originally come down to the sewers to find the Soviet secret vault? So why were they fighting the moment they saw the gold? That gold was just scattered there to make sure no one left the sewers empty-handed.
In fact, she had asked her sister the same question that morning. Seti’s answer was simple.
Compensation mentality. It felt frustrating to leave the sewers empty-handed, but sharing what they found was even more infuriating, so they fought.
And as if to prove her sister’s point, Dreitherial’s citizens showed no hesitation in taking each other’s lives.
“Everyone get lost! This belongs to the Black Patch Gang!”
The lunatic who had fired the gun earlier began shooting again, shouting as he did so. His madness was overwhelming, as he fired the pistol wildly without the slightest understanding of aim, let alone worrying about potential ricochets.
Yet, since they were the first to discover the gold pouch, the vagrants didn’t retreat that easily.
For these vagrants, that gold represented a chance to change their lives. Even as they were shot or mauled by Rat Beastfolks, they refused to turn tail.
“Can’t you see the gun? I said, get lost!”
No matter how much he threatened, the others didn’t back down, so the thug with the gun began yelling in panic. The sweat running down his forehead was clear evidence of his distress.
A Rat Beastfolk, who was in the midst of mauling the vagrant, sneered at him.
“Squeak! Squeak! Bullets! How many are left, you gold t-thief?”
“How many? Enough to take out the lot of you, you rat bastard.”
“A p-pistol Squeak! maybe only has ten… fifteen bullets max! O-once bullets are gone, you’re dead!”
The Rat Beastfolk cackled, flaunting its supposed knowledge regarding firearms like some military expert.
Sensing something was off, Neti narrowed her eyes just as the thug’s gun made a hollow clicking sound.
The echo of the empty chamber was a clear sign that he had emptied his magazine.
“Squeak! H-he’s out of bullets! Attack!”
At the Rat Beastfolk’s cry, the vagrants and Rat Beastfolks rushed forward, swarming the thugs like a tide.
Even without guns, thugs were still thugs. Backed against the sewer wall and tightly grouped, they held out surprisingly well against the swarm.
…Well, they won’t last much longer.
Thought Neti as she adjusted the hem of her invisibility cloak. How much longer did she have to keep doing this?
Although her sister had said ‘until her brother-in-law’ woke up, it had already been a week since he had fallen into his trance. All the preparations to overturn the game were complete, yet the one meant to flip the board remained unconscious.
And so, here she was, scattering gold around just to lure people into the sewers—
At that very moment, she sensed another group—about a few dozen—approaching from deep within the sewer.
Were they another group of vagrants?
However, the moment Neti turned her head, her expression immediately hardened like stone.
The incoming group wasn’t just vagrants. After all, no vagrant had blood-red eyes or drooled like that.
And certainly, no vagrant walked alongside abominations with pig and cow heads.
Shepherds and zombies…?
Neti involuntarily took a step back, which was the instinctive reaction of a sheep when facing a shepherd.
Were it not for the Invisibility Cloak masking her presence, she might have bolted in fear.
I need to inform Unnie. The Shepherds have finally left the West.
As she slowly crept away, the battle between vagrants, Rat Beastfolks, and thugs began winding down.
Most of the thugs were either dead or incapacitated, leaving only the Rat Beastfolks and vagrants locked in a standoff over the gold pouch.
That was when the cow-headed Shepherd spoke.
“Bring the guns. Eliminate all witnesses.”
The eerie voice of the Shepherd echoed throughout the sewer, and at his command, the zombies began their charge. The thunderous sound of countless feet pounding against the floor filled the air like war drums.
“What the hell are those?”
Noticing the zombies a beat too late, the vagrants panicked. The Rat Beastfolk, who was boasting loudly earlier about guns, let out a shrill cry of recognition.
“S-squeak! Zombies! Zombies!”
“Zombies? Shit, everyone run!”
The sewer quickly descended into chaos. The method used to create the zombies was unknown, but the ones controlled by the shepherds were far faster than the fleeing vagrants and Rat Beastfolks.
And the next moment, the sounds of grotesque screams filled the sewers.
Kyaa-aah!
The zombies easily overtook the fleeing Rat Beastfolks and vagrants with terrifying speed. Expecting a bloodbath, Neti squeezed her eyes shut.
However, the sound of splattering blood or tearing flesh never came.
A brief, unnatural silence blanketed the sewer.
Curious, Neti cautiously opened her eyes, only to see a stranger standing amidst the zombies and Rat Beastfolks.
Kyaaaaah!
The silence didn’t last. The zombies, drooling profusely, charged at the man. And this time, Neti didn’t avert her gaze.
That sword…
The man swiftly drew his sword horizontally without saying a word. As the familiar blade flashed, the heads of five zombies fell simultaneously with a dull thud.
The cow-headed Shepherd shouted in alarm.
“That guy is from Earth! He’s a Superhuman!”
Obviously, he is a Superhuman. Neti gulped hard as she watched the man leap into the air lightly. He had thrown himself right in the middle of the zombie horde.
The zombies rushed at him all at once, but he stomped on their heads with ease, crushing them as he dashed forward. It was then that Neti realized his intended target wasn’t the zombies, but the Shepherds behind them.
“Stop him! He knows who we are!”
Unlike the panicking pig-headed Shepherds, the cow-headed one opened his jaws wide the moment he understood the man’s intent.
Mana twisted, and a crimson beam began to gather within the cow-headed Shepherd’s open mouth.
The man didn’t make any attempt to dodge. Instead, he stomped on a zombie and leaped high into the air.
No, don’t jump towards that light! Just as Neti was taken by surprise, a red beam erupted from the mouth of the cow-headed figure.
Kyaaaah!
The beam struck the man directly—Red Light of Death, a mid-tier curse magic.
The man … remained unharmed. From his waist, a brilliant, multicolored light radiated, deflecting the beam entirely.
“…A unicorn horn?”
The cow-headed Shepherd faltered in panic. The pig-headed ones began to chant new spells belatedly, but none were able to act faster than the man’s descent.
The man swung his sword swiftly, its pale yellow glow slicing through one of the pig-headed Shepherds’ necks effortlessly.
Splat! Blood sprayed as one of the Shepherds became a headless corpse. And before his blood could even hit the ground, the cow-headed Shepherd swung a fist, and the pig-headed one drew a pistol.
Had the man anticipated this? The man retrieved his sword and swung it horizontally once again. It wasn’t just a fast strike—it was a precise swordmanship, one that he could wield with familiarity against the shepherds.
His blade severed the cow-headed Shepherd’s arm and split the pistol-wielding pig-headed one at the waist.
As the severed arm hung in the air, the pig-headed one’s body split open and the pistol clattered to the ground.
“Grrrraaagh…!”
With the final guttural cry of the pig-headed Shepherd, all but one of the Shepherds lay dead on the ground.
“W-Who are you?”
The man didn’t reply. Instead, he simply swung his sword in the air, shaking off the dirty blood of Shepherds and zombies, and stepped toward the remaining cow-headed Shepherd.
The battle was as good as over, but the cow-headed Shepherd refused to give up. His repulsive bloodshot eyes gleamed dangerously as he prepared one final spell.
The spell he wove was simple and efficient— Corpse Explosion, using the dead pig-headed Shepherds and his own body as the materials.
It was so blatant that even Neti, hiding behind the Invisibility Cloak, was able to notice it, but the real issue was the speed. The spell didn’t take long to prepare and it could be completed with just a few words.
“Die—!”
However, the cow-headed Shepherd never got the chance to complete his spell. The moment he began to chant, an ice spike waiting behind his head pierced right through his skull.
…What the hell?
Neti unconsciously swallowed nervously. He had taken down all those Shepherds that easily? Who on earth was this guy? Had such a person always been in this city?
As she wrestled with her own thoughts, the man turned his head sharply in her direction. His gaze locked onto her exact position.
Could it be…
Neti held her breath and pressed herself flat against the sewer wall. The now-masterless zombies were loitering aimlessly, blocking any potential escape routes.
Step.
The man began walking toward her. How was he able to see her through the Invisibility Cloak? No, that wasn’t the point. What now? Should she fight? Run?
As her mind raced, the man casually sheathed his sword and began rubbing his face with his hand.
One smooth motion, as if he was wiping something away—and when he lowered his hand, his face had transformed into someone she knew.
“…Oh my, it’s you, brother-in-law?”
Neti spoke in a voice filled with equal parts disbelief and surprise.
Yeomyeong was about to answer with a laugh, but sensing something, he hurriedly raised his index finger and pressed it against his lips. It was a gesture asking her to stay quiet.
Like the obedient sibling she was, Neti immediately clamped her mouth shut. And in the meantime, Yeomyeong’s face shifted back to the unfamiliar visage.
What was he doing? Neti wondered, tilting her head in confusion, when a familiar voice echoed from the direction the Rat Beastfolks had fled.
“I’d like to take some of those monsters’ corpses off your hands. How much would that cost me?”
The voice belonged to none other than Eastern Count Palatine Bykov.
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* * *
Why was someone as high-ranking as a Count Palatine roaming the sewers?—Especially while wearing a fake face?
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes as the Eastern Count Palatine drew closer.
“Ten gold coins per corpse. What do you say?”
This time, the Count Palatine was wearing a different face from when he had disguised himself as a bar owner. Dressed in a tattered robe and a worn staff in his hand, he resembled a stereotypical recluse Mage perfectly.
If not for the familiar voice, Yeomyeong wouldn’t have recognized him at all—that was how convincing his transformation was.
“Hmm… is thirty gold coins not enough, perhaps?”
The Count Palatine was now close enough to speak face-to-face.
Still inexperienced at disguising his voice, Yeomyeong chose to remain silent. After all, revealing his voice might alert the Count Palatine about his true identity.
Instead, he stepped back silently, allowing the Count Palatine to pass.
“…Quite the reserved fellow, aren’t you?”
Fortunately, partly due to the precision of the Blood Tears’ illusion and mostly because his attention was focused on the dead Shepherds, the Count Palatine failed to see through the illusion concealing Yeomyeong’s face.
And as soon as Yeomyeong stepped aside, the Count Palatine immediately scurried to the bodies like a cat finding its prey.
“Oh… Necromancy and Black Magic together…”
The Count Palatine marveled as he began inspecting the corpses of the Shepherds, turning them around.
Watching this, Yeomyeong crossed his arms and tapped the ground twice with his foot.
The blatant signal earned a sheepish grin from the Count Palatine, who reached into his pouch and tossed him a small leather pouch.
“Ah, forgive me. I’ve been getting forgetful with age.”
Catching the pouch, Yeomyeong opened it and found it brimming with gold coins—genuine imperial coins bearing the Emperor’s face.
“Thirty gold coins. Keep the change if you wish—I only need these bodies.”
With that, the Count Palatine turned his attention back to the Shepherds’ corpses.
After confirming the Count Palatine was preoccupied, Yeomyeong gestured to Neti, who was still concealed under the Invisibility Cloak.
The two then began to quietly slip away deeper into the sewer.
“The sword marks left on these bodies are extraordinary.”
However, the Count Palatine’s voice made Yeomyeong stop in his tracks. Still examining the corpses, the Count Palatine continued speaking.
“This city does not have many swordsmen of this caliber … Are you a foreigner drawn here by the rumors?”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. Regardless if his silence was an affirmation or not, the Count Palatine kept talking.
“Well, your origins don’t matter—only your skill. Say… Have you ever considered becoming a mercenary?”
A mercenary? Yeomyeong recalled the Eastern Count Palatine’s previous plea to help restore order to the city. His brows furrowed slightly.
Was he asking for help to quell the chaos again?
Yet, the Eastern Count Palatine’s next words were far from what Yeomyeong was expecting.
“It’s a simple job, really. I just need you to kill one elf for me. What do you say? I’ll pay you handsomely.”
At those words, Yeomyeong could feel Neti beside him tense up in shock and instinctively covered her mouth.
A brief silence ensued.
Before the Count Palatine could turn around, Yeomyeong ushered Neti towards the far end of the sewer.
Fortunately, the Count Palatine didn’t pursue them. Instead, he called out to their retreating figures with a note of regret.
“I run a potion shop in the East called Ulyanov. Pay me a visit if you ever change your mind.”
* * *
“Weren’t that old man and the elf supposed to be allies?”
That was the first thing Neti asked after emerging from the sewer. Yeomyeong brushed off the filth stuck to his insoles and replied.
“…It’s not unusual for allies to stab each other in the back, especially in a city like this.”
“Well, that’s quite befitting for a commie.”
The two continued chatting like that as they headed to the inn.
Perhaps because of the number of people delving into the sewers, the city felt much quieter than usual.
Confirming that there was no one else around, Neti suddenly asked.
“…Brother-in-law, why did you come all by yourself? Where’s my sister?”
Yeomyeong answered nonchalantly.
“Seti looked exhausted, so I came alone after putting her to sleep. Finding you was something I could handle by myself.”
“Ah… Right, she’s been guarding you while you were in a trance and only taking short naps for the past week…”
The follow-up question, ‘Did you really do nothing while putting her to sleep?’ rose to her throat, but Neti swallowed it back.
Somehow, she had a feeling—an intuition—that something probably had happened.
…I’ll have to ask Unnie about it.
Instead, as if changing the subject, she began explaining the plans her sister had executed over the past week.
From scattering money among the drunkards so that rumors about a Soviet secret vault would spread, to how she ended up in the sewer—everything.
The explanation was lengthy, and Yeomyeong’s occasional questions about their progress made it even lengthier.
How long did they walk like that?
By the time she finished recounting the week’s events, the two had arrived at the fortress-like inn.
Armed guards were stationed at the inn’s windows and rooftop posts, keeping a watchful eye on the surroundings. However, they were all Joseph’s subordinates.
Taking off her Invisibility Cloak, Neti asked.
“Brother-in-law, what should we do from now on? My sister said that all the preparations were complete.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond immediately.
After watching Balagu shovel canned spam into his mouth near the inn’s entrance, he pulled out the Blood Tear Key from his pocket and said.
“Of course, we overturn the board as planned.”
* * *
There were more Mages living in Dreitherial than one might expect.
Of course, they weren’t proper Mages.
Misfits like Dagal, whose lowly bloodlines prevented them from joining established organizations.
Lunatics researching human experimentation or forbidden magic.
And even criminals who were evading capture.
These abnormal Mages were practically a cornerstone of the city.
And since they were so well-hidden throughout the city, even the Count Palatines chose to leave them be rather than try to find and expel them—so what more was needed to be said?
…Anyway, ‘Bendu’, to whom Balagu was presently guiding them, was also one of those Mages.
Known as Dreitherial’s best appraisal Mage, he was a figure renowned even before Balagu fled the city.
And the size of his pawnshop testified to his reputation.
A massive concrete warehouse with enough capacity to hold a hundred people with ease.
Looking up at the sign that read [Everything Pawnshop], Yeomyeong said to Balagu.
“…A pawnshop run by an appraisal Mage. Looks like we’ve come to the right place.”
“This is probably the most successful pawnshop in the city. Even the Count Palatines recognize the owner’s skill.”
With that, Balagu rapped loudly on the pawnshop door. A moment later, the large warehouse door cracked open, and a rough-looking man peeked out.
“What brings ye here? Loan? Somethin’ to sale?”
“Appraisal.”
“Appraisal? That’s gonna cost ye a bit… Ye got the money?”
This time, Yeomyeong was the one who answered the man’s question. He pulled out a pouch brimming with gold coins and shook it.
Jingle, jingle. The moment the man heard the sound of gold coins, he immediately cracked open the door.
“…Come in.”
The inside of the pawnshop was messier than expected. Display cases were cluttered with all sorts of items, and swords and pieces of clothing lay scattered all over the floor.
As the man walked briskly through the disarray, he spoke.
“Master Bendu is currently downstairs.”
Following him, Balagu and Yeomyeong crossed the warehouse, descended a staircase, and entered a small room in the basement.
Behind the door sat a plump, bald old man and judging by the mana he radiated, this was undoubtedly Bendu.
“Master Bendu, these customers are here for an appraisal.”
Their guide introduced them briefly. The bald old man scrutinized Yeomyeong and Balagu from head to toe before asking.
“You two here for an appraisal? It’s been a while since I’ve had customers coming for this. So, what do you want me to appraise?”
“An Arcane Relic.”
“…Pardon?”
The businesslike smile on the old man’s face froze the moment he heard Yeomyeong’s response.
“Listen here, young man. You must’ve picked up something from the sewer, but sorry to disappoint you—it’s nothing. Arcane Relics aren’t things you can find that easily.”
Weren’t there other customers who had come to him seeking Arcane Relic appraisals before? Waving his hand dismissively, Bendu spoke.
Instead of arguing, Yeomyeong quietly pulled out the Blood Tear Key from his pocket and handed it to him.
“I’m telling you, it’s nothing. Don’t waste your appraisal fee and just leave—”
But Bendu was unable to finish his sentence.
His expression changed as he looked down at the Blood Tear Key. The next moment, he snatched the key from Yeomyeong’s hand.
“This key… I can feel mana from it. Is it an enchanted magic tool?”
Saying that, he pulled out a monocle, placed it on his eye and began examining the Blood Tear Key immediately.
A brief silence filled the basement.
Just as the man who had guided Yeomyeong began to glance around anxiously, Bendu finally spoke.
“This… This is a real Arcane Relic. It’s my first time seeing the real deal in person.”
“…”
“Let’s see… Made from vampire bone and ash… Dyed with human blood… Yes, it seems like it was made during the Soviet era. Hey, where did you find this?”
Yeomyeong replied immediately.
“The sewer.”
“Oh… So the rumors weren’t completely false?”
Staring at the Blood Tear Key, Bendu suddenly made Yeomyeong an offer.
“This Arcane Relic—sell it to me. I’ll give you a good price.”
“Not interested.”
“A thousand… No, fifteen hundred gold coins.”
“I’ll say it again—I’m not selling. Besides, I’ve already used it once.”
“…”
Bendu’s expression began to twist at the mention of it being used already. But as he inspected the Arcane Relic again, his eyes widened.
“A reusable Arcane Relic…? Damn it, two thousand gold coins!”
“…”
“Three thousand! I’ll pay seventeen hundred upfront, and the rest after selling off the pawnshop inventory. How about it?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
After all, actions spoke louder than a thousand words. Bendu’s face twisted once more.
“…I suppose I was being too greedy. My apologies.”
After briefly glancing back and forth between the key and Yeomyeong, Bendu sighed as if he had no choice, especially since Yeomyeong began exuding mana.
“The appraisal fee is five gold coins and the certificate is an additional ten.”
Noticing an issue with the price, Balagu, who had been listening silently from the side, flared up.
“Fifteen gold coins? That’s five times the going rate!”
“This isn’t just any item—it’s an Arcane Relic. This price is more than fair.”
“That’s ridiculo—”
Balagu was about to continue arguing, but Yeomyeong stopped him and pulled out the gold coins from his pouch.
“Fifteen gold coins. Check it. How long will the certificate take?”
“Three minutes… no, ten minutes tops. Wait outside for a bit.”
With their conversation concluded, Bendu called his subordinate over and gave him instructions while Yeomyeong took the Blood Tear Key and left the basement.
After just over ten minutes, the rough-looking man who had first opened the door for them handed Yeomyeong a rolled-up parchment.
“Have a safe trip.”
With a parting comment that sounded almost like mockery, Yeomyeong and Balagu exited the pawnshop.
And as soon as they left the panshop, the street vagrants began tailing the two men but neither of them paid any attention.
Or rather, they pretended not to notice.
Moments later, Balagu, trailing behind Yeomyeong a little, spoke up.
“…We have a tail. It’s not just one or two.”
Unlike the tense Balagu, Yeomyeong remained as composed as ever.
“I know.”
Seeing his attitude, Balagu realized that being a Superhuman, Yeomyeong must have noticed that long before him.
“…Did you expect this to happen?”
“Yeah, after all, I asked you to introduce me to a capable appraisal Mage, not an ethical one.”
Balagu responded with a resigned tone.
“That’s… fair enough.”
“Don’t feel guilty. I planned for this to happen when I asked for your guidance.”
“…”
And the next second, Yeomyeong suddenly drew his sword and swung it. Two arrows aimed at them were sliced cleanly in half.
?!
Before Balagu, with his jaw agape, could react, more arrows rained down.
This time, there were too many to deflect with a sword, so Yeomyeong grabbed Balagu by his belt and leaped backwards.
Thwack, thwack, thwack!
Dozens of arrows embedded themselves in the spot where the two had been standing just moments ago. Landing on the ground with Yeomyeong, Balagu was dumbfounded as he stared in the direction the arrows had come from.
The rough-looking man who had opened the door, Bendu, and even a group of unidentified thugs.
At the other end of the alley, dozens of crossbows were aimed at them, greed burning in their eyes like mana.
- *That’s him!*
They began advancing while aiming their crossbows. Some split off to the sides and disappeared into the alleys, likely to surround them.
Yeomyeong observed their movements for a moment before weaving a Telekinesis spell and asked Balagu.
“Balagu, what do you think about a rumor like this? An Ancient Relic was found in the sewers and the famous Mage and his gang were wiped out by the Ancient Relic’s user.”
“…”
Was that his plan all along? Balagu couldn’t help but chuckle in disbelief. Then, realizing Yeomyeong had the strength to back it up, he laughed again.
“That’s quite the rumor, enough to set the entire city ablaze. And with so many witnesses… everyone will be talking about it for a while.”
Pleased with his response, Yeomyeong smirked as he completed the Telekinesis spell.
At that moment, the thugs pulled their triggers to fire their crossbows at the same time.
Thunk, thunk, thunk! Dozens of arrows tore through the air…
Only to freeze midair, trapped within Yeomyeong’s telekinesis.
“…A Mage?”
Muttering from the front of the group, Bendu stared in disbelief.
Yeomyeong responded by turning the arrows around and sent them hurtling back toward their owners.
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* * *
“Shit, dodge!”
A crossbow wielding thug turned tail and screamed as if doing so would help him avoid the incoming arrows.
However, being a Mage himself, Bendu knew better.
Unless one was a knight trained in footwork, no one would be able to outrun arrows propelled by telekinesis.
“B-Boss? Wait a—!”
On finishing his assessment, Bendu grabbed a fleeing subordinate and used him as a human shield. And almost simultaneously, the rain of arrows fell upon the backs of his hapless subordinates.
As his men fell with screams, Bendu discarded the human shield and raised his staff to weave a spell.
Though he made a living through appraisals, he was still a Mage from Dreitherial. Combat was something he had experienced countless times.
Especially Mage-versus-Mage battles.
However, his opponent’s next move defied all of Bendu’s expectations.
Instead of maintaining the Telekinesis magic or casting another spell, the opponent drew his sword and charged straight at him.
“You’re a knight?”
Of course, he must be a knight. What kind of Mage would have a trained physique like that?
…Then how did he use telekinesis?
Swallowing the question that came to mind, Bendu completed the spell he had been preparing.
With a crackling sound, a bolt of lightning erupted from his staff. It was a lightning spear, designed to pierce through Telekinesis magic.
The opponent’s response to the blindingly brilliant spear was simple.
He raised the sword in his hand high above his head, and as the spear was about to strike, he brought the sword down.
Mana burst into dazzling light, obscuring everyone’s vision, but all who were present could see one thing—the blue Sword Aura flickering around the young man’s blade.
Panicking, Bendu tried to prepare another spell, but the opponent’s sword was quicker, severing the hand holding his staff.
One might have expected him to scream at the sight of his wrist flying off, but Bendu was a seasoned Mage.
He didn’t waste time preparing another spell nor did he make the mistake of turning his back to flee.
Instead, he immediately dropped to his knees.
“I-I surrender! Please spare me!”
Lest his opponent suspect a false surrender, he raised both arms above his head and flattened himself against the ground.
His swift surrender not only surprised the bystanders but also his opponent, who was about to strike his neck.
“…”
Yeomyeong was struck speechless as he looked down at Bendu.
…Is this guy insane?
The lunatic, who staged a daytime ambush for an Arcane Relic and even used his own men as shields, surrendered the moment the tide turned against him.
As Yeomyeong frowned and prepared to strike Bendu’s neck, the latter screamed desperately.
“I-I was wrong about you! Just spare me, and I’ll give you whatever you want. Gold coins, anything from the pawnshop—whatever it is, it’s yours!”
“…”
“Ah, yes! To protect an Arcane Relic like that, you’ll need money and influence! I can connect you with the Southern Count Palatine! If you work under him—ack!”
Bendu’s words were cut off abruptly as Yeomyeong snapped his neck using telekinesis.
The man’s body flopped like a puppet with its strings cut, and the onlookers’ eyes flickered.
Was it because a murder had taken place in broad daylight? No, it was because the words ‘Arcane Relic’ had spilled from Bendu’s lips.
To outsiders, it would have looked as if Yeomyeong had killed Bendu to silence him about the Arcane Relic.
A foreigner who could wield both magic and Sword Aura, an Arcane Relic, and Bendu’s death.
Having picked up valuable tidbits of information, the spectators began to quietly disappear into the other side of the street.
The surviving subordinates of Bendu, who had managed to escape the hail of arrows, also started fleeing; the surly man who had guided Yeomyeong inside the pawnshop among them.
And since he needed someone to spread the tale of him discovering the Arcane Relic in the sewers, Yeomyeong made no effort to stop him.
After a while, Balagu, who had been observing from the back, approached him and asked.
“What if the rumors get twisted and spread in strange ways?”
It was a reasonable concern, but Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No need to worry about that. People only see what they want to see.”
* * *
“Do you know what confirmation bias is?”
In the office of the Southern Count Palatine, Ekatherina murmured as she moved a chess piece on the massive chessboard laid out before her.
However, unlike a normal game of go, it wasn’t just filled with stone pieces.
There were also janggi1 pieces, chess pieces, and meticulously carved miniature models.
Anyone with keen insight would instantly realize this was a microcosm of Dretherial’s power structure.
Each piece represented one of the three Count Palatines and their hands and feet in the city.
The legion of Rat Beastfolk, the Shepherds from Korea, and even the lowly, foolish commoners.
Ekatherina moved the black queen symbolizing her and continued.
“It means that no matter how much opposing evidence is presented, people will only accept the evidence they want to accept, especially when blinded by greed.”
Tap.
Only after Ekatherina placed the queen in the center of the chessboard did the Southern Count Palatine turn his gaze from the window.
“What are you trying to say exactly?”
“Don’t waste your energy trying to stop those rumors. It’s not like you’ll be able to stop them anyway.”
The Southern Count Palatine’s face twisted.
“Are you suggesting that we just stand by and let those lowlifes dive into the sewers over some absurd rumor about a Soviet secret vault?”
“Those fools don’t believe the rumor is ridiculous. After all, it’s true that a Soviet Arcane Relic was found in the sewer, isn’t it?”
Ekatherina smirked while moving the chess piece. The Southern Count Palatine yelled angrily.
“How can that be true? Instead of machine guns or rockets, the rumor claims they found an Arcane Relic? What the Soviets left behind was an armory! That’s complete nons—”
“Have you been ignoring everything I’ve said so far? The truth doesn’t matter. What the citizens want to believe is the truth.”
“Then what do you want to do about it?”
Bang! Unable to hold back any longer, the Southern Count Palatine slammed his hand on the desk. The chessboard shook, and the pieces toppled over.
“Are we just going to leave it be? What if those lowlifes descending into the sewers find the ‘launch code’ before us? All the plans we’ve made so far will be for naught!”
“You’re worried for nothing. No one even knows what the launch code is anyway.”
“That’s your excuse…? With rat bastards and lowlifes filling the sewers like this, it will eventually come to light!”
“…”
“The rumors keep spreading, and if more and more lowlifes go down into the sewers, it won’t decrease, but only increase! If this continues, there’s no way we’ll find the launch code by the emperor’s birthd—!”
“That’s enough.”
One statement from Ekatherina and the air in the office froze.
Startled, the Southern Count Palatine clamped his mouth shut, and silence crawled into the room.
A moment of cold silence passed.
Ekatherina put the fallen black queen back in place and spoke.
“Fine, I’ll admit the plan’s gone awry. So what? All we need to do is change the plan. I don’t see a problem with that.”
“…Another plan?”
“Since it’s come to this… let’s fan the flames of the rumors ourselves.”
Before her words could even settle, Ekatherina pulled out a small ring from her pocket.
A plain iron ring, utterly devoid of any decoration.
But the Southern Count Palatine, who recognized its value right away, stared in stunned disbelief.
“An Arcane Relic left by the former Magic Tower Master…?”
“Use this ring as bait to stir up the citizens.”
“…”
“Use the name of Count Palatine to announce that this relic will be awarded to whoever finds the secret vault. It’s time to add more fuel to the fire.”
Ekatherina whispered devilishly.
It was not difficult to imagine what would happen if he followed her instructions.
Workers unemployed due to the railway closure, vagrants, and all sorts of outcasts would descend into the sewers, dreaming of striking it rich.
Deep in the sewers, they would kill and be killed; corpses would pile into mountains.
And after that…
“We’ll revive them all as zombies.”
A proposal to make use of those lowlifes. The Count Palatine felt somewhat impressed and asked back.
“The plan is brilliant… but is it truly feasible?”
Instead of replying, Ekatherina picked up a black king piece rolling beneath the chessboard.
She fiddled with the king piece for a moment before placing it firmly in the center of the chessboard and said.
“Of course it’s feasible. After all… we have a dragon on our side, don’t we?”
A dragon. Hearing that word, the Count Palatine swallowed hard as he stared at the black king.
Ekatherina, too, was gazing at the black king, and because of that, neither of them noticed the white queen rolling onto the chessboard.
* * *
As the rumors about Yeomyeong’s Arcane Relic spread, the city was simmering with tension, like a volcano on the brink of eruption.
The ones who considered themselves strong all descended into the sewer, but they couldn’t even find a trace, let alone the secret vault.
Of course, there were a few who stumbled upon gold coins, but they were in the minority.
- How can so many people search and still not find anything? Is it perhaps a fake rumor?
After diving in numerous times with nothing to show for, there were some who began to raise rational doubts, but those voices quickly disappeared.
- Didn’t you see the Arcane Relic that came out of the sewers last time? It’s definitely there!
- If it were fake, the Southern Count Palatine wouldn’t be offering a reward for it.
- We just need to find the secret vault and the former Magic Tower Master’s ring will be ours.
And in the midst of this, when the Southern Count Palatine himself announced a reward for finding the vault, the citizens’ belief and greed toward the secret vault reached near-religious fervor.
And popular belief always breeds challenges to authority.
- *If we’ve searched the south, east, and north sewers and found nothing, then it must be in the west!*
- They say the Western Count Palatine is hoarding the vault all for himself!
- Unseal the western sewer, Count Palatine! The city belongs to the people, and you’re just a manager! Free the sewer!
Naturally, the citizens’ attention turned to the sealed western sewer.
Of course, only very few openly criticized the Western Count Palatine directly.
After all, anyone bold enough to challenge a powerful figure with a Mage Corps under his command would have been dead and buried in a grave long ago.
Instead, in true Dreitherial fashion, the citizens found different ways to mess up with the Western Count Palatine.
In short… they unlocked the locks, deceived the guards, and slipped into the darkness.
The blockade of the western sewer quickly collapsed as the citizens organized themselves, proving that one hand couldn’t block ten.
And despite the Western Count Palatine’s furious declaration that anyone found wandering in the sewer would be executed on the spot, the rebellious citizens responded by moving more covertly.
In fact, some guards even took bribes to open paths. It was truly a Dreitherial-like scene.
…Anyway.
As the chaotic days continued and the blockade of the western sewer gradually slackened, Yeomyeong decided that it was time to drag out the ‘Shepherds’ hiding in the Western Count Palatine’s building.
The first step was purchasing maps to study the terrain surrounding the Count Palatine’s building.
This was based on Seti’s belief that terrain features were the key to any battle, and Yeomyeong fully supported her opinion.
In fact, he went a step further by mapping the mages’ patrol routes and even bribing the guards stationed in the area.
It was preparation without a flaw.
In comparison, there wasn’t much to prepare in terms of equipment.
Weapons like sword and gun, along with a small amount of consumables, were all they needed.
If anything took more time to prepare, it was the masks they would be wearing to conceal their identities.
“Masks and weapons? Are we planning to assassinate someone?”
Hearing Neti’s impression once they finished their preparations, Yeomyeong didn’t deny it.
“Our top priority is to uncover what the Shepherds and the Western Count Palatine are planning… but if we can kill them, we should.”
“…”
Neti didn’t ask, ‘Why do you hate the Shepherds so much?’
After all, the South Korean government had sown the seeds of hatred more than just once or twice.
She was content with the fact that Yeomyeong was fighting alongside her against the South Korean government.
Though it seemed that her sister decided to take it a step further.
“Wouldn’t they all die if we just fired about ten anti-tank weapons and made the sewer collapse?”
“…”
“Now that I think about it, it’s a pity. If only Joseph had brought some proper explosives, we could’ve blown up the entire building.”
Words that were anything but a joke.
Neti suppressed a wry laugh on seeing this unexpected side of her sister. However, once Seti hauled off an entire weapon crate labeled ‘Magic Wand,’ Yeomyeong’s group was finished with their preparations to attack the Shepherds.
Less than ten days remained until the Emperor’s day.

 
  Footnotes
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	1. Janggi, sometimes called Korean chess, is a strategy board game popular on the Korean Peninsula. The game was derived from xiangqi (Chinese chess), and is very similar to it, including the starting position of some of the pieces, and the 9×10 gameboard, but without the xiangqi "river" dividing the board horizontally in the middle.


   

  Chapter 155: The Path Leading To The Cold Hell (6)
* * *
Early evening.
Once their preparations were complete, the group had a simple meal before heading straight for the city’s western district.
Instead of sneaking around to enter the sewers, Yeomyeong and his party openly boarded a carriage.
With so many people crowding the sewers, paradoxically, there were fewer eyes watching the main roads.
After a brief journey, a building bathed in the glow of the sunset came into view through the carriage window.
The Pantoliano Building—the only complete building in the city and the Western Count Palatine’s court.
Gazing at it briefly, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Neti, there’s no need for you to join the fight. You can stay in the rear.”
His words were filled with concern and consideration. Neti, also taking the outside view, opened her eyes wide.
“Oh… brother-in-law? I might be more useful than my sister in a fight, you know?”
It was a daring response. Seti jabbed her in the ribs, but Neti ignored it, opening her bag to ‘raise’ two rifles into the air.
“I specialize in Telekinesis and Force Field magic, so I’m way more versatile than my sister, who’s all about fighting. Plus, I’ve also been trained in martial arts like the Flying Kick technique, which allows for high-speed movement, so there’s no need to worry about me falling behind in combat. You know that, right?”
Yeomyeong recalled her nimble movements when she caught up with him back at the northern station and nodded.
“And as for combat power—Telekinesis allows me to suspend and fire guns, which is more than enough.”
As if to prove her point, Neti caused two more rifles to float into the air.
The sight of four rifles hovering inside the carriage was impressive, though Seti, sitting next to her, sighed deeply.
“…And why haven’t you mentioned your lack of combat experience and poor spell precision as well?”
“Well, that’s…”
“Neti, we’re not heading for some casual outing. If you mess up here, you’ll get hurt—or worse, killed. So… just do as Yeomyeong says and stay in the rear. Got it?”
“…”
Neti didn’t argue. She couldn’t deny her sister’s words, and if she said anything more, it would only look like she was doing it out of stubbornness.
And just like that, as she silently returned the rifles to her bag, a flash of light burst from outside the window.
Everyone in the carriage turned their heads at once, but the light was already gone.
All Yeomyeong could sense was the twisted mana lingering in the direction the light had come from.
“…The Shepherds’ magic.”
Yeomyeong frowned.
Did they just use magic that blatantly? And on top of that, they even used a spell so powerful that anyone sensitive to mana would easily perceive it.
There were only two possibilities.
Either they were unable to hide it as they cast the spell due to sheer urgency…
Or they no longer care if they are discovered.
His deliberation was brief, and he quickly decided on his next course of action.
“Everyone, get off. We’ll enter the sewer from here.”
With those words, Yeomyeong opened the carriage door and leaped out.
“Huh?”
While Neti was dumbfounded, Seti grabbed the wooden crate of weapons and followed after Yeomyeong.
Left alone, Neti hurriedly jumped off the carriage and descended into the sewer through the same opening as the other two.
However, before doing that, she didn’t forget to toss the carriage driver a gold coin on her way out.
Splash—
As soon as Yeomyeong saw Neti land in the sewer water, he began spreading his mana throughout the sewer.
Scouring for a bribed guard who should have been nearby, Yeomyeong’s senses picked up something else instead.
The distinctive repugnant presence of the Shepherds.
And it wasn’t just one—he detected dozens of zombies being herded along with them. They weren’t even making an attempt to conceal themselves any longer.
“…What’s the plan? Do we take out the Shepherds first or head straight for the building?”
Having sensed the Shepherds’ presence as well, Seti posed the question. Yeomyeong set the wooden crate labeled ‘Magic Wands’ on the ground and opened it.
In it were anti-tank rockets and warheads—commonly referred to as ‘Boomstick1.’ Yeomyeong slung one over his back as he answered.
“Both. Kill anything we see while making our way to the building as quickly as possible.”
Neti was about to say that sounded like a crazy plan, but seeing her sister pick up a rocket launcher as well, she decided it would be wiser to keep her mouth shut.
* * *
BOOM!!
The deafening sound of an explosion echoed through the confined sewer as flames quickly engulfed the space, followed by a powerful shockwave.
All that remained in the wake of the destruction was nothing more than shredded pig-heads and zombies.
Despite the gruesome scene, the girl who had caused it didn’t spare the carnage a single glance. She simply stepped over the corpses and continued moving through the sewer.
And when she sensed the presence of more shepherds approaching…
“Neti, reload.”
Seti tossed the empty rocket launcher to her sister who caught it mid-air with Telekinesis.
Using the same power, Neti floated a rocket warhead into the launcher, reloaded it, before handing it back to her sister.
Having already repeated this process nearly ten times, her reload time barely exceeded thirty seconds.
Of course, her sister’s firing speed was even faster.
“Intruders?! Sound the alarm—!”
A pig-headed figure waiting at the sewer junction spotted the group and shouted, but nothing was faster than a moving rocket.
The heavy sound of a launch and the following backblast reverberated through the sewer as the rocket lit up the darkness.
And in the next instant—
BOOM!!
The pig-heads were consumed by the explosion, reduced to blood and black dirt.
Some zombies, lucky enough to be outside the blast radius, managed to survive(?)—but only for a moment. Before they could even turn their heads, Yeomyeong’s blade had already carved a long arc through the air.
The group pressed onward as decapitated zombies fell behind them.
Their approach was too crude to be called an infiltration, and the fight was far too one-sided to be called a battle.
“How much further?”
Neti, who was now using Telekinesis to float several rocket warheads around her, asked.
The group, all using the Flying Kick technique, was speeding through the sewer at an astonishing pace.
She thought they’d have surely reached Western Count Palatine’s building by now. Hence, her question.
But the answer came from someone unexpected.
“The Western Count Palatine’s building? You’re already there.”
A voice answered from beyond the darkness of the sewer.
The group came to a halt at the same time and turned to identify the speaker.
The figure emerging from the shadows was not a shepherd. No shepherd had a scrawny frame like that.
As Seti debated whether to fire the rocket, the figure pulled back their hood, revealing their face.
“Who sent you? The East side? Or the South side?”
The speaker had a gaunt face as thin as a zombie’s and bloodshot and gleaming eyes that resembled the corrupted humans he had seen back in Manchuria.
And the twisted mana filling his brain was the proof of it.
However, unlike the ones he saw in Manchuria, this one could speak normally, so it seemed like an improved version…
After the shepherd, they now had a corrupted human. Yeomyeong felt a strange sense of déjà vu as he secretly gathered mana.
But it didn’t matter. The creature mocked the group.
“No matter whose orders you follow, it’s already too late. The Western Count Palatine has already opened the path leading to the underground, so all that sleeps below is ours.”
His tone was smooth, almost like he was reciting poetry. Neti, now completely tense, carefully loaded her rocket.
Usually, such creatures would either have traps prepared or were formidable warriors—
But before she could finish her thoughts, the creature’s head was twisted all the way around.
Crack.
A horrifying sound echoed as the neck twisted 180 degrees. Soon after, the creature collapsed to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.
“What a crazy…”
Did Yeomyeong just use Telekinesis to kill that creature? How was he able to do that?
Even the powerful farm owner who claimed to be an Archmage would not be able to pull off something like this. And it wasn’t even that type of spell in the first place.
Neti stared at Yeomyeong with shock in her eyes.
Even after executing such an abnormal act, his face showed no traces of satisfaction.
Calm as ever, he simply gazed beyond the sewer as if thinking nothing of it.
What on earth is brother-in-law’s true identity…?
As her questions began to deepen, Yeomyeong spoke while drawing his sword.
“Neti, prepare your weapon.”
“What?”
“And keep your guard up—the real battle starts now.”
As if in response to his words, dark shadows began to appear from beyond the sewer.
One, two, five, ten, twenty, forty…
In the blink of an eye, the creatures with eyes glowing red like those of a madman began occupying the sewer.
* * *
A huge concrete staircase leading deep underground.
At the place where no footsteps had been heard for a long,long time, two sets of footsteps echoed.
Click, click. The rhythmic sound continued for a while.
The Western Count Palatine, Joe Pantoliano, spoke.
“I can’t believe a space like this existed below the city…”
He stopped walking and gazed down at the seemingly endless staircase.
What could be hidden down there to warrant such a thick concrete bunker?
“…Is this really an armory?”
Western Count Palatine asked unintentionally. His companion, descending the stairs with him, halted and answered.
“Yes, it is an armory.”
“What kind of weapon would possibly require a place like this to be built? It almost feels like a demon king is sealed in this place.”
Seemingly finding his question ridiculous, the other person let out a small laugh.
“A demon king? The item down here is far beyond something like a demon king.”
“…Far beyond?”
“Even a demon king couldn’t scratch the World Tree, could it?”
His words were filled with meaning, but it took the Count Palatine a moment to comprehend.
However, the lifetime of knowledge he had accumulated soon helped him decipher the true meaning behind those words.
After all, only one Earthian weapon that could destroy the World Tree.
“…”
Western Count Palatine swallowed his saliva and looked at his guide.
An Earthian wearing an intricate yet repulsive horse head.
For some reason, the face that had seemed so reliable just a moment ago now appeared grotesque.
A brief silence filled the space between the stairs, and just as a look of fear began to creep into Count Palatine’s eyes, the one with horse head turned their head and spoke.
“Our country was able to find this thanks to the assistance of Your Excellency, Count Palatine.”
“Y-yes, I have played a big role here…”
“Your Excellency will be greatly rewarded for sure.”
“…”
That was right, reward—An opportunity to escape this rotten world and become a noble in the advanced Earthian society.
After all, desire was the strongest drug of all.
Pushing away the fear and doubts rising in his heart, the Count Palatine continued down the stairs.
Or rather, he was about to.
However, just as he started to move, a heavy thud from the ceiling caught his ankles.
Thud!
Thud!
Thud!
Following the sounds, concrete dust began to fall from the ceiling. What was that?
“An enemy attack…? Hey, what’s going on? How was the enemy able to get here already?”
“…”
The horse-headed man didn’t respond immediately. He narrowed his eyes, gazed at the ceiling for a moment, and then, once the vibrations settled, he spoke.
“There’s no need to worry. It’s nothing serious.”
“Nothing serious? How can you still say that after hearing that sound?”
“We’ve already deployed troops throughout the western sewer, and there are barrier magic spells surrounding the building. There’s no need to worry.”
“But didn’t we use a really powerful spell when breaking the seal e? If they saw that magic—”
“If anyone is brave enough to try, we can just kill them.”
The Count Palatine looked doubtful, but couldn’t bring himself to argue. The skill Korea had shown so far was undeniable and real.
Yeah, maybe it’s really nothing serious—
Just as Count Palatine was trying to reassure himself…
KABOOOOOM!!!
The concrete ceiling cracked, and a large hole appeared.
Soon, amidst the scattering debris and dust, a totally unexpected intruder revealed themselves.
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	1. This here refers to an RPG-7. The original word used here is "Allah's Wand", but we decided to tone it down since it might sound offensive to some people and we don't want to be disrespectful.


   

  Chapter 156: 19530305
It seems that the foolish Emperor is determined to turn the entire nation into communists.
**『 Richard Nixon’s1 response to hearing about the Bloody Tuesday incident a year after Stalin went missing』**

* * *
“…How?”
The Western Count Palatine muttered unintentionally the moment he saw the intruder land on the stairs.
It was a simple question with multiple implications.
How did the numerous guards, who were supposed to be protecting the sewer, allow this to happen? How did they manage to break through such thick concrete walls?
The answer to all his questions descended from the ceiling; two women wearing masks that revealed only their eyes and armed with a massive hammer and anti-tank rockets.
It wasn’t until the Western Count Palatine saw them covered in blood and concrete dust that he began to piece together what had happened above.
So they killed anyone who got in their way and used the hammer and rockets to break through the concrete floor…?
It was hard to believe, but there was no other explanation.
As the Western Count Palatine took a big gulp and stepped back, the horse-headed man, who had been observing the intruders from a distance, opened his mouth.
“You guys… are all Earthians.”
None of the intruders replied.
Instead, the male intruder who landed first charged at the horse-head with a sword glowing with a milky white Sword Aura.
.
The sword came straight at him without any tricks. It was a simple attack, but its speed was incredibly fast.
And by the time the horse-head instinctively raised his protective shield, the sword was practically at his face.
Twang!
The shield crumpled like paper, and the horse-head man was blasted backwards as if struck by a shell.
He desperately reached out midair, trying to grab anything he could.
His fingers broke, and his hand was torn, but the horse-head somehow managed to stop himself from falling down the concrete stairs.
He hung on to the staircase railing by the skin of his teeth and took a deep breath.
While he would normally prepare for the next spell or transformation, he was too disoriented to do anything other than stare at the intruder.
Was it because the intruder’s abilities had exceeded his imagination? No, it was because the intruder’s movements were eerily familiar.
“The Flying Kick technique…?! How is the Flying Kick technique coming from that intruder’s footsteps?”
How was the martial art of the patriots, embodying the blood and sweat of the Korean people, appearing in the movements of an intruder?
First came confusion, and then overwhelming rage.
“A Dwarven-made sword and the Flying Kick technique… Are you agents from America?”
“…”
“Ha! Jeon Yongseop… So, that traitor even sold something that should have never been sold!”
The intruder, Cheon Yeomyeong, didn’t bother correcting his misunderstanding. What use was the truth to someone about to die?
He unleashed the Flying Kick technique once more and swung his sword. This time, the mana from the wave of the Surging Wave technique flowed over the sword.
“O King of the Undead!”
Seeing that, the horse-head began chanting a spell as if he had been waiting for it. Twisted mana in the form of crimson flames erupted from his mouth.
Yeomyeong did not stop nor did he try to evade them. Instead, he put more force into his shoulders and struck downward toward the flames.
The sword, imbued with the swordsmanship he had stolen from the Player and Sword Aura, along with the mana of the Surging Wave technique, cut through the pouring flames and twisted mana, before embedding itself deep into the horse-head’s shoulder.
The horse-head managed to narrowly avoid the sword aimed at his neck, but he was unable to put up any meaningful resistance. Yeomyeong drove his weight into the sword, severing the horse-head’s arm.
Chwaak— The repulsive blood, characteristic of the Shepherds, splattered across the concrete as the severed arm flew through the air.
Just as Yeomyeong was about to deliver a big swing with his sword, the horse-head cast yet another spell.
Only this time, the target wasn’t Yeomyeong, but his severed arm. The spell was called Corpse Explosion.
Almost immediately, mana and air were sucked in, and BOOM—it exploded. Blood and flesh erupted like a grenade, knocking both of them back.
And in that split-second gap created by the explosion, the horse-head immediately began to draw mana and prepare for a transformation. If he could transform, losing an arm wouldn’t be a big issue—
“Cough!?”
However, his thoughts were cut short. An invisible force grabbed him by the neck as he was falling.
“Tele…kinesis…?”
Magic? Just as the horse-head belatedly focused on his Magic Resistance, Yeomyeong hurled the horse-head down the stairs.
YOU DAMN BASTARDDDDD—!
The horse-head let out what sounded like a scream—or rather, a loud scream—as he disappeared below.
Yeomyeong wiped the blood off his face and looked down the concrete stairs. He didn’t hear the sound of the horse-head hitting the ground, so he couldn’t tell how deep it was.
“The ones who fall like that always end up coming back alive.”
“…”
As Neti’s voice broke the moment, Yeomyeong raised his head and looked at his companions.
Seti and Neti had already bound the Western Count Palatine tightly, and surprisingly, the Western Count Palatine looked rather composed.
“…Are you really Earthians? Americans, at that?”
“…”
Could it be that the horse-head’s misunderstanding spread? After all, from the perspective of the Western Count Palatine, it was reasonable that he would think that way.
“I am… the Western Count Palatine of this city, Joe Pantoliano.”
“…I know.”
“You know? Then that makes things easier. With the authority of Count Palatine granted by the Emperor… I formally request cooperation with you and the United States.”
Though he tried to act composed, the Western Count Palatine’s voice contained an undeniable trace of fear and expectation.
Yeomyeong didn’t know what the man was thinking… however, perhaps there was a way to use him.
Yeomyeong signaled Seti with a glance, asking her to remain silent, then responded to the Western Count Palatine.
“Cooperation? You sure talk a lot for a terrorist.”
“T-Terrorist, you say? I was being used by them against my will!”
The sound of the Western Count Palatine’s heartbeat grew louder. Lies.
Yeomyeong remained silent and crossed his arms, as if daring him to keep blabbering.
Trying to hide his trembling voice, the Western Count Palatine continued speaking fervently.
“I told you… I had no choice. They took the citizens I cherished hostage to threaten me!”
“…”
“B-but I didn’t just sit back. Looking for an opportunity for retaliation, I pretended to cooperate and secretly gathered information—”
It was a blatant lie. With a subtle glance, Yeomyeong clenched his teeth to suppress a bitter smile.
Did he interpret Yeomyeong’s silence as agreement? The Western Count Palatine licked his lips and added.
“Aren’t you curious about the information I dug up? If you promise to cooperate with me—”
“No, the order is wrong. You should prove your value first.”
“…”
Press. In sync with Yeomyeong’s act, Seti tugged the rope binding the Western Count Palatine, causing it to tighten.
Under the sudden pressure, the Western Count Palatine gasped for air but continued speaking.
“They’re after the underground armory! The armory…”
“I already know that. Tell me something more useful.”
The Western Count Palatine’s face turned bright red as Seti tightened the rope even further.
“Th-the passwords they know for the armory are all fake!”
Only then did the rope loosen a little.
“…Fake?”
“I-I gave them fake ones on purpose! So that I could punish them when the time came—”
Or rather, he must have left a contingency plan until the very end.
Yeomyeong let out a bitter smile he had been holding in and looked down the stairs.
If what the Western Count Palatine said was true, then the horse-head who had already descended must be stuck at the entrance of the armory, unable to proceed.
“…What should we do?”
In the meantime, Seti, still pressing the Western Count Palatine, asked. Yeomyeong shook his sword and responded.
“There’s nothing more to get. Let’s get rid of him.”
“What? Wait! Without me, you won’t be able to get into the—!”
Just as the Western Count Palatine’ was about to continue protesting, Seti snapped his neck and… thud, he collapsed like a wooden puppet.
Having dealt with the Western Count Palatine, the group was about to descend the stairs when Neti, who had been watching in silence, asked.
“…Is it really okay if we don’t know the armory password?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong pulled out the Golden Seal from his pocket and waved it.
A magic item that could open any lock in the world.
That gesture was far more convincing than a hundred words, but Neti, still puzzled, asked.
“Uh… what is that?”
* * *
Duncan couldn’t shake the feeling that something had gone wrong.
He had been full of dreams when he gathered his subordinates and descended into the western sewer.
He dreamed of finding the secret vault in the sewers, making a hefty profit, and returning to the Magic Tower with the Arcane Relic from the former Magic Tower Master.
However, what he actually greeted him when he entered the sewer was far from his dreams.
Bodies of unidentifiable pig-headed creatures, the stinging smell of gunpowder, and the dregs scurrying around in the sewer.
And among all these problems, the biggest issue was still the age old one: people. In this city, people were always the problem.
“Boss, uh… let’s just retreat. I don’t think this is something we should get involved in.”
One of Duncan’s subordinates spoke up when angry shouts and screaming echoed from the other side of the sewer.
Even an ordinary person, who couldn’t sense mana, could tell that the situation was a complete mess.
Duncan wasn’t unaware of the problem, but he couldn’t bring himself to suggest they leave the sewer.
Not long ago, his organization had fallen into decline after an attack by an unknown assailant that left him with broken arms and legs, causing his wealth to shrink even further as a result.
If they were to retreat without making any gains, he couldn’t predict how far they’d fall.
Drunk on greed, false hope, and the stubbornness of a person pushed to the edge, he shouted.
“Shut up and just locate the vault! What’s there to worry about when you have me?”
His subordinates hesitated but reluctantly obeyed his command because the mage before them was far more terrifying than the screams coming from the other side.
However, it didn’t take long for Duncan to realize that his judgment had been wrong.
“Huh? What’s that sound?”
The subordinate who was inspecting the sewer from a distance heard countless footsteps.
Squelch, squelch. And surprisingly, the sound of footsteps in the sewer water followed a regular pattern.
“Boss! Some strange figures are coming this w—!”
Feeling uneasy, just as the subordinate was about to call for help, the relaxed footsteps suddenly turned into the sound of running.
Thud, thud, thud! It sounded like thousands of rats were moving at once.
The subordinate turned in alarm, but it was already too late because a blade shot out from the darkness and dug deep into his neck.
- Squeak! Squeak! Kill them all! Kill them all!
- Revolution! It’s the time of revolution!!
- Ura! Ura!!!
The last thing that flashed before the collapsing subordinate’s eyes, as he foamed at the mouth was the sight of Rat Beastfolks flooding the sewer.
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  Chapter 157: 19530305 (2)
* * *
“Haa, this is ridiculously deep.”
“Are we really sure this is an armory and not some nuclear fallout shelter? The depth feels kind of strange to me.”
“And it’s ridiculously dark too. I mean, even emergency staircases have signal lights, so why is there nothing here?”
“Hello… it’s not just me who thinks this is strange, right?”
“I think we’ve already gone down more than 20 floors …”
“…Hello?”
“Unnie?”
“Brother-in-law?”
At that moment, Neti stopped abruptly as a light appeared ahead of her.
A small magic circle emitting a brilliant golden glow illuminated the staircase where they stood.
It was a familiar light, the same light she had seen on the day her brother-in-law had broken the mental restriction in her mind.
The source of the light was from the rectangular golden magic item that her brother-in-law had waved about earlier and he was now using it to inspect various parts of the staircase.
“Brother-in-law? What’s going on?”
“Give me a moment. We’ve fallen into a trap and I’m figuring out what kind.”
Fallen into a trap? Neti glanced at her sister, but Seti had her eyes closed as if she had sensed something.
A tense silence ensued for a brief moment before Seti finally opened her eyes as if she had discovered something, exchanged a quick glance with Yeomyeong, and then…
She leaped straight down the staircase.
Startled, Neti nearly dropped the weapon bag she was carrying. However, her brother-in-law’s calm demeanor helped her maintain her composure.
It wasn’t long before Seti returned unharmed, though she had technically fallen down the stairs.
Whummmm—
As if anticipating this, Yeomyeong used Telekinesis to catch her.
“How was it?”
“As expected, we’ve been going around in circles.”
“…Could this be the Shepherds’ doing?”
“It doesn’t look like it. There’s no trace of twisted mana so it’s probably the armory’s security system.”
Unable to follow their conversation, Neti simply listened silently. But the moment their discussion ended, they both turned to look at her.
“…What?”
“Any advice, as a fellow mage?”
Wasn’t her brother-in-law a mage, too? Neti tilted her head but answered dutifully.
“If it’s a magic circle that’s making us walk in circles, then it’s similar to the ones used in the old Communist bloc countries. However, I’m not entirely sure if it’s exactly the same.”
“…How do we break it?”
“You just have to get rid of the magic circle. While you could usually blow it up with C41, targeting areas where the circle is likely to be….”
But in a massive concrete structure like this, finding the magic circle itself was a challenge.
Blowing up the entire structure wasn’t an option either; even if they used all the rocket warheads they currently had, it wouldn’t suffice.
Yet, for some reason, Neti felt certain that her brother-in-law would find a way to escape.
And, as if to confirm her belief, Yeomyeong began gathering mana.
Had he already traced the mana of the magic circle? Or was he preparing some other spell to neutralize it?
Neti began to anticipate how her brother-in-law would break through this trap.
However, Yeomyeong’s response the next moment exceeded her expectations.
“We have wasted enough time here.”
With those words, Yeomyeong drew his sword and unleashed a brilliant white Sword Aura whose intensity overwhelmed the light of the Golden Seal.
A comet’s light, the likes of which Neti had never seen before.
As Yeomyeong swung his comet blade downward, the magic circle’s mana began to envelop the stairs, seemingly in resistance.
However, the comet’s light ruthlessly shattered not only the mana from the magic circle but even the concrete of the stairs, as it flew to the bottom.
There was no sound, but Neti instinctively realized—the mana of the trap magic circle had been completely shredded.
“…”
As she marveled at his monstrous display of power, Yeomyeong glanced down and spoke.
“The ones below must’ve already noticed by now. Let’s go.”
“…What?”
Instead of replying, he simply leaped over the staircase railing.
Wait, did he even know how high this place was?
Neti looked down in a panic, but her sister suddenly grabbed her by the waist and…
“Hold onto your weapon tightly with Telekinesis.”
“What? Unnie, wai—!”
Without even giving her a chance to finish her sentence, Seti jumped down as well.
* * *
At the rooftop outpost of the fortified inn.
Balagu swallowed nervously as he stared at the smoke rising from the city.
It was clear to anyone that a fire was raging, but there were no firefighters in sight.
Had the firefighters also ventured into the sewers chasing a big haul? No, that wasn’t it.
His instincts were screaming at him—this wasn’t ordinary smoke.
It was the smoke of death and war.
The cries and screams seeping through the smoke, the sounds of walls crumbling and flesh being torn, confirmed it.
Regardless of what was happening, the dreadful smoke was spreading rapidly and itwas only a matter of time before it reached the inn…
“Hey, you castrated Orc.”
Balagu turned around to see Joseph and his burly companions hauling a weapons crate up to the outpost.
Opening the crate packed with machine guns and ammunition, one of the men shoved Balagu to the side and began setting up a machine gun on the fortification.
“Do you know how to shoot?”
Balagu shook his head. Joseph chuckled and handed him a pistol.
“Then it’s a good time to start learning.”
“…”
“Leave this place to the experts and head downstairs. There’s heavy lifting to do.”
Patting Balagu’s shoulder, Joseph gestured for him to follow as he descended from the roof.
As Balagu followed him into the inn, he saw the burly men moving frantically, as if preparing for war.
“What in the world is happening?”
Balagu asked, glancing at the machine gun being set up by the window. Joseph shrugged.
“I don’t know either.“
“…You don’t know?”
He didn’t know what was going on, but he still prepared all this? Balagu frowned in disbelief as Joseph lit a cigarette and replied.
“But I can tell you this much: this city’s screwed. Isn’t that obvious?”
“…”
Just then, a loud explosion thundered from the far side of the city. Joseph took a long drag from his cigarette and smiled.
“I’ve got a safe place and weapons, and in a screwed-up city like this, there’s nothing more valuable than weapons and a fortress. Anyone with half a brain will be coming here to seize this place.”
Balagu didn’t deny it. Everything Joseph said was true. But still…
“You can just run away, can’t you?”
“…Hmm?”
“You’ve already been paid in full, and Cheon Yeo—no, your clients aren’t even here.”
It was a rather blunt question. Joseph smiled and took another drag from his cigarette.
Then, as he exhaled a puff of smoke directly into Balagu’s face, he asked.
“Listen, Orc. Stop beating around the bush. Let’s be upfront here—how much do you actually know?”
Receiving an equally blunt response, Balagu swallowed hard before answering.
“…I know you came to this city after a request from the Eastern Count Palatine.”
“Oh? It seems that you’re not just some random guide, huh?”
“…”
“Well, let me ease your mind about one thing. I have no intention of betraying my client. Do you know why?”
“…No, I don’t.”
Joseph didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he leaned against a window overlooking the inn’s entrance.
As the screams from the city mingled with the cigarette smoke rising above the chaos, the smuggler finally spoke.
“You know, smugglers always stick to the strongest side.”
* * *
The light from the Golden Seal pierced the darkness as they fell.
Beyond the light, only the concrete stairs were visible.
However, Yeomyeong’s heightened senses picked up faint voices, a light scent of blood, and all too familiar twisted mana.
The presence of the Shepherds.
As expected, upon discovering that dozens of Shepherds huddled at the bottom of the stairs, Yeomyeong swung his sword with all his might.
Saaaa—
Mana flickered along his arm and sword as it tore through the air, releasing a burst of brilliant light.
- W-What’s that?!
- It’s an ambush!
- Deploy the protective barrier! Deploy it now!
By the time the Shepherds noticed Yeomyeong, it was already too late.
Comet Sword—the Sword Aura, fired with the intention to annihilate rather than greet—struck the ground before Yeomyeong.
BOOMMM!!
As the concrete floor exploded, sending up clouds of dust, Yeomyeong extended his Telekinesis to slow his descent.
Given the height he had leaped from, a deep thud reverberated through the ground as he landed.
- Don’t panic!
- Ignore the wounded and return fire!
- Aim for the light! Shoot, damn it!
Despite the sudden shock, the Shepherds responded rather quickly.
The surviving pig-headed ones drew their guns and opened fire in the direction of the Golden Seal’s light.
However, after they had barely fired more than a few shots, an anti-tank rocket descended upon them.
Explosion. More explosions.
The bottom of the staircase was instantly engulfed in flames. Even Neti, who had launched all the rockets at once, was taken aback by the devastation they caused.
“D-Did brother-in-law get caught up in that?”
“Yeomyeong’s fine.”
Seti replied confidently as she twisted her body mid-air and kicked off the stairwell wall.
Feeling the sudden shifts in momentum, Neti gagged, but Seti kicked off the walls a few more times to slow their descent.
Thud.
And when the two landed on the ground, what greeted them was the sight of Yeomyeong with his sword, standing among the scattered corpses of the Shepherds.
There were over a dozen pig-headed figures, and at least ten cow-headed figures sprawled dead.
However, Seti couldn’t smile.
Across the floor, five pairs of red eyes, seemingly unscathed, were staring at them.
“I can’t believe we were ambushed in a place like this.”
A soft voice, almost unbefitting of a Shepherd, echoed.
Yeomyeong infused more mana into the Golden Seal to illuminate the surroundings. As the golden mana revealed the massive iron door, the five Shepherds standing before it came into view.
Four horse-headed figures and one chicken-headed figure.
Well-informed regarding the true prowess of these opponents, the two sisters tensed up and drew upon their mana.
Seti drew her hammer while Neti opened her bag, levitating three rifles and the last remaining anti-tank rocket.
And the avenger, who had already slain nearly a hundred Shepherds, smiled as he lowered his blade.
“Who are you?”
Yeomyeong didn’t bother answering. If he were going to tell them, he wouldn’t have disguised himself in the first place.
Having sensed this, the chicken-head changed his question.
“What have you done to the Western Count Palatine?”
At that very moment, the horse-heads began preparing their spells. Meanwhile, Yeomyeong subtly unleashed his Telekinesis and replied.
“I snapped his neck.”
“True to his nature, a human lusting after something that wasn’t his, he died in an insignificant manner. Did you happen to hear the password to the armory?”
“No.”
“Oh? That’s annoying. Now we’ll have to climb back up and dig through his brain.”
With that, the conversation came to an end.
Just as the rifles Neti was manipulating opened fire, one of the horse-heads fired a crimson beam from his mouth.
Gunfire and the roaring explosions of magic.
With the ear-splitting sounds as the signal, Yeomyeong and the chicken-head lunged at each other.
* * *
Yeomyeong closed the distance in an instant and continued to accelerate, swinging his sword down. The Sword Aura extended, carving a long trajectory through the air.
The chicken-head swung his leg at the sword.
Clang! Mana clashed with mana, sword against shoe, sending shockwaves and a shriek through the air.
A moment later, the shoe tore apart with a screeching sound, revealing razor-sharp talons characteristic of birds.
A half-bird, half-human hybrid, like a Corvus?
As the thought crossed Yeomyeong’s mind, the talons clenched, attempting to grab his blade. Yeomyeong swung his sword horizontally, severing the talons in retaliation.
Thud. One of the severed talons fell to the ground, but the chicken-head nodded nonchalantly.
“Impressive. You’re more skilled than I expected.”
Yeomyeong’s assessment wasn’t much different. With just one clash, he understood.
The chicken-head was strong. He was as strong as the opponents Yeomyeong had faced so far.
“For what reason do you attack us? Money? Glory? Or is it orders?”
The chicken-head whispered.
“Did you know? I work for the Korean government. I don’t know who you are, but if it’s for money or glory, just name your price.”
“…”
“Considering your talent, I can overlook this mistake entirely. How about it? Would you like to serve a country that truly works for its people?”
What utter nonsense. Yeomyeong clenched his fist tightly and raised his heel.
Then—
Boom!
He struck the concrete floor with Quake Stomp. The thick concrete cracked and groaned in protest as it shattered under the impact.
The sudden tremor caused not only the horse-heads but even the chicken-head to stagger and lose their balance.
While they would have normally recovered quickly, their reaction was delayed as they recognized the technique Yeomyeong had unleashed.
The ultimate skill of the Flying Kick technique, Quake Stomp.
“…Quake Stomp? Could it be?”
As the startled chicken-head spoke, the blade of vengeance gleamed, slicing toward his neck.
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* * *
The strike tore through his flesh, causing blood spatter immediately.
However, the sword narrowly missed the carotid artery. Had it been even a moment later, it would have been a fatal strike.
With his left hand clutching his neck the chicken-head swung his right arm toward the sword that was aimed at his throat once more.
!!
The mana-infused fist and sword collided, sending shockwaves rippling through the space. And instead of withstanding the impact, the chicken-head used the force to leap backward, creating some distance between them.
Thud—landing atop the corpse of a pig-headed figure, the chicken-head glared at Yeomyeong with blazing eyes.
“Who are you? How have you mastered the Flying Kick technique’s ultimate skill? Even Jeon Yongseop, that traitor, never reached the level of Quake Stomp. And yet, you…”
The chicken-head fell silent.
The sound of gunfire and the shockwaves of magic coming from behind were ignored by the calm opponent, whose eyes gleamed like gold, filled with Killing Aura, and in the midst of it all, a palpable sense of fury.
“…You, you’re not someone I can reason with, are you? It seems like I’ll have to extract it directly from your brain—”
Giving no time for additional chatter, Yeomyeong sent a Sword Aura hurtling forward and dashed in using the Flying Kick technique.
The chicken-head grinned as if expecting this. And in the next moment, his body swelled, emitting overwhelming mana.
Transformation?
Unlike the horse-head Yeomyeong had fought back at the academy, this transformation was nearly instantaneous.
His size doubled, and additional arms sprouted from his shoulders in barely a second.
By the time Yeomyeong’s sword drew closer, the transformation was already complete, and the chicken-head’s razor-sharp claws slashed forward.
Clang!
The clash of sword and claw was quickly followed by a swift swing of their arms, their fists colliding with each other. The Surging Wave technique and twisted mana collided, forcing the air to ripple outward.
Using the brief moment of respite as a signal, the two Superhumans began exchanging rapid strikes.
Four arms and two legs—the chicken-head’s sharp talons and claws moved in unison, threatening to tear Yeomyeong apart.
The flurry of attacks was reminiscent of a meat grinder.
With the Surging Wave technique infused in his left hand and Nine Palaces Heaven-Reversing Sword Aura enveloping his right, Yeomyeong pushed through the grinder-like assault.
His sword deflected the claws, and his Hand Blade shattered talons.
The precarious, and thus even more brutal, flurry of attacks didn’t last long. The chicken-headed figure suddenly opened his beak wide and began preparing a crimson beam.
The beam shot forth from his beak just as Yeomyeong’s fist smashed into it.
BOOM!
The chicken-head’s head snapped to the side, and the beam tore through the air harmlessly, but Yeomyeong was unable to press his advantage.
In his effort to counter the beam, the chicken-head had managed to drive his claws deep into Yeomyeong’s side.
The wound was severe enough to bring a normal man to death’s door.
Yet Yeomyeong remained unfazed and thrust his sword at the chicken-head’s neck.
*Cough—*The chicken-head screamed, hurling Yeomyeong away.
The overwhelming force made it near impossible to react, yet Yeomyeong adjusted his stance midair effortlessly, like a dandelion seed caught in a strong wind, and landed lightly with a soft tap.
Stunned, the chicken-head muttered in disbelief.
“Have you abandoned your humanity, too?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong unleashed the Mārīcī Divine Arts and Black Wing Flow simultaneously.
The golden, feather-like mana shimmering around him drew a bitter laugh from the chicken-head, who spat blood and spoke.
“So, you’re a monster, huh?”
And before anyone realized it, both their wounds had regenerated and began the second round.
Ten icy spikes formed around Yeomyeong’s head, while the chicken-head condensed four different spells in his four palms.
Frailty. Blindness. Pain. Deceleration.
However, just before the four spells could be completed, Yeomyeong slammed his foot into the ground, sending the icy spikes hurtling forward.
* * *
The ice spikes flying straight at the pinpoint target forced him to leave the spells incomplete.
The moment he manipulated mana to weave a spell into his arm and the air, three ice spikes rained down on the spot where the mana was concentrated.
While ignoring one or two was manageable, the third spike made all the difference.
A quantity that was neither too much nor too little to disrupt the spell.
What should he call this? Experience? Sharpness? No, this wasn’t a matter of such qualities.
This was talent—an innate talent unattainable by most.
How did Korea end up getting a guy like that as an enemy? The chicken-head swallowed the spiraling doubts swirling through his mind as he swung his leg.
Clang!
The shock from deflecting the sword traveled up his talons, giving him a tingling jolt.
However, there was no joy in having blocked the attack. Considering the speed of a Superhuman, a follow-up strike was imminent.
And as expected, the sword slithered like a serpent, aiming for his lower body this time.
Having anticipated this, the chicken-head opened his beak and fired a curse beam.
KWAAAA! The beam scorched the earth, but Yeomyeong had already repositioned himself at a distance.
“Crazy bastard.”
Out of breath, the chicken-headed figure panted, growling as he glared at his opponent. Though it was unclear when he had taken it, Yeomyeong was now holding his severed claw.
I lost the exchange.
Hiding his unease, the chicken-head scanned his surroundings.
On the far side of the staircase, two wenches and a group of horse-headed figures were locked in fierce combat. It was a close match, even to the casual observer.
Was it because of the hammer-wielding wench’s unexpectedly high skill? Or was it because the supporting fire from the rifles lifted by Telekinesis was threatening?
While those factors did play a part, the biggest problem was the dazzling, multicolored shields that appeared every time the horse-heads cast their magic.
And upon closer inspection, the shields were formed by a tiny ivory rod, darting through the air under Telekinesis control. What in the world was that?
Was it perhaps… a unicorn horn?
A growing sense of unease swelled within the chicken-headed figure at that thought. And right at that moment, Yeomyeong disappeared from his sight.
By the time the chicken-head snapped back to his senses, Yeomyeong’s sword was already inches from his face.
Psssshhh! In his desperation, he conjured a protective barrier, but it was barely enough to delay the strike.
Damn it.
Even as the sword was plunged into his chest, the chicken-head continued to lash out with his legs and arms, striking Yeomyeong with tremendous force.
A blow capable of literally crushing and pulverizing a person struck both of them with full force.
Feathers scattered with a flap, and blood splattered from Yeomyeong’s body.
At this point, most would have retreated to recover, but Yeomyeong pressed forward and closed the gap relentlessly.
The chicken-head had lost an arm, while Yeomyeong’s thigh was punctured, leaving a gaping wound. Yet the distance between them only decreased.
This bastard—is he planning to end it once and for all?
Suppressing the surge of competitive fury, the chicken-headed figure gritted his teeth. Not only was he carrying his own pride, but also the will of His Excellency and the lives of seventy million Koreans on his shoulders.
He clenched his beak and swung his left arm. As if anticipating it, Yeomyeong severed the arm cleanly and aimed for his neck.
However, just before the sword could cut his throat, the chicken-head completed his spell.
“—Corpse Explosion.”
His target: the severed left arm.
Boom! Flesh and bone erupted as a violent blast forced Yeomyeong and the chicken-head apart.
The chicken-head was propelled to where the horse-headed figures were, quickly planting one of his shoulder arms to the ground to steady himself as he got to his feet.
“Arm!”
At his shout, one of the horse-heads severed their own arm and tossed it to him.
He caught the arm and pressed it against the stump where his left arm had been. Sizzle! Smoke rose as the arm fused with his body.
Watching Yeomyeong’s wounds regenerate in a similar manner, the chicken-head frowned.
The hole in Yeomyeong’s thigh was closing faster—his Regeneration ability was clearly superior.
What was he? A beastfolk mixed-blood?
“…Were you sent by the U.S.?”
The golden-eyed opponent remained silent, flicking the blood off his sword before holding the grip with both hands.
A stance often referred to as sword form.
Was he preparing to unleash that devastating Sword Aura from earlier?
Thinking of the Comet Sword, the chicken-head began gathering his own mana in response.
However, the ensuing Sword Aura radiating from Yeomyeong’s blade wasn’t starlight but had a milky-white glow.
What was this?
The sheer concentration of mana within the Sword Aura gave the chicken-headed figure an inexplicable sense of déjà vu.
I have definitely seen that Sword Aura somewhere before…
“…The Incheon Butcher?”
The Sword Aura was identical to the swordsmanship he had displayed when he sought help from the Korean government.
A milky-white Sword Aura that suffocated, oppressed, and stifled from a mere glance.
But how? The Incheon Butcher was supposed to be at the Academy…
And in that instant, a sudden realization struck him like a bolt of lightning.
The series of failures on Earth, the Superhuman who coincidentally interfered with them, the Incheon Butcher, the academy, and… the prized seed stallion the minister bragged about.
“Could it be?”
At that exact moment—whether by chance or inevitable fate—the mask of the hammer-wielding wench fighting the horse-heads cracked, her face partially revealed beneath the crack.
Those all too familiar blue eyes and a rebellious gaze that any Shepherd would recognize.
“The Black Sheep…? Then you are…!”
And just when realization crossed his mind, Yeomyeong’s sword slowly sliced through the air.
* * *
Yeomyeong had never truly comprehended the True Intention of the swordsmanship he had stolen from the Player.
Presently, it was no different from an empty shell, but considering it was stolen swordsmanship and useful enough, he continued using it. That was all.
However, for some reason, as the fight against the chicken-headed figure progressed, his swordsmanship began to absorb his other martial arts, gradually taking shape.
It was as if water was slowly filling an empty cup.
Of course, the cup wasn’t full yet. The True Intention was yet to reveal itself, as if it wasn’t time for it to appear.
So, what he wielded through his sword was only a small realization.
Whoosh—
The milky-white Sword Aura sliced through the air.
Red lines began to appear on the shepherds’ bodies. One on an arm, another on a waist, yet another on a neck.
“Damn—”
As one of the horse-headed figures was about to say something, dark red blood gushed from the lines.
The sword slashes had surpassed their Regeneration abilities.
Two of the horse-heads died instantly, and even the chicken-head, who had been on almost equal footing with Yeomyeong, had his waist split open, his intestines spilling out.
“Keugh, cough!”
All battles ceased for a moment. Even Neti and Seti stopped fighting and simply watched in silence, observing the scene Yeomyeong had created.
However, Yeomyeong himself neither celebrated nor marveled at it. His body felt drained, as if suppressing the boiling mana within him was more exhausting than the battle itself.
I can’t afford to use this carelessly.
After a brief moment, as his mana returned to a stable state, Yeomyeong relaxed his sword and took a step forward. The shepherds, now incapacitated, couldn’t prepare any counterattacks nor attempt to escape.
They could only glare at him with twisted, grotesque expressions.
“I-I remember now… Ch-Cheon Yeomyeong. S-so you’ve been deceiving us all along…”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond, and there was no benefit in conversing with them.
Deception and manipulation—that was the specialty of the Korean government after all, wasn’t it?
“Ha, haha… I don’t know how you got here, but you’ve made a mistake. The moment His Excellency learns of you, you will…!”
“And what will you inform him about? You’re all going to die here.”
Seti interrupted the chicken-head’s words.
Even though only two horse-heads remained, and the chicken-head was regenerating in real time, Seti was certain of their victory.
“Black Sheep… You foolish livestock. You’ve always been rebellious. That day, I should have used you instead of the White Sheep…”
“…”
A trivial provocation. Yeomyeong, right before their faces, paid it no mind and raised his sword.
Still struggling to heal his wounds, the chicken-head seemed prepared to be cleaved in half. However…
“Long live the Republic of Korea!”
One of the horse-heads, whom they had assumed to be dead, suddenly stabbed his own throat.
Self-destruction? No, it wasn’t.
Blood spurted from the severed horse-head’s neck and flew through the air to form a translucent, red protective shield between Yeomyeong and the shepherds.
Szzzzzt—!!
When Yeomyeong’s sword struck the shield in the next moment, it trembled violently as it absorbed both the impact and the mana.
It felt like he had struck the scales of a dragon—tough and resilient.
“What a pathetic move.”
Yeomyeong frowned. The shield posed no threat; given time, he could shatter it easily. However, the real issue was the time it would take.
And, as expected, the chicken-head didn’t waste that time. Still enclosed by the shield, he swung his hand towards the remaining horse-heads.
“A strong and prosperous country is always built on the blood of patriots.”
At those words, the horse-heads obediently thrust their necks forward; dark red blood splattering as their heads were severed, and the blood mingled in the air once again, forming a spell.
Zzzzzz—
A small hole, just big enough for a person to pass through it.
Though the magic seemed quite unimpressive, considering it was made by sacrificing two horse-heads, Yeomyeong clenched his teeth.
Even without anyone telling him, he immediately understood that this hole was akin to spatial or dimensional magic.
“So you’re trying to flee now? Don’t run, you bastard!”
Neti fired an anti-tank rocket, but even that was absorbed by the protective shield.
The chicken-headed figure glanced back and forth between the hole and the shield, then sneered while opening his beak.
“Cheon Yeomyeong… sacrificial lambs… all of you… will pay the price.”
Even as the chicken-head spoke, Yeomyeong continued to strike against the shield. Seti’s hammer soon followed, and though the shield began to crack, it held firm.
Should I let it go?
Yeomyeong thought anxiously.
If he let the chicken-head escape now, Seti’s sisters and everyone else at the academy would undoubtedly be in danger.
The Saintess, Corvus, and… Soe Miri.
But for some reason, when he thought of Soe Miri…
The words she had spoken when they were attending the special class echoed in his mind.
『You’ve been hit with plenty of other spells, right?』
Spells he had been hit with?
Yes, he understood what spells he had been hit by—and how to use them. This was the result of the fusion of the talents given by Seti and his own.
And the magic he had experienced most often was…
“…Corpse Explosion.”

The moment Yeomyeong’s eyes turned red, the bodies of the fallen horse-heads around the chicken-head began to swell.
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* * *
The shield that was able to block Sword Aura, magic, and even rocket warheads failed to stop the corpses as the explosion spell passed right through.
“How did you—”
As confusion filled the chicken-headed figure’s eyes, the horse-headed corpse beneath his feet exploded.
!!!

The first explosion blew off his lower half.
The second sent a deafening scream through the air inside the shield.
And with the third, cracks began to spread across the shield, followed by the blood that burst forth.
As Yeomyeong prepared to detonate the final corpse…
Determination filled the chicken-headed figure’s eyes as he turned his gaze and locked eyes with Yeomyeong beyond the shield.
The crimson eyes of the shepherd overlapped with Yeomyeong’s golden ones.
In less than a second, the two monsters exchanged an emotion far more powerful than a hundred words.
Hatred.
“—His Excellency will punish all of you.”
With those words, the chicken-headed figure cut his own neck.
Suicide? No, that wasn’t it.
In the next moment, his decapitated body grabbed the chicken head and hurled it toward the portal.
Watching the head fly toward the portal, Yeomyeong clenched his teeth as he recalled the Shepherds’ words about a way to extract information from the brain of a dead man.
He couldn’t let it cross the portal like that.
His judgment was quick, and his actions quicker.
Squeezing out the last of his mana, Yeomyeong cast one final spell at the chicken head.
Corpse Explosion.

The spell enveloped the severed chicken head just before it could be sucked into the portal.
It worked. Wrapped in the Corpse Explosion spell, the head vanished beyond the portal.
Not long after, the portal itself rippled and vanished into thin air. And immediately after casting the spells in quick succession…
—Blegh.
Yeomyeong dropped to his knees and vomited blood. The backlash from the reversed mana had injured his organs.
It was only natural. Corpse Explosion was a spell that utilized twisted mana.
And for someone like Yeomyeong, who had nothing but pure mana, using such a spell was like running a car engine with sludge instead of gasoline.
Moreover, he’d used it not once but four times consecutively. So, the fact that this was the complete extent of the damage was a miracle in itself.
“…Yeomyeong?! What’s wrong all of a sudden? Are you okay?!”
The moment Seti saw him collapse to his knees, she tossed her hammer to the side and rushed to him.
Swallowing the blood in his mouth and wiping the saliva mixed with blood dripping from his lips, Yeomyeong waved her off, trying to reassure her.
“I’m fine. It’s nothing.”
“Are you really fine? No, don’t get up. Just lie down for a bit.”
“I’m really oka—”
As he tried to get up, Seti firmly pressed his shoulders and forced him back down. Unable to protest, he gave a wry smile and lay down.
Immediately after, Seti began inspecting his body, ready to share her mana if necessary.
Yeomyeong’s condition wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. While his blood vessels and organs were damaged, she could sense them healing in real time.
His absurd Regeneration ability never ceased to amaze her.
With a sigh of relief, Seti lifted her hands from his chest.
“See? I told you I’m fine.”
Seeing Yeomyeong joke playfully, Seti chuckled as she wiped the blood off his cheek.
Their faces naturally drew closer, their eyes reflecting each other, until—
“…Um, should I give you two some space?”
Neti, who had been collecting her weapons, spoke up.
Despite Seti letting out a deep sigh, Neti used Telekinesis to wave the Handle of Uragan and added.
“I’m all for having a niece or nephew, but the unicorn inside this rod seems to disagree. It’s telling me to run away. So, what should I do?”
“…”
“O pure maiden! Flee! My master is no less than a greedy beast—!”
Before Neti could finish mimicking the unicorn’s warning, Yeomyeong snatched the Handle of Uragan away with Telekinesis.
[O Master! I have been wronged! I have never said such things to that maiden—]
The unicorn frantically tried to explain itself, but Yeomyeong shook his head and shoved the Handle of Uragan back into his magic bag.
Watching this, Neti giggled, and Seti laughed as she stood up. Striding over to her younger sister, she gave her a playful flick on the forehead.
“Ouch! Brother-in-law! Unnie is trying to kill me!”
Saying so, Neti bolted and Seti chased after her.
Waiting for his body to recover, Yeomyeong watched the two sisters bicker in silence.
By the time his wounds had completely healed and a large bump had formed on Neti’s forehead, Seti approached Yeomyeong and offered her hand.
“What should we do now? Do we head back? Or…”
She asked while glancing at Yeomyeong and then behind him. Taking her hand and rising to his feet, Yeomyeong also turned his gaze in the same direction.
Standing before them was a thick iron door that the Shepherds had failed to open.
The massive door, large enough for a tank to pass through, was emblazoned with the symbol of the Soviet Union: the sickle and hammer.
The door was so overt that even a passing stranger would immediately think of the Soviet Union the moment they saw it.
Raising the Golden Seal, Yeomyeong spoke.
“Since we’ve already come this far, we should at least take a look inside. And…”
“And?”
“…There’s something I need to confirm.”
Something to confirm. Seti didn’t ask what it was.
She only guessed that it was related to whatever Yeomyeong had seen within the Arcane Relic, the Blood Tear Key.
Whatever that information was, it was something he wouldn’t share even with her, but Seti didn’t mind.
Because whatever it might be, she would still support Yeomyeong.
As those thoughts crossed her mind, Yeomyeong used the Golden Seal on the iron door.
A moment later, the now-familiar magic of the Golden Seal activated as a massive golden magic circle spread across the door, glowing brightly.
Creak, creak— The sound of ancient machinery echoed as the iron door began to open.
* * *
A strange mana swept over the group as soon as they walked past the thick iron door.
A trap? No, it wasn’t a trap. It felt more like something much simpler: they had stepped into a massive magic circle.
Had another security magic circle, like the one on the stairs, been activated to block intruders?
As Yeomyeong subtly placed his hand on his sword’s hilt, Neti glanced around before speaking up.
“…This is Preservation magic.”
“Preservation magic?”
“Yeah. It’s to prevent stuff like rust on metal or keeping gunpowder from getting damp… Basically, it’s a magic version of preservatives.”
“…”
“And judging by how dense the mana feels, I’d say it’s covering the entire armory.”
Just as she said, the armory was spotless, as if everything inside was brand new.
The rounded corridor, reminiscent of subway railroads, showed no traces of the typical stains or rust that usually marred old concrete.
“This magic—there’s no problem with it, right?”
Neti shrugged at Yeomyeong’s question.
“Nope. If anything, our presence is probably weakening the magic circle. This spell only affects objects. So unless we blow up the magic circle, there’s nothing to worry about.”
Satisfied with her explanation, Yeomyeong nodded and channeled mana into the Golden Seal. Using its glow as a lantern, he led the group deeper into the armory.
The long corridor, with no branching paths, stretched straight ahead, until they encountered another iron door.
Once again, Yeomyeong used the Golden Seal to open the door, prompting a question from Neti.
“What even is that magic item?”
“A magic item that can break any restriction or unlock any seal.”
Yeomyeong answered without breaking his stride.
“Oh… It’s pretty similar to the legendary symbol of the dwarven royal family, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, it’s precisely that.”
“…What?”
While Neti stared in disbelief, Yeomyeong approached the now unlocked door and pushed it open without hesitation.
And as they stepped inside, the first thing that greeted them was a vast chamber with tanks lining both sides.
Each tank looked brand new, as if they had been moved straight from the factory once it was finished.
To Yeomyeong and Seti, who were clueless about how to operate tanks, they were just large, irrelevant machines. However, Neti, who was trailing behind them, reacted differently.
“Oh? It’s a ddaengpali!”
“…Ddaengpali?”
“Its official name is T-82, but people who are into weapons call it ddaengpali. It’s the main battle tank the Soviet Union mass-produced just before its collapse… Wow, how many are in here?”
“…”
Ignoring Neti, who was ogling the tanks in awe while muttering under her breath, Yeomyeong moved to the next chamber.
And she shouted to ask if she could take one for a drive, Seti silenced her with a flick to the forehead.
Anyway,
The group’s next destination was the typical image of what one might imagine when thinking of an armory.
A packed room with crates of weapons and ammunition stacked to the ceiling.
“Wow!”
Surveying the chamber, Neti made a fuss once more, babbling about how this was a Soviet weapons museum and that such weapons couldn’t even be found on the black market. But when Seti picked up a hammer, she immediately fell silent.
However, that didn’t stop her from sneaking a few weapons into her bag.
While Neti gleefully admired her new finds, the group paused briefly.
The next room they visited had a completely different atmosphere from what they had seen so far.
Glass tubes and cooling devices filled with mysterious potions neatly arranged inside lined the pure white walls.
It looked more like a biology lab than an armory, and this time, Seti immediately figured out the room’s purpose.
“This… is probably an alchemy room, isn’t it?”
Alchemy? Before Yeomyeong could tilt his head in puzzlement, Seti stepped forward, opened one of the cooling units, and began pulling out the potions from inside.
Green, red, purple… The mana radiated by the shimmering potions was unmistakable, each one potent enough to evoke thoughts of awakening potions.
The Player used to chug these like water.
As Yeomyeong mulled over this while watching Seti sort through the potions, Neti pouted and grumbled.
“…You didn’t even wait for me when I was looking at weapons.”
Yeomyeong crossed his arms and replied.
“This and that are different.”
“Oh, obviously, right? I’m just your younger sister-in-law, while Unnie is the legal wife. Silly me for forgetting my place…”
However, the moment Seti raised her fist, Neti clammed up instantly.
After a brief silence, Seti began sorting through the potions she had taken out.
Most of the potions she set aside glowed green, exuding incredibly pure mana.
After observing her for a moment, Yeomyeong asked.
“Which potions are you packing?”
“Refined elixirs and non-toxic ones.”
“…Elixirs?”
“They probably intended to distribute these elixirs to the Superhuman soldiers. If sold on the market, each one could fetch a fortune, likely worth billions.”
And as if to prove her point, Seti opened one of the potions and handed it to Yeomyeong.
The scent wafting from the potion was oddly familiar—it reminded him of toothpaste, mint to be precise.
“Drink it.”
“…Right now?”
“It’s refined, so your body should absorb it quickly. What? Are you worried that it’s spoiled? Want me to try it first?”
With a chuckle, Yeomyeong downed the entire potion. As the unfamiliar mana flowed down his throat and into his body, he felt a strange sensation, not as intense as when he consumed the world tree crystal, but fascinating nonetheless.
Was this why other Superhumans were so obsessed with elixirs?
When Yeomyeong emptied the bottle and set it down, Neti raised her hand energetically.
“Unnie! Me too, me too! I also want to try it!”
Seti stared at her younger sister with a disapproving look but sighed and handed her a bottle when Neti started clinging to Yeomyeong.
Neti opened the elixir cheerfully and downed it in one go. Whether she liked the toothpaste flavor or not, she finished it in one shot.
“Gaaaaahh, this quality is way better than the ones they gave us on the farm.”
“Neti, please… have some dignity.”
“Oh, come on. This is how you’re supposed to drink them, right, brother-in-law?”
When Yeomyeong responded with a wry smile instead of words, Neti giggled for a moment before scampering over to help Seti pack the rest of the elixirs into her bag.
“Fifteen high-grade mint-scented elixirs, twelve healing potions, and twenty-two unidentified potions…”
“We could buy a building in New York if we sell all those.”
While Neti began to calculate the potions’ worth with sparkling eyes, Seti quietly looked down at the bag.
After contemplating for a moment, she took out all the toothpaste-flavored elixirs they had left and handed them to Yeomyeong.
“Yeomyeong, I think it’s best if you keep these.”
“…All of them?”
“I think it’s better if you, Yeomyeong, grow stronger rather than selling them. Drink one each time you finish absorbing it. The more mana you have, the better.”
Yeomyeong didn’t reply and simply stared at the bottles before abruptly dividing them in half.
As Seti’s delicate eyebrows arched slightly, Yeomyeong handed her a portion of the bottles and said.
“Two for the other sisters, one for the Saintess, one for Soe Miri, and… the rest, you drink them all.”
“…Me? I’m fine without them.”
“I’m not.”
Yeomyeong’s voice was firm. Seti hesitated, pouting a little, but when Yeomyeong opened a potion and held it out to her, she let out a small, resigned laugh.
“…Thank you.”
“What’s there to thank between us?”
As Seti drank the potion, Neti, watching the scene, scrunched her face as if she felt goosebumps when…
Step. Step—
The sound of footsteps came echoing from beyond the alchemy lab.
Did someone enter through the armory door they had left open?
No, the footsteps were coming from the exact opposite direction of the entrance Yeomyeong’s group had used.
While Seti, who was in the middle of drinking the potion, and both Yeomyeong and Neti’s expressions turned rigid, a voice, clearer than the footsteps, reached their ears.
- Western Count Palatine, that idiot! He’s nothing but trouble even until the end. When is he supposed to arrive?!
It was an unfamiliar, elderly voice.
Upon hearing it, without any prompting, Seti and Neti grabbed their weapons simultaneously and pressed themselves against the door, waiting for the voice to approach.
Yeomyeong also drew his sword, preparing to greet their unexpected guest. At that very moment…
[If you are asking about the guest, they are already here.]
Another voice echoed, filling the hallway beyond the door.
It was a repulsive, heavy voice, like flames burning in the depths of hell, which was all too familiar—the voice of the Skeleton Dragon.
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* * *
[Only, it’s not the guest we were expecting.]
The sound of footsteps drawing closer, and the increasingly resonant voice of the dragon.
Of all people, why was Kahal Magdu here? However, there wasn’t enough time to ponder this question.
Yeomyeong turned to the two sisters, silently mouthing three words while alternating his gaze between them and the door.
Step. Back. Now.
It might have been a different story had his strength been at its peak, but after a series of relentless battles, he couldn’t guarantee their safety with another fight looming over them.
Especially against that accursed skeletal dragon.
Perhaps due to the gravity of Yeomyeong’s expression—Seti didn’t argue about staying back this time.
The sisters exchanged a brief glance before quickly darting toward the armory’s entrance.
Silent even as they made their retreat, they slipped out of the laboratory.
And not long after, the iron door on the other side screeched and groaned as if clutched by a giant’s hand.
The locking mechanisms crumpled, and the door imploded like a crushed soda can.
Boom.
Yet the figure that stepped in wasn’t Kahal Magdu but an elderly man garbed in luxurious attire.
He carried a long golden staff, atop which a massive ruby glimmered faintly with magic residue; evidence that he was the one who had crushed the door with magic.
Scowling, Yeomyeong veiled his face with the Blood Tear’s illusion.
In the meantime, a skull wreathed in flickering blue flames clattered into the room.
Kahal Magdu—was it still using the skeleton avatar instead of its actual form? But this one seemed… peculiar.
Yeomyeong’s train of thought was interrupted by the elderly man’s voice.
“Boy, where are the Western Count Palatine and those monsters? And why is someone like you here?”
“…”
“Are you a scout? Or did those monsters already betray that novice?”
“…I should be the one asking you—how exactly did you get here?”
“Do you really think such a big armory would only have an entrance beneath the Western Count Palatine’s domain? Boy, stop dodging the question and answer me.”
The unmistakable arrogance of nobles from beyond the Dimensional Portal. From his tone alone, Yeomyeong could deduce the man’s identity.
…The Southern Count Palatine. One of the few true nobles in the city.
After confirming that Seti and Neti were far enough, Yeomyeong crossed his arms and replied.
“Shouldn’t you introduce yourself before asking any questions?”
“…What did you just say?”
“It’s basic etiquette. Didn’t anyone ever teach you that?”
The man’s jaw dropped at Yeomyeong’s brazen provocation.
And as if to make matters worse, the Skeletal Dragon beside him let out a rasping chuckle. Seizing the momentum, Yeomyeong added.
“Or perhaps… you’re too embarrassed to share your name?”
As the elder’s face turned beet red, he slammed his staff onto the floor with a thunderous bang.
“…How dare you!”
Sensing that a fight was imminent, Yeomyeong began weaving a spell while the noble bellowed furiously.
“Well then you insolent lowlife, open your ears and listen well! I am Audrion Va Terriel! The current head of the Terriel Household, which has safeguarded this land for eleven generations, and the sole legitimate Count Palatine of this city, recognized by His Majesty the Emperor!”
“…”
“So, do you now realize whom you dared to provoke? If so, kneel at once!”
As the Southern Count Palatine’s words came to an end, his staff unleashed a heavy surge of mana—the same invisible magic that had crushed the door.
Feigning fear, Yeomyeong took a step back while subtly launching the spell he had prepared.
Invisible telekinesis—its target: the Southern Count Palatine’s neck.
The Southern Count Palatine’s spell and Yeomyeong’s Telekinesis collided almost simultaneously.
An immense pressure bore down on Yeomyeong’s shoulders, and his Telekinesis nearly succeeded in twisting the Southern Count Palatine’s neck. However, right at that moment…
Crack!
Kahal Magdu waved its hand, deflecting both spells in unison.
Only then did the Count Palatine notice the telekinetic force pressing against his throat, his face showing a look of utter shock. If anything had gone wrong, he could have died on the spot.
Clicking its tongue, Kahal Magdu’s skeletal avatar remarked.
- Is this really the sort of behavior you expect from civilized beings? Surely, you both could get what you want through dialogue.
“…”
- *Don’t you think so, Cheon Yeomyeong?*
So, it could see through the Blood Tear’s illusion. Yeomyeong frowned and replied.
“…We’re hardly on speaking terms.”
- Oh? Then you wish to fight? Against the both of us?
“Why? Do you think I can’t?”
Though disappointed that his ambush had failed, Yeomyeong had no intention of backing down.
Killing Aura flared up, heating the atmosphere.
Yeomyeong silently raised his sword, prompting Kahal Magdu’s skeletal avatar to let out a rattling laugh.
- Ah yes, the courage of the weak. It’s really a commendable attitude, always a thrill, even to my dead heart.
“…”
- But I don’t think this is the time for you to display such confidence. The Western Count Palatine and those slaves of the Korean government… surely you didn’t leave them alive. You must’ve gone through quite the ordeal killing them all, right?
The creature’s gaze seemed to guess at Yeomyeong’s condition, but he ignored its taunts and focused on strategy.
The Surging Wave technique, Blood Flow Acceleration, Mārīcī Divine Arts, Black Wing Flow—he was considering using all of them simultaneously to land a decisive blow.
Or should he drag the battle into a war of attrition and make the armory collapse around them?
And right at that moment, when Yeomyeong’s tension was stretched taut, and every nerve in his skin stood on edge, razor-sharp, Kahal Magdu made an offer.
- *I’ll be generous. Hand over the launch codes, and I’ll spare you this time—both you and those two wenches who fled.*
“…Launch codes?”
- Oh, are you pretending to feign ignorance? It’s a shame but drop the act. Forget about that Western Count Palatine, I doubt those Korean wretches would have breached the armory without knowing that.
At the mention of the words ‘launch code,’ greed flickered in the eyes of the Southern Count Palatine watching from the sidelines.
Noticing this, Yeomyeong was certain.
Their goal was indeed the object slumbering deep within this armory.
Hidden at the farthest end of this armory, beneath a thick seal that even Superhumans could not breach, lay that slumbering object.
It was none other than…
* * *
[A nuclear missile.]
[A nuclear missile lies dormant beneath this city.]
Yeomyeong recollected the information Ben had shared with him in the Blood Tear Key.
[Why, you ask? Hmm, where should I start… Okay, let’s begin with this term: Mutually Assured Destruction.]
Mutually Assured Destruction was the formal term, or MAD for short.
It was a nuclear strategy theory that posited that if two nations with nuclear weapons waged nuclear war, both sides would be annihilated.
[As you know, both the U.S. and the Soviet Union produced enough nuclear weapons to obliterate the entire Earth. And as those nuclear weapons accumulated, the desperate efforts to avoid destruction evolved as well.]
…Are you talking about bunkers?
[Exactly, digging deeper air-raid shelters, researching teleportation… and eventually developing Dimensional Portal technology.]
Dimensional portal?
[When nuclear war broke out, the high-ranking U.S. officials began to research ways to create an emergency Dimensional Portal to escape. It cost a lot of money but was the most practical solution available.]
…
[What sort of answer do you think Stalin arrived at when he learned of this information? It was simple. He said that if they could just shoot nukes through the Dimensional Portal, it wouldn’t matter.]
…That’s insane.
[Yes, he was indeed a mad leader fit for a mad age. And before its fall, the Soviet Union was undeniably a country capable of turning that madness into reality.]
Ben had a pained expression in the memory.
[This very city is proof of that madness. They forcibly took over the Emperor’s court and poured concrete all over it to create a secret nuclear missile base.]
…
[Can you imagine? With just the launch code, one could destroy all the major cities beyond the portal and Dimensional Portal itself, turning them into ruins.]
Yeomyeong couldn’t imagine it. After the atomic bombings of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and the World Tree incident, nuclear weapons had never been used in combat again.
[Shocking, right? That’s why, if possible, I hoped our Blue Rat would take control of this place… but, as always, fate was not on our side.]
His trailing words were followed by the sharp glint in his eyes.
[Cheon Yeomyeong, it might be unexpected, but I have a favor to ask of you.]
…Go ahead.
[I’ll give you the launch codes for the nuclear missile… go to the armory control center and take the nuclear weapons. At least make sure the other fools don’t get their hands on them.]
Without even giving Yeomyoeng a chance to respond, Ben had already spoken the code.
[19530305.]
[This is the launch code to gain control of all the nuclear weapons in the city.]
What… is that a date? Some kind of anniversary?
[We don’t know either. In fact, no one in this world does. It was Stalin himself who created the code, but nothing happened on that day.]
…
[…Anyway, what matters isn’t the secret contained in this code, but what can be done with it.]
What can be done? Just as Yeomyeong was about to plunge into deep thought, Ben added one last remark.
[I don’t know what decision you’ll make… but I hope you make one without regrets.]
* * *
Again, back to the present.
Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking the Southern Count Palatine and Kahal Magdu how they knew about the nuclear facility.
If they were able to locate and enter the armory, it likely meant they had gathered some intelligence.
He roused his mana and spoke.
“I don’t know what is this launch code you’re talking about, and I’ve never heard of it either. I killed both the Western Count Palatine and the Korean government dogs before they could speak.”
Hearing his answer, the Southern Count Palatine couldn’t hide his disappointment.
“Why? Why would you kill them without even hearing such valuable information? This is why you remind me of a lowlife!”
“…”
“Undead Dragon, kill him right now and resurrect the corpse of the western man as a zombie! If the corpse is damaged, our whole plan is done for!”
The Southern Count Palatine threw a fit, but Kahal Magdu remained indifferent.
- Cheon Yeomyeong, Earthian chosen by the stars. I truly intended to spare your life.
The skull rattled.
- I also deeply regret this turn of events as I wanted to kill you in front of the Saintess.
From between the empty sockets of the skull, a blazing flame shot toward Yeomyeong.
The next moment, Yeomyeong unleashed every technique he had mastered and swung his sword.
The translucent mana aimed at him bounced off with a sinister sound as it collided with his sword.
Staggering from the recoil, Yeomyeong grabbed the hilt of his sword to steady himself, but as more blue flames followed, he was forced to leap back to avoid them.
KWA-AAAAA!!!
The blue, flickering dragon flame engulfed the spot he had been standing at.
Firing a breath using its skeleton avatar, that damn dragon!
Yeomyeong rolled down the hallway outside the lab, using the rebound to quickly rise to his feet.
Just then, a flash of lightning struck him.
Psssssh! As his sword struck the lightning, light erupted, and Yeomyeong was pushed back yet another step.
- Has your skill level increased again? Impressive!
Kahal Magdu let out a sound of admiration before following up with another lightning spell.
The outpour of light caused Yeomyeong’s eyes to sting, and the sound of the air heating up made his ears throb.
After cutting through the lightning, Yeomyeong instinctively unleashed a Telekinesis spell.
TWAACCKKKK!
As expected, the invisible force magic fired by the Southern Count Palatine struck his Telekinesis the next moment.
The spell, powerful enough to crush a steel door, shattered the Telekinesis in an instant, but that brief moment gave Yeomyeong enough time to roll on the floor and avoid the spell.
Perhaps because he had missed the perfect opportunity to end Yeomyeong, the Southern Count Palatine yelled angrily.
“Undead Dragon! What are you doing? Finish him off already!”
- Do not rush. One should never try to defeat an opponent worthy of respect easily.
“Respect, my foot. That filthy Earthian mongrel—”
In that instant, comet light burst forth from Yeomyeong’s sword, filling the armory corridor.
- Comet Sword? The activation speed has increased drastically.
Recoiling in horror, the Southern Count Palatine activated his shield, while Kahal Magdu layered another shield on top of it.
As if that weren’t enough, even after summoning dragon flames to cover the shield…
!!!
The Southern Count Palatine’s shield shattered like candy the moment it made contact with the Comet Sword.
Kahal Magdu’s shield cracked as well, but the weakened Comet Sword was unable to push through further and exploded.
The Southern Count Palatine’s clothes fluttered as the shockwave swept through, his frantic attempt to shield his face making him appear extremely flustered.
In the meantime, Yeomyeong simultaneously conjured an ice spike and weaved a Telekinesis spell, targeting the Count Palatine.
The ice spike aimed for the liver, while the Telekinesis targeted the neck.
Even if one attack was blocked, the other would deal a fatal blow—a combined assault. Kahal Magdu admired the move but blocked the spell in the Count Palatine’s stead.
- You even possess such a level of magic. This seems like a trait of a dragon. Are you perhaps of dragon blood?
“Shut up.”
Seeing the Comet Sword and this follow-up attack blocked, Yeomyeong gritted his teeth. It wasn’t easy fighting two Mages alone.
Should he have fought alongside Seti? No, unlike him, they hadn’t had enough time to recover their stamina—
As Yeomyeong was pondering over this while blocking another lightning spell, a familiar voice echoed from down the armory corridor.
[Brother-in-law! Retreat to the first storage room!]
The laughable yet clear voice of Neti. Hadn’t she left the armory yet? Why was she still here?
- Didn’t run away, huh? This is why wenches always… mess up the scene where the male sacrifices himself.
Kahal Magdu snickered, but Yeomyeong retreated using the Flying Kick technique.
Of course, Kahal Magdu and the Southern Count Palatine didn’t allow Yeomyeong to fall back easily.
They cast Acceleration magic to increase their speed and unleashed numerous attack spells to prevent Yeomyeong from escaping.
Fireballs, lightning, invisible force, ice spikes, dragon flames…
Dodging all those spells by a hair’s breadth, Yeomyeong ran towards Neti’s voice.
After passing the armory and running further down the corridor, he finally reached the first storage room, the one where the tanks were parked.
Neti then shouted again.
[Brother-in-law! Get down!]
“What?!”
“Get down? Why?” Even though the question crossed his mind, Yeomyeong trusted Neti. Or more accurately, he trusted Seti, who was standing beside her.
And that trust was not misplaced.
The moment Yeomyeong dropped to the floor, the storage room door flew open, and the thing they had prepared inside revealed itself.
T-82, or the ddaengpali.
- A tank?
The tank, which Neti always wanted to ride, emerged from the storage room and immediately fired its cannon.
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* * *
Soon, flames erupted from the tank’s main gun, followed by a deafening roar.
A 125mm smoothbore gun.
Now faced with a shell fired by the steel behemoth weighing dozens of tons, Kahal Magdu flung the Southern Count Palatine backward without hesitation or a second thought.
Even the mightiest dragon had no means of fending off a surprise attack unleashed by a tank.
BOOM!!
With an ear-splitting explosion, the skull shattered into pieces, and the surrounding concrete was scattered all over.
“Ugh!”
Shortly after, the Southern Count Palatine, who had barely rolled out of the explosion’s range, lay sprawled on the corridor floor.
As he tried to rise despite the shock, his gaze caught sight of the tank’s main gun swiveling.
[Ha-ha! Go die!]
A sonorous voice echoed from inside the tank. The Southern Count Palatine held back a curse and rapidly deployed protective shields.
The only reason the first attack had worked was because it caught them off-guard. If a true Mage decided to focus seriously on defense, it wouldn’t be difficult to block a tank’s main gun.
The problem was that the tank wasn’t his only enemy.
Sharp ice spikes fired by Yeomyeong came flying in through the protective shields the Count Palatine had deployed.
Each ice spike followed a distinct arc, aiming for lethal spots such as the neck or vital organs.
If he tried to block the ice spikes, he’d be struck by the gun. If he focused on the gun, the ice spikes would kill him.
Caught in this cruel dilemma, the Southern Count Palatine was frozen in indecision.
When suddenly, Kahal Magdu’s shattered skull, rolling on the ground, spoke.
- A tank? How utterly unromantic of you.
A sinister voice, laced heavily with twisted mana, resonated throughout the corridor.
Soon after, piece by piece, the shattered bone fragments began to float into the air and intercept the ice spikes.
It endured even after taking a direct hit from a tank gun? As expected, those weren’t any ordinary bones.
While Yeomyeong frowned and slashed at the nearest fragments, the remaining bones began to twist and swell.
Although it wasn’t clear what magic it was, it felt like a bad idea to leave it unchecked.
[How dare you!]
Perhaps sharing Yeomyeong’s sentiment, Neti had the tank’s gun fire once more.
While the bone fragments caught in the blast of the 125mm shell scattered and fell to the ground, more than half of them managed to complete their magic.
- Countless are my forms. Call me a legion.
With an eerie incantation, each floating bone fragment transformed into a fully-formed skeleton.
[…It is not even a zombie, and yet the skeleton is multiplying?]
As Neti, watching the scene from inside the tank, recoiled in disbelief, dozens of skeletons landed in the corridor.
Each one a replica of Kahal Magdu’s avatar, flickering with blue flames.
- These are the Dragon Fang Soldiers I created with my own teeth. If I can’t even manage this much, what’s the point of being here?
The voices of the countless Kahal Magdus echoed in unison.
- Now, shall we start again?
Start again, my foot. Leaving the swarm of skeletons behind, Yeomyeong climbed on top of the tank. Knocking on the hatch, he spoke.
“Neti, just crush everything with the tank.”
[What?]
“Just do it.”
[But what about the magic…?]
“Just drive. I’ll handle the magic.”
No further explanation was needed. The engine roared to life as Yeomyeong raised his sword while standing atop the tank.
Watching the tank barrel forward down the corridor leading to the armory, which was just wide enough for it to squeeze through, the Southern Count Palatine shouted.
“You lunatics!”
He cast an invisible force spell in the tank’s path, intending to destroy the wheels and force it to a halt. However, Yeomyeong’s Sword Aura sliced the spell in half.
“Undead Dragon! What the hell are you doing? Stop that tank already!”
Responding to the Count Palatine’s screams, dozens of Kahal Magdu’s skeletons began weaving spells.
And right when the countless spells erupted simultaneously, Yeomyeong, too, unleashed a spell, scattering golden feathers of the Black Wing Flow.
The ice spike intercepted a fireball shot at the driver’s seat.
An ice spear aimed at freezing the floor was redirected through Telekinesis.
Finally, Yeomyeong countered the lightning bolt, targeting the track, with his own lightning spell.
Crack! Kahal Magdu’s crimson lightning collided with Yeomyeong’s golden lightning, neutralizing each other.
- *Lightning? Had you been hiding this or did you just learn it in the meantime?*
Whether Kahal Magdu was impressed or not, Yeomyeong continued countering his spells relentlessly.
His blood vessels burst under the strain of the overwhelming mana collision and the taste of iron filled his mouth, but he did not stop.
Finally, the 40-ton tank crushed the Dragon Fang Soldiers under its weight, scattering broken bone fragments everywhere.
“O Night of Hilaria, song of the Deep Tower, heed my call… damn it!”
The Southern Count Palatine tried to belatedly prepare a grand spell, only for the tank’s gun to interrupt each time with a blast.
Unless it was in a wide open space, the only viable defense against the tank gun in such a narrow hallway was a shield.
- *Ha-ha-ha! Magnificent! Truly magnificent!*
For some reason, even as he was forced to flee under the tank’s relentless advance, Kahal Magdu found the situation hilarious.
A stark contrast to the Southern Count Palatine, who looked on the verge of tears.
Having trampled dozens of Dragon Fang Soldiers, the tank finally came to a stop only after crushing them all the way to the entrance of another storage room.
After the Count Palatine and Kahal Magdu were relentlessly pushed back and narrowly slipped past the iron door, the tank came to a stop, completely blocking the entrance.
Thud!
More accurately, it jammed itself into the doorway. So even if the Count Palatine and the Dragon wanted to open the steel door again, they would have a hard time doing so.
Of course, this was just a tactic to stall for time. Yeomyeong tapped on the turret hatch.
“Come out, both of you. It’s time to retreat.”
The turret hatch clanged open, and Neti was the first to emerge, her face beaming with joy as if she had just fulfilled a lifelong wish. Her body, on the other hand, was drenched in sweat.
“…Are you okay?”
“Me? Of course! Sure, it was tough operating a tank meant for three with just two people, but thanks to the autoloader system, I only had to focus on using Telekinesis to drive…”
As her long-winded began, Seti, who followed her out of the tank, cut her off.
“Neti, that’s enough.”
As she shook her head like someone plagued by motion sickness, Seti noticed the blood trickling from Yeomyeong’s lips and frowned.
However, before she could speak, Yeomyeong preempted her.
“Let’s get moving. We need to get out before they push the tank out of the way.”
Seti sighed.
“…What about your business in the armory?”
The nuclear weapon that lay dormant in the armory’s basement—Unless the enemy had the launch code, retreat was the wiser choice for now.
Especially since one of Kahal Magdu’s allies was yet to appear.
Yeomyeong shook his head as he replied.
“It’s not like they can touch it. For now, regrouping is the right call.”
Seti nodded, then followed Yeomyeong as they leaped down from the tank.
As the group made their way toward the armory entrance, Kahal Magdu’s voice echoed from beyond the tank.
- Clean your neck well and wait for me, Cheon Yeomyeong. I’ll make sure to kill you.
His tone was casual, as if arranging a meeting with a friend. In response, Yeomyeong used Telekinesis to shove the tank, causing the walls to tremble.
With Kahal Magdu’s laughter serving as background noise, Yeomyeong and his group left the armory behind.
* * *
After passing through the warehouse filled with tanks, the entrance piled high with corpses of the Shepherds, and the stairs leading to the sewers, Yeomyeong finally reached the body of the Western Count Palatine.
And just as he was about to ascend back into the sewer, someone called out to him.
“I wouldn’t go into the sewers if I were you.”
He turned around to find a familiar figure sitting on the steps—a one-armed elf drenched in so much blood that the floor beneath him was sticky.
“…Finel? Did you come looking for me?”
Finel nodded silently.
Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking how he managed to find him. It wasn’t exactly difficult as only Yeomyeong and the crystal bore the World Tree’s unique mana in this entire city.
The elf hesitated briefly before taking a deep breath and speaking.
“Things are… bad out there. The Rat Beastfolk legion has flooded the sewers. At this rate, it’s only a matter of time before they take over the entire city.”
Artificial soldiers mass-produced using the World Tree’s crystal.
Out of the frying pan, into the fire. Yeomyeong alternated his gaze between the stairs below and Finel before opening his mouth.
“…Have you found the thief who stole the World Tree’s crystal?”
“The Eastern Count Palatine.”
Yeomyeong wore a bitter smile upon hearing his immediate answer.
The Eastern, Western, and Southern Count Palatine—each one of them was conspiring with one mind and one purpose.
The Southern Count Palatine and the Skeletal Dragon below and the Eastern Count Palatine and the Rat Beastfolk legion above.
“…What a mess.”
“Yeah, it’s truly a mess.”
Having said that, Finel coughed violently, spitting blood. His mana had weakened considerably, and his breathing was shallow. Yeomyeong could sense he was dying.
Seti seemed to have noticed it, too, as she sought Yeomyeong’s permission before pulling out a healing potion from her bag.
“…I wasn’t planning to accept help.”
Even as he said that, the elf didn’t refuse the potion. He drained it quickly and continued, looking slightly better.
“It feels a little too late to bring this up, but… Yeomyeong, I have a favor to ask.”
“…A favor?”
As Yeomyeong questioned him, Finel pulled out a gleaming object from his pocket.
The World Tree’s crystal—it was smaller than the one in the dream but still larger than a fist.
“I stole this from the Eastern Count Palatine. While I’d like to ask you to return it to our forest, … that seems impossible under these circumstances.”
“…”
“Take it.”
Yeomyeong caught the World Tree’s crystal as Finel tossed it to him. However, despite his anticipation, the crystal didn’t speak.
“Why are you giving this to me? What if I just consume it?”
“…If that’s your choice, then so be it.”
“What?”
Finel let out a deep breath for a while, steadied himself, and stood up before continuing.
“I saw the World Tree speak to you. If that being has intervened, then it’s not my place to question your actions.”
“…”
Yeomyeong said nothing, glancing at the crystal and Finel.
Seemingly intrigued, Neti was about to ask a question, but Seti preemptively covered her mouth.
A brief silence, a moment of contemplation.
Then, having made up his mind, Yeomyeong tucked the crystal into his coat.
“Finel, let’s head to our base camp for now.”
“Base camp? I appreciate the offer, but… I don’t think I can make it in this state.”
Finel shrugged his remaining shoulder in response. While he was no longer at death’s door thanks to the potion, he certainly wasn’t in a condition to fight either.
“Are you afraid that you’ll be a burden? No need to worry about that. There won’t be any fighting.”
“Cheon Yeomyeong, let me remind you—the Rat Beastfolk have already taken over the city…”
His words trailed off as Yeomyeong’s face suddenly transformed into that of a Rat Beastfolk.
The Blood Tear’s illusion. Yeomyeong then spoke while wearing the Rat Beastfolk’s appearance.
“This much should suffice, right?”

 
    

  Chapter 162: Ghosts Of The Past, Connections Of The Present
Even if you cut the knot, the string remains.
Just like when the leader dies, the people remain.
**『The thoughts of ??? upon hearing the tale of the Gordian Knot.1』**

* * *
Balagu fiddled with his pistol, trying to gauge how many bullets were left.
One for the idiot trying to scale the wall.
Three for the fools peeking around the entrance.
Two for the idiots trying to crawl in through the sewer lid.
He must have fired a total of six shots… No, was it two shots for the one scaling the wall?
It was hard to tell. The smell of gunpowder stinging his nose made it hard to think clearly.
Eventually, he gave up on counting the number of bullets he had left and leaned against the wall.
The cold touch of concrete against his back sent a wave of exhaustion crashing over him all at once.
“…When do you think this chaos will end?”
It was an incoherent question, but Joseph, who had been gazing out the window, answered him.
“Either those targeting this place will all die, or we will. However, it should be over before that happens.”
“…”
“Relax. I’m joking.”
Joseph spoke, fiddling with what seemed to be an AK or some kind of long rifle.
Though it didn’t look like he was joking, Balagu took his back off the wall and stood beside him at the window they were guarding.
Joseph… no, the two of them were guarding the central window on the second floor overlooking the inn’s front door. Originally, it was guarded by a burly man with a mounted machine gun.
However, that burly man was struck in the shoulder by a crossbow bolt, so Joseph and Balagu, the reserve troops, had no choice but to take over.
Joseph patted Balagu on the shoulder and spoke.
“Why? Are you worried about dying? If that’s what’s worrying you, I’d like to reassure you. We have a first aid kit, and there are no more fools who’d rush in after seeing the bodies piled around the inn.”
Balagu didn’t respond, instead gazing outside the window.
As Joseph said, piles of bodies surrounded the inn’s wire fence and entrance.
Gangsters, thieves, robbers— lawless scum who had tried to attack the armed inn.
Even the bodies of those who were self-proclaimed to be security or vigilance committees were among them. As soon as they were chased out, they tried to infiltrate through the sewers. It was clear the city’s security was already lost.
In times of chaos, it’s always the bottom-dwellers who suffer the most…
While Balagu was lost in these ambiguous thoughts as he stared at the corpses, Joseph noticed something moving from the alley and raised his gun.
- D-don’t shoot, don’t shoot! A baby! There’s a baby!
Had it just turned one? A woman came forward while lifting a newborn wrapped in cloth high into the air.
Once she confirmed that the bullets weren’t coming their way, she began to approach the inn’s main entrance slowly.
“Stop there! Stay back, or I’ll shoot!”
Just as the woman reached the entrance, Joseph shouted.
Frozen in fear, the woman raised the baby higher.
- P-please, at least take the baby!
However, Joseph answered the woman’s desperate cry with a bullet.
Bang! The bullet struck the ground just a few meters from her, kicking up dust, and causing the baby to start crying.
“Joseph!”
Balagu yelled out to Joseph in surprise, but Joseph didn’t even spare him a glance as he responded.
“Don’t worry about the kid. Watch our back.”
“What?”
“Damn it, look at the alley the woman came from.”
Balagu squinted and looked down the alley the woman had emerged from.
Hidden between the shadows of the buildings and behind the trash cans, numerous eyes were watching the building.
Scruffy kids, women in similar ragged states, and… armed Rat Beastfolks.
They were so well hidden, that if Balagu hadn’t possessed orc’s eyes that had grown accustomed to nomadic life, he would never have spotted them.
Judging by numbers, at least several dozen…
As Balagu was about to ask how Joseph managed to spot them, Joseph cut him off.
“…Am I correct? Are there others?”
So Joseph hadn’t seen them directly—did he guess by instinct? Balagu nodded in surprise.
Joseph smiled wryly.
“Be it South America or here… trash always thinks the same way.”
He spat out of the window and bellowed orders to his subordinates.
“Everyone, remain alert! It’s Paraguay style! Whether it’s kids or women, shoot anyone who gets close!”
The sound of guns being loaded echoed throughout the inn.
The woman holding the child seemed frightened by the sight of the guns and started backing away, but she couldn’t get far.
- *Kyaack!*
Before she could take even a few steps, a scream echoed from the far end of the alley.
The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence.
Glancing back and forth between the alley and the inn with a terrified expression, the woman holding the child in her arms trembled.
“Using a human shield… Are Rat Beastfolks really that smart?”
Balagu tightened his grip on his pistol as he spoke, and Joseph licked his lips before replying.
“Either a mutant with some intelligence showed up, or a human taught them. Either way, it’s all crap.”
“…”
“Anyway, if they come close, I’ll just shoot. And if it’s hard for you to witness it, fall back.”
His words almost sounded like consideration. However, Balagu didn’t retreat. Instead, he cautiously opened his mouth.
“Joseph, what if we go out and try to save them—?”
“Just shut the hell up. You should only fucking talk like that in the bathroom.”
“…”
“You want us to give up our strategic advantage for some random woman and her kid? Huh? Do my subordinates and I look like some kind of Superhumans to you? Or a hero?”
Balagu couldn’t argue or criticize him.
After all, wasn’t he the same guy who used to capture and sell slaves not long ago?
No matter the circumstances, his past as a slave trader couldn’t be erased.
And now, he was talking about saving a woman and her child? It was hypocrisy at its finest.
But…
“Then I’ll go by myself and at least try to save the child.”
“…”
“Even if we shoot the woman, there will always be someone else after her. Instead, it might be better to focus on saving the children from the start.”
Joseph fiddled with the trigger for a moment, then sighed deeply.
“Do as you wish. But only bring the child back. The woman must stay behind.”
“…”
“And if I see any that might threaten this place… I can’t guarantee your life. My deals come first, not some petty sense of justice. Got it?”
“Thank you for your… overwhelming consideration.”
Balagu bowed his head towards Joseph, then jumped out of the window, his pistol in hand.
* * *
As the bulky orc landed on the ground, the eyes of the woman who was standing in front of the main entrance trembled.
Hope, despair… all kinds of emotions mixed in her eyes.
Balagu stepped forward and extended his hand.
“Give me the child.”
“W-what about me?”
“I’m sorry. I can take the child, but it will be difficult to let you come inside.”
The woman shut her eyes tightly in resignation. After a moment, she offered the bundle that wrapped the child with trembling hands.
The moment Balagu carefully took the child, the woman, with her hands now free, pulled out a long canister from her coat.
“I-I’m sorry.”
Balagu instantly realized that the canister resembled the ‘smoke bombs’ Joseph had smuggled, and reached out to stop her. But the woman was quicker and pulled the pin first.
With a hissing sound, white smoke billowed, filling the space between Balagu and the woman.
That was the signal.
And in the next moment, the Rat Beastfolks hiding in the alley surged forward.
They, too, held the same smoke bombs as the woman, awkwardly pulling the pins and throwing them in the direction of the inn.
Though their throws were clumsy and not many bombs flew far enough, quantity always has its own quality.
The entire area in front of the inn was filled with white smoke in an instant, and the sounds of footsteps and shouting echoed.
- Squeak! Squeak! Occupy!
- The building! Seize the building!
- Ura! Ura!
Reaching through the smoke, Balagu bit his lower lip. His eyes stung, and his throat burned, but there was no time to hesitate.
“Kyaaackk!”
He grabbed the woman who had thrown the first smoke grenade —the one who had come forward with the child—and rushed into the inn.
A moment later, a hail of bullets rained down at the place he had been standing.
Joseph and his subordinates had begun shooting toward the main entrance where the rats were charging.
However, the Rat Beastfolks weren’t stupid. Instead of charging through the main entrance, they pushed through the wire fence surrounding the courtyard and flooded the inn.
“Get in!”
Balagu threw the woman inside the inn and locked the door just as the Rat Beastfolk in the lead lunged at him.
Bang!
Without any hesitation, Balagu pulled the trigger on his pistol. The Rat Beastfolk staggered but kept charging.
Dangling its wounded arm casually, it bared its massive front teeth at Balagu.
“D-die, you orc! Die!”
Balagu pulled the trigger again, but only a clicking sound came from the gun.
Damn, the gun had only eight bullets?
Balagu threw his pistol at the rat’s face. As it flinched, he grabbed the rat by its neck.
“Let go! Let go!”
The Rat Beastfolk twisted and fought back, but the orc was no slouch in terms of toughness. Balagu flung the rat to the ground with all his weight.
Thud! The rat’s body went limp as its head struck the concrete floor.
“…Damn.”
However, he didn’t have time to savor his victory. Hearing the commotion, more Rat Beastfolks came rushing toward him.
“Orc! You killed my comrade!”
“You’ll die too!”
However, unlike the first rat to charge, the ones coming in now were armed with swords and shields.
These were not some makeshift weapons, but properly forged military gear.
Locking the door behind him, Balagu thought to himself.
So, this is how I die. Trying to do something good and it ends in disaster.
It had been a life where nothing ever went right.
He hadn’t even met his damn previous master, and now he was going to die after trying to save a woman and a child whose names he didn’t even know.
There was no regret, but there was guilt. He especially felt sorry for Cheon Yeomyeong, who trusted him and Joseph.
With that final thought, Balagu lunged at the Rat Beastfolks.
He wasn’t sure how long he could hold out with just his bare hands against armed foes, but he was at least determined to take these two with him.
That was the plan.
However, all of a sudden, several sharp lumps of ice pierced through the chests of the Rat Beastfolks charging at him.
They were the same ice spikes he had seen Cheon Yeomyeong use in the desert.
As Balagu sighed in relief, the figures that emerged from the smoke weren’t Cheon Yeomyeong and his group but rather Rat Beastfolks dressed in unusual outfits.
“Damn it…”
As he raised his fist once again, the Rat Beastfolks wielding a hammer interrupted him. The voice was eerily familiar.
“Damn, that’s my line.”
“Miss Hong Seti?”
“I could see everything from behind. You’ve been doing some good work, huh? We’ll have a talk after this is over.”
“…?”
Balagu let out a dry laugh, but the Rat Beastfolk with the sword spoke in the voice of Cheon Yeomyeong.
“We’ll ask questions later. We need to deal with the raid first.”
“Are you really Mr. Cheon Yeomyeong? What’s going on here…?”
“That’s enough questions. Seti and Finel, please clean up the inn. Balagu… you’re with me. Grab the sword and follow.”
Balagu didn’t hesitate and did as he was ordered.
* * *
The Rat Beastfolk legion surrounding the inn numbered around forty.
It was a bit tricky as they were hidden in the smoke of the smoke bombs, but it wasn’t difficult to deal with them.
It took Yeomyeong a little over 5 minutes to take down the Rat Beastfolks all by himself.
“…Have you gotten stronger again?”
Balagu asked as he watched Yeomyeong turn the last Rat Beastfolk into three parts.
Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied it, simply wiping the blood off his sword before walking in the opposite direction of the inn.
“Balagu, how many Rat Beastfolks do you think it would take to occupy the sewers and the entire western area?”
“…”
It was an unexpected question, but Balagu answered quickly.
“At least a thousand.”
“What if we were to assume that they have left the western area and have already occupied all the important areas of the city and control all entrances and exits?”
“Then, it would require at least five thousand or more.”
Hearing such an enormous number, Yeomyeong seemed to be pondering deeply as they arrived at their destination, an alleyway.
“This is…?”
Balagu narrowed his eyes as the smoke started to clear in the alley.
It felt all too familiar. This was the same alley from where the Rat Beastfolks first emerged.
Children and women, clearly civilians gathered by the Rat Beastfolks as human shields, were huddled and trembling in fear.
“…Are you planning to save them?”
Balagu asked, holding onto a hint of hope, but Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, do you honestly believe that we have the ability to save anyone right now?”
“Then…?”
“We’ll obviously use them.”
Use them? How could they use these helpless people? Balagu tilted his head in confusion, but then Yeomyeong’s expression changed again.
It was the face of a stubborn old man, one any city dweller would easily recognize.
It was the face of the Southern Count Palatine.
Even without a mirror, Yeomyeong could tell that the Blood Tear’s illusion had worked from Balagu’s surprised expression.
Then, Yeomyeong swung his sword, dispersing all the smoke, and shouted.
“Everyone, focus—Ahem, you lowlifes! Stand up!”
His voice sounded awkward, but no one in the alley dared to question the sudden appearance of the Southern Count Palatine from the smoke.
- Count Palatine?
- Hurry up! Let’s kneel!
The quick-witted women were the first to kneel, and the slower ones followed suit.
Yeomyeong paused for a moment before addressing them.
“All you lowlifes, gather in front of the inn! Immediately!”
The frightened women and children fidgeted with their hands and feet, but no one dared to move.
Why were they like that? It was because they were afraid after seeing the corpses surrounding the inn.
Unable to help himself, Yeomyeong was about to say something more, but suddenly, Balagu suddenly slammed the ground with a thud and shouted.
“How dare these bastards! Didn’t you hear the words of Lord Count Palatine?! If you don’t move quickly, I’ll take care of you one by one!”
Only then did the women let out something similar to a scream or a response and rushed toward the inn.
Yeomyeong looked at Balagu with a bewildered expression, and the orc shrugged.
“Uh… Wasn’t this the sort of performance you were planning to put on?”
* * *
On the renovated third floor of the inn, in the room with the largest bed.
Seti was sitting by the window, looking down at the inn’s main gate.
The atmosphere near the gate was chaotic as if to prove the battle that had just taken place.
Joseph and his subordinates were busy clearing the corpses, while ragged children and women were carrying sandbags to create a barricade.
However, what caught Seti’s eye was something else.
It was the face of the Southern Count Palatine… more precisely, Neti who borrowed his face and was using Telekinesis to create a tent.
The tent, made by erecting wooden poles in a circular shape and covering them with waterproof cloth, resembled that of desert nomads.
Of course, compared to a real nomadic tent, it wasn’t even half as big, in other words, it was only big enough to accommodate one person.
However, for the refugees, it could be considered a decent sleeping place.
“…Isn’t that a waste?”
Seti turned her gaze away from the window and spoke. Her blue eyes reflected Yeomyeong, who was sitting on the bed.
Yeomyeong did not deny it.
“It is indeed a waste.”
“…Huh?”
“But it’s a necessary waste.”
Seti crossed her arms, as if asking him to elaborate. Yeomyeong took out the fist-sized World Tree’s crystal from his pocket and continued.
“How long do you think it will take to absorb this crystal?”
“Well, logically, it would take over five years…”
But you are someone who defies logic, aren’t you? Seti didn’t need to say the rest as Yeomyeong could hear them in his head.
Yeomyeong smiled faintly.
“It took me three days to absorb a piece the size of a fingernail back in Manchuria. And considering how much stronger I’ve gotten since then… I’ll probably need a month to absorb the entire thing.”
The World Tree’s crystal sparkled as Yeomyeong spoke.
“But a month is too long. And Kahal Magdu will probably find us before then.”
“…That’s true.”
Kahal Magdu. Even though they somehow managed to push him away with the tanks in the underground armory, what would happen if they had met his real form?
No matter what, one of their group members would probably have died. So, if he didn’t get stronger, he couldn’t guarantee victory over such a formidable foe.
Yeomyeong tightened his grip on the crystal and spoke.
“Therefore, I’m going to break this crystal to about the size of my finger. That way… it’ll take me at most three days to absorb it.”
If someone else were to hear this, they would have been horrified. After all, an ordinary person would have taken at least a year to absorb such a crystal.
However, Yeomyeong had already received permission from the World Tree, and three days was the longest period he could afford.
“So, what does that have to do with accepting refugees outside?”
“While I’m absorbing the crystal, I’ll use those people as an early warning system.”
Warning system? Seti observed that the tent outside was surrounding the inn’s walls in a circular shape.
“The Rat Beastfolk might use innocent people as meat shields to attack again, just like today. With those people, we can at least defend against such attacks.”
“…”
“Well, and although we have you, Neti, and Finel, it’s still not enough to stop ten with just one hand, right?”
Seti didn’t argue. Even with all of Joseph’s subordinates and Balagu combined, there were fewer than twenty people guarding the inn.
In terms of armament or quality, they had enough, but the lack of quantity was a glaring weakness in itself.
Especially if they had to protect someone.
Only then did Seti understand Yeomyeong’s point and tilted her head.
“If we share the tents and food, those people will fight to some extent. Even if their combat ability isn’t great, the kids can at least patrol and keep watch.”
It was a three-day investment for safety; a wasteful and reasonable investment.
But…
“If that’s the case, wouldn’t it have been better to hire another gang?”
Yeomyeong smiled bitterly.
“Seti, can you trust anyone you hire in this city?”
“Ah…”
They couldn’t trust anyone. The water at the top must be clear for the water below to be clear, but in this city, both the upper and lower levels were completely corrupt.
“People who can fill the numbers and at least set off smoke bombs—yeah, I guess these people are just right for the job.”
Although she said that, Seti chose to believe that this decision came from Yeomyeong’s goodwill.
Had his vengeful feelings lessened a little after killing the Player? Seti genuinely hoped so.
She sincerely wished that the fire burning inside him wouldn’t consume him, and that he would find happiness after his revenge.
Having thought this far, she deftly got up from the window sill and approached Yeomyeong.
Then, she buried her face in his neck to hide her expression.
“When will you consume the crystal… Ah, you’ll consume it immediately, won’t you?”
When it came to becoming stronger, he was always in a hurry. The world and the circumstances around him constantly pushed him to take action quickly.
“No need to worry about anything else, just consume it. I’ll definitely protect you.”
Usually, it should be the other way around, shouldn’t it?
Yeomyeong smiled faintly and tightened his grip on the crystal.
With a cracking sound, the crystal split, and a small piece popped out.
After packing the remaining crystal, Yeomyeong picked up the popped-out piece.
However, he didn’t consume it right away. Instead, Yeomyeong quietly patted Seti’s back. That was why she hugged him even tighter.
The warmth, the soft scent of his skin—Seti didn’t want any more than that.
If she wanted more, she would no longer be able to hold herself back.
After a brief silence, Seti pulled away from his embrace and left the room.
Yeomyeong, who had been watching her, spoke toward her back as she grabbed the doorknob.
“…Don’t nag Balagu too much.”
“Then should I go after the woman who set off the smoke bomb?”
“…”
“I guess it’s better to scold Balagu then, right?”
Seti left the room after saying that. For a moment, Yeomyeong simply stared at the place where she had been, then swallowed the World Tree’s crystal.
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	1. The cutting of the Gordian Knot is an Ancient Greek legend associated with Alexander the Great in Gordium in Phrygia, regarding a complex knot that tied an oxcart.


   

  Chapter 163: Ghosts Of The Past, Connections Of The Present (2)
* * *
As Yeomyeong sat on the bed with his eyes closed…
The sound of countless footsteps, Joseph’s shouts, and Balagu’s panicked screams echoed from beyond the window.
The current situation was far from tranquil, and the fluctuating mana within his body was equally turbulent.
Yet, Yeomyeong’s mind plunged into a stillness deeper than ever before.
Cultivating the mind and sitting and forgetting.

The True Intention he had realized through the Surging Wave Technique made it possible. In that moment, he was a pine tree in the middle of a storm, a rock before the waves.
How long had he been immersed in this meditative state?
At some point, the World Tree’s crystal inside his stomach began to melt, spreading throughout his body.
The crystal of the World Tree was the purest mana crystal.
Unlike the innards of mana-infused beasts or other elixirs like fruits, the crystal instantly filled Yeomyeong’s body.
While one would normally have to wrestle with the will of the World Tree to absorb its mana in this situation, the World Tree had already acknowledged Yeomyeong.
Hence, the pure mana immediately settled into Yeomyeong’s body without resistance.
And fortunately, there was no backlash from the mana in his body or any obstruction to absorption… but not everything went smoothly.
Yeomyeong was not the World Tree. His body, made of flesh and blood, was unable to withstand the immense amount of mana.
His capillaries were the first to burst the moment the overflowing mana began forcing its way into his body.
Next, his muscles twisted, arteries tore, and internal bleeding ensued.
Blood gushed from inside and out with a sudden spasm. His body convulsed as his nervous system went haywire and the excruciating pain made his vision go white.
He should have stopped the absorption process immediately, but Yeomyeong did not suppress the mana. He simply let it flow.
A crazy act would have made any other Superhuman who saw this scene call him insane.
He endured. He persevered and endured until he completely forgot the pain of his body being torn apart.
After enough time had passed that he lost even his sense of self and his very sensations, the mana began to solidify and settle firmly throughout his body.
Life slowly returned to the frozen flesh that had been gripped by pain, and the torn blood vessels found their place.
Finally, a radiant light burst forth from every part of his body before fading away like it was melting.
Pushing away the last traces of mana swirling around him, Yeomyeong exhaled deeply as he opened his eyes.
The darkness filling the room reflected in his eyes as he remained seated on the bed, making him uncertain if it was still night or not.
A fleeting sense of accomplishment, followed by a slightly longer silence.
After a moment, Yeomyeong realized that this darkness was not the natural darkness of night.
“…Mignium?”
As soon as he uttered her name, the hem of the black dress fluttered in the darkness.
* * *
『It has been a while, my Chosen One.』
“…”
Did she not borrow Seti’s body this time?
Being more assimilated with the darkness than before, Mignium appeared as a faint shadow.
Nevertheless, Yeomyeong could see her clearly.
After all, Mignium was holding the severed head of the Player in her hand.
“…Why did you come?”
『O Chosen One, have you forgotten who I am? I am unlike those petty gods of this world who merely covet and beg.』
“…”
『I have come to bestow a reward befitting your tribute.』
Tribute? Seeing Yeomyeong frown, Mignium waved the Player’s head and laughed.
『The Master of Fate who wielded the powers of three god,. It is a most exquisite offering.』
“…The powers of god?”
Mignium answered with a smile.
『Eyes that can see everything in this world objectively.』
『A body that grows stronger with every kill.』
『A subspace capable of storing anything without conditions.』
『If not divine power, what else could it be?』
The status window, experience points, and inventory.
Even without any further explanation, Yeomyeong instinctively understood what Mignium was referring to. How?
As he felt a flicker of confusion, Mignium approached him with an odd smile, holding out the Player’s head and whispered.
『My Chosen One, I intended to personally guide your decision…』
“…?”
『But you have already made the best choice. Excellent. So, without wasting any more time, I shall gladly bestow your reward.』
Mignium’s hand brushed against his cheek. Her hand, made of shadow, carried neither sensation nor warmth.
As Yeomyeong silently gazed up at her, he suddenly recalled the Killing Aura he had seen within the Blood Tear Key.
The image of himself, in the guise of a janitor, tossed him a bag just before the illusion of the Arcane Relic terminated.
…Was that bag the inventory?
How did the Killing Aura know to choose that? As Yeomyeong’s questions deepened, Mignium’s shadow began to fade.
『Not being able to endure even this brief moment—this is reality.』
“…”
Though she said that, there was no sense of urgency in her demeanor.
Leisurely flinging the severed head of the Player into the darkness, MIgnium whispered one last thing into Yeomyeong’s ear.
『My Chosen One, since we still time have some time, I shall give you a special piece of advice.』
『Never compromise. The gods of this land are watching you.』
* * *
Just like their meeting, his farewell with Mignium was also abrupt.
Before he could ask which gods or how to use the inventory, she disappeared before his eyes.
…
Yeomyeong slowly took a deep breath and looked outside the window.
Beyond the glass, a blend of natural darkness, moonlight, torches, and electric bulbs, spread across the night scene.
This was not a dream; it was the darkness of reality. Rising from the bed, Yeomyeong stood by the window.
The city was quiet but far from peaceful.
Clear traces of fires throughout the city were revealed under the moonlight, and the alleys were filled with barricades.
A brief respite, or the calm before the storm.
Yeomyeong then turned his gaze to the tent village set up outside the inn. Fortunately, it seemed to be relatively intact, suggesting no major battles had taken place.
Although there was a pile of Rat Beastfolk corpses where the outer tents should have been… the situation was better than expected.
…Things turned out well.
Yeomyeong sighed in relief and stepped out into the hallway.
The moment he opened the door, someone standing nearby flinched and raised a gun. It was a young girl with sky-blue eyes, slightly paler than Seti’s.
Seeing her, Yeomyeong asked.
“Neti, are you on watch duty?”
“Huh? Oh, yes, I’m supposed to switch with my sister in ten minutes… Wait, brother-in-law, have you fully absorbed the crystal already?”
When Yeomyeong nodded, Neti let out a low whistle.
“And you’re not even an elf… What’s your secret? I still haven’t fully absorbed the elixir I took underground.”
“I just tried, and it worked.”
“Wow… Worst answer ever. If you weren’t my brother-in-law, I’d have totally shot you.”
She smirked and started walking toward him, only to abruptly turn her head and step back.
“Blegh, brother-in-law, what on earth did you do? You reek…!”
“Reek?”
Only then did Yeomyeong finally check his state.
His clothes were covered in dark stains, seemingly dried blood and filth, emitting a foul stench.
“You really went all out with that elixir… Ugh!”
“…Is it really that bad?”
“It feels like my nose is going to rot off! You should take a shower before meeting my sister! I’ll bring you fresh clothes.”
Neti pinched her nose and shoved him toward the bathroom. Yeomyeong willingly complied but threw in some questions as they walked.
“How long was I in there?”
“About two and a half days? To be exact… Let me think. It’s been roughly sixty hours since Balagu was scolded by my sister.”
“Any attacks during that time?”
“Just a couple of Rat Beastfolks raids. The kids waited in the alleys and set off the flares, so there wasn’t much damage.”
Surprisingly, nothing major had happened. Swallowing a mix of relief and lingering concern, Yeomyeong stepped into the shower.
“Use up all the soap if needed, but make sure you come to the first floor only after you’re all cleaned up!”
Neti’s instructions marked the start of his shower, but the dried blood and filth were more stubborn than expected.
Was it not just simple blood and filth?
This was a first for him, but after using two bars of soap to their entirety, he managed to return to a somewhat presentable state.
Once finished, Yeomyeong put on the clothes Neti had left by the bathroom door and headed downstairs.
On the first floor, Neti had already gathered their companions around a table.
Balagu, rubbing his eyes with exhaustion, Joseph, cleaning his pistol, Finel, leaning against the wall with a crooked stance… and Seti.
“Yeomyeong, how are you feeling?”
“I’m fine, thanks to your protection.”
Having stood guard for two days without sleep, her face showed deep exhaustion.
As Yeomyeong reached out to hold Seti’s hand, his gaze filled with affection, Neti smacked the back of his hand as she moved a bowl of potatoes and spam.
“Save the PDA for when it’s just the two of you! For now, it’s time for food and reports!”
“…”
At Neti’s quip, Seti and Yeomyeong chuckled softly as they took their seats at the table.
As Yeomyeong began eating a piece of potato, the one-armed elf, Finel, spoke up.
“The Eastern Count Palatine and his Rat Beastfolk legion have managed to seize most of the city’s key locations: the northern station, sewers, and central market…”
“Since the Western Count Palatine is missing, his Mage Corps have defected to the Southern Count Palatine, who is occupying the palace… but it doesn’t really mean much.”
“Most of the Rat Beastfolk are tied up in restoring the northern station and playing occupation forces. That’s why this inn is still standing.”
That summed up the events of the past two days. As Yeomyeong listened to the report, he quickly emptied his plate as if making up for the missed meals.
As the quick-witted Balagu immediately headed toward the kitchen Yeomyeong asked while watching his retreating back.
“What about the underground armory?”
“They got to it. The Rat Beastfolk are hauling out weapons as we speak.”
“…The tanks, too?”
“Tanks? I have no clue about that. I could only observe from a distance. But I doubt the Rat Beastfolks can operate tanks—they’re not smart enough for that.”
So, at least they didn’t have to battle with tanks? Yeomyeong drummed his fingers against the table, his eyes glinting.
Just as Balagu returned with a plate piled high with spam, a knock resounded from the inn door.
Knock, knock.
“…I thought I told them not to come into the inn.”
Assuming it was one of the women or children camping outside, Balagu set down the plate and walked towards the door.
However, Yeomyeong and the others reacted differently. They all narrowed their eyes as if they had sensed something and just stared at the door.
Knock, knock, knock!
The knocking grew more urgent.
And when Balagu opened the door, it was indeed a woman holding a child—the same one who had set off the smoke bomb before.
“Selina, what did I say about breaking the rules? I clearly warned you not to come into the inn unless it was urgent—”
Balagu began reprimanding her, but the woman—Selina—cut him off frantically.
“I-I did it because it is urgent! Really! Look, just look up there!”
She made a big fuss while gesturing toward the sky.
Following her hand, he looked up at the sky and noticed something that hadn’t been there moments ago and was now blocking the moonlight.
A massive magic circle engulfed in blue flames.
“What the hell…”
Balagu, who had enough experience as a Mage’s slave to recognize basic spells, swallowed audibly.
“Uh, everyone? You might want to step outside and take a look at this.”
As everyone on the first floor stepped outside the inn and looked up at the sky, Balagu began explaining in a trembling voice.
“If my eyes don’t deceive me, that’s a spell for summoning undead, corpse control, and an area-of-effect… spell, all woven together.”
He seemed uncertain of his own assessment, but Yeomyeong was sure. The blue flames unmistakably belonged to Kahal Magdu.
“…How long before that spell activates?”
However, the answer didn’t come from Balagu but from an unexpected source.
- Grrraaah…
Hastily buried corpses began to stir beyond the inn’s entrance, their twisted forms rising from the dirt in grotesque postures.
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* * *
The dead in the surroundings were resurrected.
Not like the holy miracles depicted in the Bible, but the disgusting type of resurrection that seemed to have come straight out of a cheap horror movie.
The first to rise were the corpses that were buried recently.
Bodies that had been buried roughly or left abandoned in the past few days started to claw their way out, their decayed muscles wriggling as they emerged onto the streets.
The reactions of the citizens who saw such undead were divided into two: they either screamed and ran or grabbed weapons and fled.
Unfortunately, with countless corpses buried beneath the surface of this city with a long history, there was no safe haven present.
- Goooooohhhhhh
A missing neighbor rose from the backyard.
The ones secretly buried under the roadside trees began to crawl through the roots, and bones concealed beneath the stone walls of the well rattled.
Countless undead crawled out from around the crematorium, the result of bodies being buried there discretely to save a few coins on cremation fees.
Zombies sprang out from alchemy workshops, hospitals, and even the foundations of old buildings. The corpses even broke through the walls of some places.
And at the peak of it all were the sewers.
A place where countless fools hoping to stumble upon a big score ended up becoming corpses themselves.
“If we just take a headcount, they must be in the tens of thousands.”
On the roof of the armed inn, Neti said, shuddering.
Her gaze was fixed on a nearby sewer, from which the undead were emerging endlessly.
Though they were not in hell, it looked like the entrance to hell. What on earth was going on?
Yeomyeong, who was firing a machine gun beside her, chimed in a moment later.
“This isn’t the end. If more people end up dying here… they’ll just be joining the undead.”
“…Then fighting the Rat Beastfolk will make it even worse.”
Almost as if to punctuate her words, a massive explosion echoed from the far side of the city as soon as her voice trailed off, sending a pillar of fire into the sky.
It was an unmistakable sign that the Rat Beastfolk legion and the undead had begun clashing in earnest.
Why did bad predictions never miss?
While Neti shook her head in dismay, Yeomyeong sank into thought.
How to reach the underground armory.
The entrance beneath the Western Count Palatine’s building would have surely been sealed, and any attempts to find a new entry from the sewers in the midst of the battling zombies and Rat Beastfolk were nearly impossible.
That left only the mysterious entrance used by the Southern Count Palatine and Kahal Magdu… but where exactly was it?
As he sunk deeper into his thoughts, an orc carrying a box of machine gun ammunition emerged onto the rooftop.
Yeomyeong ceased firing and turned to the orc.
“Balagu, how are the defense preparations coming along?”
“We just need to block off the front entrance. Also… everyone from the tent village has been evacuated into the inn.”
Yeomyeong nodded at Balagu’s report.
As soon as the corpses began to rise, Yeomyeong ordered the immediate evacuation of all the women and children from the tent village into the inn.
Leaving them outside would only ensure they became part of the undead.
As Yeomyeong handed over the machine gun to a burly man, Balagu added.
“There are about forty women and children altogether. Four of them know how to shoot, so they’ve been assigned to the defensive line. The rest are helping barricade the place using furniture and sandbags.”
Joseph had undoubtedly orchestrated the barricade work, likely intending to use the tent villagers as human shields.
It was a grim reality, but neither Yeomyeong nor Balagu voiced it. After all, the present situation did not allow them to volunteer to protect them.
After handing over the machine gun to the burly man, Yeomyeong turned and headed downstairs.
As he descended to the second, Balagu spoke again, his tone tinged with unease.
“Uh… about the tent villagers… they believe you’re the Southern Count Palatine. So, they’re praising the name of the Count Palatine as we speak.”
“…”
“If it bothers you, please don’t take it too harshly.”
Was that even something to get upset about? Yeomyeong dismissed the thought lightly, but then something suddenly occurred to him about Balagu.
An orc who had been castrated and forced into slavery under a mage, only to later escape.
Strangely, he knew much, was familiar with the Southern Count Palatine’s knights, and even had connections throughout the city.
Not to mention how he adapted to Yeomyeong’s impersonation of the Southern Count Palatine rather easily…
Stopping midway down the stairs to the first floor, Yeomyeong turned to Balagu.
“Balagu, were you… the Southern Count Palatine’s slave?”
The blunt question caught Balagu off guard. He hesitated briefly before nodding slowly.
“…Yes, my former master was the Southern Count Palatine, Audrion.”
He looked at Yeomyeong nervously, like a dog caught doing something wrong, though Yeomyeong’s thoughts were elsewhere.
“I-I didn’t mean to hide it, I just—”
As Balagu began to stammer out an explanation, Yeomyeong cut him off.
“Ah, that’s fine. You didn’t have to tell me. What I want to know is… Balagu, do you still remember the layout of the Southern Count Palatine’s palace?”
“…What? Oh, yes. Of course, I do.”
“Then do you think the layout would have changed much while you’ve been living as a nomad?”
“Well… I’m not sure. It’s a really old building, so it probably hasn’t changed much since I escaped.”
Hearing Balagu’s reply, Yeomyeong clenched his fist tightly. He hadn’t really expected a breakthrough like this to be within his reach.
“Then, could you draw me a map right away?”
Yeomyeong extended his fist toward Balagu, thinking that it was fortunate that he’d brought him from the desert.
* * *
The first floor of the inn was noisy.
Of course, it was far from the usual hustle and bustle of an inn.
The sound of gunshots aimed at the undead approaching the inn, mixed with the screams of frightened women and the whizzing bullets, made it feel like a battlefield.
How long did that commotion last?
Seated at a table on the first floor, Yeomyeong pointed to a specific part on the map that Balagu had drawn—the place where the underground storage of the Southern Count Palatine’s palace and the sewer system met.
“The only approachable place that might connect to an entrance to the underground armory… is here.”
The reactions of the group, who followed his finger along the map, were varied.
“That… if this map is accurate.”
Those were the words from the one-armed elf, Finel.
“Ugh, we have to force our way through a sewer where the zombies and Rat Beastfolks are fighting.”
Neti commented, holding onto her weapon bag.
“If they know where we’re heading, that skeleton will definitely try to interfere. We’ll have to go as stealthily as possible.”
Finally, Seti shared her concern while massaging her forehead as if trying to shake off her exhaustion.
After listening to the group’s opinions, Yeomyeong thought for a moment, then rolled up the map and said.
“Finel, you stay back. Seti, Neti, and I will go.”
“…What? You want me to stay?”
Finel furrowed his brow, glancing alternately at Neti and Yeomyeong, clearly puzzled.
The look in his eyes seemed to ask, ‘Why leave me behind when I’m stronger than her?’
“To prevent any outbreaks, at least one Superhuman must stay in this inn.”
“…Then isn’t it even more unnecessary for me to stay?”
Yeomyeong dismissed his look with a single sentence.
“Have your wounds healed completely?”
The wounds caused by the Eastern Count Palatine and his Rat Beastfolk legion.
Unless he had an abnormal Regeneration ability like Yeomyeong, it was impossible for his wounds to heal in just two days.
Unable to find a reply, Finel shut his mouth. After a moment, he spoke as if sighing.
“I never thought I’d end up fighting to protect humans alongside the castrated orc.”
“…”
“It’s true that my body isn’t in perfect condition… Alright, I’ll stay at the inn. But I don’t have the sense of camaraderie to die with them—at least leave an escape plan before you go.”
Having expected this response, Yeomyeong nodded and gestured toward Balagu, who was carrying weapons.
As soon as Balagu approached him, Yeomyeong cast the Blood Tears’ illusion on his face.
Mana shimmered across the orc’s face, the familiar face of an old human nobleman appeared in an instant.
“…The Southern Count Palatine?”
“If things go wrong, just use that face. Whether it’s to call the guards or go to the Southern Count Palatine’s palace… Balagu and Joseph will handle the rest.”
By the time Yeomyeong finished his explanation, Finel nodded, seemingly understanding.
Now that the party and the destination were decided, it was best to act quickly.
Yeomyeong immediately grabbed the weapon bag and stood up, extending his hand toward Seti.
“Will you accompany me?”
“…Gladly.”
Seti took his hand and stood up, Neti trailing behind them.
The three of them crossed the inn’s fence, with Balagu giving Yeomyeong a slight bow as they left.
* * *
The city outside was filled with chaos.
Fires breaking out all over the place, and zombies attacking people endlessly.
- Squeak! Squeak! Stop, stop it!
- Fire! Fire! If we burn them, they’ll die too!
- S-Save me! Aaaagh!
Even at the safer strongholds, Rat Beastfolks and zombies were constantly fighting.
“Let’s just avoid everything and go.”
Suppressing their presence as much as possible, Yeomyeong and the two sisters quietly descended into the sewer, away from all the chaos.
Since the Southern Count Palatine’s palace was not far from the inn, the group quickly reached the underground storage.
However…
“…It’s too quiet.”
As Neti said, there were neither any zombies nor Rat Beastfolks in the sewer leading to the underground storage.
Only deep darkness and sticky silence existed in the place. Unlike the city, this place was eerily quiet. It was as if someone had swept everything away.
Yeomyeong immediately thought of the word ‘trap.’
Had Balagu deceived him? No, the chances of that happening were slim.
If that was the case, then someone who anticipated that Yeomyeong would return to the armory must have set the trap…
“Oh, so you really came.”
As expected, someone was waiting for them. Someone so skilled that they were able to sense Yeomyeong even as he was suppressing his presence.
Yeomyeong drew his sword, and Neti immediately donned her Invisibility Cloak.
Soon, the door to the underground storage opened, and a woman walked toward them with heavy steps.
A stunning beauty exuding decadence, wielding a massive spear taller than herself.
“…Ekatherina?”
“Oh, you know my name? Well, I’ve been quite conspicuous since I arrived in this city.”
“…”
“Well, whatever. You’re the one called Cheon Yeomyeong, right? The Earthian Kahal Magdu desires.”
She said as she stepped closer to the group, but Yeomyeong didn’t respond. Since she had personally confirmed that she was indeed a companion of Kahal Magdu, no conversation was necessary.
All they would share here was violence.
Bang!
The quick-witted Neti fired her gun at the same time Yeomyeong charged forward.
“Oho! I was hoping to have a little chat.”
Tilting her spear slightly to deflect the bullet, Ekatherina used centrifugal force to swing the spear at Yeomyeong.
!!
The enormous spear collided with the sword. While Ekatherina’s weapon was overwhelmingly heavy, Yeomyeong’s strike was more powerful.
This either meant that the difference in martial arts and mana between the two was negligible or that Yeomyeong had the upper hand. Ekatherina smiled wryly.
“You little—!”
However, without giving her a chance to finish her sentence, Yeomyeong stepped forward, thrusting his sword.
Another person running their mouth in the middle of a fight—Kahal Magdu was enough.
Ekatherina raised the handle of her spear and struck, parrying Yeomyeong’s sword. Sparks flew as metal clashed with metal.
Even as he was pushed back, Yeomyeong channeled strength into his waist and performed the Flying Kick technique. The mana-infused soles of his feet kicked the spear’s handle and Ekatherina’s chest simultaneously.
THUMP! It sounded like two cars colliding. While Yeomyeong landed gently, Ekatherina was pushed back.
“Damn, that bastard never mentioned you were this strong.”
The spear that blocked his Flying Kick technique rang as it vibrated. She held onto it tightly, suppressing the vibrations, then laughed incredulously.
“Motherfucker, this is the first time I met someone like you after Mara… Ah, didn’t you kill Mara once?”
Instead of responding, Yeomyeong’s sword dug into Ekatherina’s chest and her spear reacted immediately.
The spear tip aimed to stab Yeomyeong but then spun, changing its trajectory in the middle. Broken fragments fell as the sewer walls and ceiling were destroyed in the process due to its massive size.
Crash!
Yeomyeong dodged the spearhead flying toward him and struck the spear’s shaft with his sword.
The massive spear didn’t break but bent like a whip. Using the rebound, Ekatherina tried to swing it back at him.
However, Yeomyeong’s body, greatly enhanced by the World Tree’s mana, showed the beauty of simplicity. As his sword suddenly accelerated, slicing downward in a straightforward motion along a diagonal line, speed became power.
In that split second, Ekatherina’s instincts, honed to the level of a master, screamed out.
You can’t block it, dodge!
Baring her teeth, she ignored her instincts and pulled her spear back instead.
And in the next moment, Yeomyeong’s sword pierced the spear a fraction of a second faster and then, it cut deeply into Ekatherina’s chest.
The spear was a beat too slow, and the splattering blood two beats slower.
“Ha!”
Regardless if Ekatherina was laughing or bleeding, Yeomyeong didn’t stop. After cutting through her chest, he swung his sword to sever her left shoulder, then drew an arc and slashed through her throat.
It was a combo strike that would have killed any human instantly.
However, Ekatherina swung the spear with her remaining arm and pushed Yeomyeong back.
Yeomyeong didn’t finish her off at that moment due to an inexplicable sense of unease, a foreboding that Kahal Magdu’s ally shouldn’t be defeated this easily.
So, he created some distance and shook the blood off his sword.
“Fuck, how are you so strong at that age? Did you sell your soul to the devil?”
“…”
Despite the gaping wound in her chest and the blood flowing from her neck, Ekatherina smiled nonchalantly and spoke.
“That meticulous skeleton bastard sure has good taste… Ha, now I want you too.”
A deep red light began to flow from Ekatherina’s eyes the next moment.
Was she attempting some sort of doping, like the Blood Flow Acceleration?
Just as Yeomyeong squinted to analyze her mana—
Bang!
Seti, who had been behind Yeomyeong, fired her gun—a sudden, and therefore more effective, ambush.
Puhak! Ekatherina was unable to react in time and took the bullet directly to her forehead.
With a hole in her head, she collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, hitting the sewer floor.
Surprised, Yeomyeong turned around and saw Seti shrugging her shoulders.
“Why are you even listening to something like that? We have more people on our side.”
“…”
“Hurry up, let’s go. We need to get there before Kahal Magdu arrive—”
Seti’s words were cut off abruptly.
It was because Ekatherina, with a hole still in her head, suddenly jerked her torso upright.
“You bitch… where do you get off shooting during a sacred one-on-one duel?”
Was she resurrected? No, her wounds were still the same.
Her left arm was still missing, and blood continued to pour from her neck and chest.
Even so, she wasn’t dead. She was grinning as though she didn’t feel any pain in the first place.
“You love team battles so much, huh? Damn it, how about we have one right now?”
Ekatherina swung her spear the next moment, striking the door to the underground storage behind her.
Rumble. Rumble!
The entire sewer shuddered as the ceiling and walls cracked open.
The cracks spread quickly to the ceiling and walls around the underground storage, causing the building to collapse.
While the cracks didn’t reach Yeomyeong’s position, dust and debris flew toward him, hitting straight in his face.
In that split second, the collapsed view of the underground storage was revealed.
It was a room filled with massive containers surrounding a small staircase leading below.
As it was nearly dawn, a faint light shone through a hole in the ceiling, illuminating the word ‘Walmart’ written clearly on one of the containers.
“…”
The stairs leading to the underground armory, the containers bought from Earth, and the Southern Count Palatine who purchased the dinosaur bones.
The moment Yeomyeong deduced the true nature of those containers, the doors of the containers opened simultaneously, revealing enormous bones hidden inside.
Massive reptilian bones—so large that anyone unfamiliar with them would have easily mistaken them for dinosaur bones.
“Dinosaur bones? How tasteless.”
Yeomyeong unleashed dozens of ice spikes as the gigantic bones began emerging from the containers.
“Hey! It’s cheating to attack mid-assembly!”
“Bullshit.”
Just as Yeomyeong pushed off the ground, Ekatherina raised her spear to swat the ice spikes.
The bones began to reassemble in mid-air.
A reptilian body, with wings spread wide behind the shoulders, and a long tail connecting seamlessly.
The skull had a long snout, with horns that grew like a crown behind it.
Crash!
The massive body broke through the ceiling and stomped on the containers, standing tall.
It was at that moment when the Undead Dragon, Kahal Magdu’s true body, had descended upon this land.
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* * *
“Holy sh—”
The container box crushed under the Skeleton Dragon’s feet buckled with a grating sound as Neti mumbled under her breath.
- Ekatherina, you pathetic creature. Why have you awakened my main body already?
“Shut up! I almost died!”
Ekatherina retorted, but Kahal Magdu paid her no heed as it poked its head into the sewer.
The blue flames flickering in the dragon’s eye sockets gazed beyond Ekatherina, staring directly at Yeomyeong in the sewer.
- Have you grown stronger already? Impressive.
“…”
Yeomyeong did not reply. Instead, he directed his telekinesis—not at Kahal Magdu, but at the two sisters behind.
- This place is too cramped.
And in the next moment, the skeletal dragon opened its jaw wide.
Blue flames pooled in its maw, and the mana within the sewer surged, heating rapidly.
The moment the dragon’s breath was unleashed into the sewer—
Yeomyeong propelled himself upward toward the ceiling while pulling along the two sisters with the telekinesis spell he had prepared.
KWOAARR!!!
The dragon’s breath melted through the sewer walls just as the three burst through the ceiling.
Barely managing to escape the sewer, Yeomyeong rolled across the street with one girl under each arm.
The Skeleton Dragon, defying its enormous size, climbed up swiftly, scattering shattered stone and concrete in all directions.
Looking down at Yeomyeong and the two sisters, trying to get to their feet, the dragon spoke.
- You’ve matured enough, Cheon Yeomyeong. It’s now time to harvest you.
With that, the creature moved its forelimb. Twisted mana spread out from its clawed fingers.
Not for an attack—but a command spell.
Thud, thud, thud!
Soon, the sound of footsteps echoed from all directions—undead popping out from the alleys, sewers, and even rooftops.
“…You two, handle the zombies. I’ll deal with the dragon.”
Yeomyeong tightened the grip on his sword as he spoke. The two sisters responded by pulling weapons from their bags.
- Deal with me? How bold of you. It seems that fighting the Dragon Fang Soldiers must have made you grow a backbone.
Kahal Magdu sneered as it gathered mana. The air grew heavy from both the dragon’s mana and the distorted mana.
- Go ahead and try to struggle against this. I’ll enjoy watching.
With the dragon’s mocking as the signal, Yeomyeong used the Flying Kick technique to kick himself off the ground.
Starlight gathered at the blade of his sword as he ran. It was the Comet Sword—an all-out attack from the start.
He had already learned this from experience: against dragons, there was no such thing as holding back.
He had to end the fight before the creature took to the sky, while its feet were still on the ground.
- A decisive strike from the start? Wasting the fun with a quick battle, are we?
Kahal Magdu swung its tail, knocking down a building in Yeomyeong’s running path.
Debris exploded like bombs, obstructing his way, but Yeomyeong pressed forward undeterred, unleashing the Comet Sword.
Flash!
What emerged from the sword was a massive, unbelievable burst of light. The comet’s radiance sliced through everything in its path and enveloped the dragon.
The dragon immediately pulled back while raising its hands to prepare distinct spells on each hand.
A shield on its left, and an unidentified black magic on its right.
The immense mana from the two spells mingled together, forming a dark, twisted shield—no, a distortion.
A bizarre defensive spell created by fusing two different types of mana.
The next moment, the space exploded as the spell and the Comet Sword collided, sending out a shockwave.
BOOOOM—!
The ground quaked, and a huge cloud of dust surged, obscuring vision. However, neither Kahal Magdu nor Yeomyeong hesitated as they prepared their next moves.
Fireballs emerged from beneath the dragon’s wings, countered by dozens of ice spikes.
!!!
The two spells clashed and tangled midair, spewing steam in all directions.
Explosions followed, but Yeomyeong didn’t stop, closing the distance relentlessly.
A few more steps and they would meet face-to-face.
The moment milky-white energy coated Yeomyeong’s blade once more, Kahal Magdu snapped its fingers.
A chunk of concrete shot forth from the dragon’s hand like a cannonball, knocking Yeomyeong’s sword off its trajectory.
- It reminds you of the night in Manchuria, doesn’t it?
Immediately afterward, the dragon’s massive tail lashed out at Yeomyeong with the speed of a master-level martial artist Superhuman.
CLANG!
Yeomyeong raised his sword to block it, but the sheer mass was overwhelming.
Kahal Magdu was expecting Yeomyeong to be sent flying, unable to fully absorb the impact.
However, instead of being flung away, Yeomyeong was merely pushed back a short distance.
- What?!
And in the next moment, the tip of Kahal Magdu’s tail was sliced off cleanly.
The milky-white Aura was strong enough to sever the dragon’s bone in that brief instant and bone fragments fell from Yeomyeong’s still glowing sword.
- *Ha!*
Kahal Magdu let out a breath that sounded either like a laugh or a roar of anger.
As Yeomyeong swiftly rolled to the ground, an anti-tank rocket fired by Seti flew past and exploded in front of the dragon’s skull.
BOOM!
Kahal Magdu turned its head, and an unlucky building was incinerated by its breath.
Seizing the opening created by the brief distraction, Yeomyeong gripped his sword tightly and kicked off the ground. His target: the dragon’s heart hidden within its ribs.
This ends now.
As the sword drew closer, the dragon retreated desperately, spewing fire in its wake.
The buildings touched by its body were reduced to rubble, and flames scorched everything in all directions, but the speed of Yeomyeong, flying in a straight line, was slightly faster.
Finally—
Yeomyeong’s sword cleaved through two ribs and plunged inside.
A massive piece of jewel, spewing blue flames, entered Yeomyeong’s vision. It looked like a fragile jewel that could be easily sliced apart with a single strike from the Sword Aura currently flowing through his blade.
And the moment Yeomyeong’s sword touched the heart—
- Let your guard down, huh? Both you and me.
CLANG—! A massive surge of mana erupted from the dragon’s blue heart.
Yeomyeong’s body was immediately hurled out of the dragon’s ribcage. Severed ribs crashed to the ground with a heavy thud.
- Did you really believe you would be able to cut a dragon’s heart that easily?
“…Ptooey.”
Despite having its ribs cut, the dragon’s voice was still brimming with confidence—or perhaps it was trembling with exhilaration.
- Now, it’s my turn.
With those words, Kahal Magdu flapped its wings.
No matter how Yeomyeong had no intention of letting the dragon take the fight to the sky.
Whirrr!
Using telekinesis, he grasped the dragon’s ankle and prepared the Comet Sword again. If he could aim for the chest just once more, he could end it all. However…
- *Kuoooooohhhh*...!
Just then, the swarm of zombies managed to reach him.
* * *
BOOOM!!
Seti’s hammer struck the ground, unleashing a thunderclap and a shockwave.
The zombies and skeletons swept away by the shockwave were knocked down in a heap, but the lull didn’t last long.
Undead outside the range quickly took their place and charged at her again.
“Damn it.”
Neti, who was stationed on the rooftop, wasn’t faring any better either.
Using telekinesis, Neti levitated four automatic rifles, firing non-stop and reloading the magazines just as quickly.
Brass casings rained down, but the crowd of zombies swarming toward her were far greater in number. There seemed to be no end in sight.
I have to help Brother-in-law…!
She bit her lip. The anti-tank rocket her sister barely managed to fire earlier didn’t seem to be of much help.
Should she fire another? As Neti deliberated internally, the sound of the dragon’s wings flapping came from a distance.
Turning her head, she saw even more undead swarming toward her brother-in-law, far more than those charging towards her.
Damn it.
“Unnie! Emergency!”
No further explanation was needed.
Having just smashed a skeleton in front of her, Seti immediately holstered her hammer and climbed to the rooftop, taking in the same grim scene as Neti.
The dragon was taking to the air, and Yeomyeong was bogged down by zombies.
There was no time to hesitate. Her decision was swift.
“…Go, Neti.”
“What?”
“Go and support Yeomyeong. Both of you can use telekinesis—so you should be able to manage if you team-up.”
“…Then what about you?”
In response to her bewildered younger sister, Seti turned in the direction of the underground warehouse and answered.
“Of course, I will deal with them.”
Two familiar figures were approaching. An elderly man holding a golden staff and a decadent beautiful woman wielding a spear.
The Southern Count Palatine and Ekatherina.
And they were not alone. Surrounding them was a horde of undead, marching as though they were part of an escort guard.
Neti didn’t even ask if her sister would be able to handle them all by herself.
They had been through too much together to ask such an obvious question.
“…Let’s meet again alive, unnie.”
With those parting words, Neti gathered her weapons and headed toward Yeomyeong with the Flying Kick technique.
Seti watched her sister’s retreating figure for a moment before offering a silent prayer to her god.
* * *
- Why don’t you try praying? Beg the gods to send Saintess again, like before.
Kahal Magdu sneered from the sky.
Though Yeomyeong’s telekinesis still had the dragon’s ankle in its grip, preventing it from soaring higher, it was already hovering above the height of most buildings.
A sufficient height to evade the Comet Sword.
And with countless zombies swarming over Yeomyeong, it was only a matter of time before the dragon could ascend further.
And once it was high enough? It would use the horde to drain his stamina and unleash a barrage of spells.
- *You should at least bring a helicopter if you plan to fight a dragon.*
After that, all that remained was to secure Cheon Yeomyeong’s intact corpse to create a Death Knight and extract the launch codes from his mind.
As the skeletal dragon was plotting its next moves…
Whirr!
Another telekinesis spell gripped its ankle.
The power was insufficient to inflict any damage to its bones, but more than enough to drag it downward.
- *How pathetic.*
Turning its gaze toward the source of the spell, it spotted a human female with sky-blue hair leaping from rooftop to rooftop.
Kahal Magdu stretched a clawed hand toward her and unleashed a fireball spell.
- *I'll burn you alive.*
But using the same martial technique Yeomyeong employed, she evaded the flames effortlessly with feather-light movements.
- *The same school sect?*
“I’m his sister-in-law, you bastard!”
The human female yelled as she vaulted over the rooftop, landing beside Yeomyeong.
“Neti?”
“Explanations later!”
Cutting off Yeomyeong, Neti pulled a grenade and tossed it into the horde of zombies, cleaning up their immediate vicinity with a deafening explosion.
As the zombies fell, Neti seized the brief opening to quickly cast another spell.
“Brother-in-law, pull him down!”
While it would have been normal for Yeomyeong to hesitate at the sudden proposal, instead, he complied immediately, strengthening his telekinesis.
He understood what she was planning to do.
- How foolish. Do you really think two humans can drag a dragon to the ground?
Though Kahal Magdu scoffed and flapped its wings, its altitude refused to increase.
Slowly, but undeniably, the dragon was descending against its will.
“But it’s working, huh?”
Neti scoffed. Unfazed by the development, the dragon opened its mouth.
It was an amusing struggle, but hardly enough to close the gap in altitude entirely.
It would have all been over if it just ignored the zombies and burned them all to ashes.
- It’s truly a pity but I hoped to preserve his body intact.
Just as Kahal Magdu gathered its breath in its throat…
Bang!
A radiant white bullet pierced through the dragon’s eye.

 
    

  Chapter 166: Ghosts Of The Past, Connections Of The Present (5)
* * *
Even if the bullets had lodged themselves in its empty eye sockets instead of its heart, or if they were ordinary 10.6mm rounds fired from an anti-materiel rifle, the Skeleton Dragon could have simply shrugged them off with a laugh.
However, a bullet brimming with divine blessings exploding inside its skull was a completely different matter.
Bang! And then…
- *KROAAAH!!*
Instead of the breath it had been preparing, Kahal Magdu exhaled the fury boiling from the depths of its soul.
How dare—who dares—
Just as the dragon raised its head to the sky, where the bullet had come from…
Something appeared in its field of vision.
Massive wings, a tail, and scales that gleamed red, diving toward it with the sun at its back.
The shadow looming over its head was undoubtedly…
- *…Dragon?*
Kahal Magdu immediately flapped its wings. It was an instinct honed through long years of battle.
However, as it was still fixated on the bullet, its reaction was too slow, while the descending dragon was moving far too quickly.
!!!
Bone and scales collided. No, it might be a bit misleading to call it a collision.
The Red Dragon simply grabbed hold of the Skeleton Dragon’s wings and body mid-dive.
- Pathetic!
Kahal Magdu struggled desperately to escape the dragon’s grip, but it was unable to outpace the acceleration of gravity.
And so.
The two dragons crashed into the city teeming with zombies.
KA-BOOOOM!
The ground trembled, and the entire city screamed. Buildings collapsed like dominoes around the crash site.
Soon, the cries of crushed undead, the screams of Rat Beastfolk, and the sound of falling debris followed.
“What on earth am I even looking at…?”
Neti muttered as she stared at the spot the dragons had crashed into. Though their forms were obscured by the dust, the scene was already surreal enough.
However, Yeomyeong, who was standing beside her, had his gaze fixed on something entirely different.
Two small dots were falling from the neck of the dragon that had been descending just moments ago.
“Neti, follow me.”
“Huh? Where to… Hey, wait up! Brother-in-law!”
Without any hesitation, Yeomyeong dashed toward the spot where the two dots were falling.
Following behind in confusion, it wasn’t long before Neti realized what her brother-in-law was heading toward. Her eyes widened.
A woman wearing a familiar blindfold.
“…Saintess?”
Holding a massive anti-materiel rifle with both hands and a large bag on her back, she was not alone.
On the Saintess’ shoulder, a large crow was flapping her wings incessantly, trying to slow her descent.
Of course, the flapping wasn’t really helping.
Perhaps it would have worked if it were just the Saintess alone, but the bag she was carrying looked impossibly heavy.
And just before the Saintess crashed onto the ruined building.
Both Yeomyeong and Neti extended their telekinesis spell to catch her simultaneously.
Unlike the startled crow, the Saintess entrusted her body to the telekinesis without any traces of panic, as if she had already anticipated this.
“Hi! You missed me, right?”
Those were the first words the Saintess uttered upon landing. Not knowing how to respond, Yeomyeong kept his mouth shut.
A subtle and brief silence ensued.
While Neti’s eyes darted around nervously due to the tense atmosphere, Yeomyeong sighed and asked.
“Why did you come in person? Why did you bring the dragon? And what exactly did you see?”
Foresight.
“I saw it flying in the sky.”
The nuclear weapon.
“…”
There were no explicit subjects mentioned in their conversation. However, that alone was more than enough.
Because they shared a trust stronger than hundreds of explanations.
“O Crimson Redox, heed the call of your gun. Grant this one your courage and take away his recklessness.”
The Saintess placed her hand on Yeomyeong’s shoulder and whispered a small blessing. A red aura enveloped his body, forming a thin protective barrier around him.
“Let’s save the catching up for later. Finish this quickly, got it?”
Were her words some sort of signal?
KWOAARRR!
At that very moment, two fiery pillars erupted from the spot where the dragons had crashed.
Red flames, unmistakably a dragon’s breath, and blue flames intertwined and collided, burning away the surrounding dust.
As the dust cleared, the two dragons were revealed.
The Skeleton Dragon and the Red Dragon tangled together, attacking each other with their claws, tails, and teeth.
A brawl between giant reptiles, like something straight out of a monster movie.
And then, Yeomyeong launched himself toward that ground-shaking spectacle.
* * *
- Orsay Taboul, the prodigal son of the Dragon Scale Mountains! Have you now become the Saintess’ doormat instead of the hairy little king?
The Skeleton Dragon roared, swinging its tail. The Red Dragon also retaliated with its front limb.
[Shut up, you corpse.]
- Corpse? That’s pretty rich coming from a fool who was buried in a grave for decades just because of one pathetic hairy little one. It is truly an irony of history!
Kahal Magdu laughed mockingly as it exhaled a breath.
Not at the Red Dragon, but at the dozens of ice spikes coming in from behind.
Sizzle—! The number of ice spikes was so great that instead of vaporizing, they generated a massive cloud of steam.
However, the Skeleton Dragon’s sharp vision was able to clearly detect two figures charging in through the steam.
Cheon Yeomyeong, enveloped in a blessing, and a crow Beastfolk.
Where did the Saintess and that wench run off to? Kahal Magdu snarled, creating some distance from the Red Dragon.
- A half-witted dragon and a mage-level Beastfolk? It seems that my precious harvest has been ruined.
“The only thing that will be harvested today is your life.”
That was Cheon Yeomyeong’s response as he narrowed the distance, as if flying through the steam. Weaving spells with both hands simultaneously, the Skeleton Dragon answered.
- Don’t be so assured of your victory, Cheon Yeomyeong. Have you forgotten already? I am a necromancer.
Numbers meant nothing in the presence of a necromancer.
As Kahal Magdu muttered those words, dark shadows burst forth from its forelimbs. Sticky, tar-like darkness.
Sensing its ominous nature, the Red Dragon leaped back, further widening the gap as the darkness tore through space and opened a special subdimensional gate.
The Gate of Death.
The darkness was linked to the subdimension where Kahal Magdu’s Death Knights slumbered, And from it emerged dozens of corpses.
Humans, dwarves, orcs, beastfolks, and even elves.
Beneath the corpse-like pale skin, dozens of undead superhumans, harboring twisted mana, landed on the ground.
Kahal Magdu’s special toys, which it had painstakingly crafted one by one.
A blue flame identical to its own flickered to life over the dozens of eyes standing tall.
- The tide has turned, huh?
The Skeleton Dragon flapped its wings as it spoke.
The steam and dust clouding the view were blown away, revealing the surroundings.
The Red Dragon and the crow Beastfolk were now visible, but for some reason, Cheon Yeomyeong was nowhere to be seen.
Could it be…?
Kahal Magdu flinched, retreating instinctively and barked a command at the Death Knights.
- Unleash your mana! Find him!
In the next instant, the Skeleton Dragon was startled as it saw a light rising from the ruins it had demolished.
A Sword Aura filled with starlight, the Comet Sword.
- *Stop it!*
Even before Kahal Magdu could scream in desperation, the Death Knights had already launched an assortment of Sword Auras and spells toward the Comet Sword.
While the attacks were insufficient to stop it completely, they were enough to diminish its power.
CLAAAANG—!
However, even with its strength reduced, the Comet Sword shredded through the protective barriers and left a long gash across Kahal Magdu’s ribcage.
A blow that would have been fatal if the dragon had been a second too late to counter it.
To think it hadn’t even reacted until the Sword Aura was right in front of it.
Looking at Yeomyeong emerging from the ruins, Kahal Magdu finally figured out the reason.
- Illusion magic…?
On top of that, the magic was even able to deceive a dragon’s senses? It hadn’t expected to encounter such spells, not in the Soviet Union before its collapse, but in this city of scum.
- Well played. It seems like I’ll have one more piece of information to extract from your corpse.
With its words as a signal, dozens of Death Knights charged at Yeomyeong.
* * *
Right when the Skeleton Dragon took flight and the Death Knights began to move…
“Salvador, Cândido, Ribeiro from South America… even Fan Zhiyi, who disappeared in Manchuria? This crazy lizard bastard.”
Corvus gawked, unable to close her beak as she took in the faces of the Death Knights filling the alley.
Each one of them was a famed Superhuman, reported to have either disappeared or died in battle.
[Can you win?]
At the Red Dragon’s question, Corvus shook her head.
She might have had a chance if she had a holy sword—the natural bane of the undead. But to face these many undead superhumans… the so-called Death Knights was nigh impossible.
Especially with a Skeleton Dragon possessing seemingly infinite mana right in front of her.
[But you can buy us some time, can’t you?]
“Barely. About five minutes at most.”
Corvus replied as she pulled out a palmwood staff from between her wings.
Her gaze wasn’t on Kahal Magdu soaring into the sky but on Yeomyeong battling the Death Knights.
[Cheon Yeomyeong and I will take care of Kahal Magdu. Just hold off those creatures on your own until then.]
“What a crazy plan.”
[…]
“Well, then, I will entrust you with that student of mine.”
With those parting words, Corvus leaped off the dragon’s shoulder, a massive wave of mana rippling from her staff as she descended.
Sensing something was amiss, the moment the Death Knights surrounding Yeomyeong turned their heads…
“Look—at—me—!”
Countless ice blades materialized above the crow’s head, scattering dazzling light as sunlight refracted through the ice.
The Death Knights reacted instantly, breaking the formation around Yeomyeong, retreating, or slashing at the ice blades to destroy them.
And that was exactly what Corvus was aiming for.
[Now, Cheon Yeomyeong.]
As Orsay Taboul soared into the air with a roar, Yeomyeong leaped upward.
Thwack! As the dragon’s tail caught him, its wings flapped, splitting the air.
The sharp winds grazed Yeomyeong’s cheek, and the city below shrank in an instant.
- Ah, how can one who has become a dragon reduce itself to a mere doormat?
As the Red Dragon ascended, Kahal Magdu, already hovering in the sky, mocked it,
Orsay Taboul responded with a breath attack.
A massive pillar of fire erupted from the dragon’s mouth, painting the sky red and narrowly grazing the Skeleton Dragon.
- *Hahaha! Yes, that’s how a dragon should behave!*
An immense amount of mana shook the atmosphere as the two dragons began weaving their spells almost simultaneously.
Moments later, dozens of spells lit up the sky.
Ice spears collided with fireballs.
Pillars of flame blocking lightning bolts.
Telekinesis suppressing fiery explosions.
And even their breaths clashed.
The aerial battle between the dragons, filled with magical collisions and explosions, resembled a massive fireworks display.
In the midst of that, Yeomyeong’s ice spikes joined the fray occasionally, but Kahal Magdu simply sneered at the attempt each time.
- Human’s doormat, I can feel your stamina dwindling. How long have you flown while carrying the Saintess on your back? A week? Two weeks? Or before that, have you even recovered from sixty years of wounds?
Just as the Skeleton Dragon stated, the scale of victory was tipping more and more in its favor. The difference between an undead with infinite stamina and a living being who had already spent much of its energy was clear.
The only one capable of narrowing that gap was Cheon Yeomyeong, riding on the dragon’s back, but Kahal Magdu didn’t give him a chance to act.
After all, humans couldn’t fly.
- I never thought there’d come a day when I’d add the corpse of my own kind to my collection. Orsay Ranal will weep over this!
At the moment just as another explosion of magic erupted between them, Kahal Magdu felt a strange sense of unease.
Cheon Yeomyeong wasn’t the type of human to give up so easily.
He was the same man who had chased him to the sky by climbing trees in Manchuria.
Would such a person really be just poking around with ice spikes and Telekinesis? Surely, he must be hiding something—
Then, Kahal Magdu realized that Yeomyeong’s ice spikes were all strung out above its head.
Like a bridge of clouds.
- You crazy bastard.
By the time the dragon looked up, it was already too late.
Using the ice spikes as a bridge, Yeomyeong was already leaping toward its head.
“Let’s end this now, Magdu.”
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* * *
A human wielding a shining sword fell from above.
The dragon reacted immediately. It beat its wings and swiped with its foreleg simultaneously.
However, instead of dodging, Yeomyeong layered more auras over his sword.
Comet Sword, the Surging Wave technique, and even the Sword Aura he stole from the Player—all combined.
!
The sword, layered with three Sword Auras, silently severed the dragon’s claws. Yet, it didn’t stop there, slowly making its way toward its true target—the dragon’s heart.
As Yeomyeong descended between Kahal Magdu’s ribs, his eyes caught sight of the heart, glowing like a blue gemstone.
And just before Yeomyeong’s blade reached the heart—
- *Ha!*
The Dragon let out a laugh—whether from rage or joy was unclear—and detonated the mana within its heart.
Was it similar to the mana explosion that had repelled him before? No, this was on an entirely different level.
Fwoooooosh!
An eerie blue flame, fueled by itself, erupted from the dragon’s heart .
Not to push him away, but to burn Yeomyeong to ashes completely.
For a moment, his vision faded as the flames engulfed his face.
- *I’ll give you credit for creativity.*
Kahal Magdu’s flames gradually consumed Yeomyeong. Any thoughts of turning him into a Death Knight or retrieving the launch codes were long gone.
Only death and killing. Nothing else mattered.
However, Yeomyeong was neither pushed back nor incinerated.
Using Telekinesis to hold the dragon’s heart in place, he withstood the flames by wringing every last drop of mana from his body.
Even as his skin was burned away, numbing his senses, and his vision dimmed as his eyeballs melted, he pressed on.
Amidst the searing pain, only the dragon’s heart shone vividly.
Instinct, conviction, and his blade.
Following his will, the flames parted as he swung his sword—
And the blade struck the heart.
!!!
There was no sound. No cheers, not even a scream.
Inhale, exhale.
The flames spewed by the dragon’s heart vanished, and Yeomyeong was flung backwards, tumbling through the dragon’s ribs, and fell.
Through his regenerated eyes, he saw the massive body of Kahal Magdu plummeting to the ground.
I… won.
As he felt certain of his victory, a red dragon’s swift hand caught him.
He wanted to say, Nice catch, but his scorched mouth and tongue refused to move. So Yeomyeong simply leaned into the dragon’s hand as it descended slowly.
Moments later.
BOOOOM…!
The sound of the Skeleton Dragon crashing into the earth echoed across the land. It was the sound of victory.
On the contrary, Orsay Taboul landed softly as the entire city held its breath in the face of the shocking outcome.
Laying Yeomyeong on the ground gently, it spoke.
[It’s our—or rather, your victory, Cheon Yeomyeong.]
Yet, Yeomyeong couldn’t quite rejoice. The city was still teeming with zombies.
I’ve already defeated the caster… so why?
As if to answer his question, Kahal Magdu let out a cough at that very moment, a rough and guttural sound.
- Ha, hahaha! I’ve lost. I lost to an Earthian.
The Skeletal Dragon burst into laughter as it tried to raise itself. Its half-severed right hand barely supporting its weight, trembled precariously.
[What an insufferable corpse you are.]
Preparing for battle, Orsay Taboul bared its fangs and began casting a spell. But Yeomyeong merely frowned a little.
He realized why the creature was still alive.
Kahal Magdu had thrust its left hand into its own ribs, clenching its split heart.
It wasn’t first aid or anything meaningful—just a crude effort to delay death for a moment longer.
The dragon lifted its head and stared directly at Yeomyeong.
- Congratulations on becoming a Dragon Slayer, Cheon Yeomyeong.
“…”
- How ironic. For the first Dragon Rider and Dragon Slayer since the Hero… to be a human from Earth.
The Skeletal Dragon’s mocking didn’t faze Yeomyeong, who simply drew his sword and approached the dragon.
Step.
Charged with Sword Aura, the blade glowed again.
While not as powerful as the strike that cleaved the heart earlier, it was more than enough to kill a dragon on the brink of death.
Seeing this, Kahal Magdu let out a laugh as it seemed to realize something.
- That pure mana, unlike a human’s… I see now. The World Tree’s crystal we sought—it was inside you all along.
“…”
- Not guided by the stars, but chosen by the World Tree. That damned bitch Mara… hehe… fate…
Faint flames flickered between the dragon’s teeth as he spoke, but Yeomyeong didn’t care.
There was no malice left in the creature.
A moment later, Yeomyeong raised his sword right in front of the dragon’s snout, intending to sever both the heart and its left hand…
However, Kahal Magdu pulled its left hand out of its chest instead.
Was it a final resistance? No. Holding its heart in its hand, the dragon offered it to Yeomyeong.
- *Take it.*
“…What?”
- From this moment, every powerful nation will target you for my heart and body… But you don’t need a political speech, do you?
Kahal Magdu lowered his gaze to meet Yeomyeong’s.
Dwindling blue flames met his golden eyes. The defeated and the victor. Amusement and bewilderment.
- Be it before Earth invaded this world or after, nothing has changed. This is the simple truth.
“…”
- The strong consume the weak, and the weak are consumed by the strong. The defeated are taken, and the victor takes all. That’s all there is. So… take it.
Before Yeomyeong could respond, the dragon clenched its fist tightly.
The heart compressed in its grip, absorbing the last of the mana sustaining Kahal Magdu.
- *Hah hah… Star Entrails… indeed… Fate must… defy itself to be… amus—*
With words that could have been either a final testament or laughter, the blue flames in the dragon’s eye sockets dimmed and vanished.
Thud!
The soulless skeleton collapsed, and the gemstone it held rolled to the ground.
The blue gem was tiny when compared to the dragon’s heart, which had been larger than a human torso—no bigger than a baseball.
Picking up the gem that had rolled to his feet, Yeomyeong turned his head.
Orsay Taboul’s conflicted gaze, the frozen zombies, and a limping Crow Beastfolk emerging from an alley met his eyes.
“…Corvus.”
Her body, covered in all sorts of wounds, was proof of the fierce battle she had experienced with the Death Knights.
Her left leg, bent completely the wrong way, dangled loose, forcing her to use her magic staff as an actual walking stick.
Regardless, she clacked her beak as soon as she spotted Yeomyeong standing before the fallen skeletal dragon.
“Impressive, my bad student. I wanted to peck you for disappearing without a word… but you’re still alive, so it’s fine.”
“…I’m glad to see you’re alive as well, Corvus.”
Smiling faintly at Corvus, Yeomyeong tucked the dragon’s heart into his chest pocket.
And then, he turned his gaze in the direction the Saintess had run off to.
More precisely, toward the place where Seti was still fighting.
“Orsay, there are still a few left. Can you help clean this up?”
[If that is what you wish.]
* * *
“Stop running away and just fight a little, will you?”
Seti ignored Ekatherina’s shouts coming from behind and rolled on the ground. And soon after…
KABOOOM!
The spot where she had been standing just moments ago exploded. It was a blast of magic more powerful than an anti-tank rocket.
The shards tore through her clothes and pierced her skin, but she barely managed to escape the blast’s radius.
As Seti rolled on the ground, she looked up and saw the Southern Count Palatine frowning at her while pointing the golden staff at her.
“Tch, what the hell is this? Chasing after a young wench like this…”
He seemed to find this entire fight unpleasant.
After all, it was not a very honorable task for two Superhumans leading hundreds of zombies to chase down a young girl.
Of course, honor was one thing, and duty was another.
The Southern Count Palatine fired his magic again because they needed a hostage in order to obtain the launch code.
“O Hilaria’s heat—!”
Another round of explosive magic.
Spitting out the blood in her mouth, Seti used the Flying Kick technique to retreat.
As expected, the zombies charged toward the spot where she had landed.
Damn it.
Seeing that, Seti raised her hammer and swung it in mid-air.
BANG! A lightning bolt erupted from the tip of the hammer, causing her body to change direction mid-air.
Her mana fluctuated and her insides twisted, but thanks to that, Seti was able to land on the rooftop of a building instead of the alley.
“Wow, you’re really good at running away. But… can we just end it here?”
Seti responded to Ekatherina’s provocative request by raising her middle finger.
A gesture from Earth, widely known even across the Dimensional portal.
Paying no heed to the Southern Count Palatine’s expression, Ekatherina chuckled.
“I told you, let’s just make it easy; come with us. Dragging this out is meaningless.”
“…”
“You don’t actually believe your lover can defeat Kahal Magdu, do you? Do you really think the fight will be different just because there’s a dragon involved?”
True to her words, a Skeleton Dragon and a Red Dragon were clashing in the sky above the city.
It was a magnificent scene where all sorts of magic and dragon breaths collided.
At the same time, it was clear that Kahal Magdu was gaining the upper hand in the battle.
Seti neither panicked nor became scared. She just believed in Yeomyeong’s victory more than anyone else.
Because of that, she calmly gauged the remaining grenades and mana, then checked her escape route.
If I make a break for it now, I can probably drag this out for ten… no, maybe five more minutes.
After five minutes? Whether it would end with her survival or death, she would put her trust in her short-term combat abilities and fight.
However, if, by any chance, she were to be taken hostage…
…I would willingly offer up one of my limbs as a sacrifice.
Having made her decision, she immediately leaped into action. Or, rather, she tried to leap.
However, the moment she raised her foot from the roof…
A bullet flew from the opposite side of the city and blew Ekatherina’s head apart.
BANG!
The bullet hit its mark before the sound of the gunshot could even echo—a high-caliber round faster than the speed of sound.
“Sniper?! Who was that?!”
Surprised by the sudden ambush, the Southern Count Palatine raised his shield and stepped back.
With her head burst apart, Ekatherina collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut but then regained her posture all of a sudden and started looking around with her headless body.
…She doesn’t die even if her head is blown off?
What the hell was she? Seti swallowed a dry laugh and checked the direction the shot came from.
Unable to detect anything, it seemed the sniper shot from hundreds of meters away…
An enemy? Or an ally?
It didn’t matter. If an opportunity came knocking, she would take it.
Seti immediately turned and leaped toward the now-alone Count Palatine.
Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike—Derived from the Sun’s Lightning Thunderstrike the South Korean government was proud of, it was a martial art that maximized attack power for a one-strike kill.
I’ll take out Southern Count Palatine while I can.
The hammerhead crackled as electricity gathered around it. Intense mana shone brightly, like lightning cutting through a rainbow.
“This wench!”
As the Southern Count Palatine tried to step back in surprise, another gunshot rang out from the distance.
BANG!
This time, the target was the Count Palatine’s shield.
The shield shattered after blocking the sniper bullet. It was able to block an anti-tank rocket but was destroyed in a single shot. Could it be…?
“…Weapon enhancement blessing? Why the hell is a priest involved?!”
The Southern Count Palatine hastily prepared his next shield, but Seti’s hammer was already casting its shadow over his head.
The next moment, with a thundering crash—
KABOOOM!
The hammer struck living bone and flesh.
However, it wasn’t the Southern Count Palatine’s, but the flesh and bones of Ekatherina, whose head had been blown off.
Just before the hammer could shatter the Count Palatine’s body, Ekatherina leaped in and took the strike in his placer.
In exchange, her body was reduced to a handful of blood, but the Count Palatine narrowly managed to escape with his life.
* * *
The Southern Count Palatine was a seasoned magician. Even while rolling on the ground, drenched in blood and looking grotesque, he was still able to cast his spells.
“Dammit, Light of Naras!”
Flash!
Flash magic that could simultaneously block the view of both the sniper and Seti.
Without looking back, the Count Palatine simply ran toward the zombie horde.
While he didn’t have the authority to command the zombies, at least they didn’t attack him.
And as the Count Palatine ran, using the zombies as a shield, all of a sudden—
A light burst from the sky.
The light, so small that it couldn’t even be seen clearly from this distance, erupted from a human’s sword.
The light then severed the Skeleton Dragon’s arm and went past the dragon’s ribs, causing a massive explosion inside it.
A brief silence ensued.
And just as the silence was about to stretch, Kahal Magdu began to plummet to the ground.
It was an unbelievable sight. The Undead Dragon had been defeated?
The nightmare of South America had fallen in a place like this?
“W-what’s going on…?”
As the Southern Count Palatine stared at the falling dragon in bewilderment, the zombie next to him suddenly opened its mouth and vomited dark red blood.
Startled by the sudden vomiting, the Count Palatine was at a loss for words, but before he could react, the blood began to take form in the air.
Clumping together like clay, the blood twisted and soon took on the shape of a familiar human body.
“…Ekatherina?”
A magic that formed a body out of blood? What kind of magic was that? As the Count Palatine swallowed his confusion, Ekatherina, now with a new body, rose from the puddle.
“Ugh, that hurts like hell.”
She grabbed one of the zombies’ clothes and hurriedly put them on, then turned in the direction where Kahal Magdu had fallen.
“Huh? The Unded Dragon is dead? This shouldn’t be our fate…?”
“W-what do you mean?”
“Tch, what do you think it means? It means we lost. Let’s retreat.”
“What? That’s impossible! I’ve already paid the price to you Old Rulers. We can’t just retreat now!”
The Count Palatine trembled, but Ekatherina didn’t even snort.
“Once Kahal Magdu is dead, it’s a lost fight. We should just focus on saving our lives.”
“No, not yet! The launch code… If only I had the launch code, we could turn this around!”
Launch code?
Watching the trembling Count Palatine, Ekatherina hesitated for a moment before a smirk appeared on her face.
“Ah, right… We still have that person’s fate.”
“That person? Who? Who else is there?”
The Count Palatine asked eagerly, but the answer disappointed him.
“The Eastern Count Palatine, Bykov Dzhugashvili.”
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In the middle of Dreitherial’s downtown and the underground armory lay a concrete-covered bunker.
Its thick iron doors opened, and a Rat Beastfolk, wearing a Stalinka, commonly known as the clothing of the Soviet people, entered the bunker.
“Your Excellency, the First Secretary, the outcome has been decided.”
The Rat Beastfolk greeted him with a salute as he spoke. Unlike the typical Rat Beastfolks, his tone was unusually smooth.
“Already? Who won?”
The one who responded to the Rat Beastfolk’s report was an old man sitting at a large desk in the center of the bunker. The city’s citizens would have recognized him as the Eastern Count Palatine.
“The Red Dragon.”
“The Skeleton lost? This is different from what I expected.”
The old man frowned slightly, prompting the Rat Beastfolk to continue hurriedly.
“The intervention of the outsider was a decisive factor.”
“The outsider, you say?”
“The Dragon Liberator, Cheon Yeomyeong, pierced the Skeleton Dragon’s heart. Our guess is that the Red Dragon is… probably Orsay Taboul, who was spared by Cheon Yeomyeong in Manchuria.”
“Hmm… What else?”
“We have also confirmed the presence of a priest armed with a heavy sniper rifle and a Crow Beastfolk, but their identities are still unknown.”
The Eastern Count Palatine remained silent for a moment.
Then, as he clenched and unclenched his fist, the Rat Beastfolk hesitated before speaking again.
“We are preparing to deploy a personal anti-aircraft missile from the armory to intercept the dragon. Within the next 30 minutes…”
“Strela.”
“Pardon?”
“The weapon’s name is not ‘anti-aircraft missile,’ it is ‘Strela.’ It means ‘arrow’ in Russian.”
“…”
“Soviet weapons should be called by their Soviet names. Don’t you agree?”
Realizing his mistake, the Rat Beastfolk bowed hastily.
“…My apologies. I misspoke.”
The Eastern Count Palatine gave a slight nod to the apologizing Rat Beastfolk.
It wasn’t like he expected much in the first place. No matter how well-made a fake might be, it could never replace the real people’s army.
Indeed, the only ones he could trust were the Superhuman leaders. The Eastern Count Palatine slowly rose from his seat.
“I will overlook your mistake. However, delay the deployment of the Strela for now.”
“But, Your Excellency, if we surrender air superiority to the dragon like this…!”
“Does air superiority even matter right now?”
“…”
“What’s important is not above, but below. If we can take command of the control room down here, then the dragon will not really matter at all.”
The Rat Beastfolk didn’t argue as it was true. The Eastern Count Palatine then spoke again as he prepared to descend into the underground.
“Summon all the forces to the armory. I will head to the control room.”
* * *
Even though the magic circle obscuring the sky faded away, and as the corpses piled up on the streets, the city did not regain its peace.
Was it because of the massive Red Dragon now casting a shadow over the city?
No, it was because the Rat Beastfolk legion that had taken over the city was still around.
[These are nothing more than puppets, fakes created using Earth’s technology and magic science.]
Orsay Taboul narrowed its eyes as it observed the Rat Beastfolks staring at it from all around the city.
Although their numbers had decreased from fighting the undead, there were still thousands of them remaining.
[Kahal Magdu and the Rat Beastfolks… I now understand why the Saintess sought my help.]
As the Dragon spoke, Yeomyeong, who was perched on his shoulder, smiled wryly.
It was unexpected, but he never thought he’d receive his help this way.
Should he thank him now?
As he was lost in thought while scanning the city, the Red Dragon spoke first.
[No need to thank me. To a dragon, a favor is as precious as a treasure. Cheon Yeomyeong, I will never forget what you have done.]
“…”
[Although… I never expected the Saintess to personally come all the way to the Dragon Scale Mountain Range to demand that I return the favor.]
Orsay Taboul said this as it sent a fireball toward the crowd of Rat Beastfolks.
Falling to the ground like heavy artillery, the magic turned the Rat Beastfolks eyeing the dragon into charcoal.
And those who were frightened began to scramble into the sewers or flee toward where the citizens had gathered.
…Are they planning to use the citizens as shields?
What a disgustingly clever bunch. Yeomyeong furrowed his brow.
Of course, it was possible to simply sweep all of them away without caring about the citizens, but he wasn’t so shameless as to ask the dragon to massacre innocents.
And more importantly, the immediate concern was not the Rat Beastfolk legion…
“Orsay, over there, I found her.”
Yeomyeong’s gaze turned toward the ground.
At the edge of his vision, Seti was sitting lifelessly on the rubble of a building.
She looked like a battery that had run out of power, probably exhausted from fighting consecutive battles on her own.
[Should I descend to the ground?]
When the Dragon located Seti as well and made the suggestion, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“There’s no need for that. I can go down alone.”
With that, Yeomyeong wove an Ice Spike spell. Realizing what he was about to do, the Dragon slowed its speed instead of descending with him.
[Call me if you need help. I will deal with the remaining fake Beastfolks and corpses in the meantime.]
And the next moment, Yeomyeong leaped off the Dragon’s shoulder.
He manipulated the ice spikes he had placed below his feet with Telekinesis and firmly anchored them as footholds.
Tap, tap, tap.
If any other Mages saw this, they would have been horrified by his mastery of mana. Unleashing a series of ice spikes, Yeomyeong descended steadily toward Seti.
And by the time Seti’s figure became larger than the size of his palm, Yeomyeong leaped up and landed beside her. The light sound of her landing made Seti turn her head.
“…Did you just jump off the dragon?”
She asked, alternating her gaze between the disappearing Orsay Taboul and Yeomyeong.
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong summoned an ice spike, hopped onto it, and shrugged his shoulders.
“Damn, it hasn’t even been that long since you learned magic…”
A strange silence ensued before both of them let out a soft chuckle simultaneously.
“So, is that the dragon you met in Manchuria? The Guardian of the Dragon Scale Mountain Range and friend of the Dwarf King?”
“Yeah. That’s the same dragon. Its name is Orsay Taboul.”
“Wow… How did it end up here? And at such a perfect time? You didn’t happen to summon it, did you? Perhaps it was somewhere close… by sheer coincidence, like fate?”
“Ah, well…”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to respond, a frivolous voice interrupted them from afar.
“Seti!!!”
That was the most unmistakable answer. Seti’s graceful brows furrowed in irritation.
Turning her head, she saw the Saintess holding a large sniper rifle and Neti approaching, then rubbed her eyes.
“The Saintess? Why is she here… Oh, right. Foresight.”
Having figured it out on her own, Seti sighed deeply and massaged her forehead. Yeomyeong sat next to her in silence, watching the Saintess approach them.
After a moment, as the Saintess reached the ruins, she tossed aside the sniper rifle, and leaped at the two.
Without another word, the Saintess pulled both of them into a tight embrace, an action more certain than any other greeting.
Seti silently returned the hug, and caught between the two, Yeomyeong raised his arms as well.
“…What’s this?”
It was a warm scene, but to Neti, who had arrived a little late with the Saintess’ bag, it was a baffling sight.
She furrowed her brows and separated the three of them.
“Brother-in-law… What on earth am I seeing right now?”
“…”
It was indeed too overt to be a simple reunion between friends, so unable to find the right words to respond, Yeomyeong looked away.
Seti’s reaction wasn’t much different, but the Saintess quickly whipped her head around.
“…Brother-in-law? Why is Yeomyeong your brother-in-law?”
“Well, I should address my brother-in-law as ‘brother-in-law,’ shouldn’t I? What else would I call him?”
Seeing Neti reply shamelessly, the Saintess’ arms, which were still around the two, trembled.
She then looked at Seti and Yeomyeong alternately before asking.
“C-could it be… D-did the two of you… get married while I was gone?”
“…”
“N-no, that can’t be it. It’s just a joke, right? Haha, Neti sure knows how to joke!”
Her reaction was even more intense than when she saw the dragon.
Trying to hold back his laughter, Yeomyeong attempted to escape their embrace…
However, the Saintess didn’t let him run away.
“Hey, Cheon Yeomyeong! Why are you running away?!”
* * *
After a short break and clearing up the Saintess’ misunderstanding, the group headed toward the underground armory. To be precise, it was the entrance of the Southern Count Palatine’s underground storage, their initial destination.
And despite encountering Rat Beastfolks along the way, no battles broke out because they all bolted at the mere sight of Yeomyeong.
“…There might be a big fight ahead, so anyone low on stamina should return to the base camp immediately.”
Yeomyeong spoke when they arrived in front of the stairs leading underground, tucked between dented containers.
Of course, no one in the group turned back.
The four proceeded down the stairs as the cold, stale air and darkness swallowed the staircase.
Then Neti pulled out a flare from her weapon bag, lit it, and handed it to Yeomyeong, who was leading the way. In terms of preparedness, she was unmatched.
Anyway, after descending the long staircase, they found a small basement room.
It had all sorts of electronic equipment lining the walls, scattered military radios, severed wires, and small monitors.
It seemed it was used as a communications room. Perhaps the Southern Count Palatine’s underground storage was a designated emergency escape for the communication personnel.
Not paying it much attention, the group exited the room and soon found themselves in a familiar hallway.
Neti lit another flare and scanned the hallway before speaking.
“This seems to be a side path connecting to the bunker, beyond the armory and the alchemy lab we visited last time.”
Just as she said, they could sense a commotion among the Rat Beastfolks in the distance. And rather than confronting them, Yeomyeong turned in the opposite direction toward the deepest room in the bunker.
As their cautious footsteps echoed, Neti spoke up carefully.
“Brother-in-law, what exactly is down here?”
Regardless of the Saintess’ annoyance at the term ‘brother-in-law,’ Yeomyeong replied calmly.
It was time to reveal the truth.
“The Soviet Union’s nuclear weapons.”
“…What?”
“Intercontinental ballistic missiles equipped with nuclear warheads, at least a dozen of them. If they’re MIRVs, there could be more than fifty.”
Perhaps finding the revelation too shocking, Neti was unable to utter a word.
On the contrary, Seti, seemingly prepared for this possibility, quietly continued the questioning.
“So… the launch codes the Southern Count Palatine mentioned are for the nuclear weapons? You know them, right, Yeomyeong?”
“Yes.”
“…”
He replied without a shred of hesitation. A heavy silence followed.
And just as the hallway they were walking down tilted further underground, Seti asked again. It was a question none of them expected.
“Yeomyeong, are you planning to fire those nuclear weapons… at Korea?”
Hic! Startled, Neti started to hiccup.
What was she talking about all of a sudden? Cold sweat dripped down Neti’s forehead as she was unaware of Yeomyeong and Seti’s revenge plans.
As the sweat from her forehead slid down her chin and hit the floor, Yeomyeong answered calmly.
“No. I don’t plan to use them if possible.”
If possible…? The Saintess and Seti interpreted those words differently—I don’t want to use it, or I’ll use it if I must.
As the two grappled with their own interpretations and Neti’s hiccups continued, a massive iron door appeared before them.
The door seemed like it was designed to open only from the inside; there was no keyhole or handle in sight.
And when he got closer and placed his hand on it, he found it to be thick enough to withstand a missile if he tried to break through with a direct approach.
Only with a direct approach, though.
“Everyone, step back.”
Yeomyeong set down the flare and retrieved the Golden Seal from his pocket.
Taking a short breath, he channeled mana into the seal and a radiant golden magic circle formed in response, enveloping the iron door.
Flash!
In a fleeting moment, a creaking sound came from beyond the door—the sound of the locking mechanism disengaging.
As the door soon creaked open, kicking up a cloud of dust, Yeomyeong was the first to stride through the dust and step inside.
What lay beyond was an expansive space as large as the tank storage room they had seen before. A colossal area spanning dozens of square meters. But it wasn’t the silo for storing missiles.
In fact, there wasn’t a missile in sight. Instead, the central wall, sturdy-looking and imposing, bore a giant monitor.
Before it were rows of computers and desks, resembling…
“A control room…?”
The setup was exactly like the control rooms for spaceships or airplanes Yeomyeong had seen in the documentaries.
…This is probably the missile launch control room.
His judgment was swift, and his actions immediately followed suit.
Yeomyeong headed toward the only lit monitor at the center of the control room.
Or rather, he attempted to.
But as he could take another step forward, someone suddenly rose from beside the monitor.
“This makes it the third time. Nice to see you again, Cheon Yeomyeong.”

 
    

  Chapter 169: Ghosts Of The Past, Connections Of The Present (8)
* * *
From beyond the darkness of the control room, the owner of the unexpected voice stepped forward slowly as the faint light from the monitors revealed an elderly man dressed in a Mao suit.
“…Eastern Count Palatine.”
As Yeomyeong uttered his title, the elderly man with many faces smiled.
Yet behind the wrinkled smile, his dark pupils gleamed with a chilling ferocity.
“Count Palatine, you say… That’s merely a false identity given by those oppressors.”
“…”
“My true identity is the First Secretary—(Первый секретарь)—of the Asha Communist Party.”
The First Secretary of the Communist Party? Yeomyeong suppressed a dry laugh.
“A grand title, indeed. And since you’re taking up positions, why not aim for general secretary instead?”
It was blatant mockery, but the old man responded with a serious expression.
“The position of general secretary of the Communist Party belongs solely to Him. I am merely filling His void for the time being… How could I dare to usurp the position of general secretary?”
His voice was as earnest as his expression. The conviction and certainty in it were all too familiar to Yeomyeong.
The people who fancied themselves as the so-called patriots always spoke with that same tone.
That fact made Yeomyeong shudder slightly, his hand instinctively resting on the hilt of his sword. Behind him, he could hear the faint sound of the Saintess preparing her rifle.
The atmosphere was tense, as if battle could erupt at any moment.
However, Bykov made no move of his own. Instead, he stepped forward calmly and continued speaking.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, why don’t you listen to my proposal first?”
“…”
“I’ll get straight to the point. Join our Party.”
With those words, Bykov extended his hand. Glancing at the rough, calloused palm, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“…I have no intention of joining forces with a commie.”
“Then, what if I were to speak to you as a fellow victim?”
“…Victim?”
“A weakling sacrificed by those oppressors; a victim of injustice, born from a world that has gone astray.”
What the hell was this guy even going on about?
While Yeomyeong’s expression hardened, Bykov bent down and picked something up from the ground.
A pig’s head crusted with dried blood.
But it wasn’t any ordinary pig’s head. It was the head of a Shepherd—an abomination cultivated secretly by the Korean government.
“I was wondering why you attacked the Western Count Palatine. And I couldn’t find an answer at first, but then it struck me—Cheon Yeomyeong, a Korean, and the monsters created by the Korean government…”
“…”
“Your motive is revenge. Am I wrong?”
Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied it aloud.
Confronted by his silence, Bykov’s voice grew even more confident.
“I understand you! Perhaps even better than anyone else in this world! For I, too, was once a humble man crushed underfoot by those oppressors intoxicated with power and authority!”
The sound of splattered flesh and blood filled the space between them as Bykov flung the pig’s head to the floor.
“Why do people like us exist? The answer is painfully simple.”
“…”
“The ones who built this modern society! America and all the trash hiding behind it, the ones who perpetuate oppression! They are the root of all the suffering we’ve had to endure!”
Bykov stepped forward once more.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, take my hand! Let me help you. Together, not only can we achieve vengeance, but we can also bring rightful justice to this land!”
“…”
An outstretched hand, followed by a moment of silence.
And before the silence stretched too long, Yeomyeong drew his sword.
The blade, forged with the blood and tears of slaughtered dwarves, gleamed with a yellow hue reminiscent of mustard gas.
Upon seeing the sword, Bykov clenched his outstretched hand into a fist, his expression turning regretful.
“…What’s the reason for your refusal?”
“I’m not too sure what you mean by rightful justice, but… I doubt the justice of someone who betrays their comrades and creates a legion of Rat Beastfolk is any better than America’s.”
“Oh… so Finel came to you, did he? Even until the end, he was never a helpful pointy-ear.”
Bykov let out a deep sigh, then added with a faint glimmer of hope.
“It’s unfortunate, but… would you believe me if I said all of it was necessary?”
“…Those bastards from the Korean government also said something similar to me once.”
With those words, the same thought crossed both their minds.
The negotiations failed.
And in the next moment, a gunshot rang out from behind Yeomyeong.
* * *
As soon as the conversation ended, Neti flinched as her sister fired the gun.
The shot aimed squarely at Bykov’s head was fired without a moment’s hesitation.
But when Neti saw the outcome, she was stunned once more.
“What the…?”
Seti’s shot didn’t pierce Bykov. To be precise, he caught it with his hand.
In this darkness, at this distance and he caught the bullet?
Tossing the half-embedded bullet from his palm onto the ground, Bykov said.
“Your manners leave much to be desired.”
With that as a signal, the Saintess and Yeomyeong sprang into action.
The Saintess fired the few remaining rounds from her anti-material sniper rifle.
BAANG!
Unable to block the blessed bullets from the high-powered sniper rifle, Bykov immediately dove out of the way.
As he tumbled to the ground, he used the momentum to spring back up, channeling mana into his legs.
And in the next moment, his body blurred and accelerated explosively.
The movement was similar to, or perhaps even faster than, the Flying Kick technique.
So, he really is a Superhuman.
It was almost expected. After all, no ordinary human could maintain their position as a Count Palatine in this wretched city for long.
Yeomyeong immediately made use of the Flying Kick technique to keep up with him.
Their speeds were nearly identical, but Yeomyeong’s sword had a slightly longer reach.
“What impressive swordsmanship. Though your Killing Aura leaves much to be desired.”
Bykov spoke as he narrowly dodged Yeomyeong’s blade. And before Yeomyeong could swing it again, Bykov pulled a small remote from his pocket and pressed it.
Shortly after—
WHEEEEEEE!
Sirens blared in the control room, and red lights began to flash.
The alarm seemed to resonate throughout the bunker as the sound of rushing Rat Beastfolk echoed from the distance.
“Now then, shall we start the fight in earnest?”
Bykov raised his fists as he spoke.
A brief stillness followed, and then their gazes clashed. As the sound of the Saintess loading her next bullet echoed out, the two men charged at each other, swinging sword and fist. Flesh met steel, but Bykov’s mana-infused fists struck with the force of an iron club.
Clang—!
A sound similar to metal clashing against metal rang out.
Suppressing the shock reverberating up his arm, Yeomyeong thrust his sword forward, only for Bykov to counter with a Hand Blade.
Swordsmanship unleashed through a hand blade? It was a martial art Yeomyeong was well-versed in, so he adjusted the trajectory of his sword to block Bykov’s strike.
Once again, the sound of metal clanging resounded, and a shower of sparks burst forth as if they were welding.
Shaking him off, Yeomyeong cast a quick glance behind him.
Through his peripheral vision, he saw the main door to the control room slide open, revealing a horde of Rat Beastfolk swarming from beyond the slightly ajar door.
…I can only leave the Rat Beastfolks to Seti and the Saintess.
As that thought crossed Yeomyeong’s mind, Bykov managed to slip through his sword’s guard and threw a punch.
“Oh ho, you shouldn’t be looking away during a fight.”
His punch was swift and powerful—more so than any martial art Yeomyeong had ever witnessed so far.
Although Yeomyeong barely managed to sidestep using the Feather Step, every missed punch shattered monitors, desks, and even the concrete floor, leaving only rubble in its wake.
Bang! Bang!
It was impossible to believe that such shockwaves were created by a bare human hand.
Each of Bykov’s attacks rivaled that of modern weaponry. Beyond the sheer force, it was the True Intention behind them that made them so terrifying.
Faster, stronger, more efficient—a martial art designed solely for the purpose of killing.
Observing Bykov’s techniques while staying on the defense, Yeomyeong had a sudden realization. He channeled the comet light into his Sword Aura.
The moment Bykov saw the light, he immediately halted his attack and leaped back to create some distance between them.
Yet Yeomyeong neither pursued him nor unleashed the comet sword.
Partly because he had exhausted his mana in his fight with Kahal Magdu and mainly because he wanted to gauge Bykov’s reaction.
As expected, he retreated the moment he sensed the Killing Aura in the Comet Sword.
Yeomyeong fixed his darkened eyes on Bykov, who stroked his beard and asked.
“…Your martial arts are eclectic, but the way you put it to use is efficient. Do you have a master?”
“Corvus.”
“The Seeker of Crossroads? In that case—”
You must know magic as well.
Before the words could even leave his lips, over a dozen ice spikes began to form around Yeomyeong and flew towards Bykov in a deadly trajectory.
Deflecting and dodging the ice spikes, Bykov swiftly closed the gap between them once again and followed up with another punch.
Yeomyeong used Telekinesis with his left hand to block the punch and thrust his sword with his right.
The Sword Aura tracing a long crescent arc aimed straight at Bykov’s neck.
And then—
It was blocked. To be precise, Bykov clamped down on the blade with his teeth.
What?
The moment Yeomyeong frowned at the unimaginable defensive move, Bykov drove his knee into Yeomyeong’s side.
Crunch— Cracking several ribs with a single strike. As Yeomyeong clenched his teeth and quickly infused his blade with Sword Aura, Bykov leaped back.
“What a pity. Someone like you could have achieved great things.”
While letting his fractured bones regenerate, Yeomyeong smirked. Bykov’s words were as good as saying he would kill him here and now.
Spitting out the blood pooling in his mouth, Yeomyeong asked.
“Bykov, I have one last question.”
“Are you planning to surrender? Well, I’d gladly accept it.”
Shaking his head, Yeomyeong asked.
“What’s your relationship with Dzhugashvili?”
It was a question people had asked him countless times before. But at this moment, Yeomyeong had no choice but to be the one to ask the question instead.
The martial arts Bykov demonstrated were too identical to the characteristics of Dzhugashvili Yeomyeong had heard about.
Simple but efficient killing techniques.
However, Bykov’s response slightly deviated from his expectations.
“Dzhugashvili… that’s my family name. Now that I think about it, I’ve only ever shared my fake family name before. Cheon Yeomyeong, my full name is Bykov Ibáñez dze Dzhugashvili.”
“What?”
Yeomyeong frowned. Dzhugashvili was Stalin’s original family name, wasn’t it?
“…Stalin’s illegitimate child?”
“Oh, you’ve got quite the imagination.”
The corners of Bykov’s mouth curled up in a grin. Looking toward the control tower entrance where Seti and the Saintess were blocking the Rat Beastfolks, he added.
“The General Secretary’s lineage has long been severed. His two sons heroically sacrificed themselves for the people, and his daughter was tainted by capitalism.”
“…”
“And yet, the reason I can bear the Dzhugashvili family name… is not because of bloodline, but because I inherited his will.”
Will. The moment he uttered that word, crimson energy began to surge around Bykov’s body.
Mana intertwined with his tangible Killing Aura.
“I am the last inheritor and survivor of the Dzhugashvili school sect. Does that answer your question?”

 
    

  Chapter 170: For Whom the Bag Opens
Humbly addressing the Crown Prince.
(Omitted)
…Even those foolish nobles have some valid points. Farming is possible without fertilizer, and merchants can still sell goods without trains.
However, freedom is a different matter. Freedom is like mana; those who have a taste of it even once can never go back to how they were before…
(Omitted)
…Even though the Demon King has been defeated by the hero, the Demon Domain still remains; similarly, the Communist demons sowed by Stalin still lurk in the shadows…
(Omitted)
…Thus, please light the torch of peace before the flames of revolution spread.
『Excerpt from a letter sent by the Magic Tower master, Mahagan, to the Crown Prince 13 days before his assassination.』

* * *
His lips moving beneath his long beard, the First Secretary, Bykov, took a step forward.
“Now it’s my turn to ask questions.”
Was it the Killing Aura he exuded? Red light gleamed from Bykov’s eyes, and blood tears streamed down his cheeks.
Almost simultaneously, the muscles hidden beneath his Mao suit began to swell, and the small wounds healed, proving that he had awakened the power of the Dzhugashvili School Sect.
Yeomyeong responded in kind by invoking the Mārīcī Divine Arts, causing Mana to manifest above his body, rippling like a heat haze.
Observing the haze, Bykov raised an intrigued eyebrow and continued speaking.
“Do you know what the other Count Palatines were planning to do with the nuclear weapons in this armory?”
“…I do not know. And I do not care to know either.”
Bykov smirked on hearing the reply, his sinister grin causing the blood tears to pool in the wrinkles around his eyes.
“The Western Count Palatine, that fool infatuated with Earth’s culture, intended to sell the nuclear weapons to become an Earthian noble. Ha, an Earthian noble. Did he even know about democracy?”
“…”
“And the Southern Count Palatine… how should I put it, was more traditional. He simply wished to present the nuclear weapons to the Emperor so the Empire would be able to stand on equal footing with America. What’s left of the empty shell Empire, anyway… Don’t you agree?”
Yeomyeong glared at Bykov with even colder eyes.
Knowing the intentions of the other Count Palatines meant he was able to somewhat anticipate their actions.
Yeomyeong quickly realized that the one wholly responsible for the chaos in this city was none other than the commie standing before him.
It was also Bykov himself who spread the rumors about the World Tree Crystal, the Magic Tower master’s Arcane Relic, and the nuclear weapons in the city.
And even the other Count Palatines, who were obsessed with nuclear weapons, bringing in external forces was all part of Bykov’s plan.
“…Why did you do this?”
“Because this city needs a revolution.”
“A revolution…?”
“Chaos is the seed of revolution. When outsiders sow chaos, and the Count Palatines not only fail to quell it but actively fan the flames, do you think this city of scum’s citizens will remain idle?”
“…”
“I intended to be the one to end the chaos by leading my Rat legion during the finale, but…”
“…Our interference disrupted your plans, didn’t it?”
More precisely, it must have been the rumors spread by Seti that caused the problem.
As soon as the rumor of a treasure in the sewers spread, blinded by greed, the city’s dwellers sought treasure instead of revolution.
“Yes, you understand well. Thanks to the rumor you spread, the revolution didn’t even get started, and I was forced to move my carefully hidden Rat legion prematurely.”
“…”
“Fortunately, the plan hasn’t failed completely. If I take care of you and the dragon hovering above this city now… it should suffice.”
Bykov uttered as he assumed a stance.
Raising his right fist high, moving his left fist low, and spreading his legs wide, he was ready to spring forward at any moment with mana coursing through him.
It was a stance designed simply to rush forward and throw a punch.
Though it looked clumsier than even the basic martial arts taught at the academy, Yeomyeong’s gaze remained fixed on him.
He couldn’t predict what sort of attack would come from that clumsy stance.
A moment of silence passed between the two.
From the entrance of the control room came a voice, either a prayer or a curse, from the Saintess, accompanied with gunfire, but to the two men, only the sound of each other’s hearts reached their ears.
Deep breaths, contracting muscles, and the blood, sweat, and tears streaming down.
The next moment, as Bykov’s blood tears and Yeomyeong’s sweat fell simultaneously, the two charged at each other.
The distance between them closed in the blink of an eye.
Though Yeomyeong’s reach with the sword was slightly longer, Bykov was the one who struck first.
His speed was incomparable from a moment ago.
Aimed directly at Yeomyeong’s face, his fist contained a mixture of mana and Killing Aura, the force stirring the air and making Yeomyeong’s hair flutter.
Yet seemingly unfazed, Yeomyeong countered with his sword, slicing into the fist.
Bykov’s fist split open, spraying blood, but he used the opportunity to close in and attack Yeomyeong’s lower body with his left hand.
Specifically, his groin.
Avoiding the attack, Yeomyeong retreated instinctively. This movement was tinged with emotion, naturally exposing a brief opening.
And Bykov didn’t miss the chance. He immediately spun his waist and delivered a roundhouse kick to Yeomyeong’s wrist.
Crack! Bykov’s kick infused with Killing Aura shattered Yeomyeong’s mana and broke the wrist bone.
The broken bone pierced his muscles, draining his grip strength. The hand that lost the sword felt empty.
A groan escaped Yeomyeong’s throat, but he had no time to waste as Bykov spun his body once more, aiming his hand blade.
Yeomyeong immediately used the Flying Kick technique and leaned back. The Hand Blade, laced with Killing Aura, grazed past his hair by a hair’s breadth.
Yeomyeong then pushed off the ground with his feet, swinging his legs.
Could it be called a back-handspring kick? Yeomyeong spun backwards, and the raised foot struck Bykov’s chin with full force.
“Gah!”
As Bykov halted his attack after receiving the unexpected strike, Yeomyeong planted his palm on the ground and rose again.
Perhaps having broken his jaw, Bykov didn’t charge immediately. Touching his chin, he glared at Yeomyeong with eyes glinting fiercely.
“To be this capable even after expending mana fighting the dragon… It would’ve been close had you been at full strength.”
“…”
“But you know, when a swordsman loses his sword, the outcome is already decided.”
With those words, Bykov lunged forward again.
Glancing at his sword lying on the ground, Yeomyeong conjured a Hand Blade to confront him.
But without a sword, close combat was inevitable.
And after just a few exchanges, Yeomyeong and Bykov were close enough to feel each other’s breath.
Neither of them retreated, and their battle quickly devolved into a slugfest targeting the other’s vital points.
A Hand Blade slashed the shoulder, and a fist struck the face.
Having broken Yeomyeong’s nose, Bykov proceeded to crush his wrist and kick him in the stomach with his knee…
Each strike sent shockwaves through the room, toppling desks and sending monitors flying.
Yet neither of them backed down. Instead, they directed even fiercer Killing Aura at each other.
Bykov yelled as he threw another punch.
“This Killing Aura! This Regeneration ability! Anyone watching might assume you’re a Dzhugashvili!”
As if in response, Yeomyeong swung his left leg, striking Bykov’s lower body.
A sickening crunch came from his knee, and his body trembled violently, but Bykov leaned forward and headbutted Yeomyeong’s forehead.
“Ugh!”
For the first time, Yeomyeong let out a groan.
Seizing his instinctively retreating leg, he used the recoil from his swaying head to return the headbutt to Bykov.
Crack— It was impossible to tell whose skull had cracked. Perhaps both.
And maybe it was a good thing for Yeomyeong. Bykov grabbed him by the collar as he swayed and swung his fist right into Yeomyeong’s face.
As Yeomyeong felt his regenerated nose bone shatter once again, his toes collided with Bykov’s groin.
“Ghhhk!”
Both men staggered back simultaneously.
Bloodied from head to toe, they were a terrifying sight to behold, though Bykov, clutching his crotch, seemed slightly worse off.
“…That last strike—were you copying my attack?”
Bykov asked casually. Of course, trying to sound casual while bleeding profusely and clutching his lower half only made him look ridiculous.
Yeomyeong swept back his blood-soaked hair and replied.
“If you have something good, you should share it with others. Isn’t that communism?”
“…Hoho.”
“So, is that all you have to share?”
It was an utterly, provocatively rude remark, carrying not even a hint of courtesy.
Bykov simply laughed in disbelief and slowly stood upright.
“You still don’t understand the terror of a Dzhugashvili.”
The Killing Aura surrounding him rippled and seeped into his wounds.
A hissing sound escaped the injuries as they were healed in an instant.
It was as fast as, if not faster than, Yeomyeong’s Regeneration ability.
But the issue wasn’t just the regeneration—it was the mana he had left after the regeneration.
…Why isn’t it depleting?
No, it wasn’t just that. Even the Killing Aura surrounding Bykov showed no signs of diminishing; instead, it seemed to have grown since the battle began.
“Oh, have you noticed?”
As Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes, Bykov grinned, baring his teeth as blood dripped from his lips.
Blood tears and spitting blood—side effects of overflowing mana. Could it be…?
“This is why I don’t fear dragons.”
Before Yeomyeong’s suspicions could turn into certainty, Bykov charged at him again.
Just like before, Bykov went straight for Yeomyeong’s face. The only difference was that he was faster now.
Naturally, Yeomyeong’s response had to change as well. He used Telekinesis to draw Bykov’s fist closer. Then, he used Quake Stomp.
BOOM!
The concrete beneath his feet cracked, and vibrations rippled through the control room. Resisting the Telekinesis, Bykov wavered briefly and lost his balance.
Seeing the brief opening created by combining magic and the ultimate skill of the Flying Kick technique,Yeomyeong didn’t let it slip by and moved in towards Bykov.
A punch? A kick? Or perhaps a Hand Blade?
Bykov watched Yeomyeong close in with a calm expression.
He was confident he could block any attack aiming for his vitals, and even if Yeomyeong aimed elsewhere, he could just regenerate endlessly.
However, Yeomyeong’s next move was beyond his expectations.
He didn’t use his hands or feet. Instead, he conjured waves of mana, smashing them directly against Bykov’s tangible Killing Aura.
!
Was he trying to fight with mana directly instead of using martial arts with his limbs?
Well, whatever miraculous elixir he might have taken, Cheon Yeomyeong had an abnormal amount of mana.
And while it would have been a significant advantage against most opponents…
It means nothing to a Dzhugashvili.
Bykov was certain of his victory.
“It seems that you still haven’t realized the true power of a Dzhugashvili, have you?”
“…”
The two people’s mana clashed, pushing against each other as they engaged in a battle of strength.
For a brief moment, Yeomyeong seemed to have the upper hand, but the crimson mana of Dzhugashvili quickly turned the tide.
Bykov, taking a step closer towards the gritting Yeomyeong, spoke.
“A Dzhugashvili has the ability to convert Killing Aura into mana. Be it their own or their opponent’s, it doesn’t matter.”
The more Killing Aura, the more mana they gained. That was the ultimate skill of the murder martial arts that the Soviet Union sought.
“It’s a simple truth. Once you have the speed and strength required for efficient killing, what’s the last thing you need?”
The solution the Soviet’s arrived at was straightforward: sustainability.
Power that didn’t diminish even after dozens of attacks. Stamina that didn’t falter after running for miles! That was the perfected Dzhugashvili.
“Your downfall lies in not knowing your opponent.”
Bykov pressed down on Yeomyeong confidently. He even spared a glance toward the door, checking to see if Yeomyeong’s companions might intervene.
To his relief, the three girls were too busy holding off the horde of Rat Beastfolk legion to pay any attention to this side.
He could deal with those girls once he finished off Cheon Yeomyeong.
With that thought in mind, Bykov turned his gaze back to the barely standing Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong’s mana was almost depleted, with only the crimson mana of the Dzhugashvili swirling around him.
It’s truly a pity, but it’s time to end this.
Bykov raised his Hand Blade straight at Yeomyeong’s motionless neck.
Right at that moment, Yeomyeong raised his head, dodging the strike. And in a swift counter, he swung his own Hand Blade, slicing deep into Bykov’s chest.
“Urgh…!? How?”
Clutching his chest, Bykov staggered back. And instead of responding, Yeomyeong manipulated the mana around him.
Not the previous rippling, wave-like mana, but the unmistakable crimson mana of the Dzhugashvili, tainted with Killing Aura.
“…”
Bykov just stared blankly at the crimson mana moving through the air.
How? Even if, by some absurd chance, Yeomyeong was a Dzhugashvili successor, this should have been nigh impossible.
To master this ultimate skill, one must first fill oneself to the brim with Killing Aura, then suppress it through an intricate process.
However, no matter how much he tried to deny it, the scene taking place before his eyes was an undeniable reality.
The seemingly endless supply of Killing Aura and mana was suddenly halved, and that was clear proof.
“…So, it was me who didn’t know my opponent.”
Wiping the blood streaming down his eyes, Bykov added.
“Who the hell are you, really?”
Upon hearing his question, Yeomyeong directed his calm golden eyes to meet Bykov’s gaze before answering.
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…”
“The man who’s about to beat you to a pulp.”

* * *
Neti used her Telekinesis to hold the control room’s steel door partially open.
While she intended to slam it shut initially, her strength only managed to stop it halfway.
And even that would have been impossible without the Saintess’ blessing.
However even the blessing was nearing its limit now.
-Ura! Ura!!
-Squeak, squeak! Push! Push!
-Fire! Keep firing!
The shouts of the Rat Beastfolks, accompanied by gunfire slipping through the gap, came from beyond the steel door.
Neti glanced back at her sister and the Saintess, who were holding their position at the entrance.
The two displayed near-perfect coordination, alternating between firing and reloading.
Most of the guns and ammunition they were using came from the enormous bag slung on the Saintess’ back. And as to why the Saintess was carrying such weapons, it remained a mystery to Neti.
No, the more baffling part was where she had learned to shoot like that. Sure, her sister had been forced by the government, but why the Saintess of all people…?
Boom!!
A deafening explosion echoed from deeper within the control room, interrupting her train of thought. Finally!
Brother-in-law.
As Neti began to turn her head, something whistled past her and collided with the steel door.
It was a person—one drenched in blood from head to toe.
The figure left a bloody smear on the door before crumpling to the ground. The gunfire exchange between the Rat Beastfolks and their group briefly halted.
And that moment of silence was quickly broken by a Rat Beastfolk wearing a Mao suit.
- Squeak, squeak! Your Excellency! The First Secretary has fallen! Save! Save him!
Hearing its cry, the rest of the Rat Beastfolks’ eyes turned crimson. They threw away their guns and sprinted toward Bykov.
Rat-a-tat-tat!
The Saintess continued firing her weapon at them, but they ignored the shots. No, they only ran faster, as if desperate to protect the First Secretary at any cost.
However, they all came to a screeching halt in the next instant because Seti had taken Bykov hostage.
“All of you stop! Take another step, and this old man dies.”
Finger poised on the trigger, she pressed her gun barrel against the dying man’s temple. Her menacing stance was unmistakably ruthless.
“…Really, whose sister is she?”
Letting out a sigh of relief, Neti finally released her Telekinesis. The strain of maintaining the spell beyond her limits had left her body aching all over.
She turned her gaze to the center of the control room, where her brother-in-law was standing before the main monitor.
How did that manage to remain intact?
Now, all he had to do was input the codes and take control of the nukes. Then, this hellish battle would finally come to an end.
Smiling brightly, Neti approached her sister and the Saintess.
In front of the iron door littered with shell casings, Seti spoke without looking back.
“What about Yeomyeong?”
“He’s entering the codes now.”
Only then did Seti and the Saintess breathe a sigh of relief. As their group began to collectively envision the end of the ordeal, Bykov, who was held by the collar with a gun to his head, smiled.
The blood streaming from every orifice on his face made it impossible for Seti or the Saintess to notice that smile.
But Neti, who remembered the bloodied smile of a certain family member, immediately caught his expression.
“…Why the hell are you smiling?”
Bykov didn’t answer. What’s this? A sense of unease crept over Neti as she urgently racked her brain.
She replayed everything about Bykov, starting from their first meeting to his exchange with Yeomyeong just moments ago.
Then, it struck her: something was wrong.
“…Why didn’t you ask brother-in-law for the launch codes?”
“…”
There was no response. As Neti hastily turned her head to look back, Bykov’s voice made her freeze in place.
“The Emperor’s Birthday.”
“…What?”
“Tomorrow is the Emperor’s birthday—the day when nobles and mages from across the empire gather in the capital.”
“…”
“While it would have been ideal to launch it tomorrow… you hecklers were far stronger than I anticipated.”
What the hell was he talking about? Feeling something was off, Seti pressed the barrel of her gun against Bykov’s neck with more force.
“Speak clearly if you wish to live.”
“Cough, you’d obviously need the launch codes to launch all the nuclear weapons in the arsenal. But for a single missile?”
“…”
“The decoy missile prepared to verify proper launch functionality? That one can be launched by the field commander using the temporary code issued by the Party.”
The shocking revelation left the Saintess holding her breath while Neti scoffed audibly.
“Ha! What kind of lunatic mounts a nuclear warhead on a reserve missile?”
“You think… cough mounting a nuclear warhead on a decoy missile is difficult?”
“…Still, it doesn’t matter because the launch codes will override the temporary codes. That means brother-in-law has higher authority than you.”
“Keugh… Hahaha…”
“And Soviet missiles use liquid fuel, which takes dozens of minutes to prepare for launch. You’ve lost.”
Before Neti could even finish her sentence, Bykov’s body began to tremble. It was as though he was struggling to suppress his laughter.
“Lost, you say? Little girl, I’m not some villain in a work of fiction. If there was any chance that the plan I’ve prepared over the past few decades could fail… do you really think I’d have been wasting my time prattling until now?”
“…”
“I entered the code… thirty-five minutes ago.”

 
    

  Chapter 171: For Whom the Bag Opens (2)
* * *
“You crazy commie bastard…!”
The Saintess drew her revolver and pointed it straight at Bykov’s head.
“You’re saying you’re going to nuke the Empire’s capital? Huh? Do you even know how many people are gathered there right now?”
The cold muzzle was pressed firmly against Bykov’s blood-soaked forehead.
Despite the blessed bullet ready to pierce his skull at any moment, he answered calmly.
“Of course, I know. I’m well aware of… how many oppressors are gathered there.”
“…”
“The Emperor, kings, mages, knights… the trash of an era—the ones left behind by the United States, fearful of the proletarian revolution. Using their deaths as kindling, the flames of revolution will spread across this land once again.”
The Saintess gritted her teeth. Her eyes, hidden beneath the blindfold, trembled.
“And what about the civilians? The innocent civilians gathered in the capital—aren’t they proletarians, too? Is killing them really your idea of a revolution?”
Bykov fell silent for a moment. Was he regretting his actions or feeling remorse? No, that wasn’t it.
He raised his head, stared directly at the Saintess’ face, and answered.
“…I genuinely want to say this to you: Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit1.”
Not a verse from the scripture of the Five Gods, but a passage from Earth’s Bible.
Through that verse, Bykov had equated the innocent civilians to seeds that must die—a sacrifice to be endured for the greater cause.
“How dare you commie bastard… quote the Bible!”
Having studied the scriptures of countless religions since her childhood, the Saintess instantly saw through Bykov’s intentions.
She bit her lip in disbelief. How dare he justify the mass slaughter of civilians using the Bible?
And a commie, no less? Especially since Marx himself had decried religion as the opiate of the masses!
Regardless of the Saintess’ anger, Bykov smiled.
“Even a commie needs a bit of opium occasionally, wouldn’t you agree with me, Saintess?”
“…”
Unable to restrain herself any longer, she tightened her grip on the trigger, intent on blowing his head clean off.
But just then, as if struck by an earthquake, the entire armory shook violently. And moments later, the largest monitor in the control room lit up on fire.
Then, almost instinctively, the group turned their heads toward Yeomyeong’s back and the large wall monitor beyond it as an image of a towering missile on its launch pad appeared on the cracked surface of the massive wall monitor.
* * *
The rear passage of the underground armory that Yeomyeong and the group had passed through earlier.
Rumble…!
The Southern Count Palatine and Ekatherina frowned simultaneously as they felt the vibrations rising from beneath their feet.
“It’s too late. Far too late.”
Realizing these vibrations were caused by the missile launch, the Southern Count Palatine let out a deep sigh. He gripped his staff tightly to prevent himself from collapsing.
“Your Majesty… I sincerely apologize. I have failed. Because of my negligence, Your Majesty has missed the chance to escape this vile constitutional monarchy…”
The elderly Count Palatine trembled as if he might start weeping at any moment, but Ekatherina, standing beside him, appeared indifferent.
Even that was understandable. After all, the Empire’s Emperor had no intention whatsoever of escaping America’s influence.
Disregarding his advanced age; his character had always been like that.
He was the same man who, for his own safety, offered elixirs to Stalin and betrayed the Margrave.
And now he believed a few nuclear missiles would allow him to stand up to America? They’d be lucky if he didn’t sell those missiles to America first.
Of course, Ekatherina didn’t bother saying this out loud. After all, this retrograder still had some use to her.
“Save your confession for later. We haven’t failed yet.”
“What do you mean, yet? They’ve already launched the missile!”
Ekatherina gestured with a flick of her finger as she spoke.
“Do you think there’s only one missile in a place this large? And the one just launched… is most probably a decoy missile for launch confirmation.”
“A decoy missile? Do you take me for a fool who can’t distinguish hope from delusion?”
Perhaps he flushed his age down the toilet; the Southern Count Palatine refused to act according to her wishes. Swallowing her irritation, Ekatherina continued speaking.
“Just because you hate hope doesn’t mean you should let yourself be swallowed in despair. Think carefully. Why do you think they launched the missile now?”
“…To self-destruct?”
“Have you been watching too many Earth movies? Once a nuclear missile is launched, that’s it. There’s no self-destruct button.”
“…”
Ekatherina sighed deeply and started walking. After a moment’s hesitation, the Southern Count Palatine followed her and asked.
“…What do you think the chances are?”
“It depends on how brutal the fight between those greenhorns, already exhausted from battling the dragon, and the Eastern Count Palatine was. If they both perished, we can take it for free. But if one side managed to win decisively…”
“If one side won?”
“Well, then things will get complicated, won’t they?”
Hearing that, the Count Palatine began to pray earnestly, hoping both sides had annihilated each other.
Please, let that parasitic wretch from the East and the greenhorn named Cheon Yeomyeong die together as fools!
However, when the control room came into view as they reached the end of the corridor, his hopes were shattered thoroughly.
The Eastern Count Palatine was beaten to a pulp; the Rat Beastfolks outside the main gate were fidgeting nervously; meanwhile, Cheon Yeomyeong and his group seemed completely unharmed
“…Tsk, the Eastern Count Palatine was even more incompetent than I thought.”
Ekatherina muttered, biting hard on her thumb. So hard, in fact, that blood began to seep from it.
And astonishingly, as she raised her bleeding thumb and waved her hand through the air, the droplets of blood that were about to fall floated upward, defying gravity.
The blood spread out, forming a translucent barrier in midair.
“What is this?”
“A spatial barrier magic, perfect for sniping.”
As she said, neither their presence nor even a trace of mana could be felt beyond the barrier. It was a peculiar magic that even the old Southern Count Palatine had never seen before.
Ekatherina then spoke again while drawing more blood.
“We’ll have to make this difficult.”
Watching the blood she extracted transform into a massive spear, the Southern Count Palatine responded.
“…And how do we proceed?”
“Sniping. We’ll give back what we received.”
Her gaze was fixed on the priest wearing a blindfold. It was an ill-fated connection stemming all the way from Manchuria.
“Star Entrails won’t like it, but since things have already twisted this much… let’s start with that bitch who’s been getting on my nerves.”
* * *
Flying through the city to clear out the remaining undead and Rat Beastfolks, Orsay Taboul furrowed its brow as it sensed massive vibrations coming from underground.
Was it just an earthquake? No, that couldn’t be it. Its dragon’s instincts kept issuing relentless warnings.
So, what was happening in the world?
The Red Dragon flapped its wings as it soared toward the source of the tremors, recalling Cheon Yeomyeong and his group, who had gone underground.
The dragon’s colossal body cut through the wind, flying swiftly.
And before long, Orsay Taboul arrived above a small junkyard at the outskirts of the city.
Emanating a revolting stench, it was a place piled high with abandoned construction materials, waste, and even animal carcasses.
And this very junkyard was the source of the tremors.
Were there still undead squirming below the junkyard?
As the dragon entertained this suspicion, a round lid, hidden beneath the trash-strewn ground, suddenly flipped open, revealing a large hole beneath it.
And inside that hole…
[A missile? Why is there one here…?]
Before the dragon could finish its thought, the missile was launched.
A deafening roar, accompanied by flames filling the silo…
The missile surged through the fire and headed skyward.
Feeling an ominous premonition, the Dragon unleashed a spell toward the missile, but it accelerated and barely managed to escape the spell’s range.
And thus, a nuclear missile was launched, destined to bring death to hundreds of thousands.
* * *
All the citizens of Dreitherial could clearly see the missile soaring into the sky.
However, even among the citizens, only a very few knew what a missile was, and there was only one person who recognized it as a nuclear missile.
And that was the one-armed elf, Finel.
“…Damn it.”
Those were the elf’s first words upon seeing the flying missile.
Balagu, who had been shooting at the zombies swarming toward the inn, furrowed his brow slightly on hearing the usually reserved elf curse.
“Finel, do you know what that is?”
“Of course I do.”
Clenching his only remaining fist, Finel took a short, steadying breath before he voiced the worst possibility.
“That is a nuclear missile. If it’s been launched… it means Cheon Yeomyeong has failed.”
While it was clear that Yeomyeong wasn’t dead yet as he still could feel the World Tree’s mana from underground…
It also meant that he had failed to stop the missile launch.
Finel glanced at the people lingering in the inn, then turned to the orc, who was wearing the Southern Count Palatine’s face, and spoke.
“Balagu, it seems things are going poorly. Let’s proceed with the next plan immediately.”
“The next plan…?”
“We’ll use your face to take over the Southern Count Palatine’s court.”
“…”
Balagu swallowed hard. While Yeomyeong had mentioned something along those lines, that was supposed to be a last resort if they couldn’t hold their ground at the inn. They had done an excellent job defending it so far, and they were still managing to hold out.
But if they left for the Southern Count Palatine’s court right now… he wasn’t sure if the children and women would be able to keep up.
Balagu clenched his fist, then looked out the window.
The children were shoving zombies off the barricade, the women were firing their rifles. Even the prostitutes were hastily moving the wounded soldiers.
There were no weak people who needed his help out there.
Just like him, they were all citizens of the city, struggling desperately to survive.
As if coming to a realization, Balagu unclenched his fist and turned back to Finel.
“…Is this something that will help Mr. Yeomyeong and Ms. Seti?”
“Far more than staying holed up in this inn.”
“Fine then… I’ll proceed with the next plan. I’ll inform Joseph and the others to get ready to leave.”
* * *
Seti stared blankly at the monitor on the control room wall.
As soon as the missile left the launch pad, a simplified map and a countdown timer popped up on the monitor.
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Roughly five minutes—That was how long it would take for the missile to reach the Empire’s capital.
“No…”
Upon seeing that, the Saintess collapsed to her knees. She began trembling silently, likely shedding tears.
And her younger sister wasn’t much different either. Neti stood there frozen, her vacant gaze fixed on the monitor.
And Yeomyeong? He was moving around the control room busily, frantically searching for a solution. That unyielding determination was so like him.
And Seti herself?
She felt nothing—or rather, she was pretending to feel nothing.
Because someone in their group needed to remain composed.
Internally, she was desperately racking her brain. The catastrophe the nuclear strike would unleash, the future that catastrophe would bring about…
Once the Empire’s capital was destroyed, then the remaining nuclear missiles here were likely to be targeted by every nation from Earth.
Especially the United States, the world’s only superpower. There was no way they would tolerate a mad communist who had dared to deploy nuclear weapons.
In the end, Yeomyeong would be forced to abandon the nuclear missiles and flee the city with haste.
As Seti began to ponder over the political void the fall of the Empire would create and the ensuing shifts in international relations that would follow…
Gulp. She swallowed a surge of emotion.
Even on the brink of a catastrophe that would claim hundreds of thousands of lives, she was weighing the pros and cons.
However, what else could she do? She wasn’t a Saintess, and even less so a hero.
She was just a small, insignificant person who could only do what was within her reach.
She suppressed her emotions and comforted herself. To her, Yeomyeong’s future mattered more than the deaths of hundreds of thousands of strangers she didn’t know.
But just as her thoughts arrived at that conclusion—
She caught sight of someone’s glowing eyes from under the red lights of the control room.
It was the same woman she had smashed with her hammer on the surface earlier. Was her name Ekatherina?
She had no idea how the woman had managed to survived, but hovering before her were five massive spears that could rival siege weapons.
She could neither detect her presence nor her mana—how was this possible?
The woman’s lips curved into a smirk as their eyes met.
“Everyone, get dow—!”
However, before Seti could even finish shouting, the spears had already been launched.
The five spears, each imbued with enhancement spells, tore through the air.
It was a deadly ambush, targeting the battle-weary group.
In the face of that, Seti’s thoughts accelerated as the spears drew closer. In a span of time that could only be called an instant, dozens of scenarios flashed through her mind.
Yeomyeong could block three of the spears. No, knowing him, he could probably block four.
But what about the fifth? The one outside his range was hurtling straight towards the head of the kneeling Saintess.
Would the Saintess be able to dodge it? No, she wouldn’t. Should she be left to her fate?
The rational calm she had maintained until now replied: no, she couldn’t leave her to die.
Think rationally. The Saintess could use her healing miracles.
At that moment, Seti realized she could just push the Saintess aside, albeit barely, and take the spear in her place.
Block it with her body, and then get healed. Yes, that was the best option.
But what if the attack was so severe that the Saintess wouldn’t be able to revive her?
Unfortunate as it would be, even in that case, taking the hit in place of the Saintes was the right choice.
After all, the Saintess would be more beneficial to Yeomyeong in the long run than she could ever be.
It was logical. It was a rational sacrifice, and so Seti pushed the Saintess aside.
!
And in the next moment, a spear pierced her abdomen.
She didn’t feel pain. Instead, she could distinctly feel her mana spiraling out of control, tearing her blood vessels apart.
Ah, this can’t be healed.
Feeling the aorta in her heart rupture in succession, Seti managed to force a final bitter smile. Soon, her body went limp like a puppet with its strings cut.
Then came the sound of rushing footsteps, followed by shouts and screams.
Everything sounded faint and distant. Her vision began to blur, her consciousness fading slowly.
Was this death? Unbelievable, to think she’d die saving the Saintess of all people…
Still… it wasn’t so bad. While she didn’t have many happy memories, the fact that she could die surrounded by the ones she loved felt like enough.
And if she had one last lingering concern, it was that the Saintess would probably name her future child after her.
A child named Seti? That’d be too much, wouldn’t it?
With that silly thought as her last, Seti closed her eyes.
Or rather, she was about to.
However, at that very moment, her god held onto her fading consciousness.
『Well done, First One.』
『You’ve changed the future.』

A silent laughter escaped her.
3 minutes and 12 seconds remaining until the nuclear missile’s detonation.
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  Chapter 172: For Whom the Bag Opens (3)
* * *
“Everyone, get dow—!”
The moment he heard Seti’s shout, Yeomyeong took action immediately, kicking off the ground and drawing his sword.
Following the flash of the blade, the flow of time accelerated for Yeomyeong. His thoughts outpaced his senses, capturing the incoming spears simultaneously.
Five spears were flying toward his party; two of them aimed at the Saintess.
It didn’t take him long to make a decision. Envisioning the optimal route to block the spears, Yeomyeong thrust his sword like lightning.
The sword, enhanced with Sword Aura, sliced through the shaft of the foremost spear and moved forward.
Before the fragments of the broken spear could scatter, Yeomyeong chanted a spell and aimed it at the next spear.
Crunch! Telekinesis redirected the second spear while Yeomyeong’s sword collided with the blade of the third spear.
The magic imbued in the spearhead clashed with his Sword Aura, causing the sword to tremble violently. But instead of enduring the shock, Yeomyeong let it go and twisted his body slightly.
Fortunately, the fourth spear was heading straight toward him. It narrowly grazed his earlobe as it flew past.
Though it didn’t make direct contact, it left a long cut on his cheek in its wake and lopped off part of his ear.
Gritting his teeth, Yeomyeong threw himself at the last spear, reaching out desperately.
Yet the spear brushed past the tips of his fingers indifferently.
As Yeomyeong collapsed to the ground, he heard the sound of the spear piercing someone’s body.
He didn’t need to turn around to realize what had happened.
His heightened senses revealed that Seti had pushed the Saintess aside at the last moment, taking the spear in her place, her breathing growing gradually weaker.
A ringing sound filled his head, as if he was just struck by a hammer.
Silence took hold of him, his mouth unable to form words.
Before the silence could stretch any longer, a scream tore it apart.
NOOOOOO! Unnie! Seti—
And amidst those screams, the decadent voice of a woman was heard.
“…Geeezz, what a shame.”
Yeomyeong sprang to his feet immediately, charging toward the direction of the voice—the source of the spears.
As Ekaterina’s face drew closer rapidly, Yeomyeong raised a fist and struck her right in the face.
Bang—!
The translucent barrier in front of her blocked his fist briefly before shattering in the next moment.
Yeomyeong’s fist landed squarely on Ekaterina’s face.
Thanks to her mana, her face didn’t explode, but that was the extent of the defense she could muster. Her neck twisted unnaturally with a sickening crack under the massive impact.
Yet she still didn’t die. Even with her head twisted, she burst into laughter.
“Ah, I guess that was your lover, huh?”
A blatant provocation. Yeomyeong didn’t even bother suppressing his Killing Aura.
“Well, at least I managed to get something out of this.”
Perhaps because those five spears had drained her of all her strength, Ekaterina made no attempt to resist.
“Kid, usually, in battles like this…”
She seemed ready to taunt him further, but Yeomyeong didn’t give her the opportunity.
He slashed at her with his Hand Blade, punched through, grabbed, and twisted her apart.
Without allowing any resistance or mockery, he continued his relentless assault until her body showed no traces of a human shape.
And finally, what was once Ekaterina collapsed with a splat into a pool of blood.
Yet, Yeomyeong’s rage did not subside. His gaze pierced through the iron door, fixated on the corridor beyond.
The sound of hurried footsteps echoing down the hall… Surely, they belonged to the Southern Count Palatine attempting to flee the scene.
However, just as Yeomyeong was about to pursue him, he stopped abruptly. The Saintess’ sobs kept his feet rooted in place.
“Seti, please, please…!”
The icy clarity of reason pierced through the haze of rage and Killing Aura.
His limbs grew weak, his breathing unsteady.
Turning toward Seti, Yeomyeong found himself speechless at the sight of her impaled by a spear lodged deep in her abdomen.
And no matter how much he strained his ears, he could not hear Seti’s heartbeat.
All he could hear was the relentless pounding of his own heart.
The Saintess beside him desperately channeled healing miracles, squeezing every drop of mana she had, but to no avail.
After all, even a Saintess could not resurrect someone whose heart had been destroyed.
Yeomyeong felt a surreal dissonance, as though trapped in a dream. Was this reality?
No screams, no wails spilled from his lips.
He didn’t even hear the Saintess’s tears falling like rain, wetting her blindfold, nor Neti’s howls of despair.
Everything seemed numb and distant.
Yeomyeong sat beside Seti, placing a trembling hand on her cheek. Her body, once alive with warmth, was slowly losing its final traces of life and turning cold.
And once that warmth vanished, she would be gone forever.
“…Seti.”
With great difficulty, he managed to force out a single word. Staring at her closed eyes for a moment, he then turned his gaze toward a shadow lingering in the corner of the control room.
Locking eyes with the shadow, Yeomyeong inhaled sharply.
If he were to plead with Mignium to save Seti at this very moment…
Mignium would undoubtedly grant his request. But in return, she would demand an exorbitant tribute.
Would she demand the lives of dozens of innocent people?
Or perhaps she might even request him to let loose the nuclear weapon beneath his feet, taking the lives of tens of thousands—or perhaps even millions.
Seti’s life weighed against the lives of countless innocent people he didn’t even know.
Weighing the two options in his mind, Yeomyeong shut his eyes as the depth of his anguish brought back the words of the World Tree
- Just as we once did, you too will soon have to weigh the weight of life. Hundreds of millions, or perhaps, something even more extreme. Billions versus one.
Was this the moment the World Tree had spoken of? The moment when he would be forced to weigh lives against one another?
He clenched his teeth. Choosing many over one was undoubtedly the right decision.
However, what if that one was Seti?
Rather than enduring the solitude without her, it would be better to kill a million.
Losing family once was enough. And why should he sacrifice his own for strangers he would never know?
Also, what if the price Mignium asked was something small, something bearable?
Yes, let’s beg for Mignium’s mercy! That was the wisest course of action.
Having reached a conclusion, Yeomyeong turned toward the shadow.
“Mignium, I offer you everything…”
He was unable to finish the sentence as Miridith’s voice rang in his mind.
I trust your choice.
Yeomyeong shifted his gaze away from the shadow and toward the Saintess.
Her face was a mess. Her tear-soaked blindfold had slipped off halfway, and blood streamed down her eyes, nose, and mouth from the excessive mana exertion.
Yet, despite all this, she hadn’t given up.
And instead of calling on god, she was calling out Seti’s name, pouring her very being into her efforts.
Yeomyeong looked down at Seti once more, staring at her serene, closed eyes before closing his own.
Aware of his own pride, he delved deep within himself.
Not Mignium, not the World Tree—he sought the answer from within his own heart.
Seti’s warmth was yet to fade completely. He still had time.
* * *
In a corner of the control room, where Yeomyeong and his group were immersed in sorrow, Bykov was crawling across the floor silently.
His broken, mangled body screamed in agony, but his unyielding resolve for a revolution propelled him forward.
If only he could reach the iron door, summon his legion of Rat beastfolk, and escape…
I can make it out alive.
He sneered inwardly. Who would have ever imagined the Southern Count Palatine, that fool would prove to be useful at such a critical moment?
Even leftover bread can be used to make kvass1, he mused. This moment embodied that saying perfectly.
But Bykov knew his time was limited. He had to somehow open the iron door before Cheon Yeomyeong and the others regained their senses.
Leaving behind a long trail of blood, Bykov dragged himself closer to the door.
And once he reached it, instead of recklessly summoning his Rat Beastfolks, he tapped on the iron door in Morse code.
- *Rescue me. Immediately.*
Relief washed over him as he heard the commotion coming from beyond the door. It seemed an officer-level Rat Beastfolk had managed to understand his signal.
The squeaking of rats filled the air as the iron door slowly creaked open, creating a gap wide enough for a person to slip through.
Seeing the opening, Bykov wore a victor’s smile.
The revolution would now begin.
Soon, the capital of the Empire would be set ablaze, and his comrades scattered across the globe would rise in unison.
In place of Moscow’s trash, he would revive the true Soviet Union on this very land—
And as Bykov was being escorted out by the Rat Beastfolks, dreaming of a sweet future, the world came to a halt.
First, the hands of the Rat Beastfolks carrying him froze mid-motion.
Next, the telekinetic girl’s anguished cries and the Saintess’s tearful prayers came to an abrupt stop.
What… what is this…?
Fear and confusion gripped Bykov as he swallowed hard.
Within the frozen time, Cheon Yeomyeong began to stir. In the stillness of time, he slowly rose from his seat, as if he were the only exception.
Then, a massive shadow stretched across the control room floor, writhing and expanding until it engulfed everything in sight, as if the shadow sought to shield the events that were about to unfold from all prying eyes.
An inexplicable dread consumed Bykov. He wanted to avert his gaze, but his immobilized body refused to obey his commands.
His sealed lips trembled with a silent scream.
What in the world is happening? Someone, please cover my eyes! Oh, Marx, please!
A moment later, his wish was granted. The instant Yeomyeong opened his eyes, offering his left one as a sacrifice, an unspeakable entity extended its hand—reaching out from a place where no light shined.
* * *
Enlightenment was like a dream—only after it had passed would you realize it had come.
“You… You bastard, I clearly remember cutting your throat—?”
The player’s final words.
『Never compromise. The gods of this land are watching you.』
Mignium’s last advice.
- *Inventory... take out... Elix...*
And even the words the janitor uttered back when he was inside the Arcane Relic.
Countless words flowed by in a space where the lines between enlightenment and dreams were blurred.
However, Yeomyeong did not look back at the passing words.
It was enough to not forget. To ruminate, chew over, and remember, forging ahead.
And thus, he came face to face with the bag within himself.
The first thing he saw was a grotesque leather bag made from the Player’s skin. It snarled, baring teeth in place of a zipper and spitting out curses.
As Yeomyeong drew closer, the bag’s appearance changed.
This time, it was the money bag he had used to carry the cash after killing the Operation Director. It vomited bills adorned with Benjamin Franklin’s face and screamed.
He took another step.
This time, it was a body bag from his time as a janitor.
Then, another step.
The weapons bag that he bought at the black market.
Another step.
The book bag from the academy.
And finally, the weapon bag Mr. Jangman had packed for him when he left Incheon.
“…Yes, this bag is the most precious one.”
As Yeomyeong said those words and grabbed the bag’s handle, a torrent of information flooded his mind.
Giant’s Strength Elixir, trinkets, the Lehrac Household’s hidden treasure, the Dimensional Portal guard’s employee badge, a gangster’s ID, golden scarab shells, palace blueprints…
From trivial knick-knacks to tools of crime, and even priceless treasures.
The names of dozens, no, hundreds of items the Player had amassed organized themselves in his mind.
However, it was anything but convenient. Yeomyeong felt the horrible sensation of his brain being kneaded and his veins twisting in agony.
Though he felt like he might faint at any moment, he bit his tongue and clenched his fists.
If this pain was the price he had to pay to revive Seti, he was willing to endure it.
…How much time had passed? A time that was both long and short came and went before his torment finally ended.
Yeomyeong opened his eyes slowly. The bag that had been before him was gone, but he didn’t care. After all, that bag had already settled firmly in his heart.
The Player’s all-purpose subspace, the so-called inventory.
Within it, surely…
Acting on that thought, Yeomyeong reached out to ‘grab’ the empty air.
Immediately, a small glass bottle appeared in his hand. Plain and unadorned.
Even the liquid inside looked like clear water, so ordinary that it could be easily mistaken for mere tap water.
Yet, thanks to the memories he had just absorbed, Yeomyeong knew the truth. This potion was none other than an Elixir.
It could suppress aging, extend one’s life, and even bring the dead back to life.
It was a priceless treasure the Player had hoarded and cherished until the end without being able to use it because Yeomyeong had severed his arm.
To steal his enemy’s precious treasure to save his family—was this not the ultimate act of vengeance?
With that thought, Yeomyeong awakened from his enlightenment.
And what greeted him upon opening his eyes was an entirely unexpected presence.
[Player! I cannot allow you to twist the scenario any further!]
A massive red arm emerged from Bykov’s eye, piercing through the frozen world to descend upon Yeomyeong.
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	1. Kvass is a fermented, cereal-based, low-alcoholic beverage of cloudy appearance and sweet-sour taste.

Kvass originates from northeastern Europe, where grain production was considered insufficient for beer to become a daily drink.




   

  Chapter 173: For Whom the Bag Opens (4)
* * *
[Player! I cannot allow you to twist the scenario any further!]
Pla… what? What was that supposed to mean?
His mind, freshly awakened from his trance, couldn’t keep up with the situation.
However, his body had already prepared itself for battle in an instant. Every muscle tensed, and mana pulsed through his veins
It was instinctive—a Dzhugashvili’s response to Killing Aura.
Indeed, the red arm flying toward him was a massive embodiment of Killing Aura.
What the hell was that thing to exude such a Killing Aura? However, Yeomyeong’s confusion didn’t last long.
In the next moment, a giant shadow loomed over his head.
The palm, brimming with Killing Aura, plunged towards him.
But Yeomyeong didn’t dodge.
Was it because he had no room to evade? No, it was because he couldn’t put Seti and the Saintess behind him at the risk of being crushed by the hand.
Mustering the strength in his waist and legs, he planted his feet and raised both arms to catch the massive red palm.
Boom!
The sound of concrete cracking accompanied the sight of Yeomyeong’s ankles sinking into the ground. The impact crushed his entire body and made his joints scream in protest.
[There’s no doubt it was you who ruined the scenarios of Manchuria and the Academy.]
Player? What nonsense was it spouting? Yeomyeong wanted to retort but gritted his teeth instead because even a momentary lapse in focus would mean being crushed completely.
[Did you believe that stealing the Protagonist’s strange fateful encounters and disrupting the prepared scenarios would make you the protagonist?]
The voice, as grand as dozens of men speaking at once, bellowed.
[There’s no way that a being with the intelligence of a mere gaming addict like you would ever understand! The number of sacrifices! How much suffering it took to get this far!]
The red arm stressed on its words with an even greater force pressing down.
As soon as Yeomyeong felt the bones in his lower body start to shift out of place, he didn’t hesitate to invoke Dzhugashvili—the martial art that transformed Killing Aura into mana, to enhance his regeneration and physical strength.
Red Killing Aura engulfed Yeomyeong’s body. Soon, it wasn’t just his own Killing Aura—he even began absorbing the Killing Aura that made up the arm itself.
[Dzhugashvili? How dare you…!]
The arm’s reaction was violent. It roared like a dragon robbed of its treasure and clenched itself into a fist.
And then…
Crash!!
The fist came crashing down on Yeomyeong, its impact incomparable to the previous pressure from the palm.
The arms he was using to block it broke, and the unabsorbed shock made the ground quake.
Yeomyeong began regenerating his injuries immediately, but the fist paid him no heed and continued its relentless assault.
Once, twice, thrice… five times, ten times…
Like a hammer driving a nail, the fist struck Yeomyeong’s head endlessly.
It wasn’t just a metaphor—Yeomyeong’s body was genuinely being driven into the ground.
He was buried up to his ankles, then his calves.
The near-infinite regeneration of Dzhugashvili was keeping him alive for now, but he wasn’t sure if he would be able to hold out once his body was fully embedded in the ground.
Yeomyeong racked his brains desperately, trying to search for a way out. He tried casting spells and twisting his arms to deflect the blows.
But no amount of resistance was able to shake off the red arm.
Perhaps if he had a sword, because with just his bare hands, even defending himself was a struggle.
…Right, the sword.
Yeomyeong extended his senses, searching for the sword.
Unfortunately, the sword he had dropped while deflecting the spear strikes earlier was too far away.
Given the distance, even telekinesis couldn’t retrieve it easily.
And just as he was about to abandon the sword and reluctantly shift his focus elsewhere, it suddenly began to shimmer.
It wasn’t a brilliant burst of light—just a momentary flicker, no more than that.
However, in that fleeting moment, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered something about the inventory.
The Player—how did that guy store items into the inventory?
He already knew how to retrieve items: envision the item and grasp the empty air.
Typically, putting items into a bag shouldn’t be much different from taking them out.
Then perhaps, inserting an item could be done by…
Suspended between doubt and certainty, between possibility and death, Yeomyeong reached towards the sword.
And in the next moment, he closed his hand.
* * *
The red arm, sensing the inventory—or the Player’s subspace—opening, increased the strength in its fist.
[You filthy little rat. Your petty resistance ends here.]
Wholly intent on crushing Yeomyeong’s head entirely, the arm delivered a mighty blow.
However, just before the fist could make contact with Yeomyeong’s head, a burst of light erupted from his right hand and the dazzling beam collided with the incoming red fist.
[!!!]
The fist was split apart as a soundless scream filled the control room. It was a scream that transcended human eardrums and resonated with mana itself.
Covering his ears, Yeomyeong pried his legs free from the ground.
And once he finally stood on solid ground, he tightened his grip on the Mountain Tear he had retrieved from his inventory and thought.
…What’s this? Why does the sword feel so empowered all of a sudden?
The red arm seemed to be having similar thoughts, growling as it glared at Yeomyeong and his sword.
[How… how could that mere scrap of a sword—]
However, regardless of what it was babbling, Yeomyeong had no intention of giving it time or indulging in conversation.
He sprang off the ground and swung the sword downward with all his might.
The wave from the Surging Wave technique surged ahead, leaving a milky-white Sword Aura trailing in its wake.
And where the line passed, severed fingers tumbled to the ground.
Instead of blood, red Killing Aura spilled out.
The red arm didn’t scream. Instead, it calmly withdrew, creating some distance between itself and Yeomyeong.
The arm, having leaped far enough, regenerated its severed fingers as it muttered.
[Mana metal… it must be the revolting weapon created by those filthy furballs.]
Furballs? Yeomyeong frowned instinctively. It was a derogatory slur used for dwarves and it hadn’t been used in decades.
Even if the arm recognized Mountain Tear as a dwarven-made weapon, for something that wasn’t even human to use such a slur…
Tsk, he clicked his tongue and raised his sword again.
Having confirmed that the sword was highly effective against it, Yeomyeong resolved himself to finish the fight then and there…
[Kuhuk!]
Suddenly, the red arm began to fade. Was it because Yeomyeong had absorbed too much of its Killing Aura? No, that wasn’t it.
The reason behind its dwindling Killing Aura was the darkness engulfing the control room.
It was Mignium’s shadow, a darkness Yeomyeong was all too familiar with.
As the shadow, indistinguishable from pure darkness, slowly crept out of the control room, the red arm’s Killing Aura dwindled noticeably.
[After using me like this…! Are you any different from the Five Gods?]
Screaming in outrage, the arm abruptly changed directions and flew toward the center of the control room—the place where Seti and the Saintess remained frozen in place.
Yeomyeong immediately activated his Flying Kick technique to pursue the red arm.
A brief chase ensued, and just as the red arm cast a shadow over Seti’s head—
Yeomyeong’s sword barely managed to reach it.
The blade sliced the arm clean in half, yet it didn’t stop. Instead, it increased its speed while dragging its Killing Aura away.
Yeomyeong, who was about to pursue, hesitated when he saw the arm’s destination.
Its target wasn’t Seti or the Saintess.
What it was aiming for was…
The central monitor?
Crash! The severed arm smashed into the monitor, destroying all surrounding equipment.
In particular, the keyboard for inputting launch codes was obliterated beyond recognition.
…What’s this? Yeomyeong squinted as he observed the thrashing arm near the monitor.
It had abandoned the battle just to destroy a monitor? Why?
Of course, the monitor wasn’t any ordinary device. It was the central control computer for entering nuclear launch codes.
However, that was only useful before the launch codes were entered.
Once the codes were entered, any computer connected to the control room’s mainframe would suffice.
…Could it be?
Raising his head in suspicion, Yeomyeong’s thoughts turned to certainty the moment the red arm confirmed his doubts.
[Neither the nuke launched by Bykov nor the ones remaining in the arsenal will fall into your hands.]
“…”
[The scenario is already set. You’ve lost, Player.]
Hearing the voice that was half sneering, half filled with disdain, Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter laugh.
…As I thought, it seems it doesn’t realize that I’ve already entered the launch codes. But why?
Was it because entering the launch codes wasn’t part of the original ‘scenario’?
Well, he couldn’t be sure of the exact reason.
However, one thing was certain: there was a critical reason why the entry of the launch codes had to be prevented.
And that reason was probably…
“…The inventory’s retrieval ability.”
[…]
“Assuming the inventory owner can put any item they can see into their bag…”
Yeomyeong’s thoughts connected hypothesis to hypothesis before arriving at a single conclusion.
“Does it mean that entering the launch codes transfers ownership of the nukes to that person? Is that why you destroyed the monitor to stop me from entering the codes? Am I right?”
The words were ambiguous, teetering between a question and a statement. Even Yeomyeong himself wasn’t sure.
And instead of giving an answer, the red arm only sneered.
[Even if you just realize it, it’s already too late. I have already destroyed the monitor for inputting the launch codes.]
Yeomyeong turned his gaze silently to the large monitor on the control room wall. More specifically, to the image of the nuclear missiles displayed on it.
Unlike the sword in the control room, the missile was hundreds—perhaps thousands—of kilometers away.
Could he even put that in his bag? He wasn’t sure.
However, as all good deeds are, it was worth attempting.
After a brief pause, Yeomyeong extended his hand toward the large monitor and said.
“…You should’ve destroyed the large monitor instead of the central one.”

A tremendous surge of mana crossed the spatial boundary as he clenched his hand.

 
    

  Chapter 174: Interlude-Meanwhile, She Is...
* * *
Hovering between life and death, Seti was a star—A star in a night sky that was an incomprehensible void beyond distant sensations.
And as she suddenly came to her senses, she looked around.
Stars unrelated to her own twinkled here and there; lost souls flowed together like the Milky Way.
After she finished surveying the far reaches, Seti turned her attention to the stars closer to her.
The nearest ones were five clustered stars, each fixated downward, paying no attention to their surroundings.
What was so interesting down there?
As Seti tried to follow their gaze, she locked eyes with a nightmarish star stitched together from corpses.
It glared fiercely at her, as if it had been robbed of something.
So what if you just stare? What are you going to do about it?
When Seti glared back instinctively, the Corpse Star left the area, seemingly in discomfort.
And in the empty space it left behind, a comet with a long tail peeked out.
It radiated a strangely familiar light.
However, the moment it took notice of her, the comet panicked and fled. In the distance, she thought she heard it mutter something like, Damn it—
A comet swearing? She must’ve definitely misheard that, right?
Seti simply stared in bewilderment as the comet disappeared. And she wasn’t the only one watching its retreat.
A long, cylindrical object with solar panels spread like wings, and a prominent American flag painted on its side came into view.
What should she call that? An American satellite? A reconnaissance satellite?
Anyway, as the satellite began to turn toward her, Seti tilted her head in curiosity.
And just as its camera was about to capture her image—
A small, sand-covered star darted between Seti and the lens, as if trying to shield her.
What’s going on now? Seti tried to speak, but the sand star interrupted her with a whisper.
- *You shouldn’t be here. You must return.*
The voice was polite, almost reverent. A talking star after a swearing comet? Startled, Seti asked a question in response.
“Return? Where to?”
- *Please give my regards to the five others.*
“Wait, what? What nonsense—”
The sand star gave no reply because there was no need for it.
And in the next moment, Seti found herself plummeting downward.
* * *
From the star-filled night sky, Seti plummeted directly into the control room frozen in time.
And then, even though she was dead, she opened her eyes.
No doubt it sounded absurd, but she couldn’t find a better way to describe it.
Impaled by a spear, her body lay lifeless on the floor, while her consciousness was drifting weightlessly through the air.
What the hell is this?
Seti sighed softly as she gazed at her body, which was cooling down rapidly.
All of this was too vivid to be a dream, and far too chaotic to be a life review.
As she puzzled over the cause, she furrowed her delicate brow as her attention was drawn to the oddity surrounding her corpse.
Surprisingly, her body was still alive.
Well, from a medical perspective, she was already as good as dead.
All her blood vessels were twisted, her organs destroyed, and her heart utterly burst.
Had she been a doctor, she’d have written the death certificate without hesitation: cause of death—multiple organ failure and massive blood loss.
Yet she could claim she was ‘alive’ only because of the Saintess’ miraculous healing.
Like pouring water into a bottomless jar, the Saintess was wringing out every last drop of mana to sustain the miracle.
…This girl, seriously.
Seti smiled bitterly at the sight of the Saintess. Her beautiful face, stained with tears and blood, was a mess.
And her sister’s face wasn’t much different either.
Seeing her sister’s tear-filled eyes triggered a twinge of guilt in Seti.
However, she had no regrets—throwing herself to save the Saintess was the most logical choice she could make at that time.
Turning away with such thoughts, Seti’s lips parted slightly when she saw Yeomyeong.
He neither wailed like her sister nor did he weep loudly like the Saintess.
He simply pressed his lips quivering tightly together, swallowing his rising sorrow like smoldering firewood in a flame—quiet yet self-destructive.
Seti felt both sorrow and joy at the same time.
Watching Yeomyeong grieve was painful, but knowing that she’d remain a cherished memory for him gave her a sense of happiness.
It was a low, grim satisfaction, but she didn’t mind it.
If anything, she regretted not doing something a bit more mischievous before dying.
- *Yeomyeong...*
Seti unconsciously reached out to touch his cheek.
Just then, Yeomyeong moved.
Had time resumed its flow? No, that wasn’t it—only Yeomyeong was moving.
Seti met his gaze with a hopeful heart.
Unfortunately, Yeomyeong couldn’t see her.
Instead—though it hardly seemed like an appropriate compensation—her eyes caught a glimpse of something she’d never seen before.
Churning beneath his golden irises was a storm of thoughts or perhaps emotions.
It was a breathtaking sight. His anguish and resolve were gleaming like jewels, and his sorrow lapping against his body like waves.
Emotions and memories she couldn’t completely grasp twisted and intertwined like comets with long tails, forming a single image.
To say it again, his emotions were beautiful—so much so that she felt grateful to die on having seen them.
And at the end of all that beauty…
- *A bag?*
Seti was stunned. Why on earth was that bag to make Yeomyeong’s emotions swirl like that?
In fact, she wouldn’t have been as baffled had it been some profound realization—or even a janitor.
- *What is that supposed to mean?*
Yeomyeong didn’t reply. Instead, a voice emerged from the dark shadow enveloping the control room.
『Take pride, First One. That is the future you have changed.』
* * *
The voice was so eerie it felt otherworldly, unfit for anything in this world.
Startled, Seti turned her head suddenly to find her god, Mignium, slowly emerging from the shadows.
『Did you enjoy your view from the night sky above?』
- …
Seti couldn’t reply, not even form a question. The oppressive aura of Mignium weighed heavily on her, sealing her lips shut.
『It seems you didn’t find it very amusing. But don’t be disheartened. A far more thrilling sight is about to unfold.』
With that, Mignium approached her and began emanating an immense shadow from her palm.
- Ssssshhhhhh
The ominous sound accompanying the shadows spreading outward like an umbrella—or a parasol—enveloping the control room.
No, perhaps it wasn’t just spreading. It seemed more like the darkness itself was opening its jaws to completely swallow the space.
A surreal spectacle beyond human comprehension began to transpire.
Upon witnessing it, Seti involuntarily shivered, and Mignium caressed her cheek. The darkness touching her skin felt icy cold.
『Do not be afraid; this is merely bait for luring in a fool who failed to pay his toll.』
Seti managed to reply with a slight nod, and silence filled the frozen time once more.
Moments later.
Mignium turned her head and spoke.
『He’s arrived.』
Following Mignium’s gaze, Seti saw Bykov, who was about to flee through the door.
The pathetic sight of a loser running away. Yet Seti’s otherworldly vision perceived the being behind him.
Or rather, ‘perceived’ was more of a metaphor.
What she saw was a star glowing red-hot enough to burn her eyes and a crimson giant.
- *What is that?*
The moment Seti swallowed nervously, Bykov’s pupils suddenly exploded.
The explosion wasn’t massive, but the aftermath was anything but insignificant.
!
A hole pierced through the darkness spread by Mignium.
It was no more than the size of a rat hole in a massive building, but even a rat hole was big enough for an arm to slip through.
Upon spotting the hole, the red giant quite literally shoved its arm through the rat hole.
And in the next moment, the veil between reality and unreality tore as the giant’s arm breached reality.
Though it was a fraction of the power compared to the giant’s true body…
Would it also feel that insignificant to Yeomyeong, who had just opened his eyes?
Forgetting her fear, Seti grabbed onto Mignium’s arm tightly.
She was about to say that they must stop that arm right now and help him.
However, Mignium cut her off preemptively.
『First One, do you not trust my Chosen One?』
It was an ambiguous intonation that blurred the line between interrogation and jest. Seti forced her trembling lips to answer.
“I trust him. More than I trust myself, but…”
『And yet, you still wish to help?』
Mignium chuckled silently as the red arm protruding into reality loomed over Yeomyeong.
It was muttering something about ‘the play-whatever’ and ‘the scenario,’ but to Seti, it sounded like the faint static coming from a broken radio.
Yet, she could clearly see the arm crushing down on Yeomyeong.
Blood splattered, and the ground cracked. It might not have been an issue under normal circumstances, but Yeomyeong was already worn out from prior battles. At this rate, he might be in danger.
With a desperate heart, she tried to plead with Mignium once again, but…
『First One, while your intention is commendable, you are mistaken.』
『Did not throw yourself to save the Saintess of the five gods? So why, when it comes to saving the Chosen One, do you seek my help?』
『Is the Saintess more important to you than the Chosen One?』
At Mignium’s accusation, Seti tried to explain that it wasn’t like that, that saving the Saintess was simply the more appropriate choice at the time.
However, her lips remained shut, locked tight like a sealed door, as if to imply her reasoning was incorrect.
While Seti hesitated, the giant’s fist came crashing down on Yeomyeong.
Watching Yeomyeong’s bones break and his body being buried into the ground, Seti bit her lip.
What should she do? Should she sacrifice herself, just like she had done to save the Saintess?
However, she was already dead and only her consciousness remained. If life was a precious asset, she was already bankrupt.
What could she, what should she do…
As her anguish grew deeper, the fist attacking Yeomyeong grew stronger and stronger.
Thud, thud, thud—!
With every tremor traveling through the ground, Seti felt a wave of helplessness wash over her. There was nothing she could do.
She was all too familiar with this feeling of powerlessness.
She had felt it back at the academy, when Yeomyeong went to fight the Player all by himself, and when Yeomyeong battled the skeletal dragon in the city above.
Seti raised her head to look at Mignium.
“You’re… testing me, aren’t you? Even so, please help me.”
Her god smiled.
『Indeed. We do not need a useless slave. Merely believing and waiting is not enough.』
A blatant koan. As soon as those words ended, Yeomyeong raised his sword and slashed the incoming fist.
[!!!]
The red giant’s scream resounded in response.
While this would have normally been the moment to believe in Yeomyeong’s victory, Seti could see it clearly.
The enraged giant widened the hole and began forcing its shoulder, then its torso, into reality.
The pain and Killing Aura of those who had died unjustly pierce through the darkness like a torrent and spilled into reality.
Yeomyeong seemed to be unaware, but Seti held her breath.
He must not fight against that—at least, not now.
Feeling an almost certain intuition, Seti forced open her unyielding lips.
“…Mignium.”
A name Yeomyeong would utter so effortlessly. But for Seti, just uttering the name made her body tremble uncontrollably.
Mignium smiled as if pleased.
『Speak.』
“Please grant me power.”
『There is no power without price. What will you offer in return?』
A price? I’ve already given you and your Chosen One everything. What more do you want from me?
At that moment, a sudden realization flashed through her mind. But she had no time to process it.
The red giant was already starting to push its head through the hole.
Seti clenched her eyes shut and plunged her hand into the massive shadow pooled across the ground.
As the sticky darkness crept up her arm, she babbled frantically at Mignium.
“I’ve already given you everything! So I’ll just take what I need on my own!”
The unspoken words, ‘Punish me if you must!’ never left her lips.
And before she could say more, Mignium’s darkness engulfed her entirely.
『Then, take it.』
* * *
Saaa—
Seti could feel the shadows surrounding the hole the red giant was forcing itself through.
She could feel Mignium’s power coursing through her veins, and the shadows moving in response to her command.
She could do it.
Following her conviction and will, the shadows moved.
Seeing the shadows enveloping the hole, the giant panicked and tried to withdraw, but it was already too late.
No matter how fast the giant was, it was nigh impossible to outpace the shadows that filled the space around it.
The shadows closed in, severing the boundary between reality and unreality.
[Guh-ark!]
With its left arm and half its head severed, the giant’s enormous body collapsed beyond the realm of unreality.
And behind the fallen giant, there was a bleeding star dripping with blood, and the giant bellowed at the star.
[?@#%&*%!!!!]
It wasn’t a language of this reality, so Seti failed to understand the words.
However, she could tell that the giant was demanding something, and the star refused.
[After using me like this…! Are you no different from the Five Gods?]
After all, the giant wouldn’t have screamed like that if it weren’t the case.
Regardless, the betrayed giant got enraged and disappeared beyond the darkness of unreality.
Its arm remained in reality, but that didn’t matter.
A severed arm without a head—Yeomyeong would be able to handle that with ease.
…She managed to stop it.
Just as Seti let out a sigh of relief…
The bleeding star, glancing back and forth between the retreating giant and Seti, muttered something indecipherable.
『⬛⬛』
Startled, Seti quickly looked up, but by then, the bleeding star had already disappeared.

 
    

  Chapter 175: For Whom the Bag Opens (5)
* * *
Blegh—
Yeomyeong coughed up blood the moment he used his retrieval ability on the nuclear missile soaring beyond the monitor.
It was the result of mana being drained from his body at a rate surpassing even Dzhugashvili’s regenerative capabilities.
The mana was so immense that even Yeomyeong’s veins, strengthened by the World Tree’s crystal and hardened through countless battles, were unable to withstand it.
[Hahaha! You’ve failed!!]
Watching it all unfold, the red arm erupted into laughter as if its despair had vanished in an instant.
Then, with an almost mindless tone compared to before, it spoke again.
[Player! Do you see it now? Your authority is not omnipotent, and this world is not a game!!]
Whatever the thing was rambling on about, none of it reached Yeomyeong’s ears.
Was it because his eardrums were torn? Or was it due to the deafening sound of his pounding heart? Perhaps it was both.
Whatever the reason, in the midst of the silence, only a single word echoed in his mind.
Insufficient.

His current mana was insufficient to retrieve the nuclear missile streaking through the atmosphere hundreds of kilometers away.
Then, should he give up here?
Well, giving up wasn’t necessarily a bad choice.
Even if he let the missile go, he could still recover the other nuclear weapons left at the base, and fundamentally speaking, he had already saved Seti.
If he gave up now, millions of people gathered in the capital would die—but what did that have to do with him?
Of course, as a human being, he felt sympathy for those doomed to die.
Perhaps… no, he would definitely be haunted by the guilt.
However, that still wasn’t a good enough reason to put his life at risk, let alone Seti’s.
As his thoughts reached that point, a voice cut through.
[I should’ve smashed the big monitor first, huh? Hahaha!]
The red arm’s taunt disrupted his train of thought.
With his train of thought now interrupted, Yeomyeong frowned and glared at the arm before him, suddenly recalling a fact.
Dzhugashvili had the ability to convert Killing Aura into mana.
And currently, a massive lump of Killing Aura, limp and drained of power, lay right before him.
Epiphany—A moment of clarity flashed through his mind, and before it could fade, Yeomyeong put the thought into action.
Raising his hand in the direction of the arm, he used Telekinesis to grip the red Killing Aura and ‘tear’ it away.
[You—don’t tell me?!]
Realizing what he intended to do, the arm convulsed in panic, but the Killing Aura it shed was already being absorbed into Yeomyeong’s body.
!!!
As mana surged into Yeomyeong’s body, screams echoed, and the arm’s fingers continued to be torn away.
[Player!!]
Even as its Killing Aura was being sucked into Yeomyeong, the red arm screamed in anger.
[You accursed puppet!! Do you think this is justice?! You are—]
“No, this has nothing to do with justice.”
Absorbing the Killing Aura, Yeomyeong interrupted the arm’s words, and before it could say anything more, he continued, half sincere and half mocking.
“I just… wanted to screw you over for calling me ‘Player.’”
[What? That makes no—]
However, the arm never got the opportunity to finish its words. In the very next moment, Yeomyeong absorbed the last of the Killing Aura that formed it.
“See you later, commie.”
And as he declared his victory, the frozen reality resumed moving once more.
* * *
3 minutes and 11 seconds.

Time began to flow again.
Yet, only a select few registered that time had stopped, and even fewer took notice of the missile slicing through the clouds.
It was a solitary flight, unnoticed by anyone.
Nevertheless, the missile did not care. It did not have the intelligence to comprehend its creator’s madness nor the Cold War’s hatred.
Clunk—!
It was simply carrying out its intended purpose, discarding the first-stage propellant once its fuel had depleted.
The second propellant ignited quickly, spewing fire, as it propelled the missile into a sky no dragon could ever reach. The stars, watching from above, whispered to their children.
Prepare for death.

Many devout believers failed to understand that message.
However, a father consumed with worry for his runaway daughter, the elderly man called the Patriarch, and the woman known as the Holy Sword, understood.
They raised their heads simultaneously and confirmed the harbinger of death soaring through the skies.
Unfortunately, all they could do was pray.
* * *
2 minutes and 11 seconds.

The missile pierced the blue sky silently, meeting the endless horizon. Moments later, the second propellant detached.
Unlike the first propellant, the second propellant sparkled like a comet in the sky, its light visible to any Superhuman with keen eyesight.
Over the lands once known as the Margraviate, now the Autonomous Region of Provence, an old man with golden eyes averted his gaze from that light.
* * *
1 minute and 2 seconds.

The missile arrived at the black ocean of airless, windless space.
It could have continued onward, weaving through the twinkling stars, but its final propellant came to a halt just above the curved horizon.
After a brief silence, the warhead section separated from the missile’s tip.
Contained within it were a nuclear warhead, decoy, and mana chaff.
These were deaths forged by Earth, destroyers of worlds.
And the moment the warhead section aligned itself with its terrestrial target, the fate of millions of lives was sealed.
…At least, that should have been the case.
Yet it never descended toward its target. The moment the warhead section began its reentry into the atmosphere, it vanished entirely, as if it were suddenly swallowed by another dimension.
* * *
Neti stared blankly at Yeomyeong.
What on earth was going on? Her brother-in-law was definitely by her dying sister’s side just moments ago.
And all of a sudden he had now moved to the other side of the control room in the blink of an eye.
And in such a tattered state, too.
Was she starting to see things because she had been crying so much?
Without realizing it, Neti rubbed her eyes, but Yeomyeong was still there with his hand raised, clenched tightly as if grasping for something.
After about two minutes had passed, he smiled and lowered his hand. It was a weary smile, as if he had accomplished something big.
Looking at his expression, Neti wiped her tears. Honestly, she felt a little angry.
How could he wear such an expression when her sister was dying?
It was no one else but him—her brother-in-law!
Yet, because of the inexplicable sense of anticipation welling up inside her, she said nothing and simply watched as Yeomyeong approached them.
Finally, when Yeomyeong reached Seti’s side, her anticipation turned into a reality.
“Saintess, you can stop now.”
Yeomyeong said as he sat next to Seti. The Saintess didn’t ask him what kind of nonsense he was spouting.
Partly because his voice sounded really serious and the other because of the small vial he pulled out from his pocket.
“You… could it possibly be that…?”
Even the Saintess had never seen this potion in person before.
Though she was full of disbelief, she simply watched as Yeomyeong pulled the spear out of Seti’s abdomen.
Blood and flesh gushed from the wound with a sickening sound as Seti’s body convulsed. Then, without hesitation, Yeomyeong uncapped the vial and poured half its contents onto her abdomen.
The moment the potion touched the wound, a miracle occurred.
“It’s really Elixir…”
Following the Saintess’ gasp of admiration, a clean, pure fragrance overpowered the smell of blood.
Crushed organs returned to their places, and torn muscles and skin regenerated anew.
It was a miracle that surpassed even the Saintess’ healing magic.
However, there wasn’t enough potion to restore her destroyed blood vessels.
But Yeomyeong didn’t stop there. Taking the remaining half of the potion in his mouth, he then wrapped his hand around Seti’s nape, he pulled her in and kissed her.
Her cool lips met his warm ones, and the potion flowed along with the tender touch of his tongue.
“Oh…”
Neti’s eyes widened in shock as she watched them. In contrast, the Saintess seemed to be in a daze, but she didn’t stop the kiss between the two.
How much time passed like that?
As the warmth returned to Seti’s cold body, and their soft tongues brushed against each other’s front teeth, the Saintess broke the silence.
“You two… this isn’t your first kiss, is it? You’re way too skilled.”
Having just heard the most chilling voice ever from the Saintess, Neti, who had been moved by the heartwarming scene, blinked in confusion and looked at the Saintess.
What’s wrong with her? Why is she acting like this all of a sudden?
Whether Neti was flustered or not, the Saintess quietly pulled a revolver from her thigh. Click-clack.
Only after the sound of the chamber rotating and a bullet falling into place echoed did the two finally part their lips.
However, Seti grabbed Yeomyeong’s nape as he tried to raise his head and gave him another short kiss.
Ignoring Yeomyeong’s surprise, after breaking the kiss, she whispered softly in his ear.
“You did well, Yeomyeong.”
“…Not at all.”
Only after exchanging those brief words did Yeomyeong finally manage to raise his head.
Standing behind him, the Saintess had somehow approached them and was now panting heavily. She trembled as she glanced back and forth between Seti and Yeomyeong.
“Millions just died from a nuclear missile, and the two of you… you two…!”
A truth the Saintess had been trying very hard to ignore. And unable to contain her emotions any longer, she burst into tears.
Yeomyeong stood up and extended his arms toward her.
“Are you okay?”
Without any hesitation, she buried her face into his chest and cried harder than ever before.
I… I failed… I’m sorry, so sorry…
And by the time her tears and snot had thoroughly soaked Yeomyeong’s clothes and Neti’s expression turned stiff while staring at the control room monitor, Yeomyeong patted the Saintess on the back and spoke.
“Saintess, should I let you in on a little secret?”
“…A secret? What secret?”
Seeing the Saintess sniffle as she spoke, Yeomyeong replied with a laugh.
“Well, actually… I stopped it.”
“Stopped it? Stopped what?”
Instead of answering, he grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her toward the control room monitor.
Contrary to her expectations of seeing the aftermath of the nuclear strike, the monitor displayed…

FAILURE



FAILURE



FAILURE



Crimson letters displayed a barrage of failure alerts. Upon seeing them, the Saintess’ expression twisted into a peculiar mix of joy and disbelief—or perhaps a blend of both.
“H-how? How did you do it?”
“I just tried something, and it worked.”
Yeomyeong’s reply was meant to be a joke.
Explaining things like ‘Player’ and ‘the Bag’ would have to wait until Neti wasn’t around.
Seti, leaning against him, chuckled at the absurdity, but the Saintess didn’t press further.
Instead, her face turned red as she noticed Yeomyeong’s clothes soaked with her tears and snot…
Then, as if suddenly realizing something, she raised the hand holding the revolver high and shouted.
“You… you! You delayed telling me about it just to watch me cry… or to stop me from getting angry, didn’t you?”
“…Is that what it sounds like?”
As soon as Yeomyeong shrugged, the Saintess muttered, ‘This jerk is for real—’ and began swinging the revolver, holding it upside down.
“You jerk! Don’t you dare run away!”
Yeomyeong, who was fleeing, and the Saintess chasing after him—Seti smiled as she watched them.
Observing the three, Neti quietly approached her sister and asked.
“Um, Unnie… this isn’t a love triangle, is it?”
“…”
It was a rather inappropriate question to ask a sister who had just narrowly escaped death.

 
    

  Chapter 176: For Whom the Bag Opens (6)
* * *
The Southern Count Palatine’s palace was the oldest building in this city.
Before the Soviet Union had seized this land, the small castle had served as the emperor’s villa.
And surprisingly, the castle, engraved with the pride of its downfall over time, showed almost no traces of battle around it, as if the undead had deliberately avoided this area. This observation caused the one-armed elf Finel to frown sharply.
“Whether it’s the east or the south… they aren’t even trying to hide the fact that they’re the culprits.”
Saying so, he raised his sword, which was gleaming gruesomely after slicing through dozens of zombies as they made their way from the armed inn to the castle.
He seemed ready to charge toward the castle at any moment.
Then, someone standing behind him cleared his throat and grabbed Finel by the shoulder.
“Sir Finel, please follow my plan from here on.”
The one who stopped him was Balagu, an orc disguised as the Southern Count Palatine using illusion magic.
“If my prediction is correct and the Southern Count Palatine has already vacated the castle… we should be able to enter without bloodshed.”
“…”
On hearing Balagu’s persuasion, Finel stared at the castle for a moment, then lowered his sword and stepped back.
His demeanor seemed to say, Go ahead and try.
“Thank you for trusting me.”
With those words, Balagu led the group—including Joseph, his armed subordinates, and dozens of women and children—toward the castle.
“Hey! Stop right there!”
Seeing the crowd approaching all at once, a guard atop the small castle wall shouted.
“Haven’t you heard the Count’s declaration? The area around the palace is off-limits! Get lost immediately!”
He seemed to be very accustomed to making such threats, probably because he had to repeat them numerous times recently.
However, no one from Balagu’s group backed down. Instead, some children even giggled while staring at the guard.
The guard looked confused.
“Have these lowlifes all gone mad as a group? I’ll turn them into cheese right now…!”
Just as he was about to relay his orders to the crossbowmen stationed on the wall, Balagu stepped forward and raised his head.
“You fool!!”
His voice was loud enough to shake the castle walls and the guard’s previously bewildered expression hardened.
“What? Fool? This bastard dares…!”
“Shut up!”
“…”
“Even a dog recognizes its master! And yet, here I find someone worse than a dog, one who cannot even recognize his lord’s face, guarding my gate!!”
At that, other guards peered over the wall. One of them recognized the Southern Count Palatine’s face immediately and swallowed nervously.
“…M-My Lord?”
The guards, especially the one who was the first to look over, wore twisted expressions.
Of course, not everyone believed without question. Some muttered things like, ‘Wasn’t he in his office?’ and ‘His voice sounds different…’
As expected, it won’t be easy.
Hearing those murmurs, Finel placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, ready to leap onto the wall if necessary.
Then Balagu shouted once more at the top of his lungs.
“Who in the world put trash like you on guard duty?! Was it Dovan? No, it must be Dovan!!”
But he didn’t stop there, he pulled out a coin from his pocket and threw it at the wall.
“Go get him right now! I raised that incompetent fool, and this is how he repays me? Bring him here immediately!! I’ll punish him myself!!!”
The audacity to call the knight’s name so casually combined with the habit of throwing things.
The behavior the Southern Count Palatine was currently displaying was as typical as it could get, leaving the guards unable to doubt him any further. They hurriedly began opening the gates.
“…Wow, he’s really good at acting.”
Joseph, who had been clutching a grenade tightly, ready to throw it at the wall if necessary, smirked as he watched the gate creak open.
Balagu replied with a nonchalant expression.
“Isn’t there a saying that goes, the person who has experienced it knows best? This much is nothing.”
“…”
“Also, it’s not over until we’ve completely taken the castle. Joseph, Finel? Please pretend to be Count Palatine’s guests. I’ll take care of the rest.”
As soon as the two nodded, the gate creaked open with a loud clank.
Soon, a knight, clad clumsily in rattling armor as if he had put it on in a rush, ran out from the gate. He checked Balagu’s face and immediately bowed deeply.
“M-My Lord. Weren’t you in the offi—?”
The knight bowing was Dovan, Balagu’s friend and the very same knight who had recently been hit on the forehead by Yeomyeong.
“Circumstances were unfavorable, so I rescued some citizens… no, some lowly commoners.”
“Excuse me?”
Was the mention of rescuing lowly commoners that shocking to him? Dovan furrowed his brows as if he’d just heard something unthinkable.
Ignoring him, Balagu continued speaking smoothly or rather shamelessly.
“Do you still not understand subtle hints? Must I spell it out for you to get it?”
“…N-No, Sir!”
“The plan had been ruined. Completely messed up! So I had no choice but to bring these lowlifes here… and these two. Do you understand now?”
His words lacked both subject and context, making them hard to follow. However, upon seeing the stone in Balagu’s hand, Dovan simply nodded.
Naturally, Balagu, who needed to make the act convincing, threw the stone without hesitation.
“If you understand, then hurry up and show us the way already! How long will you keep my guests waiting?!”
As the stone rolled on the ground, Dovan quickly got to his feet and escorted the group into the castle.
* * *
The Saintess’ anger as she pursued Yeomyeong with a revolver in hand didn’t last long.
While her stamina had already been depleted from having pushed herself to the limits by using the healing miracle, it was the relief of having saved millions of lives and Seti that finally made her tension dissipate.
That was why, not long after she started chasing Yeomyeong, the Saintess collapsed flat on the control room floor.
Yeomyeong, who had been running away, looked down at her and asked.
“Are you done venting your anger?”
Instead of answering, she threw the revolver at him, but Yeomyeong caught it easily.
“…Wow, you’re such a jerk. Why can’t you even let me hit you once?”
“Well… because I didn’t do anything wrong?”
Hearing Yeomyeong’s dry-humor reply, it seemed the Saintess was about to yell something but then shook her head instead.
“…Forget it. I’d rather die than suffer.”
She sighed deeply and stretched out her arms toward Yeomyeong, a gesture asking him to help her up.
Obediently, Yeomyeong helped her up as she wished, but he lightly used Telekinesis instead of lifting her directly.
While his precise control of Telekinesis might have been impressive, the Saintess, floating in the air all of a sudden, crossed her arms with a pout.
“Not using magic. Give me a piggyback ride.”
“…Oh ho. A grown woman asking for a piggyback ride?”
As Yeomyeong pulled her closer with Telekinesis and then turned toward the direction where the two sisters were, the Saintess leaned in and whispered in a voice soft enough so Seti wouldn’t hear.
“…I’m going to tell Seti about the time you smacked my butt.”
“…Hey.”
“And I’m going to tell everyone else about it as well. Corvus, Neti, and also… Ow!”
Before she could continue with her threats, Yeomyeong flicked her forehead with his finger.
Ignoring the Saintess who was tearing up while clutching her forehead, he used Telekinesis to place her on his back and released the spell.
“Huh?!”
Not expecting him to actually carry her, she gasped in surprise.
A brief silence ensued.
Ignoring the heavy sensation pressing against his hands and back, Yeomyeong spoke.
“What happened to Seti… it wasn’t your fault. So, there’s no need to let it weigh on you. And even less reason to take it out on me.”
“…”
“I promise you, Seti won’t blame you either.”
“How… can you promise me that? You weren’t the one who got stabbed trying to save me—it was Seti….”
“I just know.”
His confident reply left no room for doubts. And before the Saintess could say anything else, Yeomyeong added.
“And even if Seti doesn’t forgive you, I’ll help.”
Yeomyeong didn’t know whether his words were of any comfort to the Saintess or made her feel worse.
She didn’t say anything in response, simply burying her face into the nape of his neck.
But for some reason, the tear-soaked blindfold felt a little warmer.
* * *
Contrary to the Saintess’ worries, Seti accepted her apology coolly.
“Um, Seti… I’m sorry.”
“Sorry? For what?”
“You got stabbed by the spear instead of me… If only I had been a little more careful…”
“Oh, that? Don’t worry about it. There’s no need to apologize—it’s not something you need to apologize for.”
Seti didn’t bother explaining that even if she hadn’t knelt, there was no way she could have avoided it or that saving her was the more logical choice.
She simply cast a peculiar glance at Yeomyeong, who had carried the Saintess on his back.
While Neti silently retreated on sensing her sister’s irritation, Seti pinched the cheeks of the Saintess, who looked on the verge of tears.
“Geez, I’m really fine. I even got to drink an elixir thanks to you, and more importantly, I didn’t die, right?”
“Huh? Wait, how did you know it was an elix—?”
“Shh, that’s a secret.”
“…”
After patting the dazed Saintess for a short while, Seti nudged Yeomyeong in the side.
“Cheon Yeomyeong-ssi? I believe it’s time to clean up. So, what are you going to do first?”
Clean up, huh? Yeomyeong glanced around the control room.
Though the important battles were over, there were still a few unresolved matters to take care of.
Bykov, who turned tail while he was putting the nuclear warhead into his inventory, and the Southern Count Palatine, who had fled even before that.
And, of course, the remaining nuclear weapons.
The first priority was the nukes, so Yeomyeong looked around to find an intact monitor.
Fortunately, there was a monitor in the corner of the control room that was relatively undamaged.
Without much explanation, he quickly approached the monitor and addressed the three who had followed him.
“…Keep what you are about to see next a secret. Got it?”
The three reacted in their own ways.
Seti smiled silently, Neti’s eyes sparkled at the mention of the word ‘secret,’ and the Saintess gave the monitor a look of disbelief.
Then, in the next moment, Yeomyeong activated the nuclear missile system using the monitor.
Perhaps because the program was designed for post-nuclear warfare, it wasn’t complicated to operate.
“Yeomyeong, are you really…?”
As soon as the remaining 12 nuclear missiles were displayed on the screen, the Saintess grabbed his sleeve.
Anyone could see he was initiating the missile launch sequence.
“There’s absolutely no need to worry. So, just trust me and wait for a moment.”
“…”
“I promise.”
With those words, the Saintess released his sleeve and nodded.
Immediately afterward, the underground missile silos were displayed on the large monitor in the control room.
Beneath preservation magic circles, the 12 missiles lay dormant, ready to launch the moment liquid fuel would be injected.
Yeomyeong gazed at the missiles and thought.
Now, I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds… Wasn’t that how it went?
A verse from the Bhagavad Gita, the Hindu scripture, and the phrase Robert Oppenheimer, the father of the atomic bomb, recalled upon witnessing the Trinity test1.
Reflecting on that phrase, Yeomyeong made a resolution.
As much as possible, he would try to not use these nukes.
Was it because he had witnessed the madness of the Eastern Count Palatine, Bykov, today? Or was it because it reminded him of America’s history of obliterating the World Tree during the Second Western Expansion?
No, it was neither. What led Yeomyeong to make that resolution was a sudden, ominous feeling that flashed through his mind.
The moment he relied on the nukes to kill millions, he was sure he would no longer remain the person he was now.
As he followed this train of thought, he turned to gaze at each of his companions—Neti, Seti, and the Saintess.
When he met their gazes, all staring at him and not the nukes, the ominous feeling crawling up his spine vanished.
“Need some help?”
Seti asked as their eyes met. Seeing himself reflected in her blue eyes, Yeomyeong shook his head slowly.
“…I’m okay. I’ve already received enough help.”
With those words, Yeomyeong reached toward the monitor.
And the moment Seti’s eyes curved into crescents and the Saintess swallowed nervously—
The 12 missiles beyond the monitor disappeared into his subspace.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Trinity was the code name of the first detonation of a nuclear weapon, conducted by the United States Army.


   

  Chapter 177: A Road to Sampo
Kill the elves and save the man.
『Records from the Second Western Expansion Era no. 444 – Rallying Word of an Unknown Forest Dweller.』

* * *
The moment Balagu and his group entered through the castle gates, he spoke to the guard waiting behind the door.
“Provide these lowlives trailing behind us with a suitable place. And if anything disgraceful that will tarnish my reputation arises… I won’t let it slide. Understood?”
Orders from a superior were to be obeyed without question—especially when that superior was a temperamental noble.
The guard disappeared like the wind, taking the kids and women along with him, while Balagu led Joseph’s group and Finel toward the Count Palatine’s castle.
Dovan offered to guide them, but Balagu deliberately took the lead.
And once inside the castle, he headed straight for the Count Palatine’s office because if, by chance, the Count Palatine was still inside, they would need to ambush him.
Seemingly aware of the plan, Joseph and Finel remained on guard until they reached the office.
For Dovan, trailing behind them was torture.
Thankfully, the office was empty. Balagu let out a quiet sigh of relief, naturally took a seat at the desk and said.
“Dovan, relay this to the guards: Go outside the castle, ensure security is maintained in the area, and bring any homeless lowlives they come across back to the castle.”
“Pardon?”
Startled, Dovan stared at him in disbelief with eyes open wide but quickly bowed when Balagu glared at him.
“What? Do you have a problem with my orders?”
“N-no! There’s no problem at all!”
As if trying to hide his surprise, Dovan responded in an overly spirited voice.
Fortunately, he either didn’t seem to recognize Balagu’s voice, or was too befuddled to notice.
Regardless, deceiving a friend wasn’t a pleasant task, but Balagu still continued with his act.
All this was necessary to atone for his past mistake—and for the sake of Cheon Yeomyeong.
“Oh, and deploy all but the minimum number of guards required to maintain security. And if I catch even one of them slacking off, I’ll punish you personally. Understood?”
Spreading out the guards was the final strategy to take over the palace.
Of course, Dovan, oblivious to the scheme, asked.
“But then who will protect this castle and you, sir…?”
“Did you not see the dragon fight earlier? What’s even there to protect at this point?”
“…”
“And besides, if it’s about defending this place, these people are more than enough.”
Improvising, Balagu shot a glance at Finel. Taking the cue, Finel unsheathed his sword and enveloped it in Sword Aura.
A menacing, translucent Sword Aura emanated from the blade.
Seeing this, Dovan shrank back, his head bowed low.
“Understood, sir. I’ll carry out your orders.”
As soon as Dovan finished speaking, Balagu waved him off dismissively.
Dovan immediately shut the door behind him and left. Once the sound of his footsteps faded, Finel commented.
“Ha… Who would’ve ever thought that this plan would work?”
“Sometimes, outlandish plans are the most effective.”
Joseph and the burly men chuckled in agreement. As the laughter subsided, Balagu let out a sigh and said.
“But it isn’t over yet. We still don’t even know if the Southern Count Palatine is alive or dead.”
Finel shrugged his remaining shoulder and replied.
“So what? That old man has already lost his allies and base.”
“He might have lost his allies and base, but at the end of the day, he’s still a mage. And quite a skilled one at that.”
There was no harm in being cautious, Balagu added as he began inspecting various parts of the office.
Joseph and Finel simply stared at him, wondering what he was up to. Balagu, as if offering an excuse, said.
“Well, given that old man’s personality, he must have at least one secret passage in his office. So I thought it’s be wise to find it just in ca—”
However, Balagu’s words were cut short.
Just as he was about to continue, clunk!—the bookshelf in the office slid to the side.
Staring at the now-open bookshelf, not only Joseph’s group but even Finel was left speechless.
And from beyond the bookshelf emerged a familiar young man and three girls.
“…What’s this? Why are all of you here?”
It was Cheon Yeomyeong and his party who had left the inn much before them.
Spreading his arms wide in a joyful greeting, Balagu froze mid-step, his expression stiffening as he alternated his gaze between Yeomyeong’s face and his hand.
Held firmly in Yeomyeong’s hand was the blood-soaked Southern Count Palatine.
* * *
Turning back time a little to just after Yeomyeong placed the nuclear missile into his inventory.
Upon seeing the missile disappear all of a sudden, a similar thought crossed both Neti’s and the Saintess’ minds.
What on earth was going on?
It was clear that Yeomyeong had done something, but what exactly? Magic? Martial arts? Or was it divine power?
While the two were tangled in their endless doubts, Seti smiled meaningfully.
“Ah, so that’s the ‘bag,’ huh?”
“…What?”
How did you know? When Yeomyeong asked back, Seti stepped forward and whispered in his ear.
“Actually, I’ve been watching from the start.”
From the start? Just as Yeomyeong was about to ask her another question in response, the Saintess abruptly stuck her head between the two of them.
“Hold on, stop.”
The Saintess said while wrapping her arms around Seti’s waist as if to block Yeomyeong and Seti from getting any closer.
“First, explain. What’s this ‘bag’, and where did you send that nuke?”
Sensing this would be a long explanation, Yeomyeong briefly recalled the list of items in his inventory.
Then, out of the hundreds of items, he picked something unusual and reached into the thin air.
In the next moment, a small can of cola appeared in Yeomyeong’s hand.
“Huh?”
Hearing the Saintess’ small gasp, Yeomyeong stored the cola back.
Then he summoned it again, retrieved it, summoned it, and retrieved it once more…
The mana required to retrieve a can of cola was minimal, suggesting that the inventory retrieval ability depended on the distance and size.
After repeating this a few times, it was Neti, not the Saintess, who clapped her hands in understanding.
“Ah! I get it now. It’s a subspace, right?”
“…Correct. That’s the answer.”
And though this wasn’t a quiz show, Yeomyeong tossed the cola to Neti as a reward.
While Neti marveled at the cold can in her hand, the Saintess, having finally understood what just happened, tilted her head in confusion.
“A subspace that can retrieve a launched nuclear missile? I’ve never heard of a subspace being used like that.”
“…”
“But I also can’t deny what I’ve just seen with my own eyes….”
The Saintess stared at Yeomyeong with a complicated expression. After all, this wasn’t the first time he had shown abilities far beyond her expectations in this way.
Of course, regardless of that, a nuke was still a nuke. Choosing her next words carefully, the Saintess spoke up.
“…Yeomyeong, can you promise me one thing?”
“Promise?”
“Promise me… that you won’t use the nuclear weapons we just recovered on innocent people. Ever.”
Had she used Foresight? No, it seemed more like she was recalling the vision she had seen with Yeomyeong in the past.
The vision of him and Seti turning Yeouido into a sea of fire and sweeping away the National Assembly building.
He didn’t hesitate. Glancing alternately at the Saintess and Seti, Yeomyeong answered.
“I’m not some type of crazed murderer… And if it’s about that, I’ll promise as much as you want.”
“…Thank you.”
As soon as the Saintess replied, Neti raised her hand enthusiastically.
“Brother-in-law, brother-in-law! How much more can you fit into the subspace?”
“…What?”
“It’s nothing big… It’s just that those Rat Beastfolks ran off in the direction of the armory and a tank warehouse, right? I was thinking, while we’re at it, why not pick up a weapon or a tank?”
“…”
A tank? Unable to comprehend what she meant, the Saintess tilted her head. But on the other hand, Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin.
Weapons and tanks—that wasn’t really a bad idea.
* * *
Unfortunately, the armory had already been looted thoroughly.
In the large armory, all that Yeomyeong was able to recover were a few dozen rifles and some boxes of bullets—what more was there to say?
However, there was no real disappointment as Finel had already informed them that the Rat Beastfolks had cleaned out the armory.
What mattered was the tank. With that in mind, they headed toward the tank storage…
“This place is also stripped clean.”
The tank storage was completely empty. No fuel, not even a single part was left behind—it was utterly spotless.
“Oh no! My tank!”
Regardless of Neti’s reaction upon seeing that, Yeomyeong simply tapped his lips in contemplation.
There was no exit. So, how did they manage to move the tanks?
And the answer to that question appeared as soon as they stepped out of the storage facility.
Right in front of the door, on the other side of the storage, was a swirling mass of mana, big enough to dye the surroundings red.
Its true nature was a Dimensional Portal—large enough for a tank to pass through.
“First nukes, and now a Dimensional Portal…”
At the Saintess’ lament, everyone turned to look at Yeomyeong.
Their expressions were all asking the same question: Are we going to chase them through the Portal?
Yeomyeong shook his head without a moment’s hesitation.
It wasn’t fear or lack of preparation holding him back.
The main issue lay in the mana emanating from that Portal itself.
It was far too similar to that of the crimson arm he had fought in frozen time.
“We will retreat here.”
It was unfortunate that they were unable to kill Bykov, but they had managed to stop the nuke. So, there was no need to risk everything now by going after him.
With that thought in mind, Yeomyeong stepped back as the crimson Portal began to dissipate with a crackling sound, as if it had been waiting for him to fall into its trap.
“…Wow, what sort of a country was the Soviet Union to even leave behind something like this?”
Following Neti’s brief remark, the group turned and headed down the corridor the Southern Count Palatine had fled.
If there was any consolation, it was that while Bykov, who had fled using the unnatural method of a Dimensional Portal, the Southern Count Palatine had left plenty of traces behind.
Footprints, bloodstains, and even blatant traces of mana.
Unable to stand the thought of losing Southern Count Palatine, who had played a hand in aiding Ekaterina’s spear throw, Seti was at the forefront of the pursuit.
Anyway, she diligently tracked the Southern Count Palatine all the way through the city streets outside the armory.
As they wandered through the chaotic back alleys of the city for quite some time, the group eventually found a wooden door between two alleyways leading underground.
After opening the door and descending, they found themselves in a storage cellar packed with whiskey barrels.
The faint smell of alcohol and wood mingled with the dissipating scent of blood, while the footprints had long since disappeared.
Even the traces of mana could no longer be detected. Was this how their pursuit would end?
While Seti sighed in frustration, Yeomyeong suddenly began knocking on the barrels.
Tap-tap, tonk-tonk, thuds-thuds.
Each wooden barrel made a different sound depending on the amount of alcohol inside. The closer the sound was to a sharp tap-tap, the more filled the barrel.
“What are you doing?”
As the Saintess tilted her head curiously, Yeomyeong replied while tapping the barrels.
“There’s something odd about this. Just give me a moment.”
A moment later, he stood in front of a storage rack stacked with barrels that made a series of sharp, full sounds.
And then, in the very next moment—
He pushed the rack, and with a rumbling noise, a hidden passageway behind it was revealed.
“What the—? How did you figure that out?”
As they stepped into the hidden corridor, Seti asked a question, to which Yeomyeong replied casually.
“When whiskey is stored in wooden barrels, the alcohol gradually evaporates over time, so the volume naturally decreases.”
“…And?”
“However, all these dusty barrels were filled to the brim? And not just one, but the entire rack? Pretty obvious, isn’t it?”
Hearing his explanation, Seti smiled faintly and asked.
“…Documentary?”
“Documentary.”
Here we go again, saying things only I don’t understand. The Saintess grumbled quietly as she followed behind. Neti reassured her, saying, It’s okay, I don’t get what they’re saying either, to comfort her.
While both were talking, they discovered a small, luxurious room at the end of the corridor.
It had a wardrobe, a mirror, and a ladder leading upward.
And in that very room was the Southern Count Palatine, vigorously scrubbing blood off himself.
When he saw Yeomyeong’s group, his eyes opened wide from the sheer terror, as if he’d seen a ghost.
“How did you…?!”
And before he could instinctively grab his staff, Yeomyeong delivered a sharp Flying Kick technique to his jaw.
It was a precise spinning kick that shattered his molars.
With the Count Palatine subdued in a single blow and groaning in pain, the group’s cleanup was concluded.

 
 Translator's Note
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  Chapter 178: A Road to Sampo (2)
* * *
And back to the present.
After having listened to Yeomyeong’s explanation thus far, Balagu asked for confirmation.
“So… you’re saying you took down both the dragon and the Count Palatine today?”
“To put it plainly, yes.”
“And then, after chasing the Southern Count Palatine to a secret corridor, you climbed a ladder and ended up in this office?”
“Yep, though I never thought you guys would occupy it before me.”
Setting the Southern Count Palatine down on the office floor, Yeomyeong replied. Balagu gazed at him with a complicated expression.
At that moment, the Southern Count Palatine, having barely regained his consciousness, flinched upon seeing Balagu’s face.
“Y-you… that fac—!”
With his jaw shattered, it was impossible to discern his words, but given the identical face before him, the intent was obvious.
After looking at the Count Palatine briefly, Balagu turned to Yeomyeong and asked.
“Sir Yeomyeong, could you please lift the illusion over my face?”
Yeomyeong obliged readily and as soon as Balagu’s face returned to that of a regular orc, the Southern Count Palatine’s reaction grew more intense.
“Y-you’re…!!”
“It’s been a while, Master.”
“You… basta—!”
“I’m really glad to see you again. Do you still consume the genitals of young orcs, or practice magic on children?”
The sudden vile accusation made the Saintess’ face twist in disgust. On the other hand, Seti and Neti, who had grown up as experiments, remained unperturbed.
Balagu continued, his tone remained even.
“Honestly, I assumed I no longer had any lingering emotions toward you, Master.”
“Yu… ar… noting… but… sla—!”
“But it seems I was mistaken. The sight of this ruined city and meeting you like this… I feel an overwhelming urge to bash your skull in.”
“…”
A brief silence ensued. Balagu turned to Yeomyeong again and spoke.
“Sir Yeomyeong, I know it’s selfish of me, but if you’re planning to kill the Southern Count Palatine, could you let me be the executioner?”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he glanced at Seti.
If anyone had the biggest stake in the Southern Count Palatine’s life, it was likely her.
Seti simply shrugged in response. Seeing that, Yeomyeong turned to Balagu and nodded.
“…Do as you wish.”
“Thank you.”
Perhaps realizing his death was imminent, the Southern Count Palatine’s face twisted in despair. He crawled across the floor, glaring at Yeomyeong.
“Ch-Cheon pl— Earthian, y-yu— haw dare… haw dare!!”
Yeomyeong did not avert his gaze. Locking eyes with him, he addressed the Count Palatine.
“The Southern Count Palatine of Dreitherial, Audrion.”
“…”
“You colluded with Kahal Magdu to destroy the railway and participated in turning citizens into undead. Don’t even think you’ll survive this.”
“Haw dhare… do yu… accuse me… of sin? Ev-everything… was for… His Majesty… the Emperor… You… thrash… kuhk!”
The Southern Count Palatine’s words were cut short as the orc’s foot pressed firmly into his back.
Gazing down at the Count Palatine with an indescribable expression, Balagu raised the pistol he had received from Joseph and aimed it at the back of his head.
A moment later, as the words ‘Your Majesty…’ escaped the Count Palatine’s lips and the Saintess and Neti averted their eyes, Balagu’s pistol roared.
The ear-splitting gunshot, the casing falling, the ricocheting fragments.
However, no blood flowed.
At the very last moment, Balagu had forcibly tilted the barrel away.
“…Why?”
At Yeomyeong’s succinct yet weighty question, Balagu answered with his shoulders slumped.
“I’m not too sure either. Maybe I didn’t want to execute someone in front of the young ladies, or maybe I didn’t want my revenge for a lifetime of slavery to end with a single act…”
“…”
“…I’m sorry.”
Balagu holstered the pistol at his waist and wiped his face. And almost as if making an excuse, he added:
“There’s a special prison under the castle meant for imprisoning mages. It has a magic circle that suppresses mana…”
“Enough with the excuses.”
However, Seti cut him off. After briefly exchanging a glance with Yeomyeong, she opened her mouth again.
“Come to think of it, we’re still under contract, aren’t we?”
“…”
“I wish to reward you for helping us enter the castle without any bloodshed, but I don’t have any coins on me… What should I do?”
The orc’s eyes widened. Smiling faintly, Seti gave him the answer he expected.
“Then, how about I hand over the Southern Count Palatine to you as your reward? I doubt that human trash is worth even a single gold coin, but… value is relative, isn’t it?”
* * *
With Yeomyeong’s help, Balagu disguised himself as the Southern Count Palatine once more and imprisoned the Count Palatine in the underground prison.
Thanks to Balagu’s flawless performance and the mask that matched the Count Palatine’s face perfectly, neither the servants nor the guards noticed anything amiss.
And after taking care of the Southern Count Palatine, Balagu proclaimed Yeomyeong and his companions as ‘guests of honor of the Count Palatine.’
Being a ‘guest of honor’ wasn’t particularly special.
It simply meant that they would be provided with free lodging and proper meals.
When thinking of the city that was currently in ruins, it was a relief that things were still as good as they were, so the group willingly became guests of honor.
After becoming honored guests, the first thing the group did was send messengers to the dragon and Corvus.
Although nothing was likely to go wrong with the dragon or Corvus, it was true that they were still concerned.
Once they confirmed that the messengers were on their way out of the city, the group headed straight to the bathhouse to wash off the blood and filth.
Fortunately, as Joseph had brought their luggage from the inn, they didn’t have to wear strange traditional clothes or tunics.
The Saintess was beaming, dressed in the same outfit as Seti… but Yeomyeong didn’t particularly pay any attention to it—or perhaps he was deliberately ignoring it.
Anyway, after cleaning themselves up, the next place the group headed to was the central hall of the castle, where the meal was served.
Food that was somewhat too much for a regular meal but not enough for a banquet was placed on the wooden tables lined up throughout the hall.
The women that Balagu rescued had worked hard, and thanks to that, most of the food on the tables was simple and homely, requiring a lot of effort to prepare.
There was a bean stew made with broth, roasted bread and vegetables piled on top of lamb that was baked in the oven.
Stir-fried rice cooked as if it were steamed in oil and thinly sliced fried potatoes.
Meatballs made using Asha’s special herbs, egg pies stuffed with lots of cheese, a whole steamed fish…
“…Thankfully, there’s no spam.”
After inspecting all the food piled up in the hall, Neti let out a sigh of relief.
Yeomyeong chuckled and followed her, sitting down and starting the food.
It was improper etiquette to start eating before the host had given permission, but thanks to Balagu sending the servants away, there was no one to point that out.
Perhaps he intended to discuss things that the servants shouldn’t overhear.
Sure enough, around the time Yeomyeong, who was lost in thought, was removing the meat off the legs for Neti, Balagu came over and asked.
“Sir Yeomyeong, are you planning to leave this city?”
Yeomyeong replied as he piled meat onto Neti’s plate.
“Yeah, if nothing goes wrong, I’ll probably leave soon.”
“If you leave like this… the city will die.”
It was an unexpected remark, but Yeomyeong understood what Balagu was trying to say.
He knew very well what the current state of the city was.
The northern railway, which was responsible for bringing in the most supplies, had been cut off, the Count Palatines who were supposed to manage the city were either dead or had fled the city, and the streets were filled with corpses.
The present situation was really grim, where a large-scale riot could break out at any moment.
“I won’t ask you to stay for the sake of the city.”
“…And even if you ask me to stay, I have no intention to.”
“But you could still help, couldn’t you?”
Yeomyeong did not answer right away. He continued placing the fish meat on Neti’s plate before speaking.
“Balagu.”
“Yes, Sir Yeomyeong.”
“Have you heard the saying, ‘A virtue without power is worse than evil’?”
“No, I haven’t. Is that a saying from Earth?”
“Yes, a person named Niccolò Machiavelli1 from Earth said that.”
A short silence ensued. Yeomyeong continued as he flipped the fish.
“I know you’re saying this because you believe I’m a good person. I understand that.”
“…”
“But… that’s a misunderstanding. Balagu, I’m not a good person, and the one you should be asking for help is…”
Yeomyeong said as he placed a large portion of the fish on the plate and handed it to the Saintess. Balagu’s gaze followed the dish to the Saintess.
“…”
She was wearing the same clothes as Seti, giggling as she stuck right next to her.
Watching that foolish sight, Balagu furrowed his brow slightly.
Did he just ruin the mood? Swallowing a bitter smile, Yeomyeong pointed at the Saintess and called out to her.
“Hey, Saintess.”
“Saintess? You mean that…”
“That’s right. The Saintess of the Five Gods’ Church.”
Only then did Balagu’s gaze change. The Saintess wore an expression that seemed to say, ‘What about me?’
“But the news about her coming to this city is most probably a secret, so she won’t be able to offer much assistance. At most, she could summon the Holy Knights and priests from the Holy Nation’s capital.”
When Yeomyeong said this, the Saintess responded as if to say, ‘That much? Sure.’
Holy Knights and priests? A hint of hope appeared on Balagu’s face.
“…Even that would be more than enough help.”
However, having no intention to let him harbor any false hope, The Saintess laid out the harsh reality firmly.
“Don’t get too excited. For the priests to come all the way from the Holy Nation’s capital, it would take ten days by train. However, there aren’t any railroads right now… Even if we send word as fast as possible, it’ll take them a month to get here by carriage.”
The information should have been enough to crush his spirit, but Balagu didn’t lose hope.
“That means we can make it work if we can hold out for just a month.”
Why was he going to such lengths? Yeomyeong rested his chin on his hand as he observed Balagu.
Could his life—having shifted from slave to nomad and then from nomad to slave trader—have influenced his mindset now?
Yeomyeong didn’t know. Nor did he need to.
For now, it was enough to offer advice as a friend.
“Balagu, get a hold on Joseph.”
“…Get a hold on Joseph?”
“Go to Joseph right now, strike a deal, and buy up all his weapons. Then, if possible, rally the desert tribes and stake your dominance over the city.”
“…Hah, dominance, you say.”
“In my opinion, if you crush them with force, you should be able to maintain peace in the city for a month. Right?”
The last question was directed at Seti. Chewing on a piece of fish the Saintess had given her, Seti answered.
“Hmm, it’s probably possible? Thanks to the gangsters dying off in the sewers, most of the big organizations are likely no more. And if you combine the Southern Count Palatine’s forces with the nomads, it should be enough to maintain order.”
“…”
“But you can’t afford to show any leniency. Resources will be scarce until the railroad is restored and the moment you show any sign of weakness, they’ll pounce on you immediately. And one more thing…”
Seti turned her gaze outside of the hall, toward the city’s sky.
“Wouldn’t it help if a dragon put in a word? If the dragon were to declare its support for Balagu disguised as the Southern Count Palatine, I think any trouble would lay low for a while.”
That was only if the dragon were willing to grant such a favor.
* * *
Even without the dragon’s help, the other methods could be carried out immediately.
After thanking the group, Balagu immediately left the hall to persuade Joseph. And not long after, the group finished their meal and, guided by a servant, moved toward the room prepared for them.
But the so-called room was…
“Why is there only one?”
It was the largest room in the castle, with a massive bed large enough to accommodate the entire group.
“…Did they make a mistake?”
Unconcerned, Seti casually commented before sprawling onto the gigantic bed. It was far softer than the bed back at the inn.
“Yeomyeong? You must be tired. Come and lie down.”
She patted the space beside her, inviting him over. Realizing that she was joking, Yeomyeong shook his head with a smile.
“I’ll pass. I’ll let the Saintess have the spot on your side.”
“…”
With Yeomyeong’s remark opening the door, the Saintess wasted no time joining the fun.
She darted to the bed, lay down beside Seti, and hugged her tightly.
Seti giggled, the Saintess rubbed her cheek against hers, and Yeomyeong pulled the cord to summon the servant—witnessing this absurd scene, Neti offered a blunt summary.
“…So it’s not a love triangle but chaos?”
Yeomyeong neither denied nor affirmed that assessment. Instead, deciding to wait until the servant arrived, he pulled over a chair next to the bed and sat by the window.
He deliberately intended to keep his distance from the bed. And joking aside, he wasn’t bold enough to lie in the same bed with both girls at the same time.
With her illusions about the Saintess completely shattered, Neti also avoided the bed and sat across from Yeomyeong.
A silence—neither heavy, nor prolonged—passed between the two.
And by the time the sun began to set and both the Saintess and Seti had collapsed into a deep sleep due to exhaustion, Neti finally broke the silence.
“Brother-in-law, there’s something I’m curious about regarding your advice to Balagu.”
“Curious? About what?”
“The Count Palatine’s face. Once we leave, there’ll be no one to maintain the illusion magic. What’s the plan—”
Yeomyeong interrupted her mid-sentence.
“Well, I don’t know. He’ll probably wear a mask.”
“…And his green skin?”
“He can wear clothes that cover his entire body and gloves on his hands. Do you think Balagu wouldn’t have taken that into account? He started this whole act knowing well what it would entail.”
“Why—”
Did he do this? Before Neti could voice her question, Yeomyeong answered in advance.
“I don’t know.”
“…”
“It could be because he wants to be a better person or perhaps because of guilt… Don’t overthink it. It’s just that a good person happened to find the right time, like a flower blooming in a trash can.”
A flower blooming in a trash can. Neti rolled the metaphor over her tongue as she stared at Yeomyeong.
Seemingly weary, he was leaning against the chair’s backrest, his profile outlined against the sunset outside the window.
“…You’re also a good person, brother-in-law.”
The words slipped out of Neti’s mouth before she realized it.
Coincidentally, the setting sun cast a deep shadow on Yeomyeong’s face through the window, making the moment feel profound.
Beneath the face half-cast in shadow and sunlight, Yeomyeong wore a smile.
“It’s enough for me to be a good person only to you all.”
You all? Neti wondered if he was referring to the four sisters before suddenly recalling that he had the physiognomy of Yang Soyu.
No, surely not, right?
No way. Definitely not.
Neti snuck a glance at Yeomyeong’s face again and, sensing something was amiss, got up from her seat.
For some reason, her ears felt muffled.
And rather than trying to explain or understand the situation, she went straight to the bed and lay behind her sleeping sister.
Fortunately, Yeomyeong remained silent the entire time, and Neti began to drift into the world of dreams.
Or rather, she was about to.
Just as she lay on the bed and pulled the blanket over herself—
Tap, tap, tap! The sound of something knocking echoed in her ears.
Thankfully, the source of the noise wasn’t her heart.
Raising her head to check, she realized the noise was coming from the window in the middle of the room.
More specifically, it was from a crow tapping on the glass.
The only odd thing was that the crow was as large as a big dog.
Stunned by the sight, Neti stared blankly at the crow, while Yeomyeong stood up and opened the window.
As soon as he did, the crow entered the room and…
“You terrible student! How could you? Sharing a room, and even a bed, with three women?!”
She began scolding Yeomyeong.
Watching her ramble on about proper sexual concepts and religions that allowed multiple wives, Neti was left speechless by the surreal scene.
Wondering if she was dreaming, she pinched both her sister’s and the Saintess’ cheeks simultaneously.
And thankfully, it wasn’t a dream—since both of them woke up immediately and retaliated violently against her.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Niccolò di Bernardo dei Machiavelli was a Florentine diplomat, author, philosopher, and historian who lived during the Italian Renaissance. He is best known for his political treatise The Prince (Il Principe), written around 1513 but not published until 1532, five years after his death. He has often been called the father of modern political philosophy and political science.


   

  Chapter 179: A Road to Sampo (3)
* * *
Silence descended over the city as nighttime fell.
The dance of the Dragons that had painted the sky, the smoke that rose acridly, and even the groans of the undead were nowhere to be seen or heard.
The collapsed buildings and the corpses abandoned all over the streets bore witness to the tragedy that unfolded during the day. Still, the darkness of the night covered everything impartially, sparing neither the living nor the dead.
While a child who lost their home was drifting off to dreamland, and the sleepless moonlight glanced over at the city, someone’s footsteps broke the silence.
The sound wasn’t loud enough to wake the city, but enough to draw the Dragon’s attention.
As the Red Dragon sitting atop the ruins turned its head, Yeomyeong emerged from between the wreckage.
He was dressed lightly and wasn’t carrying a sword or gun.
[You’re late, Cheon Yeomyeong.]
“I’m sorry. I had some other matters to attend to.”
[No need for apologies. I can understand this much.]
“…What do you mean by ‘understand’?”
[A male with many mates is always short on time. All the dwarf kings I knew were like that.]
Hearing the unexpected answer, Cheon Yeomyeong swallowed his flustered reaction and quickly changed the subject.
“Was there any trouble while you waited?”
[There were some fools targeting the bones, plenty of them in fact.]
Orsay Taboul said this as it cast its gaze downward.
At its feet lay none other than the bones of Kahal Magdu.
The massive Dragon’s bones still preserved the posture of the moment it handed its heart to Yeomyeong, but the surroundings bore traces of scattered digging.
There were still lunatics looking to strike it rich even in all that chaos?
Well, there must be a few lunatics willing to put their lives on the line for treasure, right? Especially if the treasure was Dragon bones.
Yeomyeong shook his head and approached Kahal Magdu’s bones.
When he reached the Dragon’s skull, Orsay Taboul spoke again.
[Just before sunset, I saw a massive missile flying from the outskirts of the city. Cheon Yeomyeong, were you the one who launched it?]
So it had seen the launched nuclear missile? Of course, if even Finel had seen it, how could a Dragon not?
Yeomyeong replied in a calm voice.
“Not me. Some crazy commie fired it.”
[… Commie.]
The Dragon, with its many ill-fated encounters with communists, narrowed its eyes.
[Then… was the Saintess’ effort in vain?]
Orsay Taboul asked cautiously. Was it because they failed to save the people? No, it seemed to be more displeased about letting the communists strike a blow.
“No, I stopped the missile. We lost track of the commie, but… since we managed to save numerous lives of innocents, I don’t think it was a failure.”
Yeomyeong didn’t elaborate any further, nor did the Dragon ask for more explanation.
Instead, the Dragon lowered its long neck low enough to meet Yeomyeong’s eyes. Reflected in the massive reptilian pupil was Yeomyeong, touching the skeleton dragon’s skull.
[How ironic.]
“…?”
[That I, who once sought to kill countless humans, now assists in saving them.]
Is that how it turned out? Yeomyeong felt a strange sensation.
He had never imagined that a bond formed in Manchuria would turn into something like this.
Also, it seemed the Dragon felt the same as it blinked its enormous eyes and scanned Yeomyeong.
After the intense gaze that felt like it could pierce through his soul passed over him for a moment, the Dragon spoke, as if it truly had.
[Yet, I sense neither pride nor joy in you after having saved your kind.]
“…”
[Though I am not human, I’ve seen countless dwarves risk their lives for the greater good. And yet, none of them were as detached as you.]
The Dragon’s observation was accurate. Yeomyeong didn’t feel any joy from having saved the people of the capital.
To be precise, it was more like he simply didn’t place much meaning on it in the first place.
And it was not like he could boast about stopping a nuclear missile, so for what reason did he have to feel proud?
On the other hand, saving Seti and defeating Kahal Magdu felt a hundred times more fulfilling and joyous…
As Yeomyeong recalled this thought, the Dragon let out a fiery snort.
For humans, it was akin to clearing one’s throat.
[You are the man traveling with the Saintess, yet far from being a hero. And somehow, that feels like quite a fortunate thing.]
It was a fortunate thing that he was not a hero? Confused by the statement, Yeomyeong tilted his head, and the Dragon elaborated.
[Heroes always seek to die for others. Sacrifice is noble, but the pain of those who remain is immeasurable.]
“…”
[Therefore, I wish for you to live long, a life of great longevity.]
Unlike my dear friend— Yeomyeong felt as if he could hear the unspoken words at the end of the Dragon’s sentence.
Unable to find words to console the Dragon’s sorrow, Cheon Yeomyeong stood in silent reflection.
The night wind, heavy with silence, passed between them. And only after the wind had come to a complete standstill did Cheon Yeomyeong speak up.
“Orsay, I have a request.”
[Speak. My ears are open to you.]
“My companions and I plan to leave this city tomorrow. Since Kahal Magdu destroyed the railway here, could you possibly take us to the nearest city?”
After making his request, Yeomyeong waited for the Dragon’s permission. However, instead of granting it, an awkward silence filled the space between them.
Did it perhaps consider the request to be too rude? Just as Yeomyeong was starting to feel flustered, the Dragon responded in a similarly uncertain voice.
[Is that truly all you’re asking for?]
“…Yes, that’s all.”
[Hmm… It seems I misunderstood you. I was expecting an outrageous request like the Saintess often makes.]
…What sort of requests did the Saintess actually make?
As Yeomyeong hesitated to ask, the Dragon straightened its neck and spine.
[Cheon Yeomyeong, if that’s all you’re asking for, I would willingly grant such a request a hundred times over.]
“…Thank you.”
[It’s not something worthy of gratitude. But… I must ask. What do you intend to do with the bones of Kahal Magdu?]
The Dragon looked at the massive bones that lay before them.
It was an enormous amount, one that even a fellow Dragon wouldn’t be able to move easily.
“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that.”
After that light response, he extended his hand.
Don’t need to worry? As Orsay Taboul tilted its head, the moment the inventory confirmed Yeomyeong’s ownership over the bones, Yeomyeong clenched his fist.
* * *
After returning to the Count Palatine’s palace, Yeomyeong immediately headed straight to his room.
This was the new room Yeomyeong had been assigned after being kicked out of the women’s room, and it was far more luxurious. The bed, sofa, and carpet were much more luxurious than the first room he had been shown.
According to the servant who had shown him around, this was a VIP room used by the former emperor.
Recalling the explanation that this room was one the South Count Palatine never lent to anyone, Yeomyeong opened the door. Startled, he gripped the doorknob tightly.
It was because he felt a familiar presence inside the room—not just one, but two.
“What are you doing, not coming in?”
Was he caught already? Contemplating whether to escape, Yeomyeong entered the room with a sigh.
“It doesn’t look like you went to the bathroom, so what have you been doing all this time?”
The Saintess asked as she lay on the bed, crushing on the soft pillow.
“He probably came back after collecting the dragon’s bones. Or maybe he met with Orsay Taboul.”
Said Seti as she sat crookedly on the luxurious sofa embroidered with elaborate designs.
With his arms crossed, Yeomyeong didn’t move to either the bed or the sofa.
“Regardless of where I’ve been or what I’ve been doing, why are the two of you even here?”
“Corvus was snoring too loudly.”
The Saintess gave a ridiculous answer.
Why would a crow be snoring?
Absurd talk always invited violence. Creating an ice shard, Yeomyeong threw it at her forehead in response. As the startled Saintess blocked it with a pillow, Seti grinned and spoke.
“I came to talk about our plans going forward, like where we should go.”
“That can wait until morning. Now, leave.”
“Hmm?”
“Please, both of you leave this room right now. If Corvus finds the three of us together, she’ll definitely peck a hole in my head.”
Yeomyeong said, making a sullen face, while Seti rested her chin on the sofa.
She acted as though she was daring him to make her leave.
As if to make things worse, the Saintess added.
“What if we came here to talk about something secret that can only be discussed among the three of us?”
Her tone was subtle, her face tilted with mischief, and a playful smile spread across her lips.
Yeomyeong massaged his temples and replied.
“If this secret talk involves anything related to Foresight, I’ll really get angry.”
Did he just hit the nail with that? The Saintess flinched and quickly avoided his gaze.
Fighting the urge to slap her, Yeomyeong sat down on the sofa opposite Seti.
“Seti, no more playing around. Please the Saintess and leave already…”
“I didn’t come here to play around.”
“…”
Having said that, Seti pulled out a rolled-up map from under the sofa and spread it on the table.
It was a detailed drawing on high-quality paper.
It was a military map, likely the Count Palatine’ property, that wasn’t easy for ordinary people to acquire.
“I really came here to discuss our future plans. The Saintess was… just tagged along.”
Seti stood up from the sofa and slowly extended the map toward Yeomyeong.
Looking at the map, Yeomyeong considered whether he should just use some force to kick the two of them out.
However, his hesitation didn’t last long. After all, Seti had nearly died today.
And it was especially difficult for him to turn her away so harshly as she also held a special place in his heart.
In the end, it was Yeomyeong who raised the white flag first.
“Alright, let’s plan ahead. But…”
“But?”
“Once the destination is decided, you two should head back immediately.”
“Of course.”
As Yeomyeong looked down at the map, the Saintess got up from the bed and alternated her gaze between him and Seti.
She paused, seemingly thinking about something for a moment before slyly perching on the armrest of the sofa Yeomyeong was seated on.
“What are you doing?”
The question implied, ‘Why are you sitting here when there’s a perfectly fine sofa there?’ but the Saintess responded with something else entirely.
“I was wondering if you would feel lonely if I only kept sticking to Seti. So, I’m practicing the Doctrine of the Mean1.”
“Ah, I see.”
Allowing the Saintess to lean against his shoulder, Yeomyeong turned his attention back to the map, examining it carefully.
How much time had passed like that?
After a while, as the smile on Seti’s face deepened and the moonlight streaming through the window grew strong enough to push away the candlelight, he raised his finger and gently tapped the very bottom of the map.
“As you know, our original plan was to take the train from Dreitherial and head to the nearest city with a Dimensional Portal.”
As Seti and the Saintess’ gazes met, Yeomyeong moved his finger along the winding railway tracks depicted on the map.
Following the fertilizer road, the tribute road, and crossing the Legaer River, he continued upward through the middle of the continent for a while.
His finger only stopped when he reached a city named ‘Gemini Sovereign State.’
“Based on the railway, the quickest route to reach our destination is through the Gemini Sovereign State, where the California Dimensional Portal is located. And if we fly with the Dragon’s help, we should be able to get there within ten days, but…”
Trailing off, Yeomyeong moved his finger westward and tapped a large city.
“If we can fly, this place is a bit closer.”
This time, his finger was pointing to a city connected to the Kaesong Dimensional Portal.
Officially named the ‘Harrison Special Peace Autonomous Zone,’ it was better known by its fake name ‘Seungman City.’
“Let’s adjust the plan and head to Seungman City instead. Crossing the Kaesong Dimensional Portal from there would save us much more time compared to going through the Gemini Sovereign State… What are your thoughts? Is this okay?”
Seti didn’t respond immediately but remained quiet as if contemplating something. Then, the Saintess grasped his arm firmly and spoke.
“Uh, Yeomyeong? What about… some other place, not the Gemini Sovereign State or Seungman?”
“Another place?”
“how about going all the way to Apollo City… and crossing through the Chicago Dimensional Portal?”
The Saintess pointed to a spot far above Seungman City, which Yeomyeong had indicated.
“It should take us more than half a month if we fly with the dragon, but once we arrive, we can receive help from Darulma.”
Flying with the dragon for more than half a month? The precise number struck Yeomyeong oddly. Struck by a sudden thought, he looked down at the Saintess leaning on his shoulder.
“Did you… cross over from the Chicago Dimensional Portal?”
Not the Kaesong Dimensional Portal near the Academy, nor the California Dimensional Portal, but the Chicago Dimensional Portal?
That could only mean one thing. Yeomyeong asked with a slight disbelief.
“…You didn’t cross the Dimensional Portal illegally, did you?”
Both he and Seti had crossed the Dimensional Portal by accident, and in order to cross it again, they needed to prove the accident and undergo new entry checks.
He believed that if the Saintess acted as their witness, they would be able to pass the checks easily, but…
To his surprise, it turned out that the Saintess herself had crossed the Dimensional Portal illegally?
“Uh… Well…”
Clearly caught off guard, the Saintess stammered. However, her actions spoke louder than a hundred words.
Still, Yeomyeong didn’t intend to get angry or scold her.
Crossing the Dimensional Portal illegally must have been quite an adventure for the Saintess, but she had willingly taken the political risks to help him and Seti, hadn’t she?
“It’s fine. It happens. Thanks to that, we were able to save people and recover the nukes, didn’t we?”
Yeomyeong reassured the Saintess, who looked somewhat abashed.
The Saintess seemed to want him to say more, but Yeomyeong deliberately ignored it. What was she trying to do in front of Seti?
Anyway, feeling the need to revise the plan completely, Yeomyeong unfurled the map once more. As he began to brainstorm a new approach…
That was when Seti, who had remained silent until then, whispered softly toward him.
“Yeomyeong, now that things have come to this… How about creating another fake identity?”

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The Doctrine of the Mean represents moderation, rectitude, objectivity, sincerity, honesty and propriety. The guiding principle is that one should never act in excess. The Doctrine of the Mean is divided into three parts: The Axis – Confucian Metaphysics. The Process – Politics.


   

  Chapter 180: A Road to Sampo (4)
* * *
Unlike Corvus, who fell asleep as if she had fainted, Neti did not fall into a deep sleep.
And thanks to that, she was able to notice her sister sneaking out of the room in pajamas and the Saintess following closely behind.
It was late at night when even the crickets had fallen asleep; were they just going to the bathroom together?
However, contrary to her expectations, the two did not return for quite some time.
Almost an hour later, Neti began to wonder if they might have gone to see her brother-in-law.
Her sister and the Saintess, going to a man’s room alone this late at night…
As her suspicions began to spiral, Neti let out a small laugh. It was such a ridiculous thought, even to her.
It might have been possible if it was only her sister, but the Saintess had also gone with her.
The noble Saintess… No, perhaps not as noble as she seemed, but still, the Saintess wouldn’t do something like that.
Dismissing the wicked thoughts from her head, Neti waited for her sister and the Saintess to return.
However, the two still did not return. Until when? Until dawn broke.
While Corvus snored loudly, Neti, who had stayed awake all night, jumped out of bed.
Throwing on her coat, she ran to her brother-in-law’s room and knocked on the door.
“Excuse me? Brother-in-law? Sister?”
She knocked on the door again, but there was still no answer.
Neti hesitated as she grabbed the doorknob. Was it right for her to worry about this? After all, it was between her sister and her brother-in-law; should she really interfere—
As that thought crossed her mind, the door opened on its own as if it had never been locked.
Without hesitation, Neti peeked inside to examine the room.
Whether it was fortunate or not, the room was empty.
Just as she let out a sigh of relief and was about to shut the door, her eyes caught the coat draped over the sofa.
It was the same coat the servant had handed along with the pajamas last night.
…So, they were here after all.
Neti let out a small, wry laugh when her suspicion turned into certainty.
It was because the memories of her teasing her sister about how far she’d gone with him flashed through her mind.
Who would have ever imagined that her innocent sister would not only go all the way but also engage in some additional ‘studying’?
Holding her flushed face in her hands, Neti started making her way back to her room but stopped when she spotted a servant passing by.
“Excuse me, do you know where the guest from this room went?”
The male servant informed her that her brother-in-law and the two girls were having breakfast in the dining room and kindly offered to guide her there.
Indeed, the three of them were in the dining room, having their breakfast. They casually tore a piece of bread and sipped tea while in the middle of a serious discussion.
It looked like a normal breakfast scene, but Neti didn’t miss the dark circles under her brother-in-law’s eyes. He had undoubtedly stayed up all night.
No, more than that, was it even possible to do it all night like that? Well, with two women, maybe it was…
…What nonsense am I thinking?
Neti slapped her reddened cheeks with her palms and approached the three of them.
“Neti? You’re up early! Did you sleep well?”
The Saintess was the first to notice her and greeted her in a lively tone.
Following the frivolous greeting, her sister and brother-in-law turned to wave their hands at her, but Neti was unable to meet their gaze and simply nodded.
Ignoring Seti’s puzzling look, Neti dragged a chair over and sat between the three of them. The old chair, oblivious to her feelings, let out a creaking sigh.
“Neti, this is sudden, but there’s something we need to tell you.”
Yeomyeong said as he poured her a cup of tea.
“Ah, you want to tell me something?”
Neti, who was stiff and glancing at the three of them, flinched.
Would they possibly be confessing their relationship here? Ignoring Neti’s nervous swallowing, Yeomyeong continued speaking in a surprisingly calm voice.
“It’s not anything grand, just about our itinerary.”
“Huh?”
“We’re returning to Earth soon, so I wanted to know how we should proceed, where we should go. I’d like to hear your opinions as well.’
Having started the conversation, Yeomyeong took a sip of tea and then began explaining.
The explanation was neither long nor complicated. To sum up Yeomyeong’s words:
They planned to leave this city today and visit another city to obtain fake identities.
Then, using those fake identities, they would cross the Dimensional Portal and return to Earth.
And…
“W-we are going to ride a dragon? For real?”
“Yeah, instead of waiting for the train tracks to be repaired, I thought it would be quicker to ask the dragon for help. Why? Are you scared of the dragon?”
“No, no! I’ll ride it, no, I really want to ride it!”
The mere mention of a massive red dragon carrying them made all of Neti’s worries disappear.
What did it matter if her brother-in-law led a messy (?) lifestyle? She could ride a dragon!
After tanks, now a dragon. Having something to brag about to her younger siblings, Neti’s eyes sparkled, and seeing this, Seti muttered with a wry smile.
“…It would be better if you don’t get your hopes too high.”
* * *
4:30 AM. The boy’s day always started with training.
After a light warm-up, he would progress straight into high-intensity training without breaks, practicing the five martial arts styles unique to him.
And after he had completed the routine he had followed for almost 10 years, he could see the night sky welcoming dawn.
Drenched in sweat, the boy moved toward the training room window and opened it.
The sounds of footsteps of diligent students, the noise of the dormitory just waking up, and the sea breeze blowing from afar swept over his face as it came in through the window.
Quirtly savoring the morning scene at Lord Howe Academy, the boy then checked the time and sat down in the corner of the training room, pulling out his smartphone.
Out of habit, he opened the Korean portal site and checked the headlines.

『Gyeongmudae Terror Attack Shakes the Country. Was it an Attack Targeting the President?』



『The ANSP concludes that the explosion was caused by a “Corpse Explosion.”… Preliminary findings suggest it was an act of necromancer terrorism.』



『“Wasn’t it the President’s own scheme?” Following severe backlash from the party, Representative Hong Yongwan later claimed, “It was just a joke,”—the worst apology.』



Thankfully, coverage of the recent Gyeongmudae bombing incident dominated the news headlines.
The boy sighed in relief but still scanned the news, just in case.
And indeed, he came across a news article about him.

『Top Student is Korean? Lord Howe Academy in Chaos! Cheon Yeomyeong takes first place in the mid-term evaluation! Shocking confession! Traitor’s Son Speaks Out: “I blame my father for betraying Korea.”』



It was a typical news article filled with overwhelming patriotism.
While he would have normally ignored it, the title mentioning him and his father couldn’t be disregarded just like that.
He checked the article carefully, and as expected, it was a load of nonsense, exaggerated and fabricated garbage news.
Of course, not everything was a lie. The fact that Cheon Yeomyeong had ranked first in the mid-term evaluation was indeed true.
…However, the Cheon Yeomyeong currently at the academy is a fake
The boy, Jeon Yunseong, could feel the irony as he read the news and the comments below it.
The truth was, no one really knew where Cheon Yeomyeong had disappeared off to, yet the Koreans were lost in the fantasy that he would someday return to Korea and elevate the country’s stature.
After all, people tend to see what they wish to see, not the truth.
Even his father…
Creak.
At that very moment, someone opened the training room door and stepped inside.
Shaken out of his thoughts, Jeon Yunseong turned his head and made eye contact with a familiar middle-aged man with short-cropped hair and a massive build, wearing a typical U.S. military uniform.
“Captain Patrick?”
Jeon Yunseong stood up reflexively and saluted. The soldier, called Patrick, gave him a salute in return and spoke.
“Sergeant Jeon Yunseong, I’m sorry for the sudden visit so early in the morning.”
“It’s fine. I’m okay.”
“You say that, but your expression doesn’t look good.”
“…It’s a matter of rules. The training room is a student-only facility. Outsiders shouldn’t enter this place so casually.”
It was a valid point, but Captain Patrick didn’t seem to care.
“Don’t worry, I snuck in without being noticed.”
Ignoring Jeon Yunseong’s furrowed brow, Captain Patrick strode toward him in military boots and spoke.
“Enough small talk, and let’s get to the point. I have urgent news to deliver to you.”
“Urgent news? What could be urgent enough for you to deliver it personally, Captain?”
Captain Patrick didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he pulled out a small crystal from his pocket.
Memory crystal—Created using a technique similar to the Arcane Relic, it was a magic item used to transfer memories.
“What’s in it?”
“I don’t know what it contains. This object itself is classified as top-secret.”
“…”
Jeon Yunseong received the crystal with discipline. The cold crystal stuck to his hand as if it were waiting for mana.
However, just before he could infuse his mana into the crystal, he turned to Captain Patrick and spoke.
“Uh, Captain, have you found any traces of the students who went missing in the sewers…?”
Captain Patrick raised his eyebrows slightly. He gazed at Jeon Yunseong with an unreadable expression and answered softly.
“It’s classified.”
Not “we couldn’t find them,” but “classified.” He had cleverly avoided answering the question directly.
Jeon Yunseong saluted with gratitude before infusing his mana into the crystal.
And in the next moment, his vision suddenly changed.
* * *
When Jeon Yunseong opened his eyes, he found himself in a familiar city. Though he had never been there, it was a place he often saw in TV shows and books.
…The capital of the Empire?
The scene shown by the memory crystal wasn’t just a simple imagination or cheap 3D visuals.
While there was no smell or sensation, the sights and sounds were as real as possible.
The towering imperial palace, the Magic Tower, streets where carriages and cars mixed, and even the back alleys with flowing sewage were all vividly lifelike.
Moreover, seeing stalls set up around the city, and people dressed in various fashions crowding every corner of the city, it seemed that there was some kind of festival going on.
A massive crowd was gathering, especially near the vicinity of the imperial palace, and there were even some famous figures that Jeon Yunseong recognized among them.
What memory was this? This didn’t seem like just some view from beyond the Dimensional Portal.
While he pondered, Jeon Yunseong unconsciously looked up at the sky.
And only after seeing the sun hovering high above did he realize that this memory was from “the other day.”
The “present” moment when he infused his mana into the crystal was just a dawn breaking, but with a blazing sun high in the sky, it was clearly noon in this place.
Why was the crystal showing him memories from this specific moment instead of any other time?
Just as he was starting to wonder about the true intentions of the military leadership, something fell into his line of sight.
As he narrowed his eyes, the people in the illusion also noticed the falling object.
- What is that? An attack?
- How can there be an attack? Don’t you know the number of Earthians present here right now?
- It looks like another alchemist’s mess.
The crowd began murmuring for a moment as they watched the object fall like a comet, burning through the atmosphere.
Then, someone shouted. It was almost a scream.
-T-Teleportation! Is there anyone here who can teleport or open a Dimensional Portal?
He was a superhuman so famous that even Jeon Yunseong recognized him. His name was Tanahashi Nase, a superhuman who ruled over the mercenary world almost like a king… Why was he behaving like this?
-Chikushō! Anyone who can teleport, come forward!! I’ll give you all the money you want if that is what you desire! Come on!!
It was not like someone who knew Teleportation or Dimensional Portal magic would suddenly show up just because he was crying for help, and so his desperate pleas were only met with silence.
Someone was about to approach him and ask what was going on, but before they could, the falling object landed right in the middle of the capital.
There was no sound of anyone’s scream and neither of Tanahashi’s final curse. Before the sound could reach, a massive flash of light swallowed the entire imperial palace.
And in the next moment, everything within the radius of the light literally evaporated.
Buildings, cars, trees, and even humans.
The flash pierced his eyes, and unable to help himself, Jeon Yunseong turned his head.
As he squinted to confirm the explosion, he saw the air in between the fingers of his hand that was covering his face being sucked.
What the hell is that—
Before Jeon Yunseong could complete his thought, the flash turned into an explosion.
!!!
The heat and ensuing shockwave swallowed the city. Fortunately, tens of millions of people didn’t feel a thing.
The flames screamed in place of the dead. The dust that was once a person and the ash that was once an object rose to the sky, carrying the souls with them.
Even though he was only an observer, Jeon Yunseong closed his eyes once more.
And after what felt like an eternity for the dead, but only a moment for the living, Jeon Yunseong barely opened his eyes and saw… a massive mushroom cloud rising into the sky.
The death cloud that swallowed hundreds of thousands.
Seeing this, Jeon Yunseong gaped in shock, when all of a sudden, someone screamed.
From the outskirts of the capital, from the ruins of the Magic Tower, from the boiling river, the survivors, the unfortunate ones, screamed at the top of their lungs.
However, their cries for help went unheard—only primal fear, terror, and pain remained.
It was the last cry before death, envy for those who had died first.
Even with his ears covered, the sound still reached him, and Jeon Yunseong couldn’t hold back his nausea.
The moment he dropped to his knees and vomited stomach acid, the vision came to an end.

 
    

  Chapter 181: A Road to Sampo (5)
* * *
At the central training ground of the Southern Count Palatine’s castle.
Neti rubbed her eyes as she stared at the container.
And no matter how much she rubbed, the container in front of her didn’t disappear.
Is this real? A container with handles and chains so the dragon could carry it?
Staring blankly at the container, Neti turned her head toward her sister.
“…Unnie, so, we are not supposed to ride on the dragon’s back?”
Seti, who had been moving a water barrel, laughed in disbelief.
“Yeomyeong never said we are going to ride on its back.”
“…”
“Also, how would we eat and sleep on a dragon’s back? Stop spouting nonsense and start moving the luggage.”
Seti said as she pointed to the corner of the training ground. In the storage area were foldable chairs, sleeping bags, and food boxes to be loaded into the container.
Grumbling, Neti finally picked up a box of food. It was surprisingly heavy.
Curious about its contents, she opened the box a little and found it filled with dried fruit, canned food, and the Spam she had grown sick of.
…This is exactly the kind of diet that will give me constipation.
Muttering under her breath, Neti began moving the items into the container. Then, she called out to the Saintess, who was organizing the items inside.
“Saintess, didn’t you come on the dragon’s back?”
“Hmm? No. The distance wasn’t short—it took me ten days to get here. How could anyone ride a dragon’s back for that long? Even riding a horse for that long would be impossible.”
“Then?”
“I set up a tent and came.”
“…A tent?”
Even though it was enormous, was it really possible to set up a tent on a dragon’s back? As Neti tilted her head in thought, the Saintess provided additional details.
“You know cliff camping, right? I did something similar. I tied a rope between the scales and set up a tent… Oh, it wasn’t too arduous. Just a bit of motion sickness.”
She said it as if it wasn’t a big deal, but Neti couldn’t echo her sentiment. The Saintess traveled while hanging from the dragon’s body for over half a month.
Crazy. She was absolutely insane.
Neti clicked her tongue and continued moving the items.
Moving the luggage didn’t take long. Two superhumans were helping, and there wasn’t much to load into the container to begin with.
Anyway, by the time the three girls had finished moving the goods and were sipping water, a huge shadow was cast over the castle.
It was the red dragon, Orsay Taboul.
It circled around the Southern Count Palatine’s castle once before landing on the training ground.
Boom! Stones and dirt flew into the air, and the servants and guards of the castle jumped in shock.
If the Southern Count Palatine—or rather, Balagu—hadn’t warned them that a dragon was coming beforehand, everyone would have fled in a panic.
Of course, although they didn’t flee, it was obvious they were still terrified. Some of them even prayed or knelt in reverence.
However, no matter what the humans did, the dragon didn’t care in the slightest.
It was focused solely on the people on the training ground, particularly the blue-eyed girl and the Saintess standing beside her.
[I have come because I was called.]
* * *
On the rooftop of the Southern Count Palatine’s castle.
Balagu swallowed hard as he watched the dragon land on the training ground.
He was informed beforehand that the dragon would be coming, but he was left speechless on seeing its majestic presence in person.
However, Yeomyeong, who had summoned the dragon, remained unmoved.
He just gave the dragon a casual glance, then continued the conversation as if nothing had happened.
“The illusion on your face will last for days at most two. After that… do you have a plan?”
Only then did Balagu snap out of it and respond to Yeomyeong.
“Yes, I plan to wear a mask.”
“I see. Then, I should give you a reason to wear one.”
After saying this, Yeomyeong placed the Blood Tears illusion on Balagu’s face.
When Balagu looked in the mirror, he saw a large scar running across his face.
“This scar…”
“It’s just an excuse. If you say you’re wearing a mask to hide that scar, it should reduce suspicion.”
“Ah…”
“Still, since you can’t wear the mask every day, make sure you recruit someone useful for when the mask is off. Perhaps someone like Dovan—”
Staring at Yeomyeong as he gave advice, Balagu unconsciously asked.
“Sir Cheon Yeomyeong, are you a hero?”
“…What?”
What kind of nonsense is he spouting all of a sudden? Interrupted in the middle of giving advice, Yeomyeong frowned. Then, Balagu carefully added more.
“From what I’ve seen, you defeated Dagal in the Demon Domain, gave our tribe a chance for redemption after we traded slaves, and saved this city, didn’t you?”
“…”
“And along with the Saintess, you also saved countless people, whose faces and names you don’t even know, from the terror of the missile.”
“Where did you hear that—?”
Yeomyeong was about to interrupt him but then shook his head. He must have heard about the missiles from Finel.
After all, that elf was quite a loose-lipped one. Yeomyeong massaged his temples before replying calmly.
“A hero? What sort of nonsense is that? That’s just something that happened by chance.”
All of it was simply the result of various coincidences accumulating. His actions were not motivated by thoughts of good deeds.
As proof, Yeomyeong had spread rumors in this city to cause chaos.
Upon hearing his answer, though not fully convinced, Balagu shut his mouth out of respect.
A brief silence ensued.
Watching the dragon attach the chains of the container box around its neck, Yeomyeong spoke again.
“Balagu, do you know why the rain moistens the earth?”
An unexpected question.
Instead of asking what nonsense that was, Balagu answered seriously.
“Well…? I’m not sure.”
“The answer is ‘just because.’”
“…”
“The rain doesn’t care if weeds or poisonous plants grow where it falls. Similarly…”
“…It doesn’t care whether flowers bloom or not.”
Balagu interrupted Yeomyeong, and Yeomyeong gave a faint smile in response.
“Right, I’m no hero. I can’t be one, nor do I want to be one.”
In other words, just as the rain didn’t fall to the ground with the intention of helping flowers bloom, his actions weren’t driven by a desire to do good deeds.
Having understood Yeomyeong’s metaphor, Balagu nodded in agreement.
“…Yes, I understand.”
That was the end of their conversation. Without saying another word, Yeomyeong and Balagu descended from the rooftop and headed to the training ground where the dragon was waiting.
And by the time they arrived at the training ground, the Saintess was already waiting for them.
Balagu, who had remained silent the entire way, finally spoke.
“Sir Yeomyeong.”
“What now?”
“…No matter what the rain thinks, the flowers will forever be grateful to the rain.”
How did it end up like this? Yeomyeong chuckled as he saw Joseph and Finel approaching from afar.
* * *
Unlike the suddenness of their meeting, the farewell was rather normal.
And the reason for the simplicity was because there were only a few people to bid farewell to.
The arms dealer Joseph, the one-armed elf Finel, and Balagu.
“I never thought I’d be able to grow my business by clinging to power. Thanks to you, I’ll be able to fill my pockets well. Please send my regards to Mr. Jang Man when you return to Earth.”
Joseph’s farewell was as blunt as his usual demeanor. After all, he was a weapons dealer through and through, living and dying for money.
“We’ll meet again someday. Take care of the Saintess, Ms. Seti, and Ms. Neti.”
Balagu, whose face was covered by the illusion of the Southern Count Palatine’s face, spoke more formally, though his words were a bit awkward.
“Sir Yeomyeong, I want to try and grow a flower garden in the city if possible. So, please do visit again someday.”
Yeomyeong responded with a promise, then moved to share his farewell with the one-armed elf.
Or rather, he tried to.
However, instead of a farewell, Finel suddenly spoke up.
“Do you think I could join you in that container all the way to the Elf Forest?”
It was a rather unexpected request.
Yeomyeong looked up at Orsay Taboul, silently asking for permission, and the dragon, with flames flickering around its mouth, answered.
[If there’s any ash left, I can send it to the forest. Damn commie.]
“…”
No commies allowed. With the dragon’s hostile warning, Yeomyeong could only shrug in response.
And rather than showing disappointment, Finel handed Yeomyeong a sealed letter as if expecting this outcome.
“Yeomyeong, I need a favor.”
“A letter? Who’s it for?”
“It’s a report for our Chief. When you pass by the city, send this letter to the Elf Forest.”
Having no reason to refuse, Yeomyeong gladly accepted the letter.
With their farewells now complete, the group climbed aboard the container.
While boarding, Neti mumbled something about “Dragon Rider…” but immediately fell silent on seeing Seti raise her fist.
However, just as the dragon spread its wings and prepared to take off, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered something and called out to Neti, whispering something in her ear.
Neti’s face lit up with joy. She nodded eagerly, then immediately leaped out of the container and used Telekinesis to climb onto the dragon’s back.
“…Yeomyeong, what did you just make her do?”
Once Neti disappeared, Seti narrowed her eyes and stared at Yeomyeong.
She looked as if she were watching a husband secretly buy the toy he had promised not to get for their child.
Yeomyeong took a seat next to Seti and replied.
“It’s nothing serious, I just sent her on a small errand.”
With that, the dragon took to the sky.
The container shook violently, but the group wasn’t bothered in the slightest. The only one to stir was Corvus, who had been snoring away in her sleeping bag and now woke up groggily.
Anyway, as the dragon reached the sky, it gazed down at the city and repeated the words Neti had whispered into its ear.
[People of the city.]
[The ruler of the court has bowed before me, so starting from today, he is my contract partner.]
[And with my treasure on the line, I give you this warning.]
[Anyone who ignores this declaration will not even leave a bone under my flames.]
The dragon’s declaration came off as somewhat annoyed.
On hearing the dragon’s declaration, the Saintess inside the container let out a bitter laugh.
The dragon deliberately used the vague term “ruler of the court” instead of “the Southern Count Palatine,” and it didn’t even bother to mention its own name …
“What treasure is it betting on? It was a dragon with no treasure to begin with. This… this… From start to finish, this is nothing but a scam. Yeomyeong, did you make the dragon deceive those people?”
At the Saintess’ question, Yeomyeong shrugged.
She shook her head in disbelief, but Seti, sitting beside him, chuckled and poked Yeomyeong in the ribs.
And then, with a faint scream from Neti outside the container being the last thing they heard, Yeomyeong and his party left the City of Scums behind.
* * *
They said misfortune never came alone, didn’t they?
The merchant Tindamel believed that saying was absolutely true. And there was no one who could testify to that more than he could.
It all started with the betrayal of the mercenary group.
At first, he had originally planned to contract a mercenary group introduced by the dwarves, but he was persuaded by the saying “better to trust our own kind than Earthians,” and thus chose to hire the Dodon Brothers as escorts. And that was where the trouble began.
Tindamel was neither foolish nor was he naive.
With ten superhumans among their members, the Dodon Brothers were one of the most famous mercenary groups in the central region.
However, the bigger the trust, the greater the shock of betrayal.
- *Mr. Merchant, this shipment’s goods now belong to us.*
Had it been the usual Tindamel, he would have given the traitors the bitter taste of Earth-made automatic rifles.
However, his guards had long since descended to Dreitherial, aiming for a big score. So, as a result, the Earth-made guns he had been so proud of were now in the hands of the mercenaries.
Damn, what was so special about their big score?
And the misfortune didn’t just end there. While searching through his belongings, the mercenaries managed to find something they shouldn’t have.
Tindamel believed that he had hidden it thoroughly among some normal items, but he never expected that an elixir addict from the Elf Forest would be among the mercenaries!
- An Awakening Potion? Hey, merchant, who were you planning to sell this to?
But despite the mercenaries threatening him with knives, Tindamel remained silent.
Was it due to his merchant’s courage? No, the truth was that as soon as he revealed the truth, he would be a dead man.
However, the mercenaries interpreted his silence as courage.
The threats, and later, the horrific torture, followed.
Losing his fingernails was bearable, but he was unable to endure hearing the screams of his subordinates.
They were companions who had walked the fertilizer road together for decades, a family that had witnessed the laying of railroads and even the changing of eras.
And when the merchant group’s clerk couldn’t bear the water torture any longer and screamed, Tindamel finally decided to spill the truth.
“Bring Dodon here.”
The mercenaries torturing Tindamel let out a repulsive smile as they stepped outside the tent.
Who would have ever imagined that the specially prepared bathhouse and tent for the camp would become a place for torture?
Tindamel briefly wept bloody tears as he gazed at the fainted clerk.
A well-built man with a scarred torso and brown skin entered the tent—he was none other than Dodon.
“Well then, Tindamel, are you finally ready to speak? It would’ve been better for both of us if you had said something sooner.”
Watching Dodon poked the collapsed clerk as he spoke, Tindamel nodded and pleaded with him.
“I’ll tell you everything. Where I got the Awakening Potion, who I was going to sell it to… Please, just spare the other merchants.”
“Of course. Once you spill the beans, I’ll spare all the merchants. Trust is the lifeblood of mercenaries, after all, right?”
Trust my ass, Tindamel swallowed his curse and followed Dodon out of the tent.
At the center of the merchant group’s camp, Dodon, who had dragged Tindamel all the way to the campfire, pressed down on his shoulder.
As the superhuman’s strength pressed down on his shoulder, Tindamel collapsed to his knees helplessly.
Amidst the mercenaries’ mocking laughter, Dodon began questioning him as though it were an interrogation.
“Now, speak up. Who exactly sold this precious Awakening Potion? And who was the buyer?”
It was an obvious question. Who was the one who made the Awakening Potion? Of course, it could only be a necromancer.
And who would buy the potion? Surely, it would be a noble in collusion with a necromancer.
Ultimately, the purpose of this question was clear. Dodon intended to use Tindamel’s confession to blackmail the noble who was trying to buy the potion.
A mercenary holding an Earth-made recorder standing behind Dodon made it evident.
“…Now, hurry up and tell us.”
Dodon urged him on, but Tindamel couldn’t respond immediately and squeezed his eyes shut.
Was this really the right thing to do?
The moment he spoke the truth, it would mean certain death for him—and for everyone else present here….
As Tindamel continued to hesitate, thinking this over, a gust of wind suddenly blew over him from above.
The campfire flickered, and the leaves scattered as the wind howled with intensity.
It was wind that could never have come naturally, so Tindamel and the mercenaries looked up.
A massive shadow that even blocked out the night clouds was cast above them.
“A dragon?”
As Dodon muttered, the dragon slowly began its descent to the ground.
Unable to react in time, the mercenaries could only watch as the dragon landed.
At least one of them, who had some sense, pointed a small flashlight at the dragon. However, the flashlight was only able to illuminate its chest at best.
“…What is that?”
However, the flashlight revealed something strange attached to the dragon’s chest.
What should they call that? A rectangular metal box?
The mercenaries frowned, but Tindamel, the merchant, recognized the object immediately.
A container?
It was the standard Earth-made container used by the U.S. during the Vietnam War. Why would the dragon be carrying something like that?
As everyone stood in panic, confused, and tensed, the dragon placed the container it had been carrying on its neck to the ground.
Boom—
And moments later, the container door swung open, and three people stepped out. No, three people and one crow, to be precise.
While that alone was strange enough, it wasn’t the end of the spectacle.
The next moment, the dragon reached around its neck and brought something down.
What came down from the dragon’s neck was a tall girl with short hair. And as soon as her feet touched the ground, she gagged and began throwing up.
Laughter from another girl, a worried voice offering comfort, and a young man patting her back.
Everyone blinked in disbelief amidst this surreal scene, but the first to regain composure was, of course, Dodon.
“…Everyone, prepare for combat.”
As soon as he gave the command, the mercenaries drew their weapons. Most raised the automatic rifles they had seized from Tindamel’s merchant group.
Click.
Only after the sound of weapons being chambered echoed did the people who had descended from the dragon’s neck turn their heads.
They were murmuring among themselves, but two of them slowly made their way toward the camp.
“S-Should we shoot?”
“No, wait for a moment.”
Not long after, their identities were revealed beyond the campfire—a young man with an unpleasant expression and a girl with white hair and a blindfold.
“Hello? We thought this was a merchant group, so we stopped by. Would it be possible to see some goods?”
The suggestion made by the girl wearing the blindfold left them in disbelief, but Dodon responded quickly.
“Who are you?”
“Just a visitor passing by.”
“A visitor riding a dragon, are you a hero or something?”
Dodon spoke carefully.
The girl smiled and was about to respond, but Tindamel suddenly slammed his head against the ground and shouted.
“S-Saintess! I can’t believe this, it’s the Saintess! Oh, O great Five Gods!”
“…Ah.”
“Saintess! Please save us! These mercenaries have betrayed our merchant group and are trying to kill the merchants! Please, I beg you… Cough!”
As Tindamel’s words began to grow longer, Dodon quickly pressed down on his neck and knocked him out.
A short silence followed.
Before the silence could be prolonged, Dodon sighed deeply and spoke.
“Saintess, it’s all a misunderstanding. Please give me a chance to explain.”
* * *
“…A misunderstanding?”
“On the surface, we are known as a mercenary group called Dodon Brothers, but in reality, we are a secret intelligence unit that belongs to the Empire.”
Dodon’s voice was so calm that even the mercenaries standing beside him almost believed it.
However, when Dodon subtly sent them a signal behind his back, the mercenaries regained their composure.
Everyone, prepare. When I give the signal, take the woman hostage.
Recognizing the signal, the superhuman mercenaries subtly moved away from the campfire while Dodon continued speaking.
“We obtained intelligence that this merchant was secretly working with a necromancer to supply Awakenings Potion to the Empire. So, we infiltrated as mercenaries, and then we detained him.”
Dodon paused, then instructed his subordinates to bring the Awakening Potion as proof.
Soon, one of his subordinates arrived with not one but two vials of the potion.
“You see? These are Awakening Potions that can only be made by a necromancer. This is undeniable evidence that they have conspired with a necromancer.”
Despite the potion being presented as evidence, the Saintess’ reaction was lukewarm. Dodon swallowed nervously and continued.
“Ah, and you mentioned needing supplies? Apart from the proof, we will also provide you with any goods you want from the merchant group.”
Dodon waited for the Saintess’ response, but it wasn’t the Saintess who answered—it was the young man standing beside her.
“Where’s the proof that you’re a secret intelligence unit from the Empire?”
“I just showed you the Awakening Poti—”
“That’s evidence that these merchants are working with a necromancer, not proof that you’re a secret unit.”
The sharp retort stung. Though Dodon cursed inwardly, he remained calm and responded.
“…We are a secret unit. We don’t carry tokens or things like that.”
By now, Dodon just wanted this to end, but the young man tilted his head in a dismissive manner.
“Well, that’s a relief.”
“A relief? What do you mean?”
“I was worried that you really were a secret unit from the Empire. And if you can’t prove it, I guess it’s fine to just kill you all. Right?”
“Is the Saintess trying to oppress the Empire? It’s all a misunderstandi—”
“Shut up and get rid of that disgusting, twisted mana scent on your bodies before speaking.”
It was over. He had heard rumors that there were Holy Knights who could detect twisted mana, and this guy was definitely one of them.
“Twisted mana, you say? What do you mean by that…?”
Pretending to be flustered, Dodon covered his mouth with his hand. Then, he subtly made a hand signal, bringing his index and middle fingers together.
Make the move!
The subordinates who had disappeared into the darkness earlier began moving.
At the same time, as twisted mana flowed through Dodon and the superhuman mercenaries’ veins…
“Now! Attack!”
Dodon drew his sword and charged forward.
With him leading the charge and the support from the superhumans and his subordinates’ gunfire, it seemed like it would be an easy task to capture the Saintess and take her hostage. Or so he believed.
However, his plan began to fall apart from the very start. One of his subordinates didn’t fire a single shot.
To be precise, he couldn’t shoot.
The subordinates who were unable to sense mana were immediately grabbed by their necks and lifted into the air.
Telekinesis—on top of that it was telekinesis powerful enough to hold the necks of dozens of people at once.
Dodon, who had dodged the incoming spells, gritted his teeth.
The situation had gone awry, but since they had already made their move, he had to capture the Saintess. That was the only way to find a chance of survival.
“Kill them!!!”
He shouted, and the superhuman mercenaries moved in from all directions to take down the young man and the Saintess.
However, the next moment, the young man ‘grabbed’ the air.
Was it another spell? Dodon prepared to counter, but the young man’s hand glowed with a familiar light.
A sharp, chilling Aura enveloped the sword.
When did he even draw his sword? The question never left Dodon’s lips.
Before Dodon could even process what was happening, the young man swiftly swung his sword, decapitating two superhuman mercenaries.
Thud—two heads dropped to the ground. And before the blood could spill, the remaining superhumans seized the opportunity.
One with a dagger from the right and two with swords from the left.
As the young man backed away, seemingly to protect the Saintess, the dagger-wielder rushed in first.
The dagger and sword clashed, and once again, a life was reaped.
As expected, it wasn’t the young man who died, but the dagger-wielding mercenary.
It was a futile death but not meaningless because it was all part of the plan.
And in the next moment, the body of the dagger-wielder began to swell.
Boom—!
Corpse explosion, using the blood and flesh as explosives. The young man turned his back, seemingly to shield the Saintess, and bore the full brunt of the blast.
Alright!’
Dodon cheered inwardly. Once the mercenaries from the left captured the Saintess, he believed he would find a way to survive—
Crash!
At that very moment, the young man, engulfed by the explosion, still managed to swing his sword perfectly and deflect the attacks from the two mercenaries.
Then came the follow-up ice spike. The two panicked superhuman mercenaries, unable to use Corpse Explosion, were instantly killed as their necks were pierced.
“What the hell?!”
How was that even possible? It was a quick version, but still, he bore the Corpse Explosion head-on. How was he still fine?
Dodon’s questions didn’t go any further.
Before he could even perceive the red mana swirling around the young man, a bullet struck his forehead.
Bang!
The bullet fired from the Saintess’ revolver pierced Dodon’s head, ending his life in an instant.

 
    

  Chapter 182: A Road to Sampo (6)
* * *
As the man, who seemed to be the mercenary leader, collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, the Saintess blew softly over the barrel of her revolver.
“I just came here to shop, and now, I’ve seen everything.”
Yeomyeong nodded in agreement, clenching his fists tightly as he scanned the camp.
As soon as he activated the spell, the dozens of mercenaries caught in his Telekinesis began to writhe simultaneously.
-Gasp, gasp!
-S-spare me…
-Urgh, ugh!
Since he didn’t intend to kill them, Yeomyeong just applied enough pressure to their necks—specifically their carotid arteries.
And about ten seconds later, not a single one remained conscious as Yeomyeong released the spell and tossed the mercenaries to the ground.
“So, what should we do about the ones who are fleeing?”
The Saintess asked as she gazed into the darkness beyond the camp. Just as she said, the rustling sounds of escaping figures could be heard.
It came from the surviving Superhuman mercenaries fleeing.
Yeomyeong could pick up more precise information by focusing mana on his ears.
Though they weren’t fast, they were all running desperately in different directions. There were about four or five of them.
How bothersome.
As Yeomyeong gathered mana into his calves to chase after them, the fluttering sound of bird wings caught his attention.
Recognizing the familiar sound, he turned his head to see a large crow pursuing the fleeing mercenaries.
It was Corvus. Although she hadn’t given him any specific orders, Yeomyeong decided to chase a mercenary fleeing in a different direction.
“I’ll take care of things here!”
With the Saintess’ voice seeing them off, Yeomyeong and Corvus sprinted off. After a while…
BOOM!!
Explosions resounded loudly throughout the dark forest.
Another corpse explosion?
The Saintess cast a brief glance in the direction Yeomyeong had vanished, then shook her head, dismissing the thought.
He had already faced corpse explosions countless times before—what was there to worry about?
With that, she dusted her clothes and began tidying the campsite.
Moving briskly, she grunted as she cleared away corpses, tied up the unconscious mercenaries, healed the fainted merchants as she went from tent to tent, and added more firewood to the campfire.
And by the time she was done, Yeomyeong emerged from beyond the darkness. The mercenaries he had been pursuing had apparently self-destructed, causing his clothes to be drenched in blood.
“Did you manage to get anything out of it?”
She asked, just in case, but instead of replying, Yeomyeong pulled something from his pocket and tossed it to the Saintess. Caught off guard, she grabbed it, her blindfold twitching in surprise.
“…A smartphone?”
“Technically, it’s a rugged phone.”
A rugged phone—a smartphone built with enhanced security and durability, specifically designed for military use.
It was already surprising enough that mercenaries beyond the Dimensional Portal were using military smartphones, but a rugged phone?
“Why would they have this in a place without any signal?”
“Check the back.”
The Saintess checked the back of the rugged phone as instructed.
And engraved there was…
“…What is this?”
A symbol featuring seven petals blooming like a flower atop a circular base?
She felt like she had seen the symbol before, but no matter how hard she searched her memory, she was only able to recall something vaguely similar.
And then, at that very moment, Corvus, who had also returned to the camp, landed beside the Saintess and opened her beak.
“It’s the symbol of the French Foreign Legion.”
“…Foreign Legion?”
When the Saintess looked at the symbol again, it became clear that the seven petals blooming atop the circle indeed resembled the iris, the national flower of France.
The French Foreign Legion… Could there be mercenaries with a Foreign Legion background among them?
No, more importantly, how did Yeomyeong recognize it right away? He didn’t have any experience in a war like Corvus, did he?
And she assumed that he hadn’t served in the military.
As the Saintess’ doubts began to deepen, Yeomyeong added an explanation.
“The exact name of that symbol is ‘Seven Flames Grenade.’ It’s not a symbol that’s usually engraved on military equipment…”
And by coincidence, they found mercenaries using twisted mana and carrying this symbol on-person in a place like this.
Of course, it was possible that they simply bought contraband, or perhaps they were former soldiers of the Foreign Legion who had been discharged.
However, what if, just what if, these mercenaries were actually part of a Foreign Legion secretly planted by France beyond the Dimensional Portal?
“…Should we kill them all to shut them up?”
As Yeomyeong uttered those chilling words, Tindamel, who had just regained consciousness, flinched and trembled.
It was understandable. After all, the sight of Yeomyeong, covered in blood, speaking of brutal murder made him seem downright terrifying.
Tindamel got to his feet and slowly approached the Saintess.
However, contrary to his expectations, the Saintess wasn’t really friendly towards him.
Her revolver was already drawn and she spun it with a click as she spoke.
“You seem to be familiar with me. Could you introduce yourself?”
There was no hostility in her voice and neither was there any kindness. Tindamel swallowed nervously.
“M-My name is Tindamel. I’m a merchant based in the small town of Bactran, traveling between the southern and central regions to make a living.”
“…”
“I-I’ve… donated generously to the Holy Nation and I’ve also participated in your rituals a few times, Saintess.”
The Saintess stopped spinning her gun and stared intently at Tindamel.
Perhaps due to the blindfold covering her eyes, Tindamel couldn’t tell what she was thinking.
On the contrary, Tindamel felt as if his thoughts were being laid bare. Unable to endure the pressure any longer, he averted his gaze.
A short silence ensued.
As the silence grew longer, Tindamel began to glance around nervously. And as sparks from the campfire flew toward the moonlight, Yeomyeong finally spoke up.
“Where did you get the Awakening Potion?”
“…”
Only then did Tindamel realize why the Saintess was treating him so coldly.
How could the Saintess show good favor towards a merchant in the possession of a potion only a necromancer could create?
With a mix of resentment and fear, he answered.
“I-I have never conducted any business with a necromancer! I swear to Ulthvatish in the heavens!”
“…Then why did you have the Awakening Potion?”
“I-I was forced to carry the potion! Please, believe me, I truly…”
Before his rambling could continue, Yeomyeong interrupted him.
“There’s no need for excuses; just get to the point. Who forced you to carry the potion?”
“Th-That was…”
Tindamel couldn’t bring himself to answer immediately.
He glanced at Yeomyeong, the Saintess, and the mercenaries piled up like luggage on one side of the camp before taking a deep breath.
After a moment, he spoke with a voice that seemed to have steeled himself.
“The one who forced me to transport the potion was… La Cosa Nostra.”
Tindamel trembled as he uttered the name, as if just uttering it out loud terrified him.
The Saintess and Corvus exchanged puzzled expressions while Yeomyeong furrowed his brows sharply.
“The mafia?”
* * *
- *Bleghh.*
After a long bout of vomiting, Neti finally managed to catch her breath only after emptying the contents of her stomach.
“Phew… I’m alive.”
As she straightened herself, her sister, who had been patting her back, handed her a water bottle, which she eagerly drank from.
Through the water bottle, Neti could see her sister’s face, mixed with concern and laughter.
Only after Neti emptied the bottle did Seti speak up.
“So, how was the experience of riding on a dragon’s back?”
“…”
Gripping the water bottle tightly, Neti puckered her lips.
After all, she couldn’t say, ‘I almost vomited several times because of motion sickness and the cold. The dragon is the worst creature to ride, and I wouldn’t ride one even if you paid me’, in front of the dragon.
Well, thanks to her being a mage, at least she didn’t throw up until they landed.
But what if she ran out of the mana to suppress her nausea before she landed?
She would have become the first human to make a flat cake1 on the dragon’s back.
…Regardless of everything, she had indeed ridden on the dragon’s back. So, as soon as she regained her composure, Neti bowed her head toward the dragon.
“Thank you for the ride.”
Then, the resting dragon snorted out a fiery breath.
[You are more polite than the Saintess. I will gladly accept your gratitude.]
“…”
What did the Saintess do to make the dragon react like that…?
Neti swallowed the question that almost escaped her lips and turned her head in the direction where Yeomyeong and the Saintess had disappeared.
“Where’s brother-in-law? Hasn’t he come back yet?”
“Well, I’m not sure either. He’s probably fighting some strange guys again, I think.”
Her sister said casually as if it were nothing. Neti could also hear faint explosions in the distance, but her sister didn’t seem to be worried at all.
What if brother-in-law gets taken away?
Neti looked at her sister with concern, and Seti shrugged her shoulders.
“If you’re that worried, do you want to go check?”
It wasn’t her brother-in-law that she was worried about, but her sister. However, Neti didn’t bring it up and simply nodded.
As they headed toward the campsite, they were followed by the dragon, as it preferred places with fire.
Thump, thump, the sound of the dragon’s footsteps echoed through the night forest for a moment.
And when the two girls and the dragon arrived at the campsite, it was filled with an unexpectedly lively atmosphere.
There was Corvus exchanging wine cups with some shabby-looking merchants.
The Saintess was performing revolver tricks and receiving applause from the workers.
And dozens of mercenaries, bound tightly and left abandoned in a corner.
“…What’s going on?”
While Neti looked around with a confused expression, a merchant caught sight of them—more specifically, the dragon—and quickly ran in their direction.
“Ah, you’re here! I was just about to send someone.”
As if waiting for this moment, the merchant relayed some directions to a worker and led the two to a table by the campfire.
A spread of sugar-preserved fruits, bread, and wine was laid out on the table, and the merchant, with a broad smile, filled their glasses with wine.
“We owe your party a great favor. All this food we’re offering is a token of our gratitude, so please don’t worry about the cost and just enjoy.”
Neti was about to raise her glass of wine, but Seti slapped her hand.
“…No drinking.”
Then, ignoring her grumbling younger sister, she spoke to the merchant.
“Excuse me, Mr. Merchant?”
“I am Tindamel, miss.”
“Yes, Tindamel. Where is the man who came here? I don’t see him.”
“Ah, he….”
Tindamel trailed off as he glanced toward a tent with steam rising from the entrance.
Ah, he’s there? Seti stood up immediately.
“Thank you for letting us know.”
“Wait, miss! He’s…!”
Seti ignored Tindamel’s attempts to stop her and strode toward the tent. And as soon as she entered the tent…
“…”
“…”
She made eye contact with Yeomyeong, who had just finished having a bath and was drying himself with a towel.
The brief eye contact was followed by a slightly longer silence.
And before Yeomyeong could say anything, Seti took a step back and stepped out of the tent.
Ah.
Only then did Seti realize what she had done and covered her face with her palms.
Waves of embarrassment, awkwardness, and joy rushed through her mind, then dissipated just as quickly.
And the last emotion that filled her heart was shamelessness.
There was no need to be embarrassed. Yeah, it was not like this was the first time she saw him —
Just as that thought occurred to her, Yeomyeong, now all dressed up, opened the tent and came out.
“Seti? What are you doing?”
“…”
The moment she saw Yeomyeong’s face, her mind went blank.
It was inevitable. No matter how difficult her life had been, she was still a delicate young girl.
Should I apologize? Or should I compliment him?
As crazy choices popped into her mind, Yeomyeong grabbed her hand.
“There’s something important I need to discuss with you, can we talk for a moment?”
“Uh, sure…”
Led by Yeomyeong’s hand, they arrived at the table where Neti was sitting.
“Brother-in-law, what kind of magic did you use?”
Neti, who had been nibbling on a hard piece of bread, suddenly asked, her gaze fixed on Seti’s slightly flushed face.
“Magic?”
“I mean, Unnie’s face is…”
Neti trailed off before clamping her mouth as Seti shot her a fierce glare.
“…It’s nothing.”
Watching the sisters’ little exchange, Yeomyeong chuckled softly. Then, after taking a seat next to Seti, he began to speak.
“First, let me explain the situation here.”
As expected from Yeomyeong, who liked summaries, his explanation was brief.
Mercenary groups, twisted mana, merchants, awakening potions, and… La Cosa Nostra.
“What’s that?”
On hearing the sudden Italian term, Seti’s brows furrowed in confusion. However, it wasn’t Yeomyeong who answered her question, but Neti.
“The mafia.”
“What?”
“It’s a mafia organization in the U.S. that traces its origins back to the Sicilian syndicate, Cosa Nostra. If we’re talking history, the organization is over 100 years old.”
After hearing her explanation, Seti turned to Yeomyeong, as if to ask whether this was true, and Yeomyeong nodded.
“You sure know a lot. How do you know so much?”
Unable to say, I read it in a famous romance novel, Neti simply passed it off as general knowledge.
Feeling like someone lacking common sense all of a sudden, Seti’s expression grew awkward. However, at that moment, Yeomyeong added.
“Those guys have been trying to expand their business beyond the Dimensional Portal since the 90s.”
“So?”
“It seems like they’ve managed to establish a strong presence in the Gemini Sovereign State. They’ve been threatening local merchants and trafficking awakening potions.”
“…”
Seti propped up her chin in thought. Gemini Sovereign State, new identities, mafia, and the city beyond the Dimensional Portal.
“…Don’t tell me you’re planning on helping the merchants and attacking the mafia?”
“Well, that’s one way to go about it.”
“…”
“If there’s an easy way to do it, I’d prefer to take the easy route. We won’t have to get our hands dirty, and if we just deliver the awakening potions to America, the mafia will fall apart.”
That made sense. If word got out that a criminal organization was working with necromancers… America wouldn’t just stand by.
Seti chewed on a piece of fruit, mulling over the possibilities in her mind.
In the end, what the group wanted was fake IDs and a safe passage to Earth.
With overwhelming assets in the form of Yeomyeong and Corvus on their side, using the mafia wasn’t a bad option…
Just as that thought crossed her mind, an unfamiliar voice came from across Seti, or more specifically, besides Neti.
“I wouldn’t recommend getting involved with the mafia. They’re arrogant fools who don’t know their place and will only cause trouble.”
“…”
“Of course, if you plan on killing them all, then it’s another story.”
A man wearing a robe.
Neither Neti, Seti, or even Yeomyeong had sensed him until now, not knowing when or how he had appeared.
“Who are you?”
Yeomyeong asked while drawing on his mana. The robed man didn’t respond; instead, he poured wine into Yeomyeong’s and his own glasses.
Slrrrrrr, after filling both glasses, the man finally spoke.
“Caymus—it’s a drinkable wine for a wine from California. And it’s pretty expensive for a merchant to carry around… It seems the merchant is genuinely grateful to you. Or maybe he just wanted to impress the Saintess? Well, either way, there’s no reason to refuse the wine. Don’t you think so?”
“…”
Yeomyeong debated whether to summon his sword from the inventory but, seeing the two sisters frozen in place, he simply accepted the wine glass.
And in the next moment, the mana that had been pressing down on the table vanished.
Seti and Neti took deep breaths as if they had been drowning.
Neti’s panting breaths, Seti gritting her teeth.
The man raised his wine glass leisurely and took a sip. Yeomyeong glared at him silently and, when the man emptied his glass, he asked again.
“I’ll ask again. Who are you?”
“I’m a hu—maybe I’m not human. Anyway, I am someone who avoided the dragon’s gaze, deceived the Seeker of Crossroads’ senses, and arrived in front of you…”
As if playing a game of “20 Questions,” he continued talking while filling his glass.
“Hmm, what else there… The disaster of America, the destroyer of Chile, the avenger of the World Tree, the last commie, the massacre of the forest dwellers, the red cloud, the furious horse, the crouching bull… A person with numerous other nicknames.”
“…”
Only then did Yeomyeong and Seti realize who the man in front of them was.
“Could it be… are you…?”
Finally, the man removed the hood from his head.
Upon seeing the face revealed from under the hood, Neti was unable to hide her shock. Seti also shut her mouth tight and stared at his face.
His hair was bleached white, his skin tan like autumn leaves, and his face covered with countless scars.
However, what stood out the most were his ears, which seemed several times larger than a normal human’s.
“Demerond Ipp Marx…”
The chief of the World Tree Revolutionaries, the terrorist who had plunged Earth into terror…
And Miridith’s father was before their very eyes.
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  Chapter 183: A Road to Sampo (7)
* * *
Despite his fearsome reputation, Demerond gave off the aura of a laid-back middle-aged man on meeting face to face.
The way he sipped on his wine reminded Yeomyeong of the Foreman at a bar, but he couldn’t bring himself to relax yet.
Most of the elves he had encountered so far were mentally unstable, and the elf sitting in front of him was at the very peak of that scale.
“There’s no need to be so tense. If I intended to kill you, I would have already done so.”
As Demerond spoke softly, as if to calm Yeomyeong down, Yeomyeong subtly gathered his mana and responded.
“…Did you come to find me?”
“Yes and no.”
When Yeomyeong squinted his eyes, Demerond added.
“Would you believe me if I said I came here after sensing the mana of the World Tree from miles away?”
“…”
“A mana so strong it can be felt from miles away. Any elf would have no choice but to follow it.”
Starting with Finel back in Dreitherial, and now, Demerond.
Realizing the unexpected downside of the World Tree’s crystal, Yeomyeong sighed while Demerond finished his drink and spoke.
“Now, it’s my turn to ask. If you haven’t done anything wrong, then there’s no reason for us to spill blood.”
The implication was clear: if something was wrong, blood would indeed be spilled.
Yeomyeong loosely clenched his fist, ready to summon a weapon from his inventory at any moment.
“It seems that you’ve come from Dreitherial. Have you met an elf named Finel?”
Was he on his way to meet Finel? When Yeomyeong nodded, Demerond gave him a strange look.
“Did you kill him?”
Instead of replying with, “No, I only cut off his arm,” Yeomyeong pulled out Finel’s letter from his pocket.
“What’s this?”
“It’s something Finel asked me to deliver when we parted. It’s a report for you.”
Although Yeomyeong never imagined that he would deliver it directly to the person in question, let alone within a day.
Nonetheless, Demerond opened the seal of the letter without hesitation.
Pulling out a small piece of paper from inside, Demerond gave it a quick glance, then crumpled it up and stuffed it into his pocket.
“Cheon Yeomyeong… So you are that Cheon Yeomyeong. I now understand why you were with the dragon… So, how did you end up coming to this place from Lord Howe Academy?”
The elf scanned Yeomyeong with a gaze different from the one earlier, one now mixed with surprise and doubt.
“It was a personal matter.”
“A personal matter? A matter so urgent that it involved crossing the Dimensional Portal and you stopping a nuclear disaster? It makes me curious. Did the gods perhaps give you a revelation?”
Demerond spoke as if he had known about the nuclear disaster before it even happened.
And in the next moment, a small realization flashed through Yeomyeong’s mind.
Sudden encounter, communists, nuclear weapons, and fate…
Without hesitation, he spoke.
“You were heading to Dreitherial.”
“…”
“To find the reason why the nuclear disaster that was supposed to destroy the imperial capital was prevented.”
Demerond didn’t respond. There was no rebuttal or shock—he simply gazed quietly at Yeomyeong.
His green eyes, strikingly similar to Miridith’s, were locked with Yeomyeong’s golden eyes.
They said that the eyes were the windows to the soul, right?
Perhaps that explained why Yeomyeong could read the thoughts hidden beneath Demerond’s eyes.
Confusion, doubt, and… expectation.
* * *
Before Yeomyeong could say anything, Demerond suddenly held out his wine glass.
“Would you pour me a glass?”
“…”
“I swear on the Mother World Tree that we will not spill blood tonight.”
The elf said as he gestured toward the wine bottle.
Swearing on the World Tree? Yeomyeong grabbed the bottle as Demerond requested and poured the wine into the glass.
As a strange tension filled the air for a moment as the wine flowed into the glass, Demerond broke the tension with a soft voice.
“How is my daughter faring at the academy?”
“…”
All of a sudden? Yeomyeong was bewildered, but after a beat, Seti answered instead.
“She’s doing well.”
Trying to calm herself, she took a small sip from the wine glass in front of her and continued.
“Her grades are good, her relationships with other classmates is pleasant, and her true identity hasn’t been exposed.”
“…And you are?”
“Your daughter’s roommate, Hong Seti.”
Demerond didn’t seem surprised. He had lived far too long to get excited over such coincidences.
Instead, Neti, who had been silently cowering all this time, looked surprised on the elf’s behalf.
“Soe Miri-unnie was an elf?! The elf princess from the news?!”
However, before she could finish, all three pairs of eyes were focused on her.
Realizing her mistake, Neti quickly shut her mouth and lowered her head.
It could have been a rude reaction, but the elf simply smiled.
It wasn’t because of anything else but his daughter’s fake name.
“Soe Miri? Why is her family name ‘Soe’?”
As if having difficulty understanding, the elf repeated the word ‘Soe’ while looking at Yeomyeong and Seti.
“Is there perhaps another student with the last name ‘Soe’ at the academy?”
Neti blinked, not understanding what was being asked, but Seti kept her lips sealed.
Similarly, Yeomyeong avoided making eye contact with the elf.
Sensing the two were hiding something, Demerond casually brushed his white hair back.
“So there is someone. Is that person my daughter’s boyfriend, perhaps?”
“No.”
It was a straightforward answer. So Demerond asked again.
“Then, is there someone my daughter likes?”
Seti glanced at Yeomyeong for a moment. The elf followed her gaze and said.
“Not him. Someone else at the academy.”
“There are many who have a crush on Miri, but as far as I know, there’s no one she’s shown any interest in.”
Except for Yeomyeong, said Seti, intentionally keeping the rest of the statement to herself.
“Is that so? That’s unfortunate.”
Though he said that, there was no hint of disappointment on Demerond’s face.
On the contrary, it seemed he was familiar with it. After all, that was a rather strange attitude for someone talking about his daughter’s love life.
Anyway, after a while, Demerond suddenly clapped his hands.
“Ah, then what about a girl?”
“Pardon?”
“A female student who is dating my daughter or showing her any signs of affection —what do they call that? Homosexuality? I heard it’s becoming pretty popular among Earthians as of lately.”
“…”
Seti was unable to hide her flustered expression. What in the world was this elf talking about?
Taking her bewilderment to mean “no,” Demerond let out a disappointed sigh and rubbed his chin.
“The notes are tangled, but the musician’s seat is still empty. It’s truly cruel.”
Murmuring a cryptic sentence, the elf took a sip of his drink and then turned to Yeomyeong.
His scarred face held a look that seemed to say, “Could it be?”
“Hmm… Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“Yes?”
“By any chance… Did you happen to sleep with my daughter?”
The sudden question caused varied reactions.
Neti, who had been secretly sipping on the wine, suddenly sprayed it out. Seti turned her head to hide her expression, and Yeomyeong just frowned openly.
“What’s the meaning behind that question?”
“If it’s an acorn that just happened to fall to the ground, it needs all kinds of opportunities to become a tree. But if it’s an acorn that has already sprouted, all it needs is water.”
“…”
“From your reactions, I can tell it has yet to sprout. Forget what I just said.”
Could he really just forget? Thirsty, Yeomyeong downed his wine.
Even though the alcohol had passed through their systems, the atmosphere didn’t seem to have lightened. Both Demerond and Yeomyeong drank their wine in complete silence.
A short while later, Demerond opened another bottle and spoke.
“Since things have come to this, I’ll make you an offer… no, two offers.”
“…Offers?”
“First, we part ways quietly without saying anything else. Of course, I’ll settle the tab for the alcohol before leaving.”
The elf pulled out a gold coin from his poncho, placed it on the table, and continued speaking.
“Second, you fulfill one of my requests, and in return, you receive advice and guidance from me. What do you think?”
The offers came without any prior context, but they couldn’t be dismissed easily as the look in Demerond’s eyes was too sincere.
While Yeomyeong was contemplating, Demerond filled his glass and added.
“Whichever one you choose is up to you. The only reason I’m even making this suggestion is because I respect the World Tree’s choice.”
“…”
Yeomyeong’s hesitation didn’t last long.
As the voices of merchants and the sound of Neti sipping wine echoed in his ears, Yeomyeong made his choice.
“I’ll accept the second suggestion.”
* * *
There were numerous factors that influenced the decision to accept the second suggestion, but Demerond’s level of expertise was the decisive factor.
He was one of the ten strongest individuals across the Dimensional Portal and Earth.
With fighting skills classified as top secret and the person himself surrounded by urban legends, what kind of teachings could he offer?
If he could receive his guidance, it would be worth enduring a slightly unreasonable request…
While Yeomyeong entertained these thoughts, Demerond started with advice rather than the teachings.
“First, send the dragon back home.”
As Neti looked up in surprise, Demerond explained the reason.
“If you continue traveling with the dragon, you’ll keep attracting those who wish to harm it. The human who took the dragon bones of Kahal Magdu and the real dragon itself will be like a walking lottery ticket to poachers.”
“Poachers? We can handle them with ease.”
Seti rebutted, but the elf shook his head.
“It’s because you can win against them that I’m advising you. What happens after you defeat the poachers? Is that the end? No, the real problem will start once the poachers are defeated.”
“…After?”
“Even if they’re criminals, at the end of the day, they’re still citizens. And Earth’s governments love intervening when it comes to citizens, don’t they?”
His tone was as if he had experienced it firsthand. And being familiar with the history of the elf and the U.S., Seti couldn’t bring herself to disagree.
Meanwhile, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but recall the warning Kahal Magdu had left just before its death.
The ones aiming for the dragon’s corpse would come after him.
On top of that, hadn’t he already experienced the ugly maneuverings that took place over the dragon’s ribs back in Manchuria?
“Still, it’s better for the dragon to be with companions than all by itself—”
Neti said, sounding somewhat regretful, but the elf refuted her immediately.
“The Dragon Scale Mountain Range is a natural fortress. Unless someone brings in poison gas like Stalin or armored divisions, I can guarantee there is no safer place for a dragon.”
“…”
After hearing that, Yeomyeong turned to gaze at the dragon.
The red dragon was grilling a large piece of beef by the campfire, with the merchants and workers gathered around, watching it curiously.
It was a heartwarming sight, but it only made him feel more burdened.
If the dragon were to die while helping him, how would he face the Dwarf King who had handed over the Royal Seal?
However, his hesitation didn’t last long and he quickly made his decision.
“I’ll follow your advice.”
Was it surprising that Yeomyeong had accepted the advice without making excuses? A look of intrigue appeared on the elf’s face.
“So, you didn’t think of it as a pet, but as a true companion… Are you really from Earth?”
“…”
“If I can give one more piece of advice, maintain that mindset for a long time. Dragons never forget a person’s sincerity.”
Demerond got to his feet as he said that.
“Now then, shall we test your skills now?”
Yeomyeong didn’t refuse. After tightly grasping Seti’s hand beneath the table, he stood up and followed the elf towards the outskirts of the camp.
As the sound of grass crunching underfoot, Corvus’ laughter, the clinking of wine glasses, and the dragon chewing on beef faded into the distance, Demerond spoke.
“This place seems good enough.”
The place they arrived at was a small clearing not too far from the campsite.
Demerond pulled out a wine bottle, which no one knew when he had grabbed it, and casually sat down on the ground.
“Just to be sure, did you accept the second proposal because you anticipated what kind of request I might make?”
“I believed you wouldn’t request anything unreasonable.”
Yeomyeong answered confidently. Upon hearing that, Demerond wore a sullen expression and drank directly from the bottle.
“It doesn’t sound like a belief but certainty. Why? Did you think that I would go easy on you because you’re the one chosen by the World Tree?”
Instead of responding, Yeomyeong just gave a wry smile—a kind of silent agreement.
Demerond neither denied nor criticized him.
He just chuckled softly and muttered, “I like the clever ones.”
Anyway, after emptying half the wine bottle, Demerond finally began his teachings.
“Show me every martial art you know, right here.”
In a slightly different way than Yeomyeong had imagined.
“But, without using any mana.”
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* * *
Room 101.

No one knew who started calling it that, but anyone who knew of this place called it by that name.
In the room, which had no common decorations, not even a clock, with only a desk standing alone, an old man pulled out an ink bottle and a quill pen.
He carefully filled the quill with ink and began writing on the parchment on the desk.
Scratch, scratch—
The elegant hand movements transformed into old-fashioned handwriting.
In a world dominated by smartphones and keyboards, the writing created by the old ways was truly beautiful.
However, the story written with that pen was far from beautiful.
Someone’s death, the destruction of a place, the fall of a world.
It was a verdict in the sense that it was delivering a sentence.
It was a history book because it recorded the past, and at the same time, it was a prophecy because it wrote about the future.
But whatever was written on the parchment, or whatever others called it, the old man didn’t care.
He just kept writing and writing about things that happened and things that were yet to come.
- Manchurian hunting grounds, border. Cause, Saintess.
- Reincarnator, border. Cause…
- Prologue, border…
- Seoul’s…

As the sound of the pen scribbling continued without rest, the old man stopped and looked at the door.
Soon, the rusty iron door opened, and a black man wearing a suit entered the room.
It seemed he had rushed over as he was panting once he sat across from the old man.
“Special Advisor? What’s going on?”
The old man moved his pen again and asked. The black man paused to catch his breath and answered carefully.
“…The scenario has twisted once again.”
Despite the shocking news, the old man didn’t show any reaction.
Instead, he nodded slowly, as if it were expected.
“Wasn’t this expected? The flutter of the butterfly’s wings always brings a different storm, so there’s no need to feel surprised.”
The sound of the pen scratching against the parchment continued, but the black man remained silent.
It was as if he didn’t know how to explain this.
In the end, the old man spoke first.
“Did the Imperial Princess manage to survive? If so, just kill that harlot before she crosses the Dimensional Portal. It’s enough for the royal family to have the third prince in Lord Howe—”
“No.”
“…Then did the crown prince survive? The chance was small but not impossible. Just leave him be. The Player next to the third prince will gladly kill him.”
At that very moment, the ink in the quill ran out. The old man picked up the ink bottle and tried to refill it.
Or rather, he was about to.
However, just as he lifted the bottle, the black man spoke in a strained voice.
“…The nukes are gone. Not just one, but all thirteen that were underground in Dreitherial.”
Still holding the ink bottle, the old man stared at the man across from him.
His glistening eyes scanned the man’s face, cold and threatening.
“The reason?”
“Still under investigation.”
Still under investigation—It meant that they still didn’t know anything. Feeling a slight headache forthcoming, the old man carefully set the quill down on the parchment.
The smell of ink, the scent of leather from the parchment, and the twisted smell that traversed through the silence.
Having composed himself, the old man picked up the pen again after a moment.
“What happened to Dzhugashvili? Is he dead?”
“Bykov opened the red Dimensional Portal and managed to flee to Baltua. The CIA is convinced he plans to attack the northern territories from there and spark a revolution.”
Communists always behaved like communists. However, that was a relief.
“What about those vile energy lifeforms?”
“The dimensional satellites detected a few movements. The mastermind behind this nuclear incident is probably…”
And the conversation continued from there.
The Empire, the Academy, Elves, Dwarves, and… Korea.
“Tell the President this: the original scenario has changed.”
It was the old man’s unilateral command, but the black man left the room obediently as he had already gathered all the information the government wanted.
And so, as silence returned to the room once more, The old man began writing a new phrase at the end of the parchment.
At the place where the Saintess and the princess gather, the her—

Just then, a sharp crack was heard; the quill broke.
It was an ominous sign, blatantly so.
The old man stared at the ink flowing from the broken quill for a moment before clicking his tongue at the shadow accumulated on the ceiling.
Tsk.
* * *
No matter how you looked at it, the difference between traditional hand-to-hand martial arts and superhuman martial arts lay in the mana.
A superhuman body’s ability to exceed its natural limits and possess abnormal regenerative powers all came from mana.
But what if you couldn’t use mana?
Then, Superhuman martial arts would be no different from ordinary martial arts.
In fact, since they were designed with the assumption of using mana, they were often lacking without it.
Therefore, the martial arts demonstrated by Yeomyeong without mana were lackluster.
The Flying Kick technique that didn’t accumulate mana in the calves or plantar fascia was nothing more than clumsy footwork and weak kicks.
The Comet Sword and the sword techniques he had stolen from the Player, demonstrated using a branch as a sword, were just crude swings of a stick, and he couldn’t even use the Surging Wave technique or Black Wing Flow.
Nevertheless, Yeomyeong continued to demonstrate each of his martial arts in silence.
Sweat ran down from his forehead, and he continued even when his breath reached the very tip of his chin.
And his martial arts demonstration only came to an end when the elf’s clap echoed over the sound of crickets chirping.
“That’s enough, you can stop.”
Demerond stood up from his seat and spoke.
“The martial arts you’ve learned. It seems most of them were stolen, is that right?”
“…How did you know?”
“When you’re at my level, you can see everything. Anyway, of all those martial arts, how many do you understand the true intention of?”
“About half… I suppose.”
“So, you’ve only stolen the forms and mana techniques without understanding the true intentions… geez, you’re no better than the Soviets.”
Dzhugashvili or Killing Aura. Demerond, who had pierced right through Yeomyeong’s foundations, tilted the empty wine bottle upside down.
“Now, try attacking me using mana.”
After catching his breath, Yeomyeong raised a branch and replied.
“…Are you sure it’ll be fine if I break the oath?”
Just a moment ago, Demerond had sworn to the World Tree that he would not spill blood tonight.
The elf chuckled at the thought. To put it simply, it was a promise to spill blood.
“Go ahead, try it.”
And Yeomyeong was more than willing to comply.
As he activated the Surging Wave Technique, the mana that had been lying dormant surged through his veins like a wild tide.
With his body now charged with mana, Yeomyeong swung the branch in the time it took to blink once.
The blow was powerful enough for even the Saintess in the distance to notice.
Demerond’s response to the blow was simple. He extended the empty wine bottle in Yeomyeong’s direction.
A mere thrust, or rather, a push.
However, seeing that simple attack, Yeomyeong immediately withdrew the branch and was forced to step back two paces.
Was he afraid that Demeron would get hurt? No, it was because his instincts were screaming that he would die if he pressed forward.
And immediately after, the mana that was about to burst through the branch lost its target and exploded within the branch instead.
Boom! Covered in the shards of the broken branch, Yeomyeong stared at Demerond in disbelief without even bothering to shake the shards off.
A brief silence ensued.
Eventually, once the sound of the crickets returned, Yeomyeong asked.
“…Was that elven swordsmanship?”
A strange expression crossed Demerond’s face.
“You recognize it from just one move? You have a keen eye.”
“…”
The moment the suspicion turned into reality, Yeomyeong was slightly shocked.
Was that really elven swordsmanship?
It would have been a different matter if he didn’t know anything about elven swordsmanship. However, Yeomyeong, who had witnessed Rime and Finel’s swordsmanship firsthand and had even stolen their techniques, could tell.
What Demerond had just demonstrated was similar to launching a rocket using a toy car engine.
Swallowing his bewilderment, Yeomyeong asked again.
“How did you do that without mana—no, how did you really do it?”
“Like this.”
Demerond said that and then traced the air with the wine bottle.
Once again, he just swung it lightly, but the result was astonishing.
Crack! The crickets that had been flying around Yeomyeong were split in half, falling to the ground in pieces.
Not just one, but dozens of them simultaneously.
“…”
Yeomyeong was struck speechless as he watched the falling insects. Meanwhile, Demerond spoke in a relaxed voice.
“Do you understand now?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer immediately.
He found himself unable to speak momentarily due to his shock, but as he observed the severed cricket’s cut surface, he came across a hint.
And after a while, he was able to put forward a hypothesis.
“…The True Intention.”
“Oh?”
“…Did you imbue the elven swordsmanship with another True Intention?”
He wasn’t completely sure about the method, but Demerond had clearly altered the True Intention of elven swordsmanship. Otherwise, there was no other way to explain what just happened.
Confirming his suspicions, Demerond replied with a voice tinged with admiration.
“Correct. Just like you showcased your martial arts with only form and mana without the True Intention, I can perform multiple martial arts with only a single True Intention.”
Performing multiple martial arts with a single True Intention? Yeomyeong was amazed by the shift in perspective.
For Yeomyeong, who had been learning martial arts without fully comprehending the True Intention, there could be no greater lesson.
Just as his admiration was about to grow, Demerond chuckled.
“I know what you’re thinking, but the lesson I’m going to teach you isn’t that simple.”
Not simple? Yeomyeong tilted his head as the elf continued.
“Among the True Intentions of the martial arts you know, is there one that truly resonates with your heart?”
“…”
There were none. The closest thing was the True Intention of the Surging Wave technique, cultivating the mind and sitting and forgetting, which gave him a small realization.
Watching Yeomyeong shut his mouth, Demeron nodded as if he had expected it.
“Ultimately, the True Intention is a philosophy to move mana. It doesn’t matter how great the philosophy is, if it doesn’t move your heart, it’s nothing but knowledge for using martial arts.”
With that, Demerond raised his head and looked up at the night sky.
“And in order to handle multiple martial arts with only a single True Intention, you must start by creating your own True Intention. That is the lesson I will impart to you.”
“…”
With his eyes sparkling with anticipation, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but ask.
“Demerond, what is your… True Intention?”
The fierce True Intention that was able to stir Yeomyeong’s instincts with just a mere wine bottle.
Perhaps because he hadn’t expected this question, Demerond paused for a moment before answering.
“My True Intention? The True Intention I hold is… hatred.”
“…”
“If I were to put it more clearly, yes, it was that thing…”
Beneath the night sky where the crickets chirped and the moonlight flickered, Demeron’s scarred elven face twisted.
“The World Tree is just a big tree.”
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* * *
The World Tree is just a big tree.

Reciting the words written with the blood and tears of all the elves in this world, Demerond unleashed his True Intention.
The cold hatred weighed heavily on the space, stifling the air itself.
Even the wind seemed to shy away from them as Demerond carefully observed Yeomyeong’s reaction.
Based on his experience, Earthian’s reactions typically fell into two categories when confronted with his True Intention.
Hypocritical pity or vague fear.
However, Yeomyeong’s reaction belonged to neither category. Other than crouching a little, he showed no significant change.
No, there was one clear difference—His coldly sinking eyes.
Those golden eyes carefully gauged Demerond’s True Intention, like a hunter lowering his body and aiming his bow on encountering a beast.
…He’s thinking about how to fight me.
Arrogant, but Demerond liked that attitude.
After all, it was a hundred times better than some hypocritical pity from people like the Holy Sword or the Maker.
Chuckling softly, Demeron withdrew his True Intention.
And whether it was because his True Intention was particularly impressive, Yeomyeong remained silent for a while. Then, after a moment, he spoke carefully.
“…Can any emotion be turned into a True Intention? For example, a desire for revenge.”
“…”
Revenge, such a blatant word. Demerond showed a strange expression upon hearing that.
“It’s possible if you are willing to bind your entire life to that emotion.”
“…”
“However… hmm, it’s funny that I’m the one saying this, but it’s best you avoid turning emotions into a True Intention.”
Before Yeomyeong could ask him why, Demerond answered first.
“It’s for the same reason most people don’t make emotions their life’s goal.”
“…”
“Would you sit for a moment? This is going to be a long story.”
Demerond sat down against a tree as he said that, while Yeomyeong sat down on the dirt ground in front of him.
As the stars peeked out in the night sky, the elf began to speak.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, how much do you know about the war waged by America against our race?”
“I only know as much as what’s written in history books.”
The US-Elf War—the war that broke out when America attacked the elven forests under the pretext of the “Forest Dwellers Liberation Movement” and the “Second Western Expansion.”
Setting aside the meaningless pretexts and propaganda, the main cause behind the war wasn’t much different from other wars in human history.
Wealth and resources.
The forests inhabited by the elves contained 80% of the elixir from beyond the Dimensional Portal, and America sought to monopolize it—much like how Stalin had monopolized the mana metal from the Dwarf’s Mountain Range.
However, the elves were different from the dwarves.
Unlike the dwarves, who lived clustered in the mountain range, the Elven Forest was incredibly vast, and the elves were born guerrillas.
Using the forest as a shield, the elves hunted down the US soldiers, forest dwellers, and mountain dwellers. Not only that, but they also went as far as to travel beyond the Dimensional Portal to assassinate key figures in America.
Of course, such fierce resistance was only met with even fiercer war.
Defoliant and napalm blanketed the forests. Massacres were rampant, and then… the nuclear bomb.
As Yeomyeong recalled the image of the burning World Tree, he shut his mouth.
Now that he thought about it, all the knowledge he had was biased—recorded from the human and Earthian perspective.
At best, it was knowledge gleaned from textbooks and documentaries.
As an elf and a direct participant in the war, from Demerond’s point of view, such knowledge might have felt offensive.
Considering that fact, Yeomyeong glanced cautiously at the elf.
Yet Demerond seemed fixated on something else entirely.
“History books? You learned about elves from history books?”
When Yeomyeong nodded, Demerond immediately followed up with another question.
“You’re around the same age as the Saintess, right?”
“Yes, there’s not much of an age difference.”
Just a few years. Demerond covered his mouth and let out a hollow laugh.
“Well… surely, a few decades is enough for humans to dismiss their sins as mere history.”
Muttering under his breath, Demerond quietly studied Yeomyeong, then chuckled.
“Well, I’m not here to blame you. And it’s not your fault that you were born human… Let’s just get back to the point.”
Licking his dry lips, Demerond continued in a serious tone.
“In any case, knowing our history, you should understand why I harbor this hatred. But regardless of how much you know… my hatred was far beyond that.”
“…”
“And had I not restrained it by making it my True Intention, it would’ve been uncontrollable.”
Yeomyeong was certain that wasn’t an exaggeration.
The elf’s hatred, which had pricked at his skin just moments ago, was as terrifying as Dzhugashvili’s Killing Aura.
Then, Demerond stared straight into his eyes and asked.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, is your desire for revenge that strong? Strong enough to bind your will and life’s purpose to that one emotion?”
“That’s…”
“Here’s a different question: for the sake of revenge, could you torture or sacrifice innocent people… say, those girls who were by your side?”
Yeomyeong was unable to answer. Demerond lifted his gaze to the night sky and continued.
“I could.”
“…”
“If it meant killing Americans, I was willing to do anything. I broke my mother’s dying wish, betrayed my own kind, and even abandoned my wife…”
The stars watching him from the heavens said nothing. Without any criticism or condemnation, they simply listened to Demerond’s words in complete silence.
“It was all a foolish mistak—Ah, well, I can’t go on. This is embarrassing. Cheon Yeomyeong, do you know why I’m telling you all this?”
“…Because of I’m Soe M— I mean, Miridith’s friend? I’m not really sure.”
“Honestly, it’s because, from where I stand, it looks like you’re walking a fine line.”
“…”
Walking a fine line? Yeomyeong almost denied it but suddenly realized he hadn’t even been able to choose between Seti and his desire for revenge. He remained silent.
“Revenge is a means—a way to resolve grievances and return to a happy life. It must never become the goal.”
Demerond’s voice was slightly dry.
It was like that of a failed adult warning children not to live as he did.
“From my experience… those who fail to distinguish between the two either go mad from the emptiness after their revenge or destroy themselves.”
“…”
“And I’m not just saying this because you’re my daughter’s friend, but I truly hope you won’t end up like me.”
For some reason, Yeomyeong was reminded of the ramblings of elders from his janitor days. Swallowing a bitter smile, Yeomyeong bowed his head.
“…Thank you for your guidance.”
At that, Demerond chuckled.
“Guidance, huh? This is nothing. The real process to forge True Intention is just beginning.”
Just beginning? Yeomyeong asked with a slightly more serious attitude.
“What should I start with?”
Did he have to recall some lofty four-character idiom or philosophical aphorism, as was common with most martial arts?
As Yeomyeong cautiously sifted through his thoughts, Demerond’s response deviated slightly from his expectations.
“Describe your life in a single sentence.”
* * *
The Saintess crossed her arms as she watched the people flock to the dragon.
And it wasn’t because she felt left out. Even she would have preferred watching a dragon roast meat over someone showing off revolver tricks.
Besides, that clumsy, bumpy-riding reptile’s grilling skills were anything but ordinary.
She was expecting him to burn the meat to a crisp, but he gently flipped the meat with his fingers and blew soft breaths to cook it just right.
It wasn’t an incomprehensible sight. Wasn’t this a dragon that had spent long years with dwarves?
Preparing a small spectacle like direct-fire grilling (?) using dragon breath for his tiny friends wasn’t strange at all.
What was strange was that this was the very dragon that had once wreaked havoc, vowing to destroy Manchuria.
This was also why the Saintess, who had once shot bullets into its eyes, felt a peculiar sense of unease. Still, she chose to let it go.
She had intended to grab a piece of meat but hadn’t gone far before she caught sight of Seti.
When did she get here? Before that thought had even fully formed, she was already moving her feet.
Sneaking up with the intention of giving Seti a surprise hug, the Saintess noticed Neti had spotted her and hastily made an X shape with her fingers.
No jokes allowed.
Even someone oblivious would recognize that obvious gesture.
While the Saintess would have normally ignored such a gesture, she could sense that Seti didn’t feel like playing around when she saw Seti’s slumped shoulders.
She nodded briefly at Neti and turned away.
“Corvus, what are you doing?”
The Saintess’ next stop was the massive crow sitting quietly by the campfire, staring into the depths of the forest.
“Keeping watch, Saintess.”
The crow beastfolk, Corvus, replied without taking her eyes off the forest.
“Keeping watch? Are there beasts in the forest?”
“It would be fortunate if it were just beasts. It’s worse than that.”
“…What?”
“Some humans are closing in on the campsite. At least… thirty of them.”
The Saintess instinctively turned her head in the direction of the forest. But all she could see was the darkness unique to the nighttime woods—no approaching humans could be detected.
It would have been better if she could at least detect just one or two.
And the fact that she couldn’t even sense a single presence indicated that those surrounding the campsite were way more powerful than she had anticipated.
She swallowed hard.
“…Why now?”
“Either the mercenaries called for reinforcements, or we’re just unlucky. It’s one of the two.”
Punctuated by the sharp clack of her beak, Corvus’ voice was full of tension.
And as the Saintess suddenly remembered that the dead mercenaries’ phones bore the insignia of the French Foreign Legion, it felt like she had been jolted awake.
So, she decided to look for Yeomyeong first.
However, even after searching the campsite for a while and spreading her mana, she was unable to find him.
“Um… Corvus? Where is Yeomyeong? I can’t see him anywhere.”
“…”
“Corvus?”
“I know that too.”
She knew? The Saintess felt a sense of foreboding. Though she hadn’t used her Foresight, she could make a rough guess as to what had happened.
“Don’t tell me… he went into the forest alone?”
Even though Corvus didn’t respond, her silence was as good as confirmation.
The Saintess pressed her forehead and let out a deep sigh. I can’t seem to catch a break. What kind of trouble is he getting into now?
“…Let’s go find him immediately.”
“We can’t.”
“Can’t? What are you talking about? Yeomyeong is your apprentice! Are you just going to leave him—”
The Saintess was about to shriek, but Corvus interrupted her.
“Saintess, there are superhumans and even a dragon gathered in this place. And if the enemies are still approaching in spite of that, it means they’re confident they can win.”
“…”
“I trust my apprentice. No matter what happens, he’ll be able to get himself out of it.”
Then, as she stared at her intently, Corvus added.
“And if you or Ms. Seti were to get hurt while I search for him in the forest, how will I be able to face my apprentice?”
The Saintess was unable to come up with a rebuttal. Instead, she pursed her lips and decided to use her foresight.
Fine. I’ll just look into the future.
It was a sight that would make the Patriarch and other priests lament, but Corvus wasn’t a follower of the Five Gods.
And regardless of whether the Saintess was wasting her divine blessings or not, the crow stood by her side, guarding her.
Beneath the blindfold that concealed her eyes, the Saintess glimpsed into the future as the campfire in the present flickered and spat embers for a moment.
When her vision returned to the present, the Saintess clenched her fists and started to tremble.
“What’s wrong? Saintess, what did you see in the future?”
Corvus asked cautiously, but the Saintess turned abruptly to look at Seti.
“Don’t tell me, something will happen to Ms. Seti?”
Contrary to Corvus’ concerns, the Saintess’ reaction was dramatic.
Worry, disappointment, and anger flickered across her face. She resembled Caesar at the moment of Brutus’ betrayal.
Perplexed by her peculiar reaction, Corvus tilted her head in confusion.
“Uh… Saintess?”
“You… you shameless…!”
“…Shameless?”
Pointing accusingly at Seti’s back, the Saintess shouted.
“S-Seti plans to sleep in the same tent as Yeomyeong tonight!”
“…What?”
“In the middle of the night! Sneaking into the tent! And… and… kissing him!”
“…”
“Wh-what kind of situation is this?! How could she do that?! And if I hadn’t used foresight, I would’ve been the only one left in the dark!”
Corvus’ brain worked hard to try and make sense of the situation. Fortunately, as befitting a mage, she made a wise decision.
Ignore it.
Having reached that conclusion, the crow asked the flushed Saintess another question.
“Saintess, what about the enemies approaching this place…?”
Though it was the more important topic, the Saintess seemed indifferent.
“Oh, there’s no need to worry about them.”
What’s this now? Unable to see the future herself, Corvus suppressed her frustration and asked again.
“…No need to worry? What do you mean?”
“The attackers aren’t here for us; they’re after the commie here.”
“…The commie?”
“Yes, Demerond Ipp Marx.”
Demerond? The elf leader? Why was his name being brought up here?
Was it a metaphor? Corvus was about to ask what kind of metaphor it was when a flare shot into the sky from beyond the forest.
Fwoosh!
The red signal painted the night sky, and in that moment—
The dragon, who had also sensed the approaching enemies, sprang to his feet.
To shield the merchants and workers watching it, he coiled his tail around them and aimed the flames gathering in his maw toward the source of the flare.
But—
- *Arrghh!*
Without any warning, a battle erupted beyond the forest.
Though only the rustling leaves were visible, the sounds revealed everything.
Gunshots, explosions, the chanting of spells, and screams.
Startled by the sudden commotion, the merchants cowered behind the dragon, while both the dragon and Corvus raised their mana and maintained a state of vigilance.
Using the mage’s ability to read mana, they could vaguely detect details of the battle.
The attackers, at least twenty superhumans, were experts equipped with the latest weapons and armor.
The difference between these attackers and the Dodon Brothers was like that of a regular army compared to common bandits.
- Flank—Agh!!
- Go for their legs! The legs—Gahk!
Yet they were being slaughtered, quite literally. The screams of the dying echoed endlessly, clearly revealing the brutality of their opponent.
Corvus furrowed her brow as she pondered. Was it Yeomyeong? No, it wasn’t him.
While her apprentice was certainly capable of ruthlessness, such carnage was not his style.
If not him, then…?
Before she could arrive at a conclusion, the screams from beyond the forest fell silent.
A terrifying silence ensued.
Be it a superhuman or a drunken worker, everyone understood what the silence signified.
The battle was over—swiftly and brutally.
Moments later, the silence was broken by the sound of two sets of footsteps coming from the other side of the forest.
Step, step.
The merchants held their breath, and even the dragon tensed up momentarily.
Two figures emerged under the light of the campfire.
Someone cloaked with a hood and Cheon Yeomyeong.
Without a drop of blood on their clothes, the pair entered the campsite and sat at a table. No one spoke a word.
However, the moment Yeomyeong approached the table where the Seti and her sister were seated at, the Saintess shattered the silence.
“Hey! Cheon Yeomyeong! You’re sleeping outside tonight!”
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* * *
Despite the sudden persecution(?) by the Saintess, Yeomyeong didn’t go to sleep.
Instead of heading to the tent prepared by the merchants, he led Demerond and the dragon toward the forest a short distance from the campsite.
And after walking through the forest beneath the glittering stars for a while…
“We won’t have to worry about anyone eavesdropping this far.”
Yeomyeong spoke as soon as they arrived at a clearing created by a fallen rotten tree.
Soon, the human, the elf, and the dragon sat in a circle in the clearing.
And the moment the conversation began, the dragon spoke first.
[Demerond, prodigal of the World Tree.]
The dragon bared his teeth at the hooded elf, as if they were already acquainted.
“Orsay Taboul, guardian of the Dragon Scale Mountain Range, it has been a while.”
Demerond pulled down his hood as he replied. Seeing his scarred face, the dragon snorted.
[They say that all elves have turned into commies starting from you—bowing to Stalin and even going as far as to change their surnames?]
“…”
[The blood and tears of the dwarves still flow in this land. Do you feel no shame?]
The dragon’s deep and forceful voice lashed out at the elf, but Demerond merely put on a bitter smile on his lips and responded calmly.
“When dying of thirst, one will drink whatever is available. We knew it was seawater, but… for us elves, there was no other choice.”
[Better to drink seawater than die? You have become more talkative, huh, prodigal? Is this an excuse to yourself?]
The dragon stretched his neck forward, bringing his face right in front of the elf’s face.
Reptilian eyes full of Killing Aura, hot breath like molten fire.
Yet, instead of flinching, the elf crossed his arms and met the dragon’s gaze head-on.
Was it because he possessed greater power than the dragon? No, that wasn’t it.
“Orsay Taboul, let’s leave your scolding at that. It’s especially embarrassing in front of this young friend… Besides, I’ve been loyal to you.”
[Loyal? A commie dares to speak of—]
“Orsay Ranal.”
At the mention of what seemed to be a name, the dragon’s half-open mouth snapped shut.
And as the dragon’s expression soured, Demerond added.
“Your sister is on Earth.”
[What?]
“She crossed over to Earth in hopes of finding her brother’s remains. And I saved her. Not just once, but twice.”
A brief silence ensued.
The dragon, disbelief written on his face, stared at the elf and then raised his head again.
[Can you swear it on the World Tree?]
“I swear upon Mother World Tree. Every word is the truth.”
Having said this, Demerond stared straight at the dragon.
Orsay Taboul was left speechless while the elf smirked and uncrossed his arms.
“Considering our relationship, you don’t have to thank me.”
Looking like he had been dealt a blow, the dragon awkwardly covered his face with his wings.
And after a moment, he turned to Yeomyeong.
His expression seemed to ask, Did you know about this as well?
Yeomyeong, who had been observing the dragon and the elf in silence, shrugged.
“I had never even heard of your sister’s name, let alone the fact the two of you knew each other.”
Although the words were sincere, Orsay Taboul sighed precisely because they were.
[Prodigal, I owe you an apology for my behavior.]
“No need for apologies either. It’s not like you were wrong about me being a commie.”
The dragon stared at Demerond, who was wearing a faint bitter smile, before nodding slowly.
[Now then, tell me why you summoned Yeomyeong and me. I’ll listen.]
“Ah, that’s not my part. This friend will explain.”
With that, both the dragon and the elf turned their attention to Yeomyeong.
Instead of making light of the situation, Yeomyeong cleared his throat and brought up what he had discussed with Demerond earlier.
“Um… Orsay, I believe you need to return to the mountain range.”
The dragon tilted his head slightly, as though he wasn’t expecting such a statement.
Instead of providing a long explanation, Yeomyeong summarized it succinctly.
A living dragon, the corpse of Kahal Magdu in Yeomyeong’s possession, and the poachers that were likely to come after both.
And when Yeomyeong’s straightforward explanation ended, the dragon nodded in understanding.
Then, in a slightly concerned voice…
[If I don’t take you there, you’ll have to endure a long journey with the Saintess. Will you be okay?]
…he asked.
“…”
What on earth had happened while he was transporting the Saintess to Dreitherial?
Swallowing his surprise, Yeomyeong answered that they’d be fine.
Muttering, “It’s tough being a male,” Orsay Taboul then added.
[If you wish, I can take you to the nearest station.]
“Orsay, you’ve already helped us plenty. There’s no need for you to show yourself in more conspicuous places like this for our sake.”
They were truly thoughtful words. The dragon smiled faintly.
[If that’s your wish, I’ll bid everyone farewell and depart at dawn.]
With that, the dragon turned around and began making his way back to the campsite.
However, unlike their walk here, the way back was not silent.
“Dragon, if you wish, I can escort you.”
Demerond, walking beside the dragon, offered.
[I saw your fight in the forest earlier. You’d better worry about the trackers still on your tail.]
The elf chuckled when the dragon mentioned the mercenaries who had ambushed him earlier.
“Wealthy Earthians targeting elves isn’t anything new, and compared to dragon poachers, they’re nothing. Besides…”
[…Besides?]
“The ones who killed them weren’t me but this friend here.”
Demerond placed a hand on Yeomyeong’s shoulder as he said this.
[You? But the movements were so ruthless. And from what I felt, it didn’t seem like Yeomyeong’s, but a communist’s hand movement.]
While Orsay Taboul tilted his head in confusion, Demerond gave Yeomyeong a meaningful smile.
“Isn’t a dragon’s sense chillingly accurate?”
Meeting that smile, Yeomyeong gave a wry grin and recalled what had happened in the forest earlier.
* * *
Turning back time slightly, back when Orsay Taboul was grilling food with his fiery dragon breath and Seti was getting drunk on wine.
Yeomyeong was swallowed by silence.
Summarize your life in one sentence.
It may have seemed like a simple question at first glance, however, he struggled to come up with an answer even after a long time.
Was it because he lacked the summarizing skills? Or was it perhaps due to a lack of philosophical depth?
No, as with most lives, it was simply that his was far too complex to condense into a single sentence.
He couldn’t even summarize his days as Dung Beetle in one line, let alone his life after becoming a superhuman.
Although the answer was still unclear, Yeomyeong had carved and shaped his life with the determination of someone carving their own bones.
Angel, seal, janitor, family, player, revenge, Seti, camaraderie, hatred, anger, love, sense of achievement, compassion, and…
Mignium.
If he removed even one thing from this list, it would no longer be his life. Thus, Yeomyeong was unable to take away anything.
…
A deep reflection followed by an even heavier silence, the scent of the forest, and the night breeze.
Then, standing under the shimmering stars, Demerond spoke up.
“It’s difficult, isn’t it? Summarizing means to cut things out, and cutting them out means it’s no longer your life…”
“…”
“And it’s only natural. If establishing one’s True Intention were that simple, everyone would be living with one.”
Before Yeomyeong could ask him what to do, the elf interrupted him.
“Alright, let’s move on to the next step.”
“…But I haven’t found the answer yet.”
“Then, do you want me to stick around until you find the answer?”
“That’s…”
Seeing Yeomyeong trail off upon hearing that, Demerond chuckled.
“Don’t worry. With your skills, it shouldn’t take you long to figure it out.”
“How long will it take?”
“Hmm, maybe around fifty years?”
“…”
Well, that was not a long time by elf standards.
As Yeomyeong let out a dry laugh, the elf continued speaking.
“Now, the next step: you take that summarized life and establish it within your heart.”
“…Establish it?”
“You must embrace it in your heart, let it seep in naturally… or perhaps lock it away.”
Though the metaphor was lengthy, Yeomyeong felt he could somewhat grasp its meaning.
A state of selflessness or a mental image.
The step the elf spoke of likely referred to those concepts.
“And the last step is the easiest. You just need to push out the existing True Intention of the martial arts and fill that space with your own True Intention. That’s it.”
“…”
Though the conversation was filled with cryptic words, Yeomyeong felt like he had grasped onto something.
A state of perfect selflessness, True Intention, life.
Those words were like a Buddhist koan, teasing the mind—seemingly within reach, yet barely out of grasp.
A realization seemed really close, almost like he could grasp it if he reached out now.
If only he could push forward just a little bit more, shorter than a fingertip…
And just when Yeomyeong desperately yearned for enlightenment, a sensation of something approaching from the nearby forest disrupted his thoughts.
What is that?
Yeomyeong pushed aside his nearly grasped realization, stood up abruptly, and heightened his senses.
There was no sound or scent, but he could faintly feel the vibrations of mana.
He would have missed the presence had he not grown accustomed to the Invisibility Cloak.
The intruders were undoubtedly highly skilled in stealth techniques.
Who could they be? Did the Dodon Brothers call for reinforcements? But he didn’t even give them enough time for that.
As Yeomyeong ordered over the enemy’s identity and gathered his mana, Demerond rose, dusted himself off, and said.
“You don’t need to worry. They’re all my guests.”
“…They followed you?”
Their stealth was truly impressive, but the group didn’t seem capable of threatening Demerond.
Were they perhaps a scouting unit?
Yeomyeong’s doubts were valid, but Demerond’s answer was slightly unexpected.
“Well… technically, they’re not following me per se… they’re hunters tracking elves who’ve left the forest.”
“Pardon?”
“Elf hunting—haven’t you heard of it?”
Elf hunting?
It was an urban legend that spoke about how wealthy people hired mercenaries to kidnap elves who strayed outside the protected zones around the Elf Forest.
Yeomyeong had believed it to be as far-fetched as the rumor that eating a superhuman’s liver would turn you into a superhuman…
“Maybe because I’ve kept my face hidden under a hood, they must’ve mistaken me for a regular elf and decided to pursue me.”
“…”
Yeomyeong was sure that wasn’t the only reason.
Considering Demerond’s ability to mask his presence completely back in the camp, the fact that they were able to track him suggested he had deliberately left traces of mana behind.
And the reason for doing that was pretty obvious.
Either he intended to use himself as bait to lure out the elf hunters near the forest or he was planning to hunt them down in turn.
And having participated in the Malta conference, Demerond couldn’t kill mercenaries openly, so this was why he probably resorted to such a covert tactic.
In any case, the elf grabbed a wine bottle and waited for the hunters to get close enough.
Even from a rough estimation, there were more than thirty of them.
As they drew closer, the air in the forest became thick with a Killing Aura.
The aura was so dense that anyone trained in Dzhugashvili could sense it.
And the source of this overwhelming aura was Demerond.
As expected of a commie. The mana he was gathering emitted a Killing Aura comparable to Dzhugashvili’s—
…Killing Aura?
At that moment, a small realization suddenly flashed through Yeomyeong’s mind.
Step 1: Forge your True Intention by summarizing your life.
Step 2: Embrace that True Intention in your heart.
Step 3: Apply the True Intention in your heart to martial arts.

What if he skipped the first and second steps and simply used what he had inside his heart as a substitute for the True Intention?
Not wasting any time, Yeomyeong immediately voiced his newfound realization.
“Demerond, I have a question.”
“Right now? If it’s not urgent, ask later—Oh, it’s urgent, isn’t it?”
The elf was about to dismiss his question. However, looking into Yeomyeong’s eyes, he realized it wasn’t something trivial. So, crossing his arms, he gestured to him as if to say, “Go ahead and ask.”
“…Regarding the True Intention martial arts you taught me. Is it possible to use something other than the True Intention in the heart?”
“Something else? What else could you possibly harbor in your heart other than True Intention?”
“…Like Killing Aura, for example.”
As soon as Yeomyeong mentioned Killing Aura, Demerond shook his head.
“It might be possible if someone were to harbor killing intent in their heart. The last step is the easiest, after all. But…”
“…”
“What kind of lunatic would harbor Killing Aura in their heart? Unless we’re talking about someone like a Dzhugashvili—”
Before Demerond could complete his statement, Yeomyeong immediately invoked the Killing Aura within his heart.
As a red energy emanated from around his body, Demerond’s expression turned peculiar.
Yeomyeong then extended his hand blade, channeling the Killing Aura into the elven swordsmanship, where the True Intention was absent.
Then, just as Demerond swung the wine bottle casually earlier, Yeomyeong swung his hand lightly.
His target: the mercenary aiming at them from behind a distant tree.
And in the next instant, Yeomyeong’s world was painted red.
* * *
Back at the campsite before dawn.
The Saintess was standing guard at the entrance of the tent where Neti and Seti were sleeping, glancing around restlessly.
Where could they have gone at this hour?
After scanning the surroundings for a while, the Saintess let out a deep sigh.
Though the stars in the night sky were starting to fade, Yeomyeong was yet to return after following the giant reptile and the pointy-eared elf into the forest.
Or perhaps that was fortunate? It meant that the Foresight she saw about Seti sneaking into Yeomyeong’s tent for a kiss hadn’t come true.
…A kiss.
The Saintess touched her lips, recalling the kiss she saw in her Foresight.
It was a beautiful kiss, just like the kiss when Yeomyeong fed the dying Seti the elixir to save her.
A kiss that confirmed Seti’s feelings—no, her love for Yeomyeong.
Feeling an inexplicable sadness, the Saintess sighed once more. And just as she was about to step outside the tent…
“Um, Saintess?”
Neti’s voice stopped her in her tracks.
Turning around, she saw Neti rubbing her eyes, sitting up groggily from her bed.
“Ah, sorry. Did I wake you?”
“Yes.”
It was a blunt and straightforward answer. And before the Saintess could even offer an apology, Neti abruptly posed another question.
“Uh, Saintess, you like my brother-in-law too, don’t you?”
“…Uh, what?”
“Tsk, don’t pretend you don’t. Everything is pretty obvious when you’re watching from the side.”
“…”
Was it really that obvious? The Saintess fidgeted with her fingers as Neti alternated glances between her sleeping sister and the Saintess.
“But you also like my sister.”
“…”
“So, who do you like more among the two of them?”
The Saintess found herself unable to answer immediately. It was a question she had never considered before.
Who did she like more? That was…
“My brother-in-law, right?”
Flinching, the Saintess trembled slightly as Neti squinted her eyes and continued speaking.
“I figured it out from the way you keep clinging to my sister under the guise of random behavior. You never raise suspicion because you’re a woman, and it lets you conveniently get between my brother-in-law and my sister. It’s so obvious.”
“No, that’s not what I—”
As the Saintess’ words began to falter, Neti sharply interrupted her.
“Excuse me, Saintess.”
“…Yes?”
“You’re afraid, aren’t you? Afraid that if my sister and brother-in-law get together, you’ll lose both a friend and a lover? That you’ll end up alone?”
“…”
Bullseye. The Saintess’ heart trembled as if someone had struck a vulnerability she hadn’t even known existed. And instead of blood, embarrassment poured out from her chest.
“Uh, well… um….”
Her tongue stumbled, and her ears burned.
She was as flustered as when the previous Saintess had discovered her secret diary.
Neti silently observed her flustered state for a moment, then let out a long sigh.
“My sister drank too much for the first time in her life last night.”
“…”
“Do you know why?”
“Be-Because the wine was delicious?”
Neti barely held back the urge to slap the Saintess.
“…No, it’s because her rivals are a princess and a Saintess. You, Saintess, have an incredible background, and Miri-unnie, well, there’s no need to say more about her, right? And compared to you two, my sister is…”
A woman with no money, no backing, the daughter of a drug addict and a prostitute, a sacrificial lamb, and carrying three burdens called her sisters.
Neti didn’t voice these harsh truths aloud.
She could vividly recall how her sister was downing glass after glass of wine in the absence of her brother-in-law, who had gone off with Demerond.
A brief silence ensued before Neti spoke again.
“Saintess.”
“Uh, yes?”
“What if there was a way for you to keep both my sister and brother-in-law?”
Her tone was firm, but her words carried a sweetness akin to a devil’s whisper.
The Saintess’ common sense was screaming at her, asking her to flee the tent immediately, but her heart whispered for her to stay and listen.
“What’s… what’s the way?”
Neti stood without a word and rummaged through her pouch.
Sure enough, she latched onto the “item” her youngest sister had likely slipped in.
“This.”
“…”
The Saintess’ face immediately turned pale with shock upon seeing the “‘item” Neti held out.
Even without much common sense, she clearly understood what the item was.
A string of square packets wrapped in a foil—it was…
“W-What am I supposed to do with that? S-surely it’s not what I think it is?”
“Of course, it is what it is! Damn it! Do you think this is for carrying water?”
“…”
“Before we return to Earth, just go for it. Whether you interrupt at the right moment or make the first move, just do it as quickly as possible while the mood is good!”
“H-How can I do such a thing….”
The Saintess glanced at the sleeping Seti, whose tear-streaked face showed that she had cried herself to sleep. Neti gripped her shoulder tightly and spoke.
“Then will you give up and step aside cleanly? Just stay as a friend? You don’t want that either, right?”
…She didn’t.
The Saintess stared at Seti for a moment, then she took the “item” with a resolute expression.
It was dawn under a dim sky, where the stars seemed to sigh.
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* * *
Around the time when dawn began to break.
Having returned to the camp, Yeomyeong informed the Saintess and Corvus that they would have to let Orsay Taboul return to the mountains.
“Is that so? It’s truly a shame.”
Corvus seemed a little surprised, but after Yeomyeong explained the reason, she quickly nodded in agreement.
On the contrary, the Saintess… couldn’t look Yeomyeong in the eye and fidgeted with her fingers.
She had clearly done something.
When Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and stared at her, she even started whistling awkwardly.
…Anyway.
Just as Seti began to rouse, the group prepared to say their farewells to the dragon.
There was no grand farewell or celebration.
They gathered and exchanged light farewells, which was enough because they believed they would eventually meet again some day.
“I’ll come find you in the mountain range next time.”
With that final farewell, Yeomyeong placed his palm on the dragon’s massive claw.
The dragon smiled faintly, then spread his wings wide and spoke.
[Cheon Yeomyeong, our meeting was brief, but I’m glad I could be of help. I look forward to meeting you in my homeland. And… Saintess?]
The Saintess, who had been staring fixedly at Yeomyeong, flinched at the dragon’s sudden call and looked up. With her eyes concealed by a blindfold, she stared at the dragon, his back silhouetted against the dawn light.
[When we meet again, I hope you become as skilled as the former Saintess.]
“W-what?”
The Saintess tried to argue, but before she could, the dragon had already kicked off the ground and soared into the sky.
The wind generated by the dragon’s massive body caused the camp’s tents and surrounding trees to sway violently.
Only then did the merchants and workers, who had just woken up, emerge from the tents and gaze in the direction where the dragon had disappeared.
And as red dragon gradually faded into the red-tinged dawn sky, some felt a sense of loss, while others felt awe, but everyone gathered there remained silent as if they had made an unspoken agreement in advance.
As the dragon departed with the dawn and morning approached, Yeomyeong finally broke the silence, directing his words at the Saintess.
“…What on earth did you do to the dragon?”
The Saintess found herself unable to answer.
* * *
After the dragon departed, Yeomyeong proposed that Tindamel join them on their journey to the Gemini Sovereign State.
Since they were heading to the same destination, traveling as part of a larger group would be more convenient.
Naturally, Tindamel did not refuse his offer.
Was it due to the need to handle the remnants of the mercenary group that betrayed him, or was it for practical reasons, such as the mafia-related issues surrounding the Awakening Potion?
Of course, while those factors did play a role, the decisive reason was the fact that the Saintess was part of Yeomyeong’s party.
A group that included the Saintess, who had flown in on a dragon. It was absolutely unbelievable.
And being a devout follower of the Five Gods, Tindamel gladly bowed his head to the Saintess and even offered them the best carriage available.
“There’s no need to offer such a fine carriage…”
Yeomyeong tried to decline politely, but Tindamel insisted. He said that, for the Saintess and their benefactor, this was the least he could do to preserve his own dignity.
Anyway, the caravan began preparing to depart once the discussions were over.
It was a bit delayed due to the dozens of bound mercenaries, but the workers and merchants quickly packed up the camp and set off for the Gemini Sovereign State.
The caravan’s destination, the nearest train station.
The sound of wheels turning echoed through the forest, and the morning sun glanced briefly at the caravan through the leaves.
And just as it seemed like the forest was returning to its usual stillness…
“Are you really going to let them go just like that?”
A voice from atop a massive tree that overlooked the entire forest shattered the stillness.
“Comrade Demerond, are you truly not going to do anything?”
The voice sounded desperate. And Demerond, who had been watching the caravan move from beneath the tree, responded casually.
“Do you have a problem with my judgment?”
“…You should have at least recovered the World Tree’s crystal from that Earthian’s hand.”
Those words sounded like something an elf tormented by Earthians would say.
Demerond leaned back against the tree and crossed his arms.
“I can’t just go against what Mother World Tree decided.”
“But you planned to ask a favor in exchange for your teaching. Use that favor—”
“No, now is not the time. I’ll call that favor at a more opportune moment.”
“…”
A short silence ensued once more.
And after the caravan traveled to the point of being out of sight, the voice from the tree spoke again.
“…What exactly did you see in them?”
Had Demerond been waiting for this question? A smile spread across his scarred face as he responded.
“I saw potential.”
“…Potential? What kind of potential?”
“The potential to overturn the game set up by those Yankee bastards.”
* * *
The carriage provided by Tindamel was comfortable.
And the interior was spacious enough for all five of them to sit, with room left over, and it even seemed to have some kind of magic cast on it, as there was almost no shaking.
While this would have normally been the moment to talk about the carriage’s performance, the inside was as quiet as a library.
Yeomyeong was lost in thought, pondering over the assignment Demerond had given him… that was, trying to summarize his life in a single line.
Corvus was deep in meditation, the Saintess kept sneaking glances at Yeomyeong while fiddling with something in her pocket, and Neti was looking around the inside of the carriage curiously.
And finally, Seti…
She was sitting on the coachman’s seat all by herself, trying not to show Yeomyeong how badly the hangover was affecting her.
Fortunately, the view from the coachman’s seat wasn’t too bad.
Trees growing sparsely, gentle hills, and a stream trickling between the hills.
And it would have been the perfect scenery if only it weren’t for the loud, smoke-belching motorcycle noises coming from the horizon.
Seti immediately gathered her mana and counted the number of motorcycles.
Around thirty, more or less. And including those in the sidecars, there were probably about forty people?
It would have been fine if they were just passing bikers. However, from the shabby armor, helmets, and weapons they were wearing, that didn’t seem likely.
Seti knocked on the carriage window and shouted.
“We’ve got some strange people approaching from the east!!”
Only then did the merchants become aware of the motorcycles and the caravan came to a halt.
And since the mercenary group originally assigned to protect them had long been captured, Seti was the only one preparing for battle.
No, Yeomyeong also stepped out of the carriage.
“Enemies?”
In response to Yeomyeong’s question, Seti pointed to the motorcycles and replied.
“I’m not sure yet… but they don’t really look like they’re here for friendly reasons, do they?”
By then, the motorcycles had gotten close enough to stop.
From the way they aligned their front wheels in a straight line, it didn’t seem like they were any ordinary bikers…
One motorcycle broke away from the group and began approaching the caravan, its rider wearing a particularly shiny armor.
After a moment, the lead rider shouted once he got close enough for his face to be visible.
“I am Captain Kahdak of the Gemini Sovereign State’s Guard! You have entered the territory of the Sovereign State unlawfully! In accordance with the strict American Constitution, I am here to arrest you!”
Tindamel’s expression twisted upon hearing Kahdak’s words.
He glanced at Yeomyeong, specifically at the carriage the Saintess was riding in, before responding.
“Captain! I am a merchant officially authorized by the Gemini Sovereign State! I will show you the letter of authorization given to me personally by the mayor!”
This time, Kahdak’s expression twisted as well.
He seemed to hesitate for a moment, as if thinking things over, before pulling his motorcycle closer to the caravan.
“You have a letter of authorization? Show it to me. I will verify it myself.”
Tindamel immediately called for a servant to bring the letter.
And seeing how the merchants and workers seemed visibly nervous, this was perhaps their first time in such a situation.
“Who are those people? Slaves?”
As the servant brought the letter, the rider asked as he looked at the bound mercenaries.
“They were originally the mercenaries hired to escort us. But they betrayed us in the middle, so we had no choice but to bind them like this.”
After hearing Tindamel’s explanation, the leader licked his lips as he dismounted from the motorcycle and started looking around the caravan.
“Uh, Captain? This type of inspection is new to me. Has something happened in the Sovereign State?”
Kahdak didn’t even bother looking at him as he answered.
“Something happened? There’s always something happening. Trash like illegal immigrants and refugees, trying to crawl their way to America—”
As he rambled on, he suddenly widened his eyes when he caught sight of Seti.
“Oh…?”
It was a blatant, up-and-down stare.
Yeomyeong began gathering his mana with calm eyes, and at that very moment, the servant arrived with the letter of authorization.
“Here it is, the letter of authorization with the seal of the Sovereign State.”
Kahdak accepted the letter but kept glancing sideways at Seti.
After a while, he stopped reading the letter, alternating his gaze between Tindamel and Seti, and asked.
“Who’s that woman? Judging by the way she’s handling the coach, she doesn’t seem like a noble. Is she your lover?”
“…She’s not someone you should speak about so frivolously, Captain.”
Tindamel responded firmly, causing Kahdak to smirk.
“A noble? Well, that’s even better.”
“Even better? What’s so good about that?”
This time, the question came from Yeomyeong. Noticing that he was empty-handed, Kahdak curled his lips.
“A noblewoman, especially a beautiful one, sells for a high price.”
After saying that, Kahdak raised his hand.
And in the next moment, a loud klaxon blared out from the lined-up motorcycles as if waiting for the signal.
There was no need to ask what that klaxon meant.
Before the sound even faded, the motorcycles charged toward the caravan.
Kahdak looked around, expecting to see the merchants running away in panic, but there wasn’t a single merchant who looked frightened.
In fact, some of the workers were looking at him as if they pitied him.
Registering the strange atmosphere, he reached for the sword at his waist, but Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Are you having fun?”
“What did you say?”
“Is it fun for mere bandits like you to act like you’re guards?”
Why was this bastard so calm?
Trying to suppress the rising sense of unease, Kahdak made a provocative comment.
“Looks like this bastard is going crazy since he’s about to die, huh? Hey, do you want me to show you what real fun is? That woman next to you will be moaning in my bed tonight—”
However, he was unable to go any further with his provocation.
The moment the word bed was spoken, the carriage window opened, and a revolver fired.
Bang!
The bullet was lodged neatly in his stomach. Collapsing, Kahdak screamed with a mix of horror and pain.
Turning around, Yeomyeong saw the Saintess peeking her head out of the window.
“I seem to have caught an incurable disease where I just feel like shooting whenever I see a bastard.”
Yeomyeong smiled wryly, drawing on his mana again and turning toward the incoming motorcycle bandits.
There was no need for him to even draw a sword. None of the approaching motorcycle bandits had the ability to use mana.
“Don’t kill them all. We need to know why there’s a band of thieves roaming in the vicinity of the Sovereign State.”
Ignoring Seti’s request, Yeomyeong charged toward the motorcycles.
“A knight! There’s a knight among the merchant escorts!”
Someone yelled when they saw Yeomyeong, who had leaped out at the speed of a motorcycle.
Soon after, those riding in the motorcycle sidecars pulled out assault rifles.
Even Yeomyeong, having no knowledge about guns, could immediately tell that they were poorly made Soviet knockoff rifles.
However, despite being knockoffs, they were still rifles—especially considering these were replicas of Soviet rifles, known for their reliability and mass production.
“Shoot! Turn him into Swiss cheese!”
The moment they pulled the triggers, the barrels of the rifles burst into flames.
Some of the rifles exploded or malfunctioned, but there were still some with proper quality among them.
Among the barrage of bullets, several pierced Yeomyeong’s skin, causing his blood to splatter.
“I hit him! Fuck, did you see?! I killed the knight—cough!”
The one who shot Yeomyeong was unable to cheer any longer. For some unknown reason, his neck was twisted beyond recognition.
“Huh? He’s not a knight, it’s a Mag—”
A few motorcycle riders noticed something strange when they saw their companion with his neck turned the wrong way, but it was already too late.
The moment Yeomyeong, whose gunshot wounds were healed in an instant, clenched his fist, every motorcycle in the bandit’s group suddenly had its front wheel “twisted.”
It was a display of Telekinesis that even the riders, who were speeding down the unpaved road as if it were their own backyard, could not have anticipated.
As the motorcycles crashed and skidded across the ground, the entire plain was filled with confusion, fear, and the sound of motorcycle engines.
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…The most horrific attempt among the countless attempts to bring heaven to this world was the exploration of the world of spirits and souls.
『An Asha Mage’s Study – Excerpt from the Necromancer Chapter』

* * *
The motorcycles toppled over with a loud roar, and dust flew into the air.
And even in the midst of it, the seasoned ones managed to perform a breakfall or fell to the side to minimize damage. However, most screamed in terror and tumbled to the ground helplessly.
The sound of brakes screeching, the crash, and groans filled the air.
Amid the dust and chaos, a few of the bandits sprang to their feet.
Were they trying to fight back? No, they abandoned their companions and motorcycles and started fleeing.
But before they could go far, Yeomyeong’s voice made them stop right in their tracks.
“If you run, you’ll die. If you surrender, you’ll live.”

Upon hearing that, the bandits reacted in two different ways: some scoffed and kept running, while the quick-witted ones quickly got on their knees.
Yeomyeong didn’t try to persuade them any further. He simply used Telekinesis to grip the necks of the fleeing ones.
They immediately gasped for breath and flailed their limbs.
When he clenched his fist, the bodies of the fleeing ones went limp.
As the kneeling bandits trembled in fear, Yeomyeong closed the distance, trying to read their thoughts.
Did they believe they were unlucky? Or were they pondering about how to escape?
However, regardless of what they were thinking, there was no doubt that they felt no regret or remorse.
If they had that, they wouldn’t be uttering such words.
“That damned mage from the merchant escort… How dare he—does he even know who we ar—?”
Yeomyeong turned his head toward the direction of the voice.
The one rambling was a young man whose lower body was pinned under his motorcycle. And judging by his ornate armor, he seemed to hold a relatively high position among the bandits.
“Who are you working for?”
Casting a shadow over the motorcycle as Yeomyeong approached him, he asked.
“We are… under La Cosa Nostra, the Cohen family.”
“Cohen family…”
“Do you finally understand? That you’re screwed? But it’s already too late. Both you and this caravan are as good as dead now.”
He sounded really confident despite being pinned under the motorcycle.
Looking down at him, Yeomyeong tilted his head.
Although he wasn’t familiar with the name “Cohen family,” the words “La Cosa Nostra” and “family” gave Yeomyeong a good idea of who they were.
Mafia.
Nevertheless, he was about to meet these people to take care of the Awakening Potion matter. Who would have ever imagined that their paths would cross like this?
All of this seemed too coincidental to be a mere accident, yet too chaotic to be an inevitable fate.
I wonder if I can make use of this connection in some way.
As Yeomyeong was lost in his thoughts, he glanced at the bandits.
Then, the man pinned under the motorcycle seemed to misinterpret something and grinned, revealing his teeth.
“…Did the realization finally dawn upon you? Huh! It’s too late to turn back now. Now that you’ve touched the ‘family,’ there’s no room for negotiation or forgiveness.”
His strange emphasis on the word “family” gave off an unsettling feeling.
Yeomyeong squinted and stared at him, causing the man to get even more excited and continue with his rambling.
“La Cosa Nostra never let their blood enemies escape. There’s nowhere you can run to on this land and you’ll even be hunted down on Earth. Let’s see how well your pathetic magic can protect you!”
Blood enemies, blood enemies. Yeomyeong allowed the man to continue his rant.
Thanks to that, the man rambled on about “family” and “blood enemies” to the point of spitting out threats like this for a while.
“You and your merchant group! All of you will die, bleeding tears and sweating in agony from the Earth-style torture!”
“Earth-style torture?”
Yeomyeong let out a bitter laugh at his absurd choice of words, causing the man’s face to contort.
“You laugh? You crazy son of a—”
“Enough with the nonsense. Who exactly is the blood enemy of your ‘family’?”
“What?”
“The person you’ve been blabbering about all this time.”
Only then did the man seem to realize he had said too much, and quickly shut his mouth.
An ambiguous silence ensued.
Just as the sweat started dripping from the foreheads of the kneeling bandits, the man finally spoke again.
“…I am Carlo Persico, the son of Andrew Persico. If you’re planning on taking me hostage… it’s pointless.”
The man introduced himself with a mix of shame and expectation on his face.
The shame of foolishly babbling while pinned under the motorcycle.
And the expectation that Yeomyeong would be terrified upon hearing his father’s name.
Of course, Yeomyeong’s reaction was far from what the man had been hoping for.
“Who is Andrew Persico again?”
“…What?”
Carlo glared at Yeomyeong with a look that clearly said, how does a bastard like him exist? But that was the end of it.
The next moment, invisible telekinesis grabbed his throat tightly.
“…Well, I’ll hear your explanation later. After all, we have plenty of time before we reach the destination.”
With Yeomyeong’s voice as the last thing he heard, Carlo’s vision went black.
* * *
As a result, those bandits were now added to the list of the caravan’s prisoners.
With the mercenaries they had captured before, their number far surpassed fifty.
The caravan workers were a bit shocked at the number, but the merchant Tindamel wore an even more terrified expression.
“Are you saying that… you captured Andrew Persico’s son?”
From his seat in the carriage, where Seti had just been sitting, Tindamel swallowed nervously.
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong turned to look at the back of the carriage.
There, a wagon carrying the injured bandits was clearly visible. And when Tindamel turned his head in the same direction, he asked.
“Could it be… he is among them?”
“The curly-haired guy with the broken leg.”
Following Yeomyeong’s finger, Tindamel’s face turned pale the moment he noticed the unconscious Carlo. He quickly called one of the workers over.
“…Give the wounded bandits on that wagon some first aid. If possible, treat them.”
Although he couldn’t understand the intention behind the order, the worker obeyed it without a question.
Perhaps because the Saintess was part of the group, he believed that they should show kindness even to the bandits.
In any case, as they watched the worker leave, Yeomyeong turned to Tindamel and asked.
“So Andrew Persico isn’t just some thug?”
“Thug… Well, he’s more than just a thug. He’s a sottocapo to be precise.”
“Sottocapo?”
Yeomyeong, who had some knowledge of the underworld, slightly furrowed his brow.
“Sottocapo” originally meant mafia underboss in Italian. However, over time, the word had evolved to take on a different meaning entirely.
A thug called sottocapo—that meant…
“He’s a superhuman, huh?”
“To be precise, he’s a Mage. And if the rumors are to be believed, he taught himself magic.”
He became a Mage on his own? It would have been impressive if true, but Yeomyeong immediately thought of something else.
The Awakening Potion.
Even the Saintess, who had been eavesdropping on the conversation from inside the carriage, seemed to have the same thought. She opened the window near the coachman’s seat and poked her head out.
“I bet a million won that he’s one of those necromancer cat’s paws. What about you, Yeomyeong?”
“…”
Yeomyeong quietly looked down at Seti and then pulled out a pouch of gold coins from his pocket.
“…I was just joking, you know?”
Seeing the heavy pouch, the Saintess looked slightly distressed.
Yeomyeong then pulled some jerky from the bottom of the pouch and handed it to her.
“There’s no such thing as a joke when money’s involved.”
“…”
Chewing on the jerky in silence, the Saintess reflected on the fact that Yeomyeong was surprisingly someone who disliked losing.
* * *
After traveling north along the plains for about two days, the caravan finally arrived at its first destination, the railroad station.
Its exact name, the Kennedy Station.
The station was located at the southernmost point of the territory known as the Gemini Sovereign State, roughly at the end of the continental cross-country train route.
The station’s exterior was more modern than expected, and the interior was even more crowded than what they imagined.
It wasn’t that there were a lot of people; but the overwhelming amount of cargo.
From what could be seen, around 30% were people, and 70% were wagons and goods.
And according to Tindamel, this wasn’t the usual situation.
It seemed that after the Dreitherial railway was destroyed, all the merchants had flocked to this station.
As a result, unloading Tindamel’s cargo and loading it onto the freight train took almost half a day, but the group didn’t really mind.
Partly because as Earthians, they were used to this sort of wait, and mostly because Tindamel had managed to secure first-class seats for them.
Tindamel had opened his wallet for the group, weary from two consecutive days of sleeping outdoors, but their reaction was far from what Tindamel had expected.
“Two rooms for two people each…?”
Seti narrowed her eyes as she read the first-class seat guidebook and then turned to Yeomyeong.
“…There are five people in our party. So, why are there only two rooms?”
That was a valid point. Corvus and the Saintess, Seti and Neti, and Yeomyeong.
There were four women and one man, so dividing them into three and two wouldn’t work.
In other words, someone would have to share a room with Yeomyeong. But Yeomyeong replied casually.
“Apparently, someone bought a lot of first-class seats and there were only two left.”
“…”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take a regular seat.”
Just as Seti was about to say something, the Saintess interjected, somewhat stepping between them.
“H-How about sharing a room with me instead?”
“…What?”
“Corvus and me, and you. How about it? Corvus doesn’t need a bed when she’s in her crow form.”
The Saintess said as she subtly pressed down her bangs to cover her slightly flushed ears.
Yeomyeong stared at her for a moment before smacking her on the forehead.
“How can you suggest stealing your teacher’s bed so casually?”
“B-but Corvus would be fine with it, right?! Right, Corvus?”
As the Saintess grabbed her forehead and turned her head sharply, Corvus clinked her beak before answering.
“Yes, well… I’m fine with it.”
There was a small sigh mixed in with her voice.
Yeomyeong stared at Corvus, as if asking if she really was okay, to which Corvus responded with a silent look that said,
I don’t know anything. Do as you wish.
Without realizing it, the Saintess clapped her hands joyfully.
“See? She’s fine! And there aren’t many chances to ride in first-class seats like this, so let’s just share a room!”
While Yeomyeong pondered over how to deal with this air-headed Saintess, Neti suddenly spoke up.
“Brother-in-law, let’s just share a room. Don’t you think it’s a bit awkward to refuse Tindamel’s kindness?”
With Neti saying that as well, both Seti and Yeomyeong could no longer insist and ultimately acquiesced.
- The first-class train bound for the LA Dimensional Portal has arrived. Passengers with reservations, please proceed to Gate 11. Once again—
Soon, an announcement signaling that the train had arrived echoed through the station. The party quickly gathered their belongings and headed for the first-class train.
The train beyond Gate 11 was unmistakably luxurious.
Unlike the other rusting trains, this one had a fresh coat of paint, and it even had LED lights that were a rare sight beyond the Dimensional Portal.
If there was one issue, it was that there were so many LEDs, from an Earthian’s perspective, it seemed almost excessive—
“Ugh, my eyes hurt. What’s with all these lights?”
At that moment, a familiar voice came from behind the ticket gate.
“Ah, our team leader is so out of touch. Hey, that’s the trendiest design around here lately. The nobles here go crazy over anything with an LED!”
“Cut the crap, Vice Captain.”
“No, seriously! I even asked the nobles direct—”
Yeomyeong turned his head toward the gate and locked eyes with the speaker, who had been chatting excitedly.
The man had eyes hardened by the storms of life—eyes that only a man who had faced many hardships could possess.
Those eyes were so familiar, that Yeomyeong turned his body toward them and gave a respectful bow.
“Long time no see, Vice Captain Kim Mansoo, and Team Leader Tian Lin.”
The mercenaries from the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, who had been with Yeomyeong in Manchuria, were gathered in front of the ticket gate.
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* * *
The interior of the train was far more luxurious than expected.
A carpeted corridor, rooms spacious enough to fit two beds side by side, and various facilities crafted by completely renovating entire train cars.
However, without even pausing to admire the luxury, Yeomyeong headed straight to the dining car.
At the center was a small bar, with elegant dining tables lined up along the windows.
There, two familiar faces greeted Yeomyeong.
Vice Captain Kim Mansoo and Tian Lin, Team Leader of Team 3.
“…I was fired from the position of team leader.”
“Fired? Or wasn’t it a promotion?”
“Promotion, my ass. I’m stuck at the bottom of Team 1 now.”
Tian Lin said as he conjured a small shard of ice above his hand.
It was a blend of mana and spellcraft, proof that he had become a mage.
Only then did Yeomyeong fully understand what Tian Lin meant.
After becoming a mage, he was promoted to the elite Team 1 which consisted solely of superhumans. However, unfortunately, that made him the team’s newest member.
“Congratulations on becoming the tail of the dragon.”
“I preferred being the head of a snake.”
Yeomyeong chuckled and took a seat opposite the two mercenaries.
As sunlight streamed onto the table from the train car’s window, Kim Mansoo spoke.
“But wow, our youngest! You’ve really grown into a fine man since I last saw you. I almost didn’t recognize you back at the station.”
Yeomyeong smiled faintly at his comment.
“You’re looking noticeably… I mean, stronger, Vice Captain.”
It wasn’t mere flattery; Kim Mansoo’s mana had become significantly denser compared to when they last met.
“Ha, you could tell just by looking?”
“Yes, it’s apparent at a glance. What happened?”
“Nothing much. Since the mercenary group went under the control of the Dungan Heavy Industries, I’ve been benefiting from some good stuff. Man, elixirs are truly amazing.”
Kim Mansoo also joked that it was thanks to those elixirs that Tian Lin became a mage.
“Don’t boast so much in front of a junior. And you know it’s all debt. Those dwarves are insanely meticulous.”
Tian Lin scolded him, but Kim Mansoo continued rambling on.
He narrated stories of how the Korean government’s pressure forced them to cease their operations in Manchuria, how they were branded traitors after joining hands with the dwarves, and how they were almost sniped by the Korean military…
Although his words may have sounded unsettling, Kim Mansoo spoke in a lighthearted tone, as if it were no big deal.
Well, he concluded it was all a blessing in disguise, so everything worked out fine in the end.
…Anyway.
By the time the train began moving and the staff overseeing the dining car took their leave, Kim Mansoo cautiously shifted the conversation.
“So, why aren’t you at the academy? I just saw your face in the news a few days ago.”
Yeomyeong shrugged.
“I had some personal matters to attend to.”
“Are they the type of matters that require help?”
Instead of prying further, Kim Mansoo offered help right away.
Yeomyeong smiled and shook his head.
“It’s fine. I’ve already taken care of it and am on my way back now.”
“Is that so? That’s good to hear. I was worried you’d gotten yourself tangled up in something crazy again.”
Tian Lin nodded in agreement with those words. Feeling unexpectedly warmed, Yeomyeong began asking about the well-being of the other mercenaries.
Or rather, he was about to.
However, before he could open his mouth, as if he had just recalled something, Tian Lin clapped his hands and asked.
“Wait, you and the Saintess being here—is it supposed to remain classified?”
“Classified? No, it’s not really like that, but…”
“Still, it’d be problematic if the media or any government agencies were to find out, wouldn’t it?”
“…Why are you suddenly asking me that?”
Was there a reporter or cameraman nearby? No, that was unlikely. Earthians rarely ventured out to places like this.
That was why he hadn’t bothered to use the Blood Tears Illusion yet…
Wearing a slightly more serious expression now, Tian Lin continued.
“Right now, there’s a US Central Intelligence Agency agent onboard this first-class train car.”
“…US Central Intelligence Agency? Are you talking about the CIA? How do you even know th—?”
“She’s the client we’re escorting.”
Did they just expose their client’s confidential information for his sake? Yeomyeong stifled a laugh.
Kim Mansoo elaborated further.
“We were originally commissioned by Dungan Heavy Industries to escort a certain merchant. But the merchant decided he preferred mercenaries from his homeland at the last moment and hired another group on the spot.”
“…By any chance, is that merchant’s name Tindamel?”
“Huh? How’d you know?”
“…”
“Anyway, while we were heading back empty-handed, the CIA agent hired us.”
Sensing a peculiar coincidence, Yeomyeong suddenly had another thought.
Was all of this really just a coincidence?
A CIA agent venturing to the Southern area beyond the Dimensional Portal and then hastily hiring a mercenary group to return to Earth?
…This must be related to Dreitherial.
Though he had no hard evidence, his intuition told him so.
After taking a brief moment to organize his thoughts, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“Vice Captain, I’m sorry. I said that I didn’t need help earlier, but… it looks like I do need your assistance.”
“Is there even a need for apologies between us? Of course, I’ll help.”
Though it might mean betraying their client, Kim Mansoo nodded without hesitation.
“Then, let me at least get you a mask—”
However, Kim Mansoo never got to finish his sentence.
The moment he mentioned “mask,” Yeomyeong’s face suddenly transformed.
It was the face of a middle-aged man, as if showing what Yeomyeong might look like in the future.
While Kim Mansoo stared wide-eyed in shock, realizing it was an illusion magic, Tian Lin remarked dryly.
“…I guess you’ve saved the cost of a mask.”
* * *
On a large hill overlooking the railroad leading to the LA Dimensional Portal, a woman with hair bleached pure white sighed as she gazed at the tracks.
“O Train, o distant road…”
The one who responded to her drifting words was a skull floating in midair.
“Leaving an old home, turning away from one’s homeland. Strangers do not welcome you, and longing pierces your heart.”
The skull’s half-decayed jaw rattled on, continuing the sentences.
“O Train, o path of civilization. The greenery of this land is no different from home, yet the one I love is not here…”
The white-haired woman, who had spoken first, gave the skull a sharp glare. At that very moment, the gem embedded in the skull’s eye socket glimmered.
“‘Homeland and Railroad’ by Farellock Lerac. I enjoy that poem as well.”
With her gaze fixed on the skull for a moment before sighing and the white haired woman got to her feet.
“…I don’t like it. Farellock was a foolish idealist who believed that Earthians had laid those tracks out of genuine goodwill.”
“Isn’t that just the naivety of a poet?”
“More like the stupidity of someone unfit for nobility. What’s the point of laying tracks for free? The trains and maintenance all cost money.”
With that, the woman retrieved a staff from within her robes—a grotesque artifact crafted from human bones intertwined with monster sinews.
“What? Are you starting already? The train won’t arrive until noon.”
The skull remarked, but the woman paid it no heed. She channeled mana and dropped a black gem to the ground.
Clink! The gem shattered upon impact, releasing a torrent of twisted mana.
And like putrid water, the twisted mana flowed down the hill. The ground trembled, and the sunlight distorted.
A phenomenon wrought forth from the bodies of hundreds, a fusion of blood, flesh, and gold.
Digging through back alleys, desecrating graves, bribing undertakers…
There would have been no need to go through such lengths in the past.
If only Buzum were still alive—or at the very least, if their connections with the Korean government had remained intact!
…But such musings were now meaningless. The organization’s coffers were depleted, and the spell had already begun.
Rumble…!
Moments later, the twisted mana flowed out to the area in the vicinity of the railroad, pooling around it. The dark red mana, stagnant like putrid water, tainted the air and polluted the ground.
It was a sight that would send shivers down the spine of any mage.
Yet, unfortunately, the only witnesses here were the two necromancers and the sun.
“…Let’s begin.”
After confirming the twisted mana had fully spread across the tracks, the white-haired woman raised her staff and began chanting a spell.
“O King of the Undead, to this place—”
As she spoke and guided her staff, an enormous magic circle unfolded over the railroad.
“O Heaven, to this place…”
And before long, the magic circle swallowed the tracks and the ground entirely. It now resembled the gaping maw of a monster, but—
The scenery remained unchanged. Neither the railroad nor the ground showed any signs of the magic’s influence.
At least, not outwardly.
“What a rare treat for the eyes. Such a seamless connection to the realm of souls.”
The skull offered its praise, but the woman was unable to respond. She was struggling to even remain standing because of the spell’s aftermath.
The skull floated around her, seemingly out of concern, though it provided no real assistance.
And it was only much later that the woman finally managed to speak.
“With this… the preparations are complete…”
Her sweat-drenched hair appeared even whiter now, as though bleached further. She then declared.
“That Yankee bitch is ours…”
* * *
As soon as Yeomyeong finished his conversation with Kim Mansoo, he immediately made his way to the passenger cabin.
He intended to cast an illusion over the Saintess’ face before sneaking a glance at the CIA agent’s appearance.
But just then, a group of mercenaries poured into the dining car.
About half of them were familiar faces, all looking as tense as if preparing for battle, and it wasn’t long before he discovered why.
Click, click.
Under the escort of the mercenaries, a young woman entered the dining car.
She looked like she was in her mid-twenties.
And her appearance was unmistakably that of an Earthian.
It wasn’t just the metal-framed glasses or the impeccably tailored suit that were uncommon here.
Her neat red bob, green eyes, and faint freckles— Distinctive features of an Irish Earthian, often called a “ginger,” something rarely seen beyond the Dimensional Portal.
If anything else stood out to him, it was the overwhelming fatigue that seemed to cling to her from head to toe.
And had he not been forewarned that she was a CIA agent, he would have probably mistaken her for an overworked office worker heading back home after a long night.
Not a superhuman, but a quasi-superhuman capable of sensing mana. Her weapon… probably was just the handgun on her waist.
Having quickly completed his assessment, Yeomyeong decided not to spare her another glance as he passed by.
Yet, just as he took a step forward, her eyes were locked firmly onto him.
What’s this? Had she perhaps seen through the Blood Tears illusion?
Yeomyeong casually averted his gaze.
The mercenaries stepped aside to clear the path to the corridor, but her languid voice made him halt in his tracks.
“Excuse me?”
“…What is it?”
“Since we’re on the same train, I was wondering if you could tell me your name?”
Her tone was polite, but a trace of suspicion seeped through.
It didn’t look like she had pierced through the Blood Tears illusion… so what was it?
Yeomyeong scrutinized her for a moment before replying in a gruff voice.
“Perhaps it’s different on Earth, but here, it’s customary to introduce yourself before asking for someone else’s name.”
“Ah, right. My apologies, I tend to forget that due to my line of work.”
“…”
“My name is Scarlett O’Hara. May I know yours, sir?”
Scarlett O’Hara? Yeomyeong suppressed a frown; it was undoubtedly a pseudonym.
The name of the female lead from Gone with the Wind? Surely, this is a blatant attempt to probe me.
Swallowing his suspicion, Yeomyeong replied smoothly.
“My name is Rhett Butler.”
“…Pardon?”
When he mirrored her choice by naming Gone with the Wind’s male lead, her expression visibly stiffened.
“So, you’re an Earthian?”
“Why else would I be on a train headed for the LA Dimensional Portal?”
With that, Yeomyeong turned on his heel.
The mercenaries moved to block his way, but a subtle cough from Kim Mansoo made them step aside.
Thanks to that, Yeomyeong was able to exit the dining car without any further hindrance.
“Black hair and golden eyes… Is it a coincidence?”
Scarlett’s narrowed gaze followed his retreating figure.
There was an hour until lunch and only thirty minutes before the Saintess would dismiss Corvus from the cabin.

 
    

  Chapter 190: A Refined Lady, A Past Connection, An American, And A Long-standing Resentment (3)
* * *
Instead of heading directly to the cabin, Yeomyeong wandered around the train to scout his surroundings.
The mercenaries had already taken over another cabin, the cafe car, and the shower car…
And even though it was luxurious and large enough to resemble a small hotel, it was still a train.
With the narrow corridors and the employees moving about busily, it would be a miracle if Yeomyeong didn’t encounter any CIA agents on the journey to the LA Dimensional Portal.
And no matter how one looked at it, concealing his face with the Blood Tears illusion and staying low were the best options.
An enjoyable trip is out of the question now.
With those thoughts in mind, as Yeomyeong grabbed the doorknob of his cabin, he could hear the voices of Corvus and the Saintess coming from beyond the door.
- No, that doesn’t make—!
- What… is… the problem? Some… Earth…?
- But that’s… greed…
The content of their conversation was strange; their tone was unusual.
Especially the Saintess, whose voice alone could make one imagine her face turning red, seemed flustered.
…Is she speaking nonsense again?
Yeomyeong shook his head and opened the door, causing the Saintess to jump in surprise, like a puppy caught doing something bad.
However, the Saintess’ shock didn’t end there.
The moment she saw Yeomyeong’s face concealed by the illusion, she panicked, drew a revolver, and aimed it at him.
The muzzle radiated murderous intent, and a tense silence followed.
By the time Yeomyeong nonchalantly entered the cabin and took a seat, Corvus broke the silence with a sharp clack of her beak.
“Saintess, please look closely. He is my apprentice.”
“Huh?”
Only then did the Saintess realize that Yeomyeong’s face looked familiar and lowered her gun.
“…Why are you walking around with an old face like that? You scared me.”
“Why am I always the one having a gun pointed at me? You really need to break that habit of drawing your gun first.”
“…”
As the Saintess cleared her throat awkwardly, Corvus asked.
“Didn’t you say you were meeting some old comrades? Then why are you wearing this illusion over your face?”
“Something troublesome came up… Let me explain.”
Yeomyeong briefly summarized what had happened outside.
A CIA agent was on the train, and for now, it seemed it would be best to keep his face hidden…
Once the brief explanation was over, Corvus made a simple remark.
“Indeed, it seems like we’re in for some trouble.”
“So, what should we do?”
Yeomyeong asked Corvus directly.
The others could simply disguise their faces with illusions, but with Corvus being a Beastfolk, her size was a problem.
And from the way she tapped her beak and pondered, it seemed she had similar thoughts.
“Apprentice, could you step outside for a moment… No, could you just turn around for a second?”
All of a sudden? Yeomyeong felt puzzled but turned around willingly.
And not long after, the sound of something cracking came from the direction where Corvus had been.
It was the sound of skin and flesh stretching, bones realigning.
Is she transforming right now?
If she were to take on her large crow Beastfolk form, she would be even more noticeable…
After a while, while Yeomyeong had such thoughts and the Saintess exclaimed in awe with a “Wow—!”
“You can turn around now.”
“…”
When he turned around, he found an unfamiliar woman standing in front of the Saintess.
Long black hair that reached her thighs, a build taller than Yeomyeong’s, and a dress that was clearly borrowed from the Saintess.
It was if it was because of her pale skin or the dark circles around her sunken eyes, hard to tell, but she looked like a witch straight out of a fairy tale.
“…So you could transform into a human form?”
His question implied, Then why haven’t you done this until now? Corvus waved her hand and answered.
“Don’t you also know transformation magic? However, this is really inconvenient.”
“…”
“If I had to compare it to a human experience, it’s like having menstr— ahem, I mean, it’s similar to trying to hold in your stomach. Look, the mana inside me is already swirling around.”
Corvus grumbled, glanced at the Saintess, and then said.
“Then… please take care of the Saintess. I’ll head to the next cabin and inform Ms. Seti.”
Did she have to say that specifically? Before Yeomyeong could respond, Corvus had already opened the door and left.
A flurry of crow feathers followed by a strange silence.
Left alone in the cabin with Yeomyeong, the Saintess began to fidget with her fingers without saying a word.
After watching her for a moment, Yeomyeong stood up and walked towards her.
“Let’s hide your face first. Can you take off the blindfold?”
“…The blindfold?”
Seemingly displeased by something, the Saintess pulled her head back a little as if asking, what now?
“The blindfold stays on.”
“…”
Did she just make a pun1? Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly, but looking serious, the Saintess clung to her blindfold with both hands.
“If I have to take it off, then I won’t wear the illusion magic. I can just stay in the cabin.”
“…So, you won’t eat, won’t go to the bathroom or shower?”
“…”
“Just because of a blindfold? Are you being serious right now?”
“…Can’t I really keep it on?”
Yeomyeong stared at her in silence.
Not backing down in the slightest, the Saintess shut her mouth tightly and turned her head.
Silence filled the space between them, their stubbornness clashing for a while.
After about ten minutes, the Saintess was the first to raise the white flag.
“Fine, fine! I’ll take it off!”
“…Don’t say anything that can be misunderstood by others.”
Regardless of what Yeomyeong said, the Saintess hesitated for a while, still holding on tightly to the blindfold.
Unable to hold back any longer, Yeomyeong was about to take action at that moment. However, as if she had resigned herself to something, she let out a deep sigh.
“…Just don’t look at my eyes. If you do, we’re done.”
Hesitantly, the Saintess carefully removed the blindfold.
After a moment, her eyes were revealed, but they were shut tight.
Even so, from the white eyelashes resting beneath her eyelids, it seemed she had ordinary, beautiful eyes.
Why would she want to hide such eyes? Was there something wrong with her pupils? Or was it perhaps a complex?
Whatever her reason, there was no need to pry into something she clearly wanted to keep hidden.
Yeomyeong then placed his hand on the Saintess’ forehead and used the Blood Tears illusion on her.
“It’s done.”
“Already?”
Not expecting it to end so quickly, the Saintess opened her eyes with a dazed expression and looked in the mirror placed by the bedside.
“Ugh, huh?”
But for some reason, her reaction was less than enthusiastic.
“What the hell is with this auntie’s face?”
As she had said, the face reflected in the mirror resembled that of a typical, friendly middle-aged Korean woman.
The Saintess touched her transformed face and asked.
“Whose face is this? Is this… your family?”
Yeomyeong shrugged his shoulders.
“No? It’s the face of a lady who owns a Gukbap2 restaurant.”
It was a popular eatery he frequently visited with his other janitor hyungs during his time as a janitor. Yeomyeong fought back the fleeting sense of melancholy. What would the lady be doing now? Was she still running her business?
“…”
“The restaurant made really good sundae3 soup…”
As Yeomyeong nostalgically recalled the past, the Saintess scrunched her face and stood up.
“Hey! Change it right now! I don’t like this face!”
“What now?”
“Are you really asking because you don’t know?!”
“Don’t judge people by their appearance. She was a kind person.”
The mention of a kind person made the Saintess flinch. She briefly glanced at the mirror and Yeomyeong, then asked cautiously.
“…What sort of connection did you have with her?”
“Hmm… It wasn’t a special connection, but she gave me a lot of extras. She said I resembled her husband when he was young—the same man who had an affair and left her.”
When Yeomyeong answered playfully, the Saintess couldn’t hold back any longer and slapped his forehead.
“You jer— Enough! Just change it already!”
Slap, slap—After being slapped lightly a few times by her soft palm, Yeomyeong grinned.
“It’s just a disguise anyway. Why make a fuss over appearances?”
It was a reasonable point, but the Saintess kept insisting.
With just the two of them in the cabin, let alone share a kiss, if she kept this face, there was no way she’d be able to create any mood on the way to the LA Dimensional Portal.
And she couldn’t let that happen. If she wanted the three of them to build a future together, she needed to create at least one fond memory with him now…
Pondering over this, the Saintess pinched Yeomyeong’s side.
And at that very moment, the cabin was filled with darkness.
* * *
…A dream?
The moment the cabin was plunged into darkness, that was the first word that Yeomyeong thought of.
A sticky discomfort crawled across his skin, the floating sensation as if falling.
It was eerily similar to the sensation of being pulled into a state of trance.
The only difference, he wasn’t alone this time.
“Yeomyeong, what… is this?”
Having sensed something strange about the sensation, the Saintess gripped Yeomyeong’s hand tighter.
Yeomyeong patted her back to reassure her, then went to the window to check the outside.
“…Tch.”
As expected, the grassy field that had been visible through the window earlier was nowhere to be seen.
All that was visible now was nothing but a swamp stretching endlessly under a gloomy sky heavy with smog.
At least the train seemed to be running as the railroad was still intact.
Or perhaps this was an illusion.
“Ha… trouble follows us everywhere we go.”
Ignoring the Saintess’ grumbling, Yeomyeong stepped away from the window and opened the cabin door. The Saintess followed him, grabbing ammunition from her gear.
As they stepped outside the cabin, they found the train corridor submerged in darkness as well.
Using mana to survey the surroundings, Yeomyeong quickly realized that the adjacent cabin, where Seti and their group should have been, felt completely empty.
Were Yeomyeong and the Saintess the only ones dragged into this dream? Or was Seti’s group pulled into a different one?
However, above all, the most important question was: who brought him here, and for what reason?
Is their target the Saintess? Or…?
As his mind spiraled with questions, another question approached him.
[What- is- this-? Why- instead- of- one, there’s- five-?]
The voice sounded as if dozens of people were speaking at once, whining and buzzing.
Turning towards the repulsive voice, Yeomyeong saw a corpse standing at the end of the corridor.
All dried up like a mummy, the corpse was holding a grotesque staff made of bones and muscle, and the eyes at the tip twitched incessantly, scanning Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
[Who- are- you-? Are- you- Americans- no-?]
“…”
[This- is- strange-? It- is- impossible- to have- this many—]
However, the mummy’s words were cut off abruptly as someone had fired a gun from behind it.
Bang!
An unmistakable red, magic bullet pierced the mummy’s forehead, and the head exploded instantly.
And just as the headless corpse collapsed to the ground and the Saintess put her finger on the revolver’s trigger, they heard footsteps approaching from down the corridor.
It was a woman with short ginger hair and glasses.
“…That’s the CIA agent.”
Yeomyeong whispered to the Saintess, causing her eyes to narrow.
…If that bitch died, then she wouldn’t need a disguise any longer, would she?
While the Saintess entertained such sacrilegious and wicked thoughts, the agent stomped on the mummy’s corpse and approached Yeomyeong.
Keeping an appropriate distance—close enough for a bullet to reach, but far enough to avoid a punch—she opened her mouth.
“Mr. Rhett Butler?”
“It’s unexpected to see you in this place, Ms. Scarlett O’Hara.”
“I’m not hallucinating, am I?”
He shook his head, and Scarlett snuck a quick glance at the Saintess behind him.
“Who is that person?”
As Yeomyeong tried to think of an appropriate alias, the Saintess answered quickly in his stead.
“I’m his wife.”
Wife? Scarlett looked a little surprised, then quickly turned her face away and continued speaking.
“Ah… you’re a couple. If it’s not too much, may I ask for your help?”
“…No, it’s not okay. It would be inappropriate.”
Yeomyeong nudged her in the side with his elbow, and only then did the Saintess pout her lips and step back a little.
“We can offer all the help you need. But, Ms. Scarlett… do you have any idea as to where we are right now?”
“Well, it’s just a guess, but…”
Just as Scarlett was about to start explaining, the headless mummy suddenly jerked up.
[Found- it, American-!]
Despite having only its lower jaw left, the disgusting voice still struck their ears.
Well, it made sense because that sound wasn’t coming from its neck but from the train hallway.
[Fallen- star, devouring- all-!]
With that repulsive declaration, the entire corridor began to twist.
And the moment the corridor was engulfed in flesh, the windows shattered, and darkness began pouring in, Yeomyeong drew his sword while the Saintess pulled the trigger.
A radiant Sword Aura and a blessed bullet were unleashed.
Two beams of light filled the corridor, passing Scarlett, who lowered her head in fear.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. The original text for The blindfold (andae) stays on (andwae) sounds very similar. So Yeomyeong thought the Saintess made a wordplay.
	2. Gukbap is a Korean dish made by putting cooked rice into hot soup or boiling rice in soup. It is commonly served in a ttukbaegi.
	3. Sundae is a type of blood sausage in Korean cuisine.
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* * *
Two girls were walking down a dark, damp train corridor covered in flesh.
The girl leading the way had black, straight hair, and despite the darkness, her gleaming eyes showed no emotion.
On the contrary, the girl with sky-blue short hair following behind, was clearly frightened.
She was clutching onto the hem of the lead girl’s clothing tightly and kept glancing around, acting like someone who would be the first victim in a horror film.
“U-Unnie… Can you slow down a bit…?”
“I’m already going slow enough.”
Seti and Neti, the two sisters, who suddenly found themselves in this strange train, had been wandering through the corridor, searching for an exit ever since they first opened their eyes.
However, even after walking for a long time, they failed to find an exit or a proper path.
All they encountered were endless corridors and empty cabins.
If there were any enemies, they’d at least fight, but with only walking, Neti was gradually starting to lose it.
Was it because of the grotesque, squirming flesh on the walls?
Or maybe it was the faint smell of corpses coming in through the windows?
No, it was the suffocating silence that really made her stomach churn.
It was like the calm just before a storm, or the silence of a predator holding its breath…
Every step she took sent warning signals, but nothing appeared.
Finally, unable to endure it any longer, Neti broke the silence and called out to her sister.
“U-um, Unnie?”
“What?”
“You’re really my sister, right? You’re not some ghost or anything, right?”
“…”
Seti stopped, turned her head in disbelief, and when she saw her younger sister on the verge of tears, she sighed.
“Of course, I’m really your sister. Are you saying that I’m a fake?”
“C-can you prove it?”
This girl seriously… Pressing her finger firmly against Neti’s forehead, Seti spoke.
“Proof? What proof are you talking about?”
“It’s not something complicated, maybe like a secret only the two of us know…”
“A secret? Hmm… How about the time at the campsite when you were cajoling with the Saintess a few days ago?”
“…Huh?”
As Neti’s eyes widened in confusion, Seti chuckled and applied more pressure with her finger.
“What? Do you want me to come up with something more established? I’m the real one.”
“W-what? How…?”
“You see, I have ears everywhere.”
Neti hiccupped without realizing it. Was this really a nightmare?
…I wish it were just a nightmare.
Finding herself at a loss for her words, she looked away, and Seti turned her back, continuing down the corridor.
Neti hurried to catch up with her. And after some time, she spoke up hesitantly.
“U-Unnie… it’s just… I mean, I didn’t mean anything by it, but the Saintess…”
“I know, it’s easier to add a third than to multiply something from one to two, right?”
“…”
Seti spoke with her usual light tone, as if it was no big deal.
Whether it was because of the atmosphere or because of some guilt, Neti felt like she was suffocating.
Thanks to that, her hiccups stopped, but instead, cold sweat started dripping down her back.
“W-what do you mean by three? Unnie, you’re really g-good at jok—”
“It’s fine.”
“It’s fine? Really?!”
“Well, it doesn’t matter how much the Saintess acts like an airhead, the first one is still me.”
“First… one?”
Just as Neti was about to ask what she meant by that, Seti suddenly stopped walking and stared directly into the darkness ahead.
Her keen sense of hearing had picked up the sound of small footsteps approaching from the other side.
“Who’s there?”
As soon as Seti’s voice echoed down the corridor, someone beyond the darkness answered.
“…You’re not a Yankee, huh? Who are you?”
It was the voice of a woman, neither threatening nor friendly.
After exchanging a brief glance with her sister, Neti immediately began preparing a Telekinesis Spell.
Victory was assured to whoever made the first move.
If the woman was innocent, it would be a shame, but if she was the one who brought them here…
And in the next moment, a woman in a flowing robe with a hood appeared from the darkness at the end of the corridor.
In her hand was a staff made of bone, as if declaring, “I’m a necromancer.” The moment Neti saw it, she released her telekinetic spell.
It wasn’t as refined as Yeomyeong’s, just a crude force filled with raw telekinetic power.
Ugggh!
She felt the sensation of something being grabbed and twisted flowing through the mana but Neti frowned.
She had used her telekinetic power with the intention to kill, but all she managed to do was twist the woman’s arm.
“Ha, this is something.”
The arm holding the staff twisted and fell to the ground. But the woman simply laughed it off, as if it was nothing, and spoke.
“Your magic skills are pretty impressive for someone your age. Is this what they call setting a trap for a beast, but catching a dog as well?”
With that as the cue, the flesh on the corridor walls began to squirm.
Whatever the woman was planning to do, Neti felt a strange sense of foreboding and swung her telekinetic magic again.
Translucent power rippled from her hand, distorting the space around the corridor.
However, that force failed to reach the necromancer.
Just before the telekinetic force could strike her, something emerged from the fleshy wall, wrapping itself around the woman as if to protect her.
“What the hell…”
Neti cursed under her breath. The shape of what was blocking her telekinetic force was shocking… no, it was downright disgusting.
It was a body the size of a human arm, with a skull instead of a face, like a wriggling maggot.
Could she even call it a maggot? The skin, which clearly resembled human skin, squirmed, and human blood dripped from the torn flesh where the telekinetic force had split it open.
“Sorry, I know it’s a bit shocking, but I hope you understand. It’s just my taste.”
The necromancer chuckled when she saw Neti’s horrified reaction.
And before that smile could even fade, other skeletal maggots began to squirm out from the fleshy walls.
She called that a taste? What a damn disgusting preference.
“Unnie! We need to fall back, no—!”
As the maggots began to fill the corridor and Neti prepared her Flying Kick technique to retreat, Seti, who had remained silent with her eyes closed, suddenly opened them.
Tinged with black, her blue eyes were half-darkened—a deep darkness reminiscent of the shadowy night sky.
Upon seeing her eyes, the necromancer felt an inexplicable ominous feeling creep up on her.
And then, seemingly in response to the woman’s emotion, the revolting maggots rushed toward Seti.
The sight of the maggots filling the corridor, falling from the ceiling and walls, was horrifying like something straight out of a nightmare.
However, the result was not as expected.
Blades of shadow shot out from the darkness of the corridor, slicing the maggots into pieces.
There was no warning, no sound, just a sudden attack.
The maggots clinging to the ceiling and walls fell to the ground one by one, while those crawling along the floor writhed and collapsed, revealing their insides.
The contents were just as revolting as their appearance—bones, entrails, and strands of hair that seemed to belong to humans spilled out, dripping.
“This is insane…!”
A smirk curled up on Seti’s lips at Neti’s curse,
“Did you say that’s your taste? Too bad, but that’s not my taste.”
The shadows moved in sync with her voice and the darkness closed in on the corridor.
Only then did the necromancer realize that the trap she’d set had caught another beast as well.
“To think there’s another star on this train… I’m not sure if it’s luck or misfortune.”
* * *
Yeomyeong’s Sword Aura surged ahead, sweeping through the corridor, followed by a flash of light.
A bullet, blessed with the white divine grace of Ulthvatish, tore through the darkness, striking the mummy’s heart directly.
It was a near-perfect shot, and the reaction was intense.
[Kya- A- Ack-!]
A disgusting scream reverberated through the corridor.
Seemingly caught off guard by the unexpected blow, the headless mummy dropped its staff and clutched its chest.
And soon after, the mummy’s body began to crumble, but the Saintess’ reaction was less than favorable.
She frowned, clicking her tongue.
It was because the corridor, as well as the twisted mana around her, remained unaffected.
“Tsk.”
Was that just a terminal?
Casting a brief glance at Yeomyeong as he retrieved his sword and reached out toward the mummy, the Saintess turned to Scarlett, whose legs were trembling, and asked.
“Hey, ma’am.”
“What? Ma’am…?”
As Scarlett’s face contorted with a look that asked, ‘Who are you calling ma’am? Haven’t you seen your own face?’, the Saintess added.
“Didn’t you say you had some idea as to where we are? Explain.”
Scarlett glanced at the spot where the mummy had disappeared before speaking.
“This is probably… a mental space created by a Mind Field spell.”
“Mind Field?”
“It’s a spell that forcibly moves someone’s consciousness into another’s mental domain… It’s an inefficient and difficult spell that’s nearly obsolete due to its high requirements and low effectiveness.”
Was that really the case? Yeomyeong silently rejected her hypothesis.
Well, it was a plausible explanation, but that was all. Simply transferring the mind wouldn’t explain the sensations he was feeling.
“That’s really not helpful— huh?”
Was the Saintess having similar thoughts? Just as she was about to make a snide comment…
Yeomyeong suddenly ‘collected’ the fallen mummy’s staff and hoisted the Saintess onto his shoulder.
In a similar manner, he carried Scarlett under his arm like a sack and immediately began running in the direction where the mummy had fallen.
[O Star—!]
And in the next moment, a massive wave of flesh crashed into the spot where Yeomyeong had been standing just moments ago.
The relentless onslaught of flesh filled the corridor like a tsunami.
And so, wrapped in darkness, the chase began.
Exerting nearly all his strength, Yeomyeong performed the Flying Kick technique. The two women clung to him, almost nauseous from the speed.
However, instead of increasing the distance from the encroaching mass of flesh, they were just getting closer with each passing second.
Bang!
Each time, the Saintess hanging from his shoulder shot at the mass of flesh, but it only bought them a brief moment of respite.
Seeing that the revolver was nearly out of bullets,  the Saintess furrowed her brows, alternating her gaze between the mass of flesh and the direction Yeomyeong was running. What was this?
[You- will- never- escape!]
The repulsive voice seemed to confirm its presence, and there were no signs of the corridor coming to an end.
It felt like they had already covered over 4 to 5 kilometers, yet all they could see ahead was darkness.
Was it magic? Or a barrier? Either way, they needed to find a way to break the situation.
As the Saintess’ empty revolver clicked and Scarlett began to gag, Yeomyeong suddenly thought of a way to change the course of the chase.
If the corridor wouldn’t end, then what about the ceiling?
Without any hesitation, he gathered mana in his toes and unleashed the Flying Kick technique.
His target, the ceiling of the corridor which wasn’t releasing any more flesh.
Boom!!!
Accelerated by mana, the Flying Kick technique literally tore a huge hole in the ceiling. And without skipping a beat, Yeomyeong leapt upwards.
Performing a light somersault, he landed on the roof as he caught sight of the mass of flesh filling the corridor below.
“So, it can’t climb up, huh?”
Yeomyeong stared at the mass of flesh for a moment before gently setting the two women down on the roof.
When he turned his head to check the surroundings, the view was… exactly like what they had seen from the train’s window—Swamps surrounding them and a gloomy sky.
If he had to point out any difference, it would be the overwhelming stench of decaying corpses.
“Heub—”
The mixture of motion sickness and the stench made Scarlett start vomiting.
As the Saintess patted her back to comfort her, Yeomyeong began retrieving weapons from his inventory.
A Soviet rifle, a magazine, and grenades, all retrieved from the Dreitherial underground weapon storage.
As he handed the weapons to the two women, the Saintess muttered.
“A commie gun? This is rather uncomfortable.”
“Is this really the time to be picky about weapons?”
“Weapons made by unbelievers don’t work well with blessings.”
Whether it was a joke made to lighten the mood or something she genuinely believed, the Saintess immediately loaded the magazine and started blessing the weapons.
“Now, what should we do?”
The Saintess asked after blessing Scarlett’s rifle and the grenades. Gripping his sword, Yeomyeong gazed at the landscape as it flew by and replied.
“First, let’s find the others.”
“Are you seriously planning to rescue people in a situation like this?”
Scarlett, who was preparing her gun, asked in surprise, but Yeomyeong nodded.
The words the mummy had uttered earlier, ‘Not one, but five,’ were still weighing on his mind.
And for some reason, he had a strong feeling that Seti would be here.
If Seti was here, Neti was probably with her as well… And that would mean, exactly, five people.
“I-I disagree. It’s wiser to find and subdue the caster in a Mind Field rather than rescuing peop—”
As Scarlett was about to voice her opposing opinion, the Saintess cut her off.
“Did anyone ask for your opinion?”
“…”
“If you don’t like Yeo- my husband’s suggestion, should we go separate ways? I don’t mind.”
At the Saintess’ harsh words, Scarlett shut her mouth tight and seemed to be contemplating something. She was probably debating whether or not she should reveal that she was a CIA agent.
But since it didn’t really matter to Yeomyeong, he turned his gaze to the front of the train and spoke.
“First, let’s head to the front of the train. Whether it’s looking for the mage or anyone else, we’ll have to stop the train.”
There were no objections this time. However, when Yeomyeong tried to grab the two of them again, Scarlett made a slightly disgusted expression.
“…Can’t I just walk on my own?”
“It’s a waste of time.”
Resigning herself, Scarlett clung to his side while the Saintess happily hopped onto Yeomyeong’s back.
Fortunately, unlike the corridor, the laws of physics were still applicable on the roof. And after barely 10 seconds of running, they were able to reach the end of the train car.
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong jumped to the next train car.
Then to the next car, and the one after that.
The smell made his nose, mouth, and throat feel like they were all rotting simultaneously, but Yeomyeong didn’t slow down in the slightest.
Instead, he pumped his heart and pushed his muscles to the limit, increasing his speed.
Finally,
Reaching the head of the train, Yeomyeong leaped from the roof and landed right in front of the train’s coupling.
The moment Yeomyeong grabbed the door to the train’s engine room…
[Falling - Star - ! Repulsive - Traitor - !]
The disgusting voice of a mummy echoed from the swamp outside the train.
And immediately after, the entire swamp began to shake.
After the flesh, now it was the swamp?
While the Saintess tilted her head, Yeomyeong felt something familiar.
This mana’s frequency… This is definitely the same as what I witnessed at Incheon Port…!
And before his thoughts were even complete, his suspicion turned into certainty.
[O Death - ! Reversal - ! O Death - ! Pile up - !]
As soon as the familiar chant rang out, a giant undead titan’s arm, made of bone and flesh, shot out from the swamp.
And that arm was just the beginning. A titan, even larger than the one he saw back at Incheon, a titan the size of a small commercial building, emerged from the swamp.
And it wasn’t just one. There were at least twenty of them filling the horizon.
With his gaze fixed on them, Yeomyeong spoke to the Saintess.
“Stop the train. I’ll deal with those things.”
Doing as he said, the Saintess opened the door to the engine room and entered, when Scarlett spoke in a dazed voice.
“S-Stop the train? Are you crazy? If we stop, we’ll be surrounded by those things!”
Yeomyeong looked down at her coldly and spoke.
“…No, think of it the other way around. They’re summoning these things because we’re trying to stop the train.”
“…”
BOOM! As the titans stomped their feet, the impact shook the ground and made the tracks rattle.
“And you. What’s this so-called fallen star business that that bastard keeps talking about? You better explain it to the Sai—I mean, my wife… And don’t even try to make excuses since I’ve already figured out that the enemy is after you.”
“Wait, that’s a top-secret—”
I can’t tell you that—! Scarlett’s remaining words were cut off by a scream.
It was because Yeomyeong suddenly leaped off the running train car.
“Are you crazy?!”
However, there was no reply.
As the entire swamp trembled, Yeomyeong dashed toward the titans.
A red haze swirled like a cloak behind him.
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* * *
Scarlett bit her lip as she watched Yeomyeong get farther away.
That crazy bastard, if he wants to die, he should die alone.
Raising her gun, she immediately headed toward the control room.
Fortunately, the damn “middle-aged woman” had just placed her hand on the train’s brake lever.
Clunk—
There was no need for words. Scarlett immediately aimed the gun at the middle-aged woman, the cold muzzle pointing directly at the back of her head.
“Take your hand off the brake.”
The middle-aged woman turned her head and stared at Scarlett. She didn’t look scared at all. In fact, if anything, she looked more perplexed.
“What the hell are you doing all of a sudden?”
“Hey, ma’am. People who want to live should be able to live. I have no loyalty to die with your dumb husband.”
“Dum—What? Instead of a thank you after he saved you, that’s all you can say?”
Was it because she had insulted that Gukbap restaurant lady’s husband? The lady’s face became filled with anger.
Though she felt a slight pang of guilt, Scarlett continued speaking.
“So, should we stop the train and get killed by the titans? If you wish to die together, do it with your husband. Don’t drag me into it.”
“…Die together? The result will be the same once that flesh in the train rushes in, won’t it?”
“I’ll detach the locomotive from the train. If I can buy a little time, help will come from my homeland… At least the chances of surviving will be higher than your husband’s reckless plan.”
“That’s what you think. What if this isn’t a mind space?”
The Saintess, with the face of the Gukbap restaurant lady, stared intently at Scarlett as she placed her finger on the trigger and spoke.
“I don’t want to argue with you. Just put the gun down and leave the control room.”
The Saintess glared at Scarlett for a moment before reluctantly complying. Or rather, she pretended to comply.
She took her hand off the brake and raised both hands behind her head as she headed toward the door. However, at that very moment…
“Without struggle, there is no peace…”

She quickly lowered her head and began muttering a prayer quietly.
It was a prayer to Redox, the red god of war, and one of the few offensive blessing spells of the Five God Church.
“I have come to give you the sword.”

The prayer was so soft that Scarlett only managed to catch the last line.
“A spell?”
And as soon as Scarlett realized the nature of the prayer spell, a red fist appeared in the air and struck her body.
However, the power… was far beyond what the Saintess expected.
BANG!!
Scarlett couldn’t even scream as she was slammed into the control room wall, the ensuing shock strong enough to shake the entire train car.
“Huh?”
What was that? The spell was just supposed to knock her out.
As the Saintess stared at the red fist in confusion, the fist made a “V” shape with its fingers.
“Uh… God Redox?”
How did this happen? The gods shouldn’t be able to descend upon this land.
The only place where the gods could communicate in this manner was the sanctum, where the Saintess received her blessing in the Holy Nation.
Just as the Saintess’ thoughts grew deeper, the red hand pointed toward the cockpit in frustration.
“Ah.”
Only then did the Saintess remember what she was supposed to do. She hurried back to the cockpit and pulled the brake lever.
Screeeech—!
The change was dramatic. The braking system screamed as it locked in place, the friction between the wheels and the tracks causing the entire train to jolt.
After the train came to a stop and God Redox’s red hand had disappeared, the saint raised her rifle and aimed at Scarlett.
For a brief moment, she contemplated if she should put a hole in Scarlett’s head but soon shook off that thought.
Was it out of mercy? No, it was because she still needed to extract some information from that woman.
Necromancer and the Fallen Star…
She put the gun away, untangled the rifle’s strap, and restrained Scarlett’s limbs.
Coincidentally, she bound her at the region of the broken bones, causing Scarlett to let out a low groan of pain, even in her unconscious state.
It would probably hurt terribly when she woke up.
Of course, the Saintess didn’t really care whether Scarlett suffered as she dragged the bound woman out of the locomotive.
And at that very moment, the titan and Yeomyeong clashed under the gloomy sky.
* * *
Yeomyeong didn’t step into the swamp.
Scattering dozens of ice spikes into the air, he used them as footholds to leap toward the sky.
[The- one- who- walks- the- path- of- Crossroads?]
Perhaps observing his actions, the mummy’s voice filled with admiration, echoed through the air.
[Whose- star- are- you-?]
Yeomyeong didn’t reply. After all, this wasn’t a time for exchanging words, but for violence.
The Dzhugashvili Killing Aura surrounding him, the mana from the Surging Wave technique flowing through his veins and the wave of Sword Aura filling his sword.
[Wave-? Poseidon-?]
In sync with those incomprehensible words, the undead titan swung its arm toward Yeomyeong.
Before the giant’s arm, formed from countless corpses, Yeomyeong was no more than a bug, but even a bug had its own merit.
Yeomyeong leaped up, and his sword pierced the titan’s hand, sharp like a hornet’s sting.
And in the very next moment, the Sword Aura’s mana exploded, ripping apart the rotting flesh, bones, and the twisted mana that bound them together.
As blood and flesh scattered, Yeomyeong landed on the titan’s wrist and ran up the arm. His goal: the titan’s head.
In the blink of an eye, he reached the shoulder, jumped, and struck the titan’s head with his foot.
The Quake Stomp from the Flying Kick technique, the one that had defeated the titan back at Incheon port.
Ku-uu-ah!
As the titan’s dying scream filled the air, its head was crushed like a rotten tomato.
His power was unmatched compared to when he had done it in Incheon.
Yet, the result was the same.
With a tremendous shock, the spell holding the titan together fell apart, and its enormous body began to collapse.
[How-amazing!]
Even though it had lost a titan in one battle, the voice seemed unfazed.
After all, there were still twenty around titans remaining—No, they were increasing in real-time.
Is the entire swamp a corpse field?
Yeomyeong stood atop an ice spike, staring at the titans that filled the horizon.
He felt no fear because, in a war of attrition, he was confident in his own endurance.
However, something else caught his attention. If this place was indeed someone’s mental space, what kind of being did this mental space belong to?
…Could it be the God of the Undead?
As Yeomyeong was lost in thought, one of the titans approaching him suddenly tore at its own arm.
Was it trying to harm itself? No, it wasn’t.
The titan gathered the crushed flesh and bone in its hand and then pulled back its shoulder.
And then… it threw.
Chunks of flesh, infused with tremendous acceleration and distorted mana, rained down at Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong dashed between the ice spikes, narrowly avoiding the barrage, but that was just the start.
[Try- to- dodge- this!]
More than ten titans tore at their own flesh simultaneously, gripping it in their hands as they prepared to hurl it at him.
Could titans be used like this?
Yeomyeong gritted his teeth and began to dash through the air.
And as if taking it as a signal, the titans threw their flesh.
The sky grew dark as the mass of flesh filled it.
This time, there was no space to dodge.
Yeomyeong raised his sword to fend off the flesh projectiles. He raised it, but…
[Corpse- explosion!]
Right in front of his sword, the flesh exploded in unison.
!!!!!
The explosion was so big, it seemed to shake the heavens and earth, but Yeomyeong couldn’t hear it. His eardrums had ruptured from the blast.
All he could hear was a ringing in his ears, and all he could see was the flesh filling his vision.
Even as he fell, the explosions didn’t stop.
The terrifying sound of explosions echoed so loudly, that everyone on the train heard it. And it continued until Yeomyeong was buried in the swamp.
[O- Star- Reveal your true form!]
The voice spoke out cheerfully, as if already certain of victory.
It wasn’t a completely wrong attitude. Anyone could clearly see that Yeomyeong was as good as dead.
However, the next moment, something unexpected happened, even for the voice.
KABOOOOM!!!
The head of the titan, which was in the throwing stance, suddenly exploded.
It wasn’t just one. Another titan’s head exploded, followed by another.
[What-?]
From there, the heads of those colossal monsters filling the horizon began exploding one after another.
And only after seeing the collapsing massive bodies and the sounds of explosions that shook the swamp did the voice finally realize what was happening.
Someone else had used corpse explosions. Not just any regular corpse explosions, but ones so precise they could blow up the titan.
Boom, boom, boom—!
As if to prove the hypothesis, titans caught in the explosion of corpses kept collapsing one after another much faster than the rate at which new titans emerged from the swamp, and in just a few minutes, only one titan remained standing.
[How-?]
The voice’s question was directed at the swamp where Yeomyeong had fallen into.
There, amidst the rotten blood and flesh, lay Yeomyeong half-submerged in the swamp.
His body looked like a chicken that had escaped the slaughterhouse. His belly and chest were split open, revealing his innards, and his face was soaked with blood.
It was a sight that made it impossible to believe he was still alive, but what truly stunned the voice was something else—The staff in his hand.
With wriggling disgusting eyes, the grotesque bone staff was the very same staff the mummy had been holding inside the train earlier.
[When- did- you- get that?]
Yeomyeong couldn’t answer. The recoil from using the twisted mana had completely smashed his lungs.
Even though he had only used the excess twisted mana around him, his veins and internal organs were in tatters.
And had it not been for the regenerative power of Dzhugashvili, he would have died a hundred times over from the wounds.
The pain during the regeneration was excruciating, but Yeomyeong maintained his bravado as he spitted out the blood filling his mouth.
After a brief moment, when his lungs and trachea had barely regenerated, he raised his head and smiled at the last titan.
“I used that staff well, You damned bastard.”
The voice seemed to be quite flustered as it forgot to summon the new Titan as he asked.
[What- kind- of- star- are- you? Wave -and- death- at- the- same- time? I’ve- never- heard- of- such- a- star.]
Trying to hide his trembling legs, Yeomyeong braced his waist and wiped the blood polling in his eyes as he replied.
“What the hell is that so-called star you keep talking about?”
[You- don’t- know- what- a- star- is? Why-? You’re- clearly- a- star,- though-?]
The voice added in an incredulous tone.
[Could- it- be- that- you- have- not- gain- awareness-?]
No matter what the creature babbled about, Yeomyeong focused solely on his regeneration. Just a little more and he would be able to move…
Suddenly, the face of the last Titan began to twist.
It was similar to sculpting a face out of clay.
The horrifying difference was that the material wasn’t clay but corpses, but the result was the same.
Fierce eyes, a crooked nose, and thin lips.
Before long, the Titan, now with a face as vivid as that of a living person, looked down on Yeomyeong.
[Martial arts, magic, necromancy… America would never be able to create an impossible star like you. Who the hell created you?]
Was that face the real body? Its tone had returned to normal. However, the disgusting voice was still there.
Pulling his foot from the swamp, Yeomyeong responded.
“Who created me? Who knows. I was born alone.”
It was a blatant sneer. However, the creature didn’t seem to understand the mockery, staring seriously at Yeomyeong.
The huge eye socket made from a corpse scanned Yeomyeong’s body, briefly sweeping through the depths of his soul.
The creature suddenly shook its head.
[So, it’s a truth. You have no parents.]
“…”
As Yeomyeong clenched his sword upon hearing such a rude remark, the voice in the Titan continued babbling.
[Even if you don’t have any parents, someone must have summoned the star. Who was it? Who summoned such a reckless monster like you…?]
Just as the creature was saying this, it suddenly jumped back in surprise.
…What now?
The Titan and Yeomyeong exchanged glances in surprise.
A heavy silence followed the intertwining gazes.
The silence stretched long, and the moment Yeomyeong finished regenerating, the Titan spoke in a trembling voice.
[What the hell are you? How can your soul’s age exceed four thousand years?]

 
    

  Chapter 193: Interlude - At The Back Of The Train
* * *
…Where should I begin?
Right, to explain what started everything, I’ll first have to talk about religion.
Hey, Earthian. You…
I mean for you, the one who coveted everything beyond the Dimensional Portal to the point of willingly embracing a new faith.
It probably wasn’t hard to do, right?
Unlike your ever-silent gods, our gods proved their existence through the priests and blessings.
And ever since the former Saintess healed a Jewish person suffering from the aftereffects of poison gas, the Church of Five Gods expanded its influence rapidly.
That fervor, that joy…
Even us necromancers were shocked, so there was no need to explain how the priests of the Five Gods might have felt, right?
However, that was the problem. Joy blinded those priests.
They even began deluding themselves into thinking that the Church could become a bridge of peace between Earth and Asha.
Looking back now, it’s almost laughable.
How could they even dare to believe that they could reform the White House or the Kremlin, when even the nobles and mages beyond the Dimensional Portal didn’t live by the doctrine?
Well, if I were to share my opinion…
Those priests forgot one simple truth: the human who lusts for power always challenges the authority of the gods and Earthians possessed a lust for power that far exceeded our imagination.
In the end, it wasn’t long before the first trial came upon them.
Joseph Stalin.
The pope of the communist creed, who claimed that religion was the opium of the people, didn’t welcome the rise of a competing faith in the slightest.
Especially the arrogant request from the priests to restrain the expansion of communism beyond the Dimensional Portal greatly displeased the Soviet Union.
After heated debates, or perhaps the preparations for war, Stalin defined the gods beyond the Dimensional Portal as such:
Higher-dimensional energy lifeforms.
He declared that neither the Five Gods nor the King of the Undead we serve were true gods.
Unable to endure, the priests protested against such blasphemy and, in return, were greeted with bullets.
Holy knights, like the Holy Sword or Joanna Thule, did resist heroically. However…
Why do you think it is recorded as a ‘resistance’ rather than a ‘victory’ in the history books?
In the end, the priests were forced to flee from the communist bloc in disgrace.
Romania, East Germany, Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, China… Hundreds, thousands of priests returned home with tears of blood.
And unfortunately, all of this was just the beginning of…
…Hm? What did you say?
* * *
“Move on to the next part?”
Dilla, the necromancer with snow-white bleached hair, stared at her opponent in disbelief.
The girl with gleaming blue eyes leaned against the train corridor.
Though her appearance was utterly pitiful, her eyes were filled with confidence as she gazed down at Dilla and spoke.
“I didn’t expect you to ramble on about modern history.”
“…”
“Can we just skip to the parts only you know, instead of all the commonly known stuff?”
Dilla frowned and glared at her for a moment.
It was quite audacious for a loser to tell her what to do, but, strangely enough, she didn’t actually feel angry.
Wait, was it natural because she was the victor?
This was… something… natural? Rambling about one’s plans… was a winner’s… right?
“Fine, let’s move on then. To the time when we necromancers… joined forces with America.”
* * *
We didn’t join forces for some grand reason.
Us necromancers needed safe laboratories and materials, and America needed knowledge to get ahead in the Cold War.
It was a mutually beneficial deal.
And thanks to the chaos in South America, Texas always had an abundance of corpses, and America was satisfied with even the most basic mana usage techniques we shared with them.
Those were good times—until America decided to “Kill the dog after the hunt is over” us.
That betrayal…
…What? Move to the next part again?
Uh… wait…
Did you know this? The King of the Undead we serve is said to be an ascended being.
Yes, ascended. Once a human, then became a god after death… well, something like that.
Truthfully speaking, that’s just a myth. How can a human even become a god?
However, when Americans learned of this, they thought of something… different.
How should I put it? Creativity? A paradigm shift? Or perhaps madness?
Well, whatever you call it, Earthians heard about ascension and immediately demanded the opposite.
Descent—dragging an existing god down to earth to use as a weapon.
It was a crazy idea, but as it aligned with our own goals, we didn’t have the power or a reason to refuse.
Ultimately… we somehow managed to prepare a spell to bring the gods crashing down.
Ah, does that sound strange?
I feel you. It sounded just as strange to me when the Earthians said they’d send people to the moon and started building rockets.
Honestly, I still don’t get it.
What’s the point of sending people to the moon? Isn’t it just a waste of money?
…Well, anyway.
First, we collaborated with America to develop a magic that allowed us to glimpse into other dimensions.
And with just one attempt, we were able to peer into the heavens where the gods reside.
It was luck—our last stroke of luck.
What we found there… were things we never expected.
Diverse, chaotic gods.
Compared to the Five Gods we were originally aiming for, they were faint and insignificant.
…What did they look like, you ask?
Should I describe them as concepts woven entirely from mana…? I’m not sure how else to explain it. They’re like…
…stars?
Yeah, that’s right. Some people called them stars. How do you know that?
Don’t tell me you’ve seen them too…
…Just get on with the story? O-Okay, fine…
Uh… a lot happened after that, but to sum it up in one line:
We failed, over and over again. We failed more than enough times to disappoint America.
And, uh…
Uh… ugh…
My head feels weird… What’s… happening…?
You want me to keep talking? Uh, well…
We… were abandoned.
And just like how our homeland betrayed us, America purged u—
So… revenge… Miami—
Ah…
Wait, my head… hurts… so much…
* * **
Watching the writhing necromancer on the floor, Seti narrowed her eyes.
They hadn’t even gotten to the truly important questions, and yet she was already breaking down.
Was it too much to treat a necromancer roughly, like how she did to the shepherd?
She sighed and adjusted the shadow tendrils a bit more delicately.
The tendrils, embedded in the necromancer’s temples, burrowed deeper.
And then, in the next moment, the necromancer rolled her eyes back and began convulsing; a sight that would’ve horrified her younger sibling if she saw that.
Fortunately, her sister had gone to the front car to figure out why the train had stopped, leaving only Seti and the necromancer in this corridor.
Looking down at the necromancer, Seti asked.
“So, where is this place?”
“A-a fragment of the King of the Undead’s… mental….”
“What does that even—ugh, never mind. How do we get out of here?”
“If the caster… dispels the magic… it will undo itself…”
“The caster? Who’s the caster?”
“Me… Dilla Katakfoyer…”
Seti smirked at the necromancer. It was good she hadn’t killed her yet.
“Why target us with this magic? Were we your target?”
“You…? I-I don’t know… our goal was… the CIA agent….”
“…The CIA agent?”
Seti recollected what Corvus had told her just before they ended up here.
A CIA agent was on the same train as them.
So they were dragged into this purely by chance?
As Seti laughed bitterly, Dilla muttered.
“Scarlett O’Hara… the star… America succeeded… in bringing down…”
“What?”
“We should have… captured that human… made of the star, dissected her… to fulfill our long-cherished wish…”
A star that had been brought down successfully? Seti instinctively furrowed her brows at those words.
Suddenly, vivid images flashed through her mind.
The mysterious entity she met in the ban, the South Korean government and the necromancers, and the sand star that told her it wasn’t yet her time…
Caught between certainty and doubt, Seti asked.
“Is there a specific method to identify a fallen star?”
Dilla didn’t respond immediately.
The necromancer chewed her lips hesitantly for a long time, only speaking after Seti manipulated the shadow tendril once more.
“Y-yes. There are… three ways. You can recognize it if you’re a star as well, if they use their h-holy power… and…”
“And what?”
“If… there is a god whose n-name has been erased, we’ll know.”
“…”
“We… recorded… it… Earth’s gods… Artemis, Poseidon, Apollo! All… their names… now gone. That’s how… we knew… that the U.S. made… a star fall.”
Had she probed Dilla’s soul a bit too harshly? The necromancer’s tongue was barely cooperating.
Of course, Seti didn’t really care and continued manipulating the shadows as she pressed further.
“…Artemis? There was such a god?”
“E-Earth… local myth… moon goddess… You… don’t know… because she… fell… to this land!”
The explanation of how a fallen star lost their name.
Hearing that, Seti laughed—a hollow laugh, like the moment Hamlet gained certainty.
By any chance… could it be that hers and her sister’s strange names… were…?
Just as the realization sent a chill through her spine…
Rumble…!
The ground trembled, and the train jolted.
What’s going on?
Seti quickly brushed away the fleshy obstruction covering the windows and looked outside.
The first thing she saw was a horizon filled with giants.
Undead Titans. The sight of dozens of those monsters was terrifying, but what caught Seti’s attention was the small figure fighting them.
…Yeomyeong?
All her concerns and thoughts vanished at once.
Only one thought remained—they had to escape from this place before Yeomyeong got hurt.
She said the caster could release the spell, right?
Without further hesitation, Seti conjured more shadow tendrils and drove them deep into Dilla’s body, embedding them so thoroughly that they could never be removed.
And the next moment, a spark of clarity returned to Dilla’s hazy eyes.
It was proof that she had regained consciousness. To confirm it, Dilla gritted her teeth and glared at Seti.
“W-what did you do to me…?”
Seti ignored her question and issued a command instead.
“Undo the spell. Right now.”
“Don’t make me laugh! You’ll never escape this mental—!”
Despite the fury in her voice, Dilla’s body obeyed Seti’s command.
She pulled out a small dagger, slashed her palm, and used the dripping blood to draw a magic circle on the floor.
Dilla didn’t even question what the hell she was doing.
As a necromancer, she recognized that her body had been overtaken by an unknown divine spell, leaving her with no means to reclaim control.
“No… no….”
Amid Dilla’s despairing cries, Seti’s gaze remained fixed on Yeomyeong.
Three minutes remained until the spell was undone, and one minute until Yeomyeong unleashed Corpse Explosion.
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* * *
Steadying his breath, Yeomyeong clenched and unclenched his fists.
He could feel his wrecked organs start functioning again, and his misaligned bones snap back into place.
It meant there was no need to waste time listening to that Titan’s ramblings about his soul being 4,000 years old anymore.
Gripping a sword in his right hand and a staff in his left, he fixed his gaze on the Titan.
[I don’t understand. Regardless of which star you might be, once fallen to the earth, it’s only natural to follow human ag—]
Yeomyeong aimed his staff at the monster still spouting nonsense.
And instead of using his own mana, he harnessed the twisted mana permeating the atmosphere to weave a vile spell.
Corpse Explosion.

The invisible spell shot straight toward the Titan’s head.
Though he felt his insides lurch from the backlash of using twisted mana, the staff absorbed much of the burden, sparing him from severe harm.
[Are you really trying to threaten a volcano with a matchstick?]
As if to prove that it was fundamentally different from the other titans, it diffused the spell with just a mere gesture.
However, Yeomyeong wasn’t disappointed. After all, the Corpse Explosion had been nothing more than a distraction.
In that brief moment when the creature deflected the spell, Yeomyeong scattered icy spikes into the air and leaped toward the sky.
The sight of him soaring into the air beneath the gloomy heavens resembled that of a moth drawn to a flame.
Of course, that was merely appearance wise.
Realizing the danger posed by Yeomyeong, the Titan instantly prepared for battle.
[Is that all the talent you have? Then allow me to show you mine.]
Then, as a grotesque voice filled the air, the Titan’s forehead split vertically.
A blood-red eye, straight out of a nightmare, emerged from the crevice.
The newly revealed third eye wasted no time locking onto Yeomyeong.
Following the eye’s gaze to encircle him, twisted mana began to gather and flow.
Sizzle!
And in the next moment, moss-green smoke billowed forth with an ominous hiss, cutting off Yeomyeong’s path.
Yeomyeong reacted instantly, dispelling the icy spike he was standing on to fall outside the smoke’s range.
He didn’t need to ask to understand the nature of the smoke—the edge of his clothes, which had barely brushed against the moss-green smoke, were already singed black.
Acid smoke?
Its potency was terrifying enough to make him scowl.
Perching on an icy spike once more, Yeomyeong conjured his Sword Aura.
And as he was preparing to slice through the smoke, the creature’s eye flashed again.
More acid smoke? No, it was something different yet familiar this time—a curse that dulled his senses. He had encountered it once before during his encounter with the pig-headed shepherds.
But this was on an entirely different level.
Unlike the shepherds’ curse, which caused only mild dizziness, this one distorted all of his senses.
First, his hearing deafened.
Second, the hand gripping the sword went numb. Then, instead of the stench of rotting corpses, a sickly sweet floral fragrance overwhelmed his sense of smell.
And worst of all was the distortion in his vision.
His left eye reversed left and right, while his right eye flipped up and down.
Because of that, Yeomyeong had to grit his teeth tightly to keep himself from slipping off the ice spike he was standing on.
All it can use are these fucking spells.
So then, how should he react to this? His thoughts were brief, and his actions swift.
In the next moment, Yeomyeong shut his eyes completely, ignoring his sense of smell and hearing.
All that remained was his ability to sense mana.
It was a temporary measure that allowed him to perceive only a few hundred meters, but Yeomyeong didn’t care.
No matter the method, if he could drive his sword through that creature’s head, it would all be over.
Did the creature sense his intent? It chuckled mockingly and said
[Do you really plan to reach here with that ‘fallen’ body of yours? What would the King of the Undead say if he were to see you now?! What a waste for someone like you to be devoured by me.]
Whether it was admiration or ridicule, it was unclear from the tone.
Ignoring its words, Yeomyeong closed the distance further, while the Titan began chanting another spell.
[By the command of the King’s claws and fangs, ARISE—]
This time, the target of the spell wasn’t Yeomyeong but the remnants of the defeated Titans.
To be exact, it was the bones inside their corpses.
!!!
With a sound similar to the air being torn apart, bones from the remains of the Titans swelled up—massive and thick, resembling towering buildings or Magic Tower.
These swollen bones floated into the air, their sharpened tips all pointed at Yeomyeong.
They were so gigantic that it was concerning, yet they unmistakably resembled a throwing spear.
Moss-green acidic smoke, a curse on the senses, and now a bone spear flying through the sky?
Yeomyeong frowned as he dodged the incoming spear, Finally realizing where this battle was heading.
If he avoided the spear, the smoke would close in; if he evaded the smoke, the spears would find him.
Closing the distance while avoiding those two in this twisted state of perception was impossible.
Naturally, this fight was headed toward a long and grueling war of attrition.
And if the creature managed to complete another spell in the meantime? The outcome was practically sealed.
But Yeomyeong wasn’t foolish enough to throw himself into a battle where the outcome was already decided.
He halted his charge, stored the staff in his inventory, and gripped his sword with both hands.
Then, taking a deep breath, mana surged through his veins as he prepared Dzhugashvili, Sword Aura, and a Telekinesis Spell.
[Resistance beyond this point is meaningless. You should just obediently become my sustenan— Wait, what are you—?]
Ignoring what the creature possessing the Titan was babbling about, having completed his preparations, Yeomyeong used intense telekinesis to grip himself so strongly that the space around him rippled.
His ankles and ribs cracked under the pressure, but he pulled the telekinesis back as far as it could go.
The action was similar to drawing a bow to its limit, and the result was not that different.
The only difference was that, in this case, Yeomyeong himself was the arrow.
It was such a reckless maneuver that not only the Titan, but even Seti and the Saintess, watching from the distant train, were horrified by the sight.
In the next instant, Yeomyeong hurled himself forward with all his might, using Telekinesis to further propel himself.
A crude but effective method.
And before the creature could react, he shot through the acid smoke and bone spears, closing the gap in a flash.
Amidst the dizzying sensation, he drew closer to the Titan’s face with each passing second.
Then, without any hesitation, Yeomyeong extended his sword.
Wrapped around the blade forged with the blood and sweat of the dwarves, the Comet Sword, the Surging Wave technique, and the Sword Aura he stole from the Player were all layered on top, one after another.
It was the same technique he had used to strike Kahal Magdu’s heart. But there was one fundamental difference this time.
The color of the Sword Aura was a deep, blood-red.
It was the result of a shortcut, one that forced his Killing Aura into the True Intention of all these martial arts—a declaration of his resolution to kill the creature.
The acid smoke and spears that had been trailing behind him tried to catch up, but they were unable to outpace the sword already in motion.
“With this…”
A red light burst from the sword enveloped in Sword Aura, and the moment the gloomy horizon was painted crimson, Yeomyeong and his party escaped from the mental space.
* * *
“…”
Yeomyeong found himself in a familiar cabin when he opened his eyes but it seemed he was unable to speak.
Why did he have to be pulled back into consciousness at that very moment?
The midday sun was peeking through the window, but unable to bear the heavy atmosphere, it quickly hid away.
A heavy silence filled the room.
And just as the suffocating silence was about to stretch on, the Saintess, who had been lying across from Yeomyeong, spoke up cautiously.
“…Y-you woke up at quite the crucial moment.”
“…”
“It… wasn’t me, okay? You know that, right?”
“…”
“I was with Neti, watching you from the train. Really. Do you want to go ask her?”
Yeomyeong glared at the Saintess with a sullen expression.
Watching her babbling with the face of the familiar Gukbap restaurant lady, the shock from just moments ago seemed to lessen a bit.
Of course, oblivious to his feelings, the Saintess continued to talk enthusiastically, either to lighten his mood or prove her innocence.
She rambled on about such coincidences and how she was curious to find out who the real culprit was…
At some point during her incessant chatter…
Creeeak!!
The train came to a sudden halt. The entire train lurched, as if someone had forcibly engaged the brakes.
Could it be… again?
Standing up from their seats, Yeomyeong and the Saintess both shared the same thought.
Reacting instinctively, both of them grabbed their weapons and turned to face each other, about to speak when suddenly, someone barged into the cabin after throwing the door open.
The Saintess flinched and aimed her revolver, but as soon as she saw the face of the person who entered, she let out a sigh of relief.
“Seti?”
Seti was dressed almost exactly like herself in the mental space. The only difference was that she was holding a long rifle.
“What’s with that rifle…? And what’s going on outside? Why did the train stop?”
“Oh, don’t worry. I’m the one who stopped the train.”
“…What? Why?”
“We’ll talk about that later… But for now, can you take this and follow me?”
Seti handed the rifle to the bewildered Saintess and immediately pulled her towards the window.
Then, opening the cabin window, Seti pointed towards a high hill in the distance.
“Can you take a shot at the skeleton and the woman on that hill?”
“Uh…? I think I could.”
The Saintess narrowed her eyes as she assessed the distance to the woman gasping for breath and the floating skeleton on the hill.
It would have been a different story if the train were still moving, but with it stopped, she was confident she could make the shot.
As soon as the Saintess nodded in confirmation, Seti glanced briefly at Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong stood with his arms crossed, watching them, seemingly unaware that he had been pulled out from the mental space because of that woman.
…Would he be angry if he knew?
Seti swallowed a bitter smile before speaking to the Saintess.
“Shoot now. But don’t kill the woman yet.”
“…Why? What did those bastards do?”
At the Saintess’ cautious question, Setti answered with a small laugh.
“They’re the culprits who dragged us into that nightmare just now.”
Without further hesitation, the Saintess pulled the trigger.
However, had she known that she would have to share a cabin with that woman, she would never have taken the shot.

 
    

  Chapter 195: In The City, Honey Flows And The Moon Seeps Through The Door
…I clearly understand that Earth is not a heaven on earth.
Especially America, the land brimming with sin.
How this country became a superpower is beyond comprehension.
Is there truly no God on this land?
(Omitted)
…In conclusion, to find the kidnapped children, I believe I must head to the Soviet Union.
I apologize for disobeying your Foresight. I’ll accept any punishment upon my return.
『Excerpt from a letter sent by Zirgis Rakti to the Saintess after being pickpocketed in LA.』

* * *
The incident that caused the train to stop was ultimately written off as a simple mishap.
While one reason was the engineers’ report that the brake system had malfunctioned on its own, the decisive factor was that the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, who were occupying most of the passenger cabins, ensured the event was covered up.
More precisely, it was Scarlett O’Hara’s decision.
She insisted that the train should depart immediately, and though bewildered, Vice Captain Kim Mansoo followed her will.
Thanks to that, none of the mercenaries onboard even noticed that Yeomyeong and Seti had picked up someone from outside.
Nonetheless.…
Dilla Katakfoyer, who had been kidnapped and detained in the Saintess’ cabin, was feeling the fear of death.
Not just metaphorically, but literally.
The operation she had painstakingly prepared had failed, and now, she no longer had control of her own body.
While that was obviously shocking, at the moment, the real issue was the gunshot wound.
She had narrowly managed to avoid a fatal wound, but a bullet was still a bullet.
The bullet lodged in her body was the source of her pain, and the blood loss was clouding her mind with fear.
Dilla shut her eyes tightly to maintain her composure.
As time passed, just as she could no longer hold it in and let a tear trickle down her cheek, the cabin door opened.
“Huh? What’s this? Are you crying?”
Hearing the frivolous voice, Dilla slowly opened her eyes and saw not the terrifying girl, but a middle-aged woman entering the cabin.
She was an East Asian woman, a rare sight in this land.
Seeing her face, Dilla swallowed the curse that was about to escape her lips. This lady was the same one who shot her.
“Jeez, how can a terrorist like you start crying just because you got shot?”
Dilla almost yelled that it is because you suppressed my mana, but she shut her mouth.
The woman’s hands emanated a warm light.
It was a familiar light. Could it be this woman… As Dilla observed, she had a sinking feeling.
Sure enough, when the light touched her wounds, the pain disappeared, and the wounds began to heal at an alarming rate.
A healing blessing…?
It wasn’t some poorly imitated healing magic; it was a genuine blessing, the kind only high-ranking priests of the Church could wield.
A high-level healing blessing you couldn’t even get no matter how many crates of dollars you offered.
…Who the hell is this bitch?
Not only was she able to make an impossible shot from that distance, this middle-aged woman could also perform a miraculous healing spell.
“Don’t waste your tears already. The real thing hasn’t even started yet.”
From her spiteful tone and actions, it was highly unlikely that she was a priest.
Then, could it be that those Yankees had really managed to steal the power of all five gods?
O King of the Undead…
As Dilla’s misunderstanding deepened, the middle-aged woman asked.
“Hey, by the way… why do you keep your mouth shut?”
“…”
“Is your mouth blocked or something? Want me to make you a new hole?”
The middle-aged woman asked as she pulled out a revolver. Dilla flinched in surprise at the sight and shook her head.
“D-Do you have any, any questions?”
“No? Not really.”
“…”
“Smile. Don’t ruin my mood while I’m healing you.”
Was this some new interrogation technique? Or she was just a crazy bitch?
As Dilla racked her brain desperately, the woman’s hand, which had been healing her wounds, suddenly grabbed the injury tightly.
“!!!”
A chilling pain surged, causing Dilla’s hair to stand on end. She gritted her teeth and somehow suppressed a scream.
She couldn’t even ask the woman what the hell she was doing and simply groaned inwardly for a while.
Then, the woman extracted the bullet out of her wound.
“Sorry, that must have hurt a lot, but I had to do it to get the bullet out.”
Even though she said that, it was clear the woman had deliberately caused her pain—or perhaps she simply didn’t really care about her suffering at all.
Either way, this Yankee bitch was the same as the rest. Thinking so, Dilla gritted her teeth.
You bitch, just you wait. I’ll definitely get my revenge…
Just then, both Dilla and the woman turned their gazes toward the door as a couple opened the cabin door without knocking.
As soon as Dilla saw the girl with straight black hair step inside, she held her breath.
Her body trembled and her teeth began to clatter.
She desperately tried to turn her head to avoid looking at the girl’s shadow.
However, despite Dilla’s fear, the woman greeted the two newcomers with a smile.
“Seti, I’ve finished treating this garbage. How are things outside?”
“We’re still managing the situation outside. However, since the mercenaries didn’t raise any issues… we should be fine until we reach LA.”
“Good job. It looks like trouble follows us everywhere we go. Do we all need to get blessed or something?”
While the two conversed like friends of the same age, the middle-aged man with golden eyes, who had been following the girl, sat across from Dilla.
He was a terrifying superhuman who had fought against the King’s claws and teeth on equal footing.
Dilla desperately tried to figure out who he was, but the man spoke first.
“Dilla Katakfoyer.”
“Y-yes, sir!”
“I’m going to ask you a few simple questions, just answer as truthfully as possible. I’d prefer not to see blood on the bed.”
His voice sounded slightly younger than his appearance.
However, the dignity in it was unmistakable, so Dilla nodded obediently.
“Yes, gladly… I’ll answer anything I know, sir.”
Her submission was uncharacteristic of a necromancer, but it couldn’t be helped.
She had already lost control of her body, so further resistance would be meaningless.
“Then, let’s start with an easy question.”
An easy question?
Did he want to know why she was targeting the CIA agent? Or perhaps the location of the necromancer headquarters in the Gemini Sovereign State?
Dilla mentally prepared answers for the two most likely questions.
However, the question that the man asked was far from what she was expecting.
Placing his hand on his face, he cast a strange spell that changed his appearance.
“Do you recognize this face?”
The pale, corpse-like face of a man.
Of course, she recognized that face. It belonged to the infamous Buzum, the deranged necromancer who operated in Korea.
…Is this the simple question?
Now convinced that the middle-aged man was just as peculiar, Dilla slowly opened her mouth to respond.
* * *
Around the time the moon cast its light on the railway…
Gazing out the window, Yeomyeong wore a complicated expression as he fell into deep thought.
The corrupted Korean government, the fallen star, the sacrificial lamb sisters, and… the forgotten gods.
The moment a star fell, the world would forget that god.
Even though he had heard all this from Seti, he still found Dilla’s explanation shocking.
The historical records, the myths passed down through the generations, and even individual memories… No one really knew how many stars had fallen or how many were forgotten.
Then how did they even know that a star had fallen?
Unlike us, the gods in the celestial realm remember the fallen stars.
Words that were difficult for both Yeomyeong, a non-believer, and the Saintess, the epitome of a devout believer, to understand.
Thinking it was the biggest nonsense she had heard so far, despite Yeomyeong’s attempts to stop her, the Saintess aimed her revolver at Dilla’s thigh and threatened her.
On the contrary, Seti seemed to believe Dilla’s words. She was convinced that her and her sisters’ strange names were connected to the fallen stars.
Seti, Neti, Siri, Sis… I’m not sure which stars those are. There were no such gods in the records the King of the Undead gave me.
…
All we know is that… Scarlett O’Hara is Artemis, and Poseidon and Apollo are in America as well.
So Scarlett O’Hara was not a fake name? Anyway, was there no other way to confirm the fallen stars?
Unlike our homeland, Earth’s mythology is all over the place. So, unless you can read the Book of Gods from the Church of the Apocalypse or manage to sneak a glimpse of the heavens like the U.S. Department of Defense…
…
With just my abilities, it’s currently impossible to find out which one Ms. Seti and her sisters belonged to.
And so, the conversation about stars ended there.
The Book of Gods from the Church of the Apocalypse and the US Department of Defense seemed like unreachable options for now.
It was a bit disappointing, but both Yeomyeong and Seti quickly pushed those thoughts aside.
They still had plenty of information they needed to extract from Dilla, and time was not on their side.
Though they even considered extreme methods like torture, surprisingly, Dilla started spilling information willingly.
Not only did she provide details about the necromancer headquarters but also about the mafia hiding in the Gemini Sovereign State.
She even gave out unasked-for information, which surprised the Saintess.
According to Seti, it was the power of Mignium—though the Saintess wasn’t sure what exactly Seti had done to achieve such results.
Regardless, Seti had managed to gather all the useful information before returning to the cabin.
Presently.
It was just Yeomyeong, the Saintess, and the seemingly lifeless Dilla in the cabin.
The Saintess found herself in a frustrating situation.
She was forced to deal with a hostage at an important time when she was supposed to be all alone with Yeomyeong.
Had she known that this would happen, she would have rather let Dilla die instead of healing her—or just shot her in the head right away.
And if she had shot with the intent to kill from the start, she wouldn’t have missed that floating skull bastard either.
As she entertained such thoughts while staring at Dilla, the Saintess turned to Yeomyeong.
His face had now returned to its middle-aged appearance. The shadows under his eyes, highlighted by the soft light, made his wrinkles look… so very… enticing.
…Tsk.
Trying to shake off the thought, the Saintess shook her head, and carefully took in his face.
Will Yeomyeong look like that when he gets older?
Whether the illusion would come true or not, she would only know once they actually reached that age. However… could she remain by his side until then?
Growing old together…
It felt like a pipe dream—something uncertain, with no way to guarantee it would happen even after they overcame Yeomyeong’s quest for revenge, the Saintess’ duty, and Seti’s feelings.
If only she could see it through her Foresight—she’d have peeked countless times. But unfortunately, Yeomyeong’s future remained hidden from her eyes.
…Was the future my mother saw really true?
As a strange ache pricked at her heart, the Saintess quietly rose from the bed and approached Yeomyeong.
While she couldn’t see the future, at this moment, Yeomyeong was right in front of her.
The first step to loving life is loving the present.

Remembering a verse from the green god Isaginog’s scripture, the Saintess stretched her hand towards Yeomyeong.
She didn’t do anything crazy; she simply grasped Yeomyeong’s hand tightly.
His calloused hand was warm—far warmer than she’d expected.
“…”
Probably caught off guard by the sudden contact, Yeomyoeng didn’t seem startled.
He studied her face silently, then smiled softly as he moved his hand.
Was he trying to free himself? No, after a moment of fidgeting, he entwined his fingers with hers.
Interlocked fingers, tightly clasped hands.
“Uh…?”
As the Saintess blinked in confusion, Yeomyeong swiftly pulled her toward him.
Dragged along helplessly, the Saintess sat down directly on his lap. The distance between them was so close, that his breathing could be heard.
Her earlobes flushed red as Yeomyeong whispered softly.
“Is this enough?”
“…”
The Saintess wanted to suggest going one step further—just up to their lips.
However, at that very moment, her eyes accidentally caught sight of the mirror across from the seat.
What she saw reflected was a blushing, bashful… Gukbap restaurant lady.
“…”
So that was why he was smiling earlier? It was because of this face?!
Having realized the truth, the Saintess quickly turned her head, only to see Yeomyeong struggling to hold back laughter.
“You little…!”
As the Saintess trembled with frustration and yelled, Yeomyeong raised his free hand to cover her eyes.
Though he didn’t say anything, the Saintess realized that he had dispelled the illusion.
Her interlocked hand burned, and her spinning vision finally settled under the cover of his hand.
“…Saintess.”
His voice, unusually low and soft, made her swallow her breath. She could tell something in him had shifted.
“I like Seti as much as you like her. But you already know that, don’t you?”
“…Yeah.”
“You know this and still act this way—does that mean that you’ve made up your mind, or are you deliberately ignoring it? Which one is it?”
His unexpected words left her momentarily at a loss. After a moment of hesitation, she placed her free hand atop their clasped hands.
“Did you know? My dad was supposed to be the next Holy Sword candidate.”
“…”
“But then, out of nowhere, he married an Earthian spy, which enraged the Holy Sword so much that he chose Freya Cahn, an Earthian, as his successor.”
This was information that no documentary could ever reveal. Yeomyeong smiled faintly, understanding what she was hinting at.
“If my dad could do it, why can’t I? Worse comes to worst, I’ll just quit being a Saintess.”
It was a bold declaration, strong enough to erase all the hidden anguish and pain within those words.
This time, Yeomyeong found himself at a loss for words momentarily but soon decided to show it through action.
He leaned forward and tilted his head as their faces grew closer.
The Saintess swallowed, the sound of the speeding train filling the air.
Then, just as he reached her, Yeomyeong pressed his lips to her ‘forehead’.
“…”
A soft touch was followed by a brief silence.
By the time cold sweat began to bead on Dilla’s back as she pretended to be asleep, Yeomyeong pulled away, and the Saintess touched her forehead, muttering softly.
“Huh… seriously? You’re just stopping at the forehead? In this kind of mood?”
“Yeah. This is it for today. I don’t think I’ll be able to hold back if I go any further.”
“…What?”
Today? Unable to hold back? Before the Saintess could fully process his words, Yeomyeong quickly cloaked her face in the illusion of the Gukbap restaurant lady again.
And without another word, he stood up and made his escape from the cabin.
“Hey, you…! Where do you think you’re going?!”
* * *
Neti’s eyes narrowed as she and Corvus pressed their ears against the wall.
There was some noise, but it was a bit different from what she had expected.
The sound of the Saintess yelling and the footsteps of her brother-in-law fleeing down the hallway.
She told them to set the mood, but what the hell were they doing?
“Ah, it looks like today’s a bust.”
Neti said as she took her ear off the wall. Corvus also pulled away and nodded.
“Well, today is not the only day. We still have a few more days until the final stop. So, it’s not over yet. If we move that necromancer to this room tomorrow, something will probably happen, right?”
“Yes, that’s true, but…”
Wasn’t her sister being a little too calm about all this?
Neti subtly turned her head to sneak a glance at her older sister.
She was seated at the cabin’s table, writing something diligently. At a mere glance, Neti could see she was writing the words [Necromancer, Mafia, Knight Order].
She was busy too. Unable to resist her curiosity, Neti spoke up.
“Uh, Unnie…?”
“What?”
“Aren’t you worried about brother-in-law?”
Since her sister had already caught her in the act, Neti shamelessly asked with an audacious grin.
Seti shrugged her shoulders as she responded.
“Not really.”
She didn’t even spare a glance, exuding an air of confidence that even Corvus found odd.
“Miss Seti, can I ask why you’re so confident?”
Perhaps because Corvus was a teacher, Seti finally looked up and alternated glances between them.
“I want to ask you instead. What makes you so sure that Yeomyeong and the Saintess will cross the line?”
“Well… if two attractive, young people who like each other are all alone together in a secret place…”
Neti stopped speaking at that point. Her sister was staring at her with an expression that looked like she was looking at an insect.
“I thought I told you to stop reading those romance novels.”
“…”
“Do you think Yeomyeong is some kind of beast? Do you really think he’s the type to pounce on a girl just because he can’t hold back?”
He’s not a beast, but he’s a man. Aren’t all men like that? Neti struggled to keep her rebuttal to herself.
Like her sister said, the only information she had regarding romantic relationships was from romance novels.
“And it’s not the first time. If he feels like he can’t hold back, he’ll just step back. Please, let’s be reasonable.”
Having been unintentionally dragged into the scolding, Corvus scratched her nose awkwardly. Meanwhile, as Neti tilted her head in curiosity at the words, “It’s not the first time,” Seti added one final remark.
“I can guarantee that nothing will happen until we reach the final stop.”
* * *
Whether her statement was a prophecy or not, nothing really happened until the train reached Gemini City.
For some reason, the Saintess seemed satisfied, but from Neti and Corvus’s perspective, the turn of events left them dumbfounded.
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* * *
The first-class train finally arrived at its destination at noon, when the sun was shining directly overhead.
While they should have normally arrived around dawn, the arrival was delayed due to the single stop along the way.
The train staff had prepared a final lunch as an apology, however, the group politely declined.
The reason being that Neti was the culprit who had stopped the train, the Saintess didn’t want to run into the CIA agent, and Yeomyeong and Seti couldn’t resist Corvus’ insistence on getting off the train quickly.
I feel like I’m going to die at this rate.
When Corvus mentioned that she felt like her insides were twisting from maintaining the transformation spell for too long, the group got off the train, half laughing, half serious.
Even so, Yeomyeong didn’t forget to say goodbye to Kim Mansoo and Tian Lin.
- Let’s meet again later.
- I’ll give you my contact info. If you ever come to the U.S., just call me.
With that lighthearted farewell, Yeomyeong marked the end of their brief train journey.
As they got off the train and stepped onto the platform, having returned to her crow form, Corvus was flapping her wings.
Her voice sounded several times more relaxed than when she was in human form.
“Humans should indeed live as they were born.”
The group chuckled at her joke, but lacking social awareness, the necromancer frowned and interrupted.
“…Humans? Since when did Beastfolk become humans?”
It looks like you’ve gotten used to being a hostage these past few days, huh? Offended by her audacious remark, Neti used telekinesis to smack the Necromancer on the back of her head.
Her strike contained some emotion behind it.
Holding her sore head, Dilla shut her mouth, and Corvus broke the tension by saying, “A Beastfolk is more human than being a corpse thief.”
Thanks to that, the atmosphere grew lighter, but Yeomyeong didn’t try to spoil or suppress it.
To be honest, Yeomyeong was also a little excited.
From the very moment they arrived at the station, the sense of familiarity he felt from his surroundings reminded him of one particular fact.
I’m finally going back to Earth.
Although there were still small issues like getting the fake IDs and mafia-related troubles… but compared to everything they had been through, those were trivial.
As he gathered his luggage, Yeomyeong said,
“Well then, shall we go? Let’s find a hotel first.”
“A hotel? What do you mean by that, brother-in-law…?”
Neti squinted as her words trailed off, and Yeomyeong gave her a light smack on the forehead, finding her obvious misunderstanding cute.
“The cargo train carrying Tindamel and his merchant group won’t arrive until tomorrow. We can’t just sleep on the streets while we wait, can we?”
“…”
Anyway, as the group left the station with slightly lighter steps,
Scarlett, who had been waiting for the Gukbap restaurant lady at lunch, eventually went to find them, but Yeomyeong and his group had already disappeared into the city.
* * *
Gemini City.
The twin city of Los Angeles felt more “Earth-like” than any place Yeomyeong had seen beyond the Dimensional Portal.
Skyscrapers and buildings sprouting everywhere, and all kinds of cars moving along well-paved roads.
Traffic lights and bus stops and not to mention the plastic trash bins rolling around the alleyways—how long had it been since he had last seen such things?
Even the air felt like a city—the distinct smell of car exhaust, cigarettes, and coffee mingling together.
If it weren’t for the massive Dimensional Portal shimmering in the western part of the city, it could have easily been mistaken for any major Korean city.
And it seemed like the rest of the group also shared similar thoughts as their steps were a little lighter with excitement.
However, that feeling didn’t last long. The deeper they ventured into the city, the more it began to look like something from beyond the Dimensional Portal.
“I’ll do anything for money! Just 15 dollars! I’ll work the whole day for you just for 15 dollars!”
An orc holding a sign asking for a job.
“McCol! Be-er! Barley- bread! Bar-ley grown by dwarves!”
A dwarf selling food on the street, and…
Beastfolk?
- We are not cannibals!
- Recognize Beastfolk as a true race! Guarantee the right to cross the Dimensional Portal!
- Abolish Dimensional Portal discrimination! The portal is for everyone!
Sheep, wolves, foxes, bears, tigers… All kinds of beastfolks wearing red headbands, holding signs with similar messages, were shouting loudly.
Yeomyeong blinked at the surreal sight.
Stunned by the scene, the rest of the group also watched for a moment.
Corvus, who had been hanging on the Saintess’ bag, clicked her beak sharply—almost like a cough in human terms.
“Those guys are still living like that. It looks like they never get tired of it.”
The Saintess tilted her head in confusion.
“Do you know anything about that protest?”
As if she had been waiting for the question, Corvus answered immediately.
“It is not a major protest. They’ve been protesting to lift the Dimensional Portal restrictions placed on them for a long time.”
International laws strictly prohibit the entry of species like beastfolk and orcs, who were not considered beneficial to Earth.
While orcs could cross the portal if they passed an ethics test, except for a few tribes that moved their habitat to Africa, it was illegal for Beastfolk to set foot on Earth.
“…Is that protest about allowing them to visit Earth?”
“To be more precise, they’re protesting to be allowed to go to Earth and earn higher wages.”
“So, it’s about money?”
“It would have been a different story if it were just a small amount. However, the difference in average wage between Earth and here is still three times greater, although the gap has been narrowing a bit recently.”
“…That sounds unfair.”
Corvus shrugged her wings.
“What can you do? That’s how the economy works.”
“…”
“Most humans don’t want to work with Beastfolk. So, they get pushed out of businesses that really make money, and while they’re very skilled in manual labor, those jobs are limited, and wages are low.”
“If they’re skilled, why are there fewer jobs?”
“It’s actually a simple concept.”
Starting with those words, Corvus continued with her explanation.
Simple labor, like, for example, loading and unloading a warehouse.
If it took 10 humans to fill a warehouse in one day, only 3 beastfolk would be needed for the same. Their physical abilities, which surpassed even those of orcs, made this possible.
“If they’re that good, shouldn’t their wages be higher…?”
“Oho, wait until you’ve heard the whole story.”
It would have been a different story if there were infinite jobs, but was there really that much demand for simple labor?
Jobs were limited compared to the number of workers, so naturally, the requirements for employment became stricter.
And to get through those tight job openings, the beastfolk had to compete against each other.
With what? Their wages.
A beastfolk asking for $10 a day would be outbid by another asking for $9.
This endless competition would inevitably drive wages down—$9 would drop to $7, and $7 would drop to $5.
And during an economic recession, there were even beastfolk willing to work just for food…
After hearing the explanation, the Saintess asked cautiously.
“But what if they formed a union or went on strike?”
“There are too many beastfolks looking for jobs. If they were to go on strike, another beastfolk would immediately take their place. And on top of that, they’ll be branded as a commie.”
“…”
“If they’re that unhappy, they can always return to the prairie and live like wild animals. Although if an unknown beastfolk is caught committing cannibalism in the neighborhood, everyone in the area gets wiped out along with them.”
Corvus spoke as though she were talking about someone else’s story. While Yeomyeong was impressed by the new knowledge, he asked with some concern.
“Are you okay with this? They’re still your fellow kin.”
“Fellow kin?”
Corvus’ expression twisted slightly. Feeling he may have said something wrong, Yeomyeong reached out to her.
“Is that not the case?”
“It’s not. I don’t consider them my fellow kin, even if they do.”
With that, Corvus climbed up Yeomyeong’s arm and hopped onto his shoulder.
Then, standing on the shoulder of the tallest member of the group, she could see all the beastfolk gathered below with one glance.
“My apprentice, look carefully. They all have one distinctive trait.”
Trait? Yeomyeong turned his head to follow Corvus’ gaze but was unable to spot anything particular.
Herbivorous and carnivorous beastfolk alike were united for one purpose…
Then, it suddenly dawned upon Yeomyeong.
“…They’re all animals with fur.”
“Exactly, you saw it clearly.”
“…”
“Back in the days of the prairie, the ones with the most authority—the wolf and lion beastfolk—arbitrarily divided the beastfolk into four separate classes: those with fur, those with feathers, those with scales, and… those with bare skin.”
This was also new information for him—something he had never come across in documentaries or textbooks.
“Those bastards who used to prey on their own kind divided us into classes, and the outcome was predictable. The furry beastfolk placed themselves at the very top and used their class system to oppress and exploit the others.”
“…”
“And it wasn’t until we were about to be swept away by Earth that they called us ‘kin’ and extended a hand. Some beastfolk believed them, while others didn’t…”
A hint of disgust crept into Corvus’ voice as her black pearl eyes reflected the furry beastfolk.
“I can no longer trust those furry folks.”
“…”
Yeomyeong sensed that Corvus had a deeper reason for her feelings but chose not to ask.
And with Corvus still perched on his shoulder, Yeomyeong began leading the group toward the nearest hotel.
Or, rather, he was about to.
However, before they could take more than a few steps, wolf beastfolk in suits blocked their way.
“…What is this?”
Yeomyeong frowned and asked, an old wolf with graying fur stepped forward from among the beastfolk.
“Are you the group that arrived by first-class train at the Southern Station?”
“…Would you believe me if I said no?”
“No, I was just asking out of courtesy. I already knew.”
The old wolf spoke casually and gestured to his subordinates. The beastfolk began to slowly surround the group.
Yeomyeong calmly surveyed the situation before asking the old wolf.
“Are you planning to threaten us in the middle of the city?”
“Of course, I wouldn’t if it were a normal situation. But just now… that crow bitch insulted the protest of my kin. As a protector of my kin, I can’t just let that slide.”
The wolf beastfolk’s claws were pointed at Corvus.
Without saying a word, Corvus jumped off Yeomyeong’s shoulder and sat on the Saintess’ bag.
It was a gesture showing her readiness to draw her staff and shatter everything in sight if necessary, but unaware of this, the wolves assumed that she was frightened and chuckled.
Not wanting to get caught in this kind of trouble before they’d even met the mafia, Yeomyeong sighed.
“What do you want?”
He asked bluntly. The old wolf licked his lips and answered.
“It’s nothing difficult. Come with us to our hideout. I swear on my honor that you’ll be safe, Scarlett O’Hara.”
“…”
“Our boss wants to speak with the CIA.”
Yeomyeong shook his head. This bastard was really barking up the wrong tree.
“You’ve got the wrong person. Scarlett O’Hara? She’s still on the train. We’re the group that got off earlier.”
“What?”
“The train prepared lunch. We didn’t eat and got off first, but she stayed. So if you don’t want your boss to get angry… you should hurry to the station immediately.”
Well, they would probably end up as Swiss cheese at the hands of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group’s mercenaries, but Yeomyeong held back his next words and gestured for the group to follow with a glance.
Let’s just go.
Neti, who had been hoping for something more, was unable to hide her disappointment. However, after receiving a smack on the forehead from her sister, she followed Yeomyeong in silence.
The wolves didn’t stop the group and simply stared at the old wolf, standing with a crooked posture, but the old wolf suddenly raised its head.
“Wait.”
“What now?”
“Leave the crow behind.”
“…”
“Anyone who insults a fellow kin must face the consequences.”
As soon as the old wolf finished speaking, Corvus reached into the bag with her hand… no, her talon.
It was clear that she was gathering mana, preparing to shatter the area with a massive spell.
Certain that it would be best to end things here, Yeomyeong loosened his hand, half-clenched, and asked the old wolf.
“Hey, what’s your name?”
“I don’t have a name to give to someone like you.”
“Oh, really? Then are you left-handed or right-handed?”
“Are you trying to stall for time with your nonsense? The police won’t be coming here—”
Before the old wolf could finish, Yeomyeong swung his hand.
The moment his shoulder tensed, Yeomyeong clenched his fist and drew a sword from his inventory.
Sword Aura manifested immediately, slicing through the wolves, and he clenched his fist again to retract the sword.
A technique where he drew the sword, swung it, and stored it back immediately.
The sword moved so quickly, that even its afterimage couldn’t be detected, and the result was inevitable.
Thud, thud, thud—
In the next moment, the left thumbs of the wolves in suits all fell to the ground simultaneously.
The beastfolks couldn’t say anything and simply stared blankly at the severed thumbs on the floor.
Was it because their sense of pain was duller than that of humans? No, it was because they simply couldn’t understand what just happened.
What in the world happened?
The old wolf trembled as he stared at his bleeding left hand. Despite facing him directly, all he was able to see was the faint afterimage of the sword.
At that moment, Yeomyeong stretched out his hand again and spoke.
“You said the police won’t come here, right? Then let’s see if they’ll come even after your head falls off.”
A brief silence ensued. The old wolf stared at Yeomyeong with confused eyes. He hadn’t felt any mana, so how was this possible?
Instead of responding, Yeomyeong aimed for the wolves’ necks and spoke.
“I’ll give you three seconds.”
The old wolf hurriedly gathered his fallen thumb and turned tail.
Clearly terrified, he was running on all fours, disregarding his suit.
Yeomyeong watched them scramble for a moment when
Corvus tapped her beak and spoke.
“Apprentice, why didn’t you just cut off their shoulders? They’d regenerate anyway.”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer.
* * *
In the center of Gemini City.
In a VIP room of a tall building overlooking the central square, a middle-aged man was watching the protestors below.
Although they appeared as small as fingernails from such a height, the man didn’t mind.
His eyes, infused with mana, were able to capture the scene in the square as clearly as a photograph.
“These vulgar beasts who don’t even know the meaning of honor… as soon as the elder let his guard down… how dare they…!”
He ground his teeth as he glared at the beastfolk, looking ready to charge down and shoot them all if he had a gun.
At that moment, a group of humans facing off against the wolf thugs appeared in his line of sight.
Four women, one man, and a large crow beastfolk.
From the travel bags hanging from their shoulders, they seemed to be wealthy tourists from Earth.
They were unfortunate that the wolf thugs, who liked to pick fights, had made them their target.
It was just their bad luck that they happened to run into them on the day they were out. How pitiful these Earthians were.
The middle-aged man crossed his arms and watched the scene unfold.
If those thugs harmed the Earthians, he was planning to use it as an excuse to wipe out all those beasts in the city.
However, the ones truly in trouble were the wolves, not the tourists.
The skill of the middle-aged man with golden eyes facing off against those guys was truly extraordinary. With a single strike of his sword, he sliced off the thumbs of dozens of wolves.
It was an impressive display of skill, but what truly surprised the man was something completely different—the sight of him taking the sword out of the void and putting it back just by manipulating his hand.
“…Inventory?”
The man stared blankly for a moment, then quickly summoned his secretary.
“Bring me my sword, right now.”
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* * *
The group planned to have lunch at the hotel but were then confronted by an unexpected obstacle.
- I apologize. We do not accept beastfolk at this hotel.
Starting with Earth’s renowned brand-name hotels to budget accommodations similar to tourist hostels, as soon as they saw Corvus, every hotel refused to give them a room in fear.
Unable to tolerate it any longer, the Saintess protested, but it had no effect.
The reason the hotels refused to accept beastfolks wasn’t because of discrimination or hatred, but due to an innate fear.
- Just a week ago, beastfolk terrorists used room service to capture and eat the hotel staff. We apologize, but please go somewhere else.
As a result, the group were unable to even find a hotel and had to settle for eating their meal on the street.
Fortunately, the barley bread with barley jam (?), sold by a dwarf on the street, was tasty. The McCol, however, was not great.
Anyway, the group sat on a street bench and filled their stomachs as cars passed by.
As Neti secretly emptied the McCol into a flower bed, and the setting sun cast long shadows over them, shaking off the breadcrumbs from her wings, Corvus spoke up.
“It seems that having me around makes it difficult for you to find accommodation.”
Her tone was light, but the atmosphere of the group turned tense as they realized what she was trying to say.
“A day or two isn’t a problem, but here…”
At that moment, Yeomyeong, who had been chewing on the barley bread, interrupted her.
“Are you suggesting that we part ways? There’s no need.”
“But, the accommodation…”
“You don’t have to worry about that. If necessary, we can just rent out an entire guesthouse to ourselves.”
Saying so, Yeomyeong then pulled out a pouch of gold coins from his inventory.
Corvus was momentarily stunned speechless upon seeing the heavy pouch of money, but after the Saintess let out a small chuckle, she spoke again.
“I never thought there would be a day when I’d be moved by the sight of money.”
Corvus’ voice contained a mix of jest and sincerity as she spoke. Upon hearing that, Neti giggled, the Saintess grinned, and Seti silently dipped her barley bread into the McCol.
For a moment, everyone simply focused on filling their stomachs in that relaxed atmosphere.
And before they knew it, they finished their meal, stood up, and turned toward the next lodging.
With his bread basket now emptied, the dwarf waved them goodbye as everyone gathered at the traffic light to cross the street.
At that moment, a black limousine came to a screeching halt in front of them.
The appearance of the luxury sedan limousine, rare even on Earth, immediately drew attention from the passersby. As the back door opened, a dwarf in a suit wearing a monocle with burn marks covering his face stepped out.
Unlike the other dwarves they had met so far, this one gave off a distinctly military vibe.
Seeing a few people on the street immediately flee at the mere sight of him, it seemed he was quite a famous figure in the city…
Without hesitation, he suddenly approached the group and spoke directly to Yeomyeong.
“Could you spare a moment? There’s someone who wishes to speak to you about the inventory.”
* * *
As history had proven, criminal organizations were all born in similar environments.
An ineffective government and unstable security.
People who would stop at nothing for profit.
Discrimination against minorities and workers.
When those who conformed to society became objects of ridicule, and both the rich and the poor preferred easy violence over justice, criminal organizations naturally became a part of society.
This was true in medieval Sicily, in modern America, and it was also true in the p Gemini City…
“Just summarize it.”
Seated on the comfortable limousine seat, Yeomyeong cut off the conversation.
The dwarf, who had been driveling non-stop until then, glared at Yeomyeong.
“This is still an important story.”
“We just came from Dreitherial.”
Upon hearing the name of the city of scums from beyond the Dimensional Portal, the dwarf’s face hardened.
“…So you are a native from that garbage dump, huh? It seems that I have just made a fool of myself in front of the expert.”
“…”
Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied it.
He just tilted his head a little and aimed an ice spike at the dwarf’s forehead.
The dwarf alternated his gaze between Yeomyeong and the ice spike, and by the time Neti asked, “Can I open the fridge?”, he spoke again.
“Then let’s talk about something other than our history.”
“Summarize it.”
“Hmm, are you aware that the organization that rules this city is called ‘La Cosa Nostra’?”
Yeomyeong nodded. The mafia from America that had crossed over to the Dimensional Portal.
“Actually, ‘La Cosa Nostra’ is just the front organization. In reality, three organizations have formed an alliance.”
“Three organizations?”
“The Beastfolk’s Prairie Brotherhood, La Cosa Nostra run by the Earthian mafias, and… our Knight Order.”
Yeomyeong furrowed his brows. Not just any other groups, but three criminal organizations coexisting in a single city?
What reason did the mafia have to join forces? An external enemy? A balance of power? Or maybe an absolute powerhouse?
As Yeomyeong pondered over that, the dwarf provided the answer.
“The peace between the three was established entirely thanks to our captain. It’s the result of his efforts for the city’s citizens.”
“…”
Even though the words “Knight Order” and “Captain” coming from a mere gangster sounded cringe-worthy, Yeomyeong didn’t mock him.
After all, the Count Palatines in Dreitherial were also gangsters who ruled the city with power and authority.
And moreover, this was a city connected to Earth.
If someone was able to control gangsters here, they must be exceptional in both strength and wisdom.
Of course, this was just a hypothetical scenario. So, Yeomyeong responded with a slightly sharp voice.
“Even if you have an arrangement like that, the situation still looks pretty messed up.”
Far from the city, a band of thieves roaming on the plains were exploiting the name of their organization. Meanwhile, in the heart of the city, Beastfolk gangsters were tailing the CIA…
Yeomyeong didn’t bother bringing it up, but the dwarf shut his mouth as if he had heard those unspoken words.
A brief silence ensued.
Perhaps embarrassed, the dwarf stared out the window for a moment, let out a deep sigh, and broke the silence.
“Recently, the Captain… has been a bit… unwell.”
“…”
“As soon as that news began to spread, all sorts of scum started making their moves. Those idiots who don’t even know what loyalty and honor mean.”
As he said that, the dwarf stared directly into Yeomyeong’s golden eyes, which had turned cold and calm.
Just as he was about to continue, Seti interrupted.
“Enough already. Just tell us the reason you came to see Yeomyeong.”
That was right. Just moments ago, the dwarf had approached Yeomyeong’s group out of nowhere, demanding they come with him, and Yeomyeong couldn’t refuse.
It was because of the word he had mentioned: “Inventory.”
Seti, who also knew what that word meant, had no choice but to follow Yeomyeong into the limousine.
And now…
Tired of the long-winded conversation, Seti could not hold back any longer and decided to speak up.
“If you’re planning to trap us, stop dragging it out and just be done with it. We don’t have time to waste.”
The cold tone of her voice was enough to make Neti, who had been sipping on cola from the limo fridge, freeze.
Wiping his scarred face, the dwarf responded.
“…I apologize if my actions led to any misunderstanding. That wasn’t my intention.”
“Forget the apology and just tell us the reason.”
The dwarf didn’t answer right away. He hesitated for a moment, then sighed and spoke.
“…I don’t know the exact reason either.”
“…”
Just as Corvus clicked her beak, the dwarf quickly gave an excuse.
“I’m just here on the vice captain’s orders to bring you all.”
“For someone who knows nothing, you sure talk a lot.”
“Having a conversation is better than stifling silence, don’t you think?”
Unable to tolerate the lame excuses any longer, the moment Seti stood up, the limousine came to a stop. It had circled the city and finally reached its destination.
The group looked out of the limo window almost simultaneously and frowned in unison.
This was the second hotel they had checked out before being turned away from during their visit.
- *We have arrived at the Imperial Grand Hotel.*
Whether he was aware of the ice spike aimed at the back of his head or not, the driver smoothly announced the destination.
* * *
Unlike their first visit, the hotel staff didn’t dare to refuse Corvus this time.
In fact, they were repeatedly apologizing to Corvus for having failed to recognize her connection with the dwarf.
And perhaps trying to take advantage of the situation, the dwarf asked slyly.
“How many rooms would you like to reserve?”
While Seti’s gaze turned cold, Yeomyeong stepped forward and answered him instead.
“Three large rooms, please—the finest, with the best cityscape view.”
“What about your meals?”
“All room service.”
The dwarf nodded as if he could easily accommodate such requests. He then naturally began issuing commands to the staff, which made it clear that this hotel was probably owned by the Knight Order.
“Is this really okay?”
Seti asked after stopping the staff who tried to carry their luggage. It seemed the others had similar thoughts, as the staff members reluctantly stepped back with awkward expressions.
Yeomyeong shrugged and replied.
“Even though they know about the inventory, they still sent the limousine. We might as well have a conversation.”
“And also take care of the lodging at the same time?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong merely chuckled. As Seti shook her head in exasperation, large, burly men, noticeably distinct from the hotel staff, approached the group.
“Sir Jepun, we’ve come to escort the guests.”
It seemed the dwarf’s name was Jepun. He extended his hand toward Yeomyeong.
The burly men bowed their heads to Yeomyeong before positioning themselves in a circle around him.
“We will escort you to the special suite.”
As they attempted to lead Yeomyeong away, Corvus blocked their path.
“Apprentice, is it really okay for you to go alone?”
Yeomyeong glanced around before nodding.
“I’m fine. You can go ahead and have some rest first.”
“If any trouble arises, just send a signal. I’ll destroy this hotel without hesitation.”
Her words definitely didn’t sound like a joke. Yeomyeong nodded in agreement before following Jepun and the burly men, separating from the group.
Contrary to his expectations, they didn’t lead him through a secret passage or underground tunnel.
Instead, they simply took an elevator and led him to a room on the far end of the 7th floor, an oddly specific but inconspicuous floor.
The room at which they arrived seemed like one with good soundproofing.
There were no elaborate locks, no magic circles, just an entirely ordinary hotel room.
And the only one who could enter the room was Yeomyeong.
The burly men disappeared into the hallway, leaving only Jepun standing at the entrance, bowing to Yeomyeong.
“The Vice Captain is inside.”
With the sound of the door closing behind him, Yeomyeong stepped inside the room and found a middle-aged man sitting at the table.
With his slicked-back hair streaked with gray, a well-groomed mustache, and solid muscles visible beneath his suit, this middle-aged man already seemed extraordinary just based on appearance alone. And the mana emanating from him only reinforced that impression.
That was a level of superhuman ability that would be hard to find anywhere else.
He greeted Yeomyeong after placing a magnificent sword on the table.
“Nice to meet you. I am Sancho, the vice captain of the Knight Order that governs this city. Thank you for accepting my sudden invitation.”
“Yes, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Yeomyeong took a seat across the table. His gaze naturally fell on the sword resting there, and with just a single glance, he could tell it was no ordinary weapon.
The entire blade was made from a dragon’s bone, and there were not one, but three intricate magic circles engraved on the hilt.
If this were to be auctioned on Earth, it would easily fetch hundreds of billions.
Why on earth would someone place such a valuable sword on a table like this? As Yeomyeong pondered over this question, Sancho spoke up.
“It’s a fine sword, isn’t it?”
“…Yes, it looks like an incredibly fine sword.”
Though not quite as good as mine. Yeomyeong swallowed those words as he watched Sancho stroke the blade gently.
“It is a treasure that belonged to the fallen Imperial Knight Order.”
“…”
“And as you’re probably aware, it’s a very rare sword. To explain it based on your standard… it’s a weapon that can perform well even in the later stages.”
My standards? Yeomyeong loosely clenched his hand, ready to draw the sword from his inventory at any moment.
“I… don’t quite understand what you mean…”
“There’s no need to pretend you don’t understand. After all, I’m just like you.”
“…”
“Someone who fell into this world, which is not reality.”
Yeomyeong still said nothing in response. Sancho alternated his gaze between Yeomyeong’s face and his hands before quietly standing up.
“I was a movie director who made a movie about this world.”
A player, an author, and now a movie director.
The director looked at Yeomyeong’s cold, subdued eyes and asked.
“You must have fallen into a game, right? Were you a game developer? Or just a regular player?”
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* * *
The player, the author, and now, the movie director.
Was it because this was the third time he met someone from outside the world?
Yeomyeong didn’t feel much surprise.
He was simply curious as to why such an unexpected meeting had taken place.
Well, thing would have probably been easier if the old man had shown some hostility—then he might have understood. Had it been an ambush, he would have gladly fought back.
However, Sancho, who claimed to be a movie director, didn’t pose any threats. Instead, he sent a limousine to bring them over and then explained the situation through his subordinate during the entire journey.
The boss’ deteriorating health and the division within the organization.
It was information too dangerous to be revealed to an outsider, especially someone they had just met.
…What is he thinking?
Had he mistaken him for the Player? No, even if that were the case, this attitude still didn’t make sense.
Both the Author and the Player had been cautious, hiding their true identities while worrying about the others who came from another world.
I can tell this man is definitely hiding something beneath the surface…
However, after meeting him face-to-face, it didn’t seem like it was hostility or malice.
And the very words coming from his mouth confirmed that.
“When I first got the offer to be the director, I was pretty shocked. For someone like me, a mid-level director, being involved in a franchise universe felt like… the end of my career.”
“…”
“I’m not bad at making movies, but I’m just not good enough to create original works. That’s what they thought of me. Honestly, if it weren’t for the money, I wouldn’t have accepted.”
He was trying to close the distance and ease the atmosphere with casual chatter.
And his lighthearted tone as he added, “Still, it was too much money to refuse,” there was a strange sense of familiarity in his demeanor.
As their conversation stretched on, and even topics about movie production techniques started to come up…
Yeomyeong interrupted him and asked.
“So, what is it that you want from me?”
Was his question too blunt? Sancho’s lips curled up slightly as he tried to ease the atmosphere through the trivial talk.
He glanced back and forth between the sword on the table and Yeomyeong before leaning back in his chair to answer.
“Not long ago, I learned that you raided a dragon’s nest without a master.”
Yeomyeong recollected that the Player had raided an ownerless dragon’s nest beyond the Dimensional Portal and filled his inventory with all the resources he found there.
The various elixirs the guy had been chugging like water were all from that dragon’s nest.
“It’s been five years since I’ve started searching for that dragon’s nest.”
“…Five years.”
That was indeed a really long time, especially for someone who knew all the information about this world.
When his puzzled gaze met Sancho’s, the old man chuckled softly and answered.
“Unlike you, I don’t really know much about this world. All I have is from the information I gathered while making the movies.”
“…”
“In fact, the only reason I even know about the dragon’s nest was a line in passing dialogue.”
“Dialogue?”
“‘Somewhere near Crystal Lake, there’s a dragon’s nest. If I could get the elixir from there, perhaps I can save him…’ I still remember it. The actress playing the Saintess was terrible at acting.”
Yeomyeong barely held back a frown.
“…So, your goal was the elixir.”
That was the correct answer. Sancho didn’t even try to deny it and simply nodded.
“After confirming that you raided the dragon’s nest, I searched for other elixirs… but honestly, it was impossible. Where would I even find a potion that barely exists in this world, having only three vials at most?”
“…”
“It might be an unpleasant topic to hear, but I did a bit of digging into your past with the desperation of holding onto the last straw. And that’s how I found out that you use an unusually efficient subspace, and that you grow stronger by killing people.”
Inventory and leveling up.
Only now did Yeomyeong understand why Sancho had sent the limousine to pick them up and why the old man seemed so certain that he was the Player, even though his face was hidden by an illusion.
While Yeomyeong didn’t know how the man had figured it out, he must have seen him use the inventory when he cut off the thumbs of the Beastfolk who had started the fight.
A coincidence. Yet another coincidence.
Just like all the countless coincidences he had experienced since coming through the Dimensional Portal, it was too coincidental…
…Is all this really just a coincidence?
As Yeomyeong felt an inexplicable sense of alienation, Sancho picked up the phone at the corner of the table. It was the phone for room service.
“My mouth’s gotten dry from all this talking. Do you have a preferred drink?”
He spoke with a slightly casual tone, as if trying to maintain a friendly atmosphere. However, Yeomyeong sighed and gave the answer the old man didn’t want to hear.
“The elixir is not for sale.”
The hand holding the receiver froze. After a moment, Sancho put the phone down and asked.
“Why not? If it’s money… you don’t have to worry. I’ll give you this sword here as the contract fee.”
The Knight Order’s treasure sword as just the contract fee? It was tempting, but Yeomyeong shook his head with difficulty.
After all, he couldn’t trade something he no longer owned.
“I’m sorry, but I have already used the elixir.”
“Ah…”
A sigh of disappointment followed by a heavy silence.
And just in case the old man might change his attitude, Yeomyeong began gathering mana discreetly.
However, contrary to his worries, Sancho’s shoulders slumped like someone whose entire world had just crumbled.
After a while, Sancho cautiously broke the silence between them as it stretched on.
“Did you drink it all? If there’s any left, let me know. Just five drops… exactly five drops would be enough.”
“I’m sorry.”
“…Or do you know where I may find other elixirs?”
Yeomyeong shook his head. He might know if he were actuallyhe Player, but he wasn’t. He was an usurper who had killed the Player and stolen his abilities. He had no idea where else the elixir could be.
“….”
Silence descended once again.
Was it said that the despair seen at the end of hope was the most painful? Sancho’s expression seemed to mirror that very saying.
Pain, disappointment, and sorrow.
Sancho fidgeted with his trembling hands before suddenly asking.
“What about your level… no, how powerful are you now? Can you use Sword Aura?”
He wasn’t suggesting a fight. His tone carried a sense of desperation.
Yeomyeong paused for a moment before shrugging and answering.
“I’m strong enough to fight a dragon.”
“…A dragon.”
Lost in thought, Sancho pressed his fist to his lips, as though he were weighing something in his mind.
And after a short while, he made an unexpected proposal.
“Can you help me kill someone?”
* * *
Around the same time, Seti and the rest of the group were unpacking in the hotel suite.
In fact, there wasn’t much to unpack.
All the heavy items were in Yeomyeong’s inventory, and the only things in the group’s bags were their emergency wallets and underwear that they didn’t want Yeomyeong to see.
Anyway.
Neti quickly finished unpacking and walked straight to the window to take in the city’s night view.
Was it because of the LED craze sweeping the Dimensional Portal? Gemini City sparkled brightly, just like Earth.
The area around the LA Dimensional Portal especially was particularly stunning, with the Dimensional Portal absorbing the surrounding light and the LED lights blending together, creating the appearance of a massive, sparkling diamond.
Compared to the half-military base-like Kaesong Dimensional Portal, this place looked like art.
Lost in the beautiful night view, her sister’s voice finally reached Neti’s ear.
“Neti, we need to divide the rooms, how do you want to do it?”
Turning her head, Neti saw her sister organizing her brother-in-law’s bag.
The Saintess and Corvus were nowhere to be seen, likely having gone to the bathroom.
“…Divide the rooms? Why? We could all sleep together in a place like this.”
“We rented three of these suites. There’s no need to stick together in one room. And Yeomyeong is a man, right? Also…”
Seti’s gaze trailed off as it landed on the corner of the room.
There was a necromancer held captive there. Her hair had been dyed blonde due to her brother-in-law’s illusion, and she seemed nervous about something, rolling her eyes restlessly.
After briefly staring at her, Seti turned her attention back to Yeomyeong’s bag and spoke.
“I’ll take the Necromancer to another room and keep her under surveillance. You stay here with the Saintess and Corvus.”
“Uh… what about Brother-in-law?”
“He’ll be on his own, obviously.”
Was that really necessary? Brother-in-law was such a gentleman that even when he shared a cabin with the Saintess, he never lifted a finger.
Even if they shared a room, nothing would happen…
Sensing something off, Neti narrowed her eyes, as Seti took a small bag from Yeomyeong’s luggage.
The bag contained magic items, like the Handle of Uragan and the Golden Seal.
Normally, she would have kept them inside his outerwear, but ]she had temporarily taken them out?
As Neti thought about that, she was startled when she saw Seti open the small bag.
“Unnie, wait…”
However, the incident she had feared didn’t happen.
Rather than being attacked by the Handle of Uragan, her sister picked it up and examined it from all angles!
“…”
Shocked, Neti couldn’t close her mouth.
She only regained her composure after her sister finished organizing the bag.
“U-unnie.”
“What now?”
“Don’t tell me… you plan to do it from behind?”
Not understanding what she meant by that, Seti frowned. But then, she realized what her sister’s gaze was focused on and understood.
“…Are you insane?”
“No, I’m not the one who has gone crazy! It’s you! What on earth were you think—?”
Neti’s rambling didn’t last much longer., Unable to hold back, Seti slapped her forehead.
* * *
At the same time, on the 6th floor of the same hotel, CIA agent Scarlett O’Hara, who had rented out the entire floor with the mercenaries, was biting her nails.
It was because things had gotten terribly messed up.
The original plan wasn’t like this. She had intended to personally handle the matter in Dreitherial and finish the tasks neatly in Gemini City to earn recognition from her superiors.
However, the situation in Dreitherial was resolved before she could even arrive, and the atmosphere in Gemini City was worse than she had imagined.
Getting attacked by the dearranged necromancer in the middle was another problem.
FUCK.
She had intended to ask for help from the people she met on the train, but they vanished as soon as they arrived in the city.
She even asked the mercenary group to track them down, but they refused, saying they had been hired for an escort mission, not a search mission.
These fucking mercenaries.
If they were rejecting such a simple request, it meant that they definitely knew something, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.
She even had this thought.
Is the man with golden eyes… here to meet the Knight Order?
Her logic whispered that it didn’t make sense, but her emotions were sure that it was exactly the case
Crunch. Crunch.
When the thumb nail, which she had desperately tried to tidy up, grew ragged, and her worries festered until they began to rot, Scarlett O’Hara… no, Dina made a decision and jumped to her feet.
She then walked straight to the window, looking up at the night sky.
More precisely, at the moonlight, obscured by LED lights.
Soon, her eyes took on a pale white hue, resembling the moonlight.
The moon became her eye, and her eye became the moon in a miracle.
Her body couldn’t withstand the miracle, and she started bleeding, but Dina didn’t care and continued to focus her gaze.
Shortly after, the moonlight peeked over the city, revealing the ground in the wake of a fallen one’s will.
The person she was searching for was none other than the old man who would destroy the Dimensional Portal.

 
    

  Chapter 199: Interlude - The Diary of A Knight
* * *
[Day 3]
[Let’s admit it, this is real.
I really fell into another world. No, it’s not like the delusions I had back when I was a child; this is reality.
No, it can’t exactly be called reality.
If this is reality, then my creaky 40-year-old body wouldn’t have turned into a lively 10-year-old’s body, and I wouldn’t be sitting here writing this crap in a rural farmyard smelling of cow dung.
Damn it.
Why the hell is this happening to me?]
[Day 14]
[It’s been two weeks since I fell into this world.
I’ve been thinking about it, but I still don’t understand why something like this happened to me.
Usually, when something like this happens, isn’t it supposed to be some god or fairy that pops up to explain things?
But I haven’t come across anything. I didn’t get hit by a truck, nor have I seen any angels or demons. I’ve just been dumped into this world with no hints, no hope.
Damn it.]
[Day 24]
[I asked the farmer couple.
I don’t really know how much the damn stable costs, but haven’t I worked enough for 3 weeks to cover it?
The shitty farmer couple says that after deducting the food and shelter costs, I’ll have to work for another 2 years.
When I complained, the other farmers came over and threatened me.
It looks like I’m screwed.]
[Day 56]
[Escape failed.
My arms especially received a severe beating. Now, they are swollen and bright red. I even think one of the bones might be cracked.
Just wait, you ignorant bastards.
And especially Dale, that bastard… I thought he was my friend.
The side he beat me on still throbs.]
[Day 89]
[A clerk from a noble’s castle noted down my information.
When he asked for my name, I answered Miguel de Cervantes.
The author of Don Quixote that I admired.
After the clerk left, the farmer couple dared to beat me up for my audacity to have a family name.
Damn it, what do you want me to do when everyone in this town is a bunch of serfs with no family name?]
[Day 287]
[
Thanks to that bastard Dale, who’s off fooling around with the lady of the farm,
I worked by myself all day.
Damn it.]
[Day 365]
[The fertilizer bag had Russian writing on it. Soviet Socialist Republic Federation. What the hell is this?]
[Day 398]
[So, to sum it up, here’s what I’ve discovered—the place I fell into is the very world from the franchise movies I used to work on.
The problem is that the time I’m currently in is long before the story begins—an era when Earth had just been invaded by fantasy.
From my rough calculations, it seems like it will take about 40 years for the protagonist to be born.
This is so fucking ridiculous.]
[Day 655]
[Dale snitched to the mistress about me writing a diary.
Since pens and paper are precious here, I had been hiding them on purpose… but of course, they came immediately to take them away.
I managed to feign ignorance and get away with it, but judging from Dale’s eyes, this isn’t over.
Let’s see who dies first.]
[Day 671]
[Dale became a cripple.
The farm owner happened to catch Dale slacking off.
And the mistress happened to be having sex with Dale at that very moment.
The other villagers also happened to witness the whole scene.
The mistress cried, claiming to be the victim… but no matter how stupid the serfs are, they’re not that clueless.]
[Day 702]
[Dale was sold off. A creepy man in a black robe bought him… It’s obvious why someone would buy a cripple who can’t even walk.
What a shitty world.]
[Day 811]
[It seems the mistress suspects me of exposing the affair. What a quick-witted bitch.
But it’s already too late. My preparations to burn down the village are already complete.]
[Day 829]
[Watching the village burn was truly satisfying. I wonder, did the mistress repent as she died, or did she curse me instead?
I sincerely hope it was the latter.]
[Day 830]
[I’ve encountered an unexpected problem. The packhorse I stole doesn’t know how to carry people, and I don’t know how to ride a horse either.
Still, it’s better than nothing, so I decided to name it.
Rocinante.]
[Day 833]
[Fuck, you wouldn’t believe what I just saw.
A creature with the body of a lion, wings, and a massive human face descended from the sky and tore out Rocinante’s throat…
I barely managed to grab my belongings before running away. Sorry, Rocinante.]
[Day 875]
[The place called Baltua is a fucking awful city.
How can they detain someone for over a month just because they lacked proper identification? Is this place a military base or something?]
[Day 876]
It turns out Baltua is indeed a fortress city guarding the northern border against monsters. So, yeah, it is a military base.]
[Day 888]
[I met another Earthian for the first time. His name is William Ford. When I told him I was from Earth, he gladly offered to take me back there.
Finally, I can leave this shitty land and go back to Earth.]
[Day 921]
[William, that fucking bastard, turned out to be a slave trader, and I ended up imprisoned once again for more than month.
I was almost sold off to some middle-aged noblewoman, but thankfully, the Imperial Knights rescued me and even returned my belongings.
I feel really grateful towards these people, but I can’t shake off a strange feeling.
It was because the name of the knight commander who saved me… is the same as the lunatic knight who fights the protagonist.]
[Day 957]
[I became an attendant for the Knight Order because I needed a way to make a living anyway.
And surprisingly, the commander is actually a decent person. Kind, charismatic, and above all, genuinely good-hearted.
Is this really the same guy who burns LA to the ground?]
[Day 1203]
[The Empire is in terrible shape.
The Earthians are monopolizing the market with industrialized goods and using merchants as an excuse to send in their military.
From my perspective, they need to control the outflow of specialties like mana metal, elixirs, and magic items and then solve this through political and economic measures.
But the Emperor, reckless as ever, is rumored to be drafting a plan to invade the Soviet Union.]
[Day 1533]
[They say 80% of the dumb shit in modern history is Britain’s fault, and that couldn’t be more true.
The British army attacked a kingdom under the Empire’s rule.
It’s war.]
[Day 1579]
[We won. We did win, but…
Even Superhumans who can block machine guns with a single sword couldn’t survive dozens of Tallboy bombs1.
They would have survived if they had just run at the sight of the airplanes. But no—because those damned nobles needed time to escape, the rookies and ordinary knights were forced to pay the price with their lives.
The losses were so great that even I, a chamberlain, received an offer for formal knight training.
Thinking about the future, I should refuse without hesitation, but…
Fuck it, I don’t know anymore.]
[Day 1622]
[Why the hell did I decide to become a knight?]
[Day 1872]
[If there’s one thing the entire Knight Order agrees on, it’s that our commander is the future of the knights.
If he had been born on Earth, he would’ve been a great man in history.
I know this isn’t reality, but I still can’t help but be drawn to his character.
That said, fuck, I wish training wasn’t this brutal.]
[Day 1966]
[I finally felt mana!]
[Day 2001]
[I still can’t believe that I’ve officially become a knight.
To avoid being mistaken for an Earthian, I introduced myself as Sancho instead of Miguel de Cervantes at the knighthood ceremony.
A fitting name, don’t you agree?
After all, Don Quixote is already in the Knight Order.]
[Day 2468]
[The Earthian invasion is in full swing. Trade routes are blocked, and the air around the Dimensional Portal is thick with the cloud of war.
Well, at least the mages and the Empire aren’t complete idiots—they’ve started importing guns.
But these morons still see weapons without mana as crude, so they’re handing them off to slaves and conscripted soldiers.]
[Day 2631]
[Of all times for the Emperor’s health to be deteriorating.
Even the mages and the Saintess can’t figure out the cause; they just keep pouring healing magic into him on a daily basis.
As an Earthian, I have to say… his symptoms are eerily similar to radiation exposure.]
[Day 2?12]
[It has begun.]
[Day 3?-1]
[The Deep Tower and the Knight Order have successfully relocated the Berlin Dimensional Portal to the Margrave’s territory.]
[Day 3???]
[We’ve secured the Kaesong Dimensional Portal. Victory is in sight.]
[Day 3???]
Unexpectedly, we’ve received good news from the Margrave as well.
The Margrave managed to push the French army back to the Dimensional Portal on his own, and everyone cheered.
Now, all we need is for the Holy Knights and the Saintess to join the fight…]
[Day 37?3]
[Did the movie’s plot change?
The Soviet tanks were supposed to be crushing the Imperial castle… but the Soviets hadn’t even joined the war.]
[Day 3???]
[A monster appeared in the Margrave’s territory
It was obvious who had driven the beasts across the mountain range.]
[Day 4???]
[The Crown Prince and nearly all of the Emperor’s children began exhibiting the same symptoms as the Emperor.]
[Day 41??]
[The communists opened a blood-red Dimensional Portal in the heart of the Empire.
Stalin sent troops under the pretense of protecting his revolutionary comrades… This isn’t just empty rhetoric; it’s a declaration of war.
We abandoned the Kaesong Portal and marched toward the Imperial Capital.]
[Day 42??]
[An armed uprising erupted within the Deep Tower.
The mages banned air conditioning for the conscripts and slaves and paid them in flour mixed with sawdust instead of actual wages.
These lunatics. Please, let this just be a rumor.]
[Day 4???]
[A shell hit me, and I was taken to the medical unit. They say I was unconscious for 21 days.
The vice-captain, who was caught in the same bombardment, died on the spot.
Hence, our commander was promoted in his place.]
[Day ????]
[Joanna Thule, the Holy Knight, developed a blessing specifically for firearms and bullets.
They call it proof that the gods still watch over us…
But do they really?]
[Day ????]
[Stalin has made no further moves; his troops remain stationed in the communist-occupied city.
With this brief respite, the Knight Order is heading to the Margrave’s territory.
The Vice Captain is excited to meet the Margrave. Is that person really that great of a man?]
[Day ????]
[The One-Man Army. The Judge of the Gods. The Unrivaled Hero… The Champion of this Age.
Can you believe all these titles belong to a single man? I can.
A man who crushes tanks with his fists and brings down planes with his Sword Aura—if he’s not a hero, then who is?]
[Day ????]
[I think I’m going to die. I haven’t slept for three days straight.
Monsters, the British army, the French army, and the occasional American army… The battle never seems to end.
Why did the Margrave lose in the movie’s plot? I remember he became infertile, but…]
[Day ????]
[The former Emperor’s younger brother—the bastard of his youngest sibling—knelt before Stalin.
He handed over elixirs and issued a decree ordering all knights to return to the capital.
This is so fucking unbelievable.]
[Day ????]
[The Captain refused the Emperor’s orders and, in return for his disobedience, was stripped of his armor.
The Vice Captain became the new captain, and I became the new vice-captain.]
[Day ?87?]
[We swore an oath to the Margrave before the Saintess—we would return to him, no matter what.]
[Day ???9]
[Rumors have spread that mobs had stormed the Holy Capital. Captain fears that the Holy Knights will retreat.]
[Day ?3??]
[The Holy Knights have withdrawn. The Margrave is all alone.]
[Day 50??]
[The knights, myself included, urged Captain to overthrow the Emperor.
A coup. It’s the only way to save the Margrave.]
[Day 50??]
[Using the excuse of a massive monster sighting in the Margrave’s territory, the Allied forces launched a nuclear strike.
Nuke.
Only then did I finally remember why the Margrave had become infertile.]
[Day 5??3]
[Fucking bastard.
The Emperor is preparing documents to hand over the Margrave’s territory to France.
There’s no time. We have to launch the coup tonight.]
[Day 5??4]
[Captain refused to carry out the coup. Why?]
[Day ???7]
[Captain was right. We were wrong.
It was as if they knew we were coming—Soviet troops were already waiting inside the palace.
If we had started the coup…
…Fuck.]
[Day 5???]
[A decree was issued to disband the Knight Order.
No one resisted. From the moment we abandoned staging the coup, we knew this was coming.
My comrades have left the Empire for good.
Some went elsewhere to fight against Earth, while others returned to their families.
As for me… I chose to follow Captain.
After all, how could Sancho be left out on Don Quixote’s journey?]
[Day 6?23]
[It feels strange to write in this journal again after so long.
Captain and I left the Imperial Capital, and we’ve been living a fulfilling life.
Taking down Earthian slave traders, hunting monsters… you know, the usual stuff.
Maybe it’s just self-consolation, but our concern for this world is genuine.
They say the Earthians are opening a new Dimensional Portal. We’re planning to check it out.]
[Day 7???]
[The LA Dimensional Portal is the entrance to hell.
Earthians exploit Imperial citizens like cheap labor, while the nobles sell off countless serfs just to import more Earth-made goods.
It’s like a goddamn pre-American Civil War cotton plantation2—an entire city infested with slaves.
Captain and I have decided to set things right.]
[Day 7???]
[According to the nurse, I was out for four days.
Well, considering some Earthian gangster punks who crossed the portal pumped me full of bullets, that’s pretty fast. Apparently, Captain stormed their entire organization alone to avenge me.
Just like an insane person.]
[Day 1????]
[It’s been a while since I last picked up my pen, and I don’t have much to write.
Well… nothing major happened.
This city was officially named Gemini City by the Americans, and our Knight Order has become the city’s gangsters.
Gangsters. Some might call it the fall of the Imperial Knights…
But we’ve saved more Imperial citizens than ever before.
Captain still trains obsessively, as if something is chasing him… but I think it’s time for me to look for the protagonist.
If this world is similar to the story in the movie, Captain is fated to be killed by the hero.]
[Day 1?328]
[After spying on Earth for a while, I’ve come to a realization—this world is a little different from what I knew.
It’s somewhat like the novel version, with bits of the comic adaptation mixed in… and some parts match exactly with the movie I was filming.
Surely, the Saintess isn’t bisexual, too, right?]
[Day ?????]
[Captain has been hiding his condition all this time. That damned man.]
[Day ?????]
[I never understood why someone as noble as our captain would end up fighting the protagonist, but now I finally get it.
Our captain… has dementia.
He’s been holding on thanks to his Superhuman regeneration, but I don’t know how much longer he can last.]
[Day 1?923]
[I sent an enormous donation to the Holy Kingdom and begged them to send the Saintess, but all they said was that dementia caused by aging couldn’t be cured.
Fucking bastards. If that’s the case, they shouldn’t have taken the money.
I have to find a way. A way….]
[Day ?????]
[I found records stating that emperors who drank elixirs never suffered from dementia.
An elixir…]
[Day ?????]
[If my memory serves me correctly, an elixir lies in a dragon’s abandoned nest.
The small problem is that I have no idea where exactly that is.
I’d love to gather a large-scale expedition, but that would attract scavengers in no time. Damn it.]
[Day ?????]
[I finally found the nest—but it was already looted.
Who the hell did this? Could it be someone else who came from reality, like me?
Shit. Whatever the case, I need to find that elixir first…]
[Day ?????]
[I found the culprit.
They call him the Incheon Butcher. He probably thought he was keeping a low profile, but I recognized him instantly.
This bastard… he treats this world like a game. And now, an elixir is in the hands of someone like that…]
[Day ?????]
[Captain called me aside.
He was already aware that I was wasting time chasing the elixir, just as he knew the city’s balance was crumbling.
It’s impressive, really—this old man, already half lost between the war on the frontier and the present, still has that much clarity.
He asked me to kill him before he lost his mind completely.
I told him I would. Then I shut the door and cried.
Fuck.
I need to find the Butcher and the elixir. Captain can’t die like this.]
[Day ??444]
[…Was I too greedy?
Or was this world always bound to follow its scripted fate?
Captain lost himself to dementia.
He now fully believes he’s still in the middle of the frontier war, still fighting Earth’s forces.
We locked him in a building designed to mimic the Knight Order’s old barracks… but he draws his sword whenever he sees the Dimensional Portal or an Earthian.
Just like in the movie.]
[Day ???54]
[The Knights refused to kill Captain.
One of them even pointed his sword at me, saying he’d rather fight by Captain’s side and slaughter the Earthians.
Do you think I don’t want that too?
However, a knight must obey orders. And the last order Captain left me was… to kill him before he lost himself.
I will obey. As a knight. As his subordinate.
Before my Don Quixote meets a terrible fate at the hands of the protagonist.]

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. Tallboy or Bomb, Medium Capacity, 12,000 lb was an earthquake bomb developed by the British aeronautical engineer Barnes Wallis and used by the Royal Air Force during the Second World War. At 5 long tons, it could be carried only by a modified model of the Avro Lancaster heavy bomber.
	2. Plantations are an important aspect of the history of the Southern United States, particularly before the American Civil War. Until the abolition of slavery, such plantations were generally self-sufficient settlements that relied on the forced labor of enslaved people.


   

  Chapter 200: In The City, Honey Flows And The Moon Seeps Through The Door (5)
* * *
Will you help me kill the Captain of the Knight Order?
Yeomyeong’s first reaction to that sudden request for murder was an outright rejection.
No matter the price offered, he had no intention of staining his blade for a gangster. That wasn’t the reason he gained his strength in the first place.
Let alone when the target was Sancho’s own superior.
Yeomyeong firmly stated that he had no intention of assisting in a coup within a criminal organization. In response, Sancho gave a bitter smile and began to recount a story.
A story about a certain director who had been abandoned in this world decades ago.
And by the time Sancho’s tale came to an end, Yeomyeong was left speechless.
Was it because he had never read such a story in the textbooks? Or was it because he empathized with the director’s misfortune?
Yeomyeong himself couldn’t tell. And this time, instead of rejecting the offer outright, he simply replied that he would think about it.
Sancho didn’t press him any further. He merely asked him to give it some serious thought.
And so, Yeomyeong left the hotel room with his mind in a tangled mess.
The Author, the Player, the Director, and the Protagonist.
In a world interwoven with fate, where was he heading? And when his revenge was complete, what would he become?
As if unraveling a tangled thread, these thoughts led to more thoughts.
And before long, Yeomyeong arrived at the suite where his companions were waiting.
Perhaps because he had spent a really long time talking, the Saintess and Neti greeted him with worried expressions.
They asked what they had talked about and if everything was alright…
Yeomyeong mixed the truth with some lies as he recounted his conversation with Sancho. Then, he noticed that Seti and the Necromancer were missing from the room.
- *We divided the rooms. One for keeping an eye on the necromancer, and one for you to sleep alone, brother-in-law.*
That was Neti’s response. Yeomyeong considered checking in on Seti but shook his head.
Aside from the moon high in the night sky, the rest of the world was asleep. Even the Saintess and Neti waiting for him barely managed to keep their eyes open.
Leaving a simple “See you in the morning,” Yeomyeong turned to leave. The Saintess jokingly suggested that he could sleep with her, but Yeomyeong responded by conjuring an ice shard and flinging it her way.
Thwack. The sharp sound of ice hitting flesh rang out as Yeomyeong walked toward his suite.
Swiping his keycard, he stepped into a room as extravagant as any VIP suite back at the academy.
The size of the room was overwhelming—easily the size of four or five regular hotel rooms combined and through the massive window, he had a perfect view of the cityscape.
A city shrouded in darkness, the flickering Dimensional Portal, and his own reflection in the glass—Yeomyeong took it all in for a moment before sighing and heading to the bedroom.
He considered ordering room service but dismissed the idea. Eating alone at this hour felt ridiculous.
I’ll just have a big breakfast instead.
After a quick shower, Yeomyeong threw himself onto the massive bed.
As the blanket wrapped around him and darkness covered his eyes,
He buried his tangled thoughts in his drowsiness and was about to drift into sleep when…
* * *
Creak—
He heard the door opening. While Yeomyeong would have normally drawn his sword in an instant, this time, he remained still.
The soft footsteps approaching were all too familiar.
“Yeomyeong, are you asleep?”
Seti’s voice slipped in through the crack in the bedroom door.
When Yeomyeong didn’t respond, she stepped inside cautiously and naturally lay down beside him.
Close enough to hear each other’s breathing.
And instead of answering, Yeomyeong reached out to her. Seti raised her head a little and rested it on his arm.
“So, what did you talk about?”
She asked as she pressed her head gently against his arm. Her silky hair brushed against his skin. Yeomyeong felt no need to lie, so he told her everything.
About the director and his life, how the Knight Order’s captain was afflicted with dementia, and his personal impression that it didn’t seem like a lie.
After listening intently for a while, Seti summed up his emotions in a single sentence.
“And what do you want to do, Yeomyeong?”
“I don’t know… not yet.”
“But you’ll regret it if you don’t help, won’t you?”
“…”
His silence was enough of an answer. Seti smiled faintly and buried her face into his chest.
“Don’t worry too much about getting the short end of the deal. That Sancho guy—he’s the second-in-command here, right? Then why not take this chance to sever ties with the gangsters, track down the necromancers, and have him make us fake IDs?”
Hearing her delicate voice carrying an intent to ease his burden, Yeomyeong let out a small chuckle and pulled her closer.
The warmth of another person, the scent of her hair, and the silence that slowly grew warmer.
They embraced each other in silence for a moment.
Then, Seti rubbed her forehead against his chest and spoke.
“Do you know what Neti said when she saw me holding the Handle of Uragan earlier?”
“…What did she say?”
“She asked me if I plan to do it from behind.”
“…”
Even Yeomyeong, who had spent years hanging around back-alley cleaners and heard every dirty joke imaginable, was caught off guard.
Seti must have sensed it because she let out a small giggle.
“She’s my sister, but she’s an absolute lunatic.”
“…Yeah.”
“But my dear Dung Beetle-ssi here has such incredible self-restraint, doesn’t he?”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. He couldn’t tell if she was praising him or teasing him.
As the silence between them stretched, Seti wiggled her toes and playfully poked his foot with them.
Yeomyeong tried to pull his foot away, but she trapped his toes between hers, holding them firmly.
Toes were surprisingly sensitive. And before he realized it, a quiet chuckle escaped his lips.
Wiggling toes, arms wrapped tightly around each other.
Yeomyeong gently pushed her away just enough to lower his head and meet her gaze.
Her blue eyes shimmered faintly as they reflected his golden ones under the dim light.
Seti didn’t shy away or avert her gaze. After all, Yeomyeong was the only person in this world with whom she could act childish.
Overwhelmed by her emotions, her cheeks flushed red, and her stomach churned with butterflies. Like emptying a bucket of water, she let her feelings spill over in words.
“Thank you.”
Normally, this would be the time to respond with “You’re welcome,” but Yeomyeong said something else instead.
“Not that.”
With a playful smile dancing on his lips, his rough hand brushed against her cheek.
Seti poked his side as she replied.
“…I like you. I’m fond of you. What kind of answer do you want to hear?”
“Anything is fine.”
Yeomyeong pushed her away gently and added.
“Because I already know.”
A small laugh echoed. Normally, this would be the moment where they’d kiss and part ways, but Seti suddenly felt a different emotion.
Was it because the Saintess and Yeomyeong had spent time alone on the train? Or was it the ample moonlight spilling into the bedroom?
She didn’t know, and she didn’t need to.
Instead of letting Yeomyeong take her hand, she reached out first and cupped his cheek.
“…Why?”
His features twitched ever so slightly, forming an expression that was somewhere between a wry smile and laughter.
It was a genuine, unguarded reaction of surprise, something that had been hard to see as of lately.
The sight made Seti’s heart waver like a flower petal trembling under spring rain.
“Uh… Yeomyeong?”
This wasn’t what she had planned. However…
“I can’t hold back any longer.”
“…”
And before Yeomyeong could even respond, Seti’s knee slipped between his legs.
A movement etched into her genes, purely instinctual.
Yeomyeong neither pushed her away nor did he pull her closer. He simply squeezed his eyes shut.
“Um… Seti, this is…”
“Do you not want this?”
He could hear a slightly trembling voice. And when Yeomyeong opened his eyes again, he saw Seti’s face filled with fear.
Her fragile gaze resembled that of a dandelion, ready to scatter in an instant if he turned her down.
Something inside him broke. A line he wouldn’t be able to cross back over for a long time.
Without another word, Yeomyeong reached out and placed his hands on her waist.
And then, slipping his hand beneath her clothes, he traced the deep curve of her lower back. He felt a smooth, ivory-like softness along his embrace.
“Huh? Ah?”
Startled, Seti tensed for a moment, but she didn’t resist his touch. Instead, she let go of her tension and followed his lead.
Tangled toes, breathless gasps.
Seti envisioned a gently sloping hill with a lone, large tree growing on it.
Summer kissed it, and when autumn arrived, she shed her leaves alongside the tree.
The delicate buds slumbering beneath it in the chill of winter.
Now, drawing closer, the warm lips of spring breath.
Following the pull of something between instinct and hesitation, Seti placed her hand on the tree.
A trembling bud, the scorching sun—ah, this maddening season.
Summer returned, whispering with the flick of the tip of its tongue. Beneath a confession as scorching as the sun, spring water began to flow.
Autumn passed in an instant. Pushing away what could have been either a blanket or fallen leaves, the two gazed at each other like brittle, dried flowers.
Overflowing with emotions, Winter remained silent instead of speaking.
Approaching eyes, retreating uncertainty.
Snow did not exist to melt, yet all snow must melt someday.
“…Come to me.”
The moon averted its gaze from the weight of that difficult confession.
A night that would never be forgotten—the fire within winter, the soul within passion.
The unicorn’s tears, the bicorn’s joy, the desperate longing knocking on a closed door.
Yeomyeong left his mark across the untouched snowfield.
* * *
In a wealthy suburban area filled with the vacation homes of rich Earthians on the outskirts of Gemini City.
Hidden under the veil of night, a group of Beastfolk was silently approaching.
As their massive bodies leaped over fences and crossed roads, the police failed to detect even a strand of their fur.
Did the Wolf Beastfolk take great care to hide the sound of his footsteps, and the Bear Beastfolk avoid the moonlight? No, that wasn’t it.
The police’s incompetence was merely the result of years of compromise with crime.
In any case, the silent infiltration continued for a long time.
Then, all of a sudden, the Beastfolk leading the group came to an abrupt halt.
He was a Lion Beastfolk, a head taller than the others, and his appearance was striking—a face full of dignity, muscles that looked ready to burst, and a golden mane that shimmered even in the darkness of night.
The other Beastfolks held their breath as they watched his back—he was the very embodiment of a king.
Soon, footsteps echoed beyond the darkness of the night.
Step, step.
A dwarf wearing a monocle emerged in front of the Beastfolks. Some of the Beastfolks clenched their teeth at the sight of him.
It was only natural as this dwarf was pretty well-known, even within the Knight Order.
“Jepun Digarak. I never thought I’d find you here. Shouldn’t you be at a hotel?”
The Lion Beastfolk was the first to speak. Hearing this, the monocled dwarf, Jepun, pulled out a cigarette from his coat, put it in his mouth, and replied.
“Hey, Goldie.”
“…My name is Golden Fang.”
“Whatever, Goldie. Stop this nonsense and just go home.”
Click, click—the sound of a lighter. As the dwarf’s cigarette smoke curled into the air, the Beastfolks’ eyes gleamed in the darkness.
“I don’t know who told you what, but this isn’t something a punk like you should be meddling in.”
“…”
“So just turn around, wash your feet, and go to bed.”
Though he said this, everyone present knew that the Beastfolks wouldn’t turn back to their place obediently.
The question was—what had they brought with them?
“Jepun, don’t you think this city has been peaceful for too long?”
As if those words were a signal, the Beastfolk bared their fangs almost simultaneously and pulled out the firearms slung over their backs.
Those were automatic shotguns—enormous, even by Beastolk standards.
Earth-made weapons designed specifically for hunting monsters. The magazines were probably loaded with special slug rounds.
“Tsk, the mafia, and now you lot… You’ve really hit rock bottom.”
Beastfolks siding with Earthians. Jepun let out a hollow chuckle as he stared down the barrels pointed at him.
Goldie—no, Golden Fang—growled.
“Are we any worse than the Knights who have locked up their own captain?”
“…”
“Our brotherhood… will free him from the grasp of the vice-captain blinded by power.”
Jepun didn’t bother responding to the nonsense. Instead, he took a deep drag of his cigarette and exhaled a thick cloud of smoke.
Flickering through the silence, the smoke danced under the moonlight.
And by the time the cigarette burned down to its filter and the distant chirping of grass insects could be heard, Jepun muttered his thoughts out loud.
“Take that bullshit to your father’s memorial table.”
“…How dare you.”
Had he hit him right at his weak spot? The lion’s face twisted with rage.
Upon seeing that, Jepun chuckled and flicked his cigarette butt—and the very moment it hit the ground—
BANG!
A gunshot tore through the night.
The lazy police might not react, but the sound was enough to catch the attention of a certain old man swinging his sword in a fake barracks.

 
    

  Chapter 201: What Remains In The End
The lessons of history are created by foolishness.
False hope makes us forget those lessons.
『Chatura Hilaria』

* * *
Yeomyeong awoke feeling a strange sense of unease.
Were his instincts warning him? He couldn’t quite put it into words, but it was the kind of feeling that made him reach for his sword.
“…?”
As he sat up in bed and looked around, he saw that the sky outside was still dark.
Dawn was slowly approaching, but it was still too early for anything to actually happen.
Just as Yeomyeong was about to get up, he suddenly froze. He just realized that Seti was using his arm as a pillow.
Very carefully, he slid his arm out and replaced it with a pillow.
In the process, her tousled hair cascaded down like silk, revealing a faint glimpse of her pale nape.
It was a truly beautiful sight. Yeomyeong brushed her cheek without even thinking, but when he noticed the faint traces of dried tears near her eyes, he pressed his lips firmly.
Only then did he fully realize what had transpired.
“…”
The corner of his lips trembled slightly, forming a smile that was a mix of joy and guilt.
She was clearly the one who started it, but in the end, he had been the one to see it through.
- *Wait, stop, slowl—*
He felt like her voice from last night was still echoing in his ears.
Huff…
Yeomyeong forcefully suppressed the emotions rising within him. His mind, heart, and lower abdomen were all burning at once.
One deep breath… No, several deep breaths.
After barely managing to calm (?) himself, Yeomyeong pulled the blanket over Seti once more before getting up and getting dressed.
Then, he left the bedroom to locate the source of his ominous feeling.
The moment he opened the door, he saw someone sitting on the luxurious sofa.
Not an assassin. Not an enemy.
After all, what enemy would sit there eating ice cream at the break of dawn? And vanilla ice cream packed with chocolate chips, at that,.
“…?”
Yet, he couldn’t sense any mana, no presence from the person at all—it was like he was looking at a cloud in the sky.
Wondering if he was hallucinating, Yeomyeong rubbed his eyes. Upon noticing his gaze, the stranger turned his head.
Hollow cheeks, sharp, prominent eyes, and a neatly trimmed mustache.
“Hm?”
His face was full of the stubbornness characteristic of those who had lived a long, hard life. And he was probably around the same age as Mr. Jang Man or the foreman.
If not for the ice cream smeared on his mustache, Yeomyeong might have already drawn his sword—
“Oh, you’re younger than I expected.”
…Even his voice was stern. Seemingly recognizing who this man probably was, Yeomyeong tightened his loosely fastened belt and asked.
“By any chance, are you… the Captain?”
“Oh? You know who I am?”
The old man said before having another large spoonful of ice cream. The sound of him crunching on chocolate chips filled the suite.
Momentarily dumbfounded, Yeomyeong immediately snapped back to his senses. Without hesitation, he reached for the room service phone and pressed the staff call button.
Considering the time, it would probably take the staff a few minutes to arrive.
Yeomyeong fidgeted with his hands as he thought.
So, what should he do? Should he fight him? Or persuade? Seti was in the bedroom. Should he get her out of there first?
As he delved deeper into his thoughts, the Captain’s voice pulled him back to reality.
“But why are you concealing your face?”
“…”
“Using illusion magic to alter your appearance is a crime.”
It was clear that he had pierced through the Blood Tears illusion. Yeomyeong said nothing as he dropped the illusion.
As soon asYeomyeong’s real face was revealed, the Captain raised his eyebrows in surprise.
His expression contained a mixture of doubt and surprise.
“May I ask for the honorable name of your Chief Chun?”
Chief Chun? Yeomyeong recalled that it was a respectful way of addressing someone’s father and shook his head.
“…I’m an orphan.”
“Where are you from?”
“It’s not where you’d think.”
He couldn’t bring himself to say “Incheon, Earth,” so he diplomatically sidestepped it.
The Captain stared at him intently, the spoon still in his mouth.
“Don’t people often tell you that you resemble someone?”
The Margrave… Could he mean that person? Based on the photo he had seen, aside from the eye color, he looked nothing like him.
However, contrary to his expectations, the old man suddenly began speaking of something else.
“From your muscles… you must have been a laborer. The kind of work that takes years, and you’ve only become a Superhuman recently.”
“…”
“Your most commonly practiced martial art is swordsmanship. As for your mana… oh my, how many fateful encounters did you come across to get all this?”
It was not something he could say without having any prior knowledge of Yeomyeong.
His unique eyes and mastery of special martial arts was likely how the old man was able to get a read of him in real-time.
The Captain’s gray eyes, moving constantly, and the mana that filled them was proof of that.
“Possessing strength beyond your age is both a blessing and a curse. You must have gone through many trials, especially since Earthians are so harsh on their knights.”
Yeomyeong tilted his head.
“…How did you know I’m from Earth?”
Usually, people didn’t treat him as an Earthian due to his eye color. How did the Captain figure it out?
The Captain chuckled softly and answered.
“I just took a guess. After all, it’s either Earth or Asha.”
“…”
“You know, as you age, your senses also grow sharper. For example, I can usually get a sense of your relationships with women. Let’s see… you are still a bachelor, right?”
“…?”
What, a virgin? Yeomyeong suddenly realized he was getting dragged into a conversation with a senile old man.
He glanced in the direction of the bedroom, his hand loosely gripping the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it at any moment.
“Captain.”
“Why are you calling me?”
“How much of your mind has returned?”
“…”
A brief silence ensued.
The Captain continued eating his ice cream without uttering a word while watching the sun rise outside the window.
And by the time the old man had emptied about half of the large ice cream tub, he tossed his spoon aside and said.
“I remember almost killing the Vice Captain because I mistook him for an American.”
“…”
“I remember destroying the entire building after hearing a gunshot… and I also remember killing around ten Beastfolks last night.”
The gray eyes then turned toward Yeomyeong. He felt something pretty similar to the sensation he experienced when facing the holy sword or Demerond pass through his body.
It was an indescribable aura of a powerful being.
“I have gone insane, and this moment of calmness is probably the last time I will ever feel at peace. Isn’t that so?”
The ice cream left on the spoon melted under the sunlight, flowing downward like tears.
Amid the sound of approaching footsteps from the hallway, the Captain opened his mouth again.
“Actually, I was planning to commit suicide.”
“…”
“And as you can see, I failed. Maybe it’s because I’m crazy… my body reacted on its own. When I fired a gun, it bounced off, and mana protected me when I threw my body at a sword.”
Having said that much, the old man stood up, dusted his seat, and pulled out a small notebook from his pocket.
“Do you know the reason I came to this room?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer immediately. After thinking for a moment, he responded with a hint of suspicion and doubt.
“I am the strongest person present in this hotel, aren’t I? Did you come here to die at someone else’s hands?”
Perhaps because it was the correct answer, the Captain smiled and handed the notebook to Yeomyeong.
“I did have that thought for a moment, but unfortunately, you don’t have the ability to kill me yet.”
Yeomyeong did not deny it either. However, he did not accept the notebook.
The Captain looked a bit awkward handing the notebook, so he chuckled, his cheekbones twitching.
“Someday, when you have the ability, come to kill me. This is a bribe for that.”
A bribe. It wasn’t something you’d expect to hear from a senile old man, so Yeomyeong took the notebook without hesitation.
“Fate exists in this world, but no such thing as coincidence. It was nice meeting you, boy whose name I do not know.”
As soon as he finished speaking, the door suddenly burst open, and hotel staff—or rather, large organization members—rushed in.
“Captain!”
The one at the front was a dwarf covered in blood, the very same dwarf who had escorted the group to the hotel in a limousine.
“Jepun, what happened to you?”
“It’s all because of you, Capt— No, why does my condition matter! Instead of that, Captain, are you alright? How’s your mind?”
His voice was full of anxious hope. The Captain smiled sadly and shook his head.
“No, such a miracle didn’t happen.”
“…Ah.”
“So let’s go back before I do something crazier.”
With those words, the Captain stepped out of the room. And just as he turned his head at the door.
“…Yeomyeong?”
Seti peeked her head out from the crack in the bedroom door, her face full of confusion about what was happening.
Yeomyeong gestured to her saying he’d explain later, and pushed her back into the bedroom.
Seeing this, the Captain chuckled and left one last parting remark.
“I see. You’re not a bachelor. I knew it was just your face that resembled him.”
For a senile old man, it was an oddly meaningful remark.
* * *
Breakfast time was as warm as the sunlight pouring in from outside the window.
The food was delicious, and the group looked a bit excited at the thought of returning to Earth.
LA, the Academy, cell phones, souvenirs… there was no fixed topic nor anything important discussed, just trivial conversations that went on for a while.
The Saintess opened her mouth while spreading butter on the bread.
“It doesn’t look like Seti plans to have breakfast.”
A casual remark as if it were no big deal, but it pricked Yeomyeong’s ears even more.
“You’re right. Maybe she’s very tired.”
Yeomyeong tried to respond calmly because he couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth.
The Saintess gave a slight smile.
“Yes, she must be tired. She probably can’t even walk properly.”
“…”
“And why… can’t she walk, huh? Whose fault is it?”
The Saintess stared at Yeomyeong, as if daring him to respond.
Avoiding her gaze, Yeomyeong picked at his fried egg, when something came to mind all of a sudden.
“Do you still use your Foresight to spy on Seti every morning?”
“Yup.”
A sharp reply, with a meaningful glance.
Feeling choked, Yeomyeong picked up his cup and took a big sip, then shifted his gaze to the other members of the group.
Corvus was chewing on some ham, oblivious to the stares of the other guests, while Neti was pretending to eat but was listening closely.
Silence.
And before the silence could stretch, the Saintess half-rose from her seat and leaned toward Yeomyeong.
Squeezing ketchup onto his fried egg, she spoke.
“Mr. Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“…”
“I suppose I should carry the Handle of Uragan for a while, right?”
The Saintess said while drawing a sword with the ketchup—the symbol of the god of battle… no, the symbol of the god of revenge, Red God Redox.
“…”
Yeomyeong pushed the ketchup-covered plate aside and pulled out the Handle of Uragan from his pocket.
The voice that used to yell [O Virgin!] could no longer be heard. Now, only cold silence, as sharp as the Saintess’ gaze.
Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter laugh. After all, wasn’t the unicorn a creature that attacked anyone, regardless of their age or gender, except for virgins?
Keeping its mouth shut instead of cursing must have been a form of respect for its owner.
Anyway, the moment Yeomyeong handed over the Handle of Uragan to the Saintess, it began to glow fiercely, almost as if it were expressing its grievances.
Holding the handle, the Saintess nodded briefly and then tucked it away in her pocket.
With that, the Saintess resumed her meal.
She continued eating her bread as if nothing had happened, spooned the soup, spread some jam…
“Did you like it?”
She asked all of a sudden.
Yeomyeong had to hold his breath to avoid spitting out the water in his mouth.
“Ah, yes, you jerk… Of course, you loved i—!”
Just as Neti’s expression began to change subtly upon grasping the conversation’s content, the Saintess stretched her leg under the table and stepped on Yeomyeong’s foot.
“You, just wait and see.”
Wait and see what?
Before Yeomyeong could ask, the Saintess quickly fled from her seat.
* * *
Kim Mansoo, the Vice Captain of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, frowned as he looked up at the Dimensional Portal.
The portal, rippling with light, had something that stirred one’s heart, but instead of awe, Kim Mansoo felt only irritation.
“Huff…”
As the frustration he had been holding in finally came out as a sigh, Tian Lin, who had been watching him, jabbed him in the side.
“Control your emotions when welcoming guests. Until the Captain arrives, you are our face, Vice Captain.”
“Damn, what guests?”
“If they’re sent by the government, they’re guests. Or do you want to call them superiors?”
“…”
The word “superior” caused Kim Mansoo’s expression to twist in disgust.
As if in rage, he opened his mouth to mutter a curse that began with “Motherf—”
“What the hell is up with that CIA agent? And what do we have to deal with this shit?”
That was right. They were originally supposed to part ways with the CIA agent after the completion of the escort mission, but she had forced them to change their mission at the last minute.
Battle and assassination attempt on the VIP.
Kim Mansoo had refused firmly, but the mercenary group’s sponsor, Dungan Heavy Industries, could not.
And of all places, it came with pressure from the White House.
No matter how successful a chaebol was, it was difficult to go against the government.
Especially with the current political issues surrounding the citizenship and voting rights of foreign races.
“Let’s think about this positively. This is how we’ll establish ourselves in America for good.”
Tian Lin tried to comfort him, but even he didn’t believe his own words, so how could they be of comfort to anyone else?
“Only dogs like being on a leash.”
“…”
“We are not dogs. And don’t forget that we left Manchuria because we hated being on a leash.”
Tian Lin clicked his tongue, licking his lips. This guy always spoke the truth at times like this.
However, simply speaking the truth wouldn’t put an end to their problems.
Tian Lin pulled out a cigarette and muttered as he stared at the portal.
“Let’s see if this ‘guest’ the U.S. government is sending is a leash or a wide backyard.”
“I told you not to call them guests.”
“Geez, you’re not a kid, stop complaining so mu—”
Just then, the Dimensional Portal began to ripple.
The movement was much more intense than when a cargo truck was passing through.
The mercenary group’s superhumans instinctively realized. The long-awaited guest had finally arrived.
Soon, a massive truck appeared from the rippling portal.
The paint had been completely removed, but the battle-hardened mercenaries immediately recognized the truck’s identity.
It was a U.S. military supply trailer.
“What the— are we going to war now?”
Tian Lin mumbled absentmindedly, and Kim Mansoo’s expression twisted even more as he saw who was riding in the truck.
“No, it seems like we’re getting dragged into something worse.”
He said as he pointed to the passenger seat of the truck. Tian Lin, looking at the same spot, had the same twisted expression as Kim Mansoo.
Sitting in the passenger seat with shamelessness was someone anyone from Korea would recognize.
“Jeon Yongseop…?”
The first Korean Mage, the first traitor, and the father of Jeon Yunseong, the archmage, had arrived.

 
    

  Chapter 202: What Remains In The End (2)
* * *
Upon returning to his room, Yeomyeong immediately took out the Captain’s notebook, worn by time and frayed by rough hands, from his pocket.
Staring down at it for a moment, he opened it in front of the now-melted ice cream in the container.
[The Saintess once said: There are no coincidences in this world. Everything is fated to happen.]
It was hard to believe that he had received the notebook from a senile old man after reading the first line.
Sitting in silence, Yeomyeong turned the pages slowly.
The content of the notebook wasn’t extraordinary. It was neither a prophecy nor a holy scripture containing absolute truth.
[When your memory begins to fade, swing your sword. When you hear the sound of gunfire, cover your ears.]
It was the notebook of an old man who had lost his memories.
[When will that bastard Sancho get married? Even an Earthian would. I just hope he can live like a normal person.]
It was the diary of the Captain of the Knight Order.
[The eyes are the window to the world and a door through which the world enters. Just as the Honey Bloodline is, see beyond what is visible….]
The secret martial arts of a powerful superhuman, and…
[May I never kill an innocent person; may I die as a knight.]
A knight’s earnest prayer.
Yeomyeong absorbed all of it as if carefully engraving each word in his mind.
However, the content in the notebook became harder to read as it went on.
The words were jumbled together, the grammar was broken, and what he could barely discern turned out to be nothing but nonsensical ramblings.
[Is the repeat sign ruling America, or is America ruling the repeat sign?]
Yet Yeomyeong persevered and swallowed his frustration.
And after a while, the sound of the pages of the notebook turning continued.
[Swear, I swear I must die.]
As Yeomyeong read the last page filled with crooked handwriting and closed the notebook…
“What are you doing?”
A familiar arm wrapped around his neck.
“You look rather serious.”
Seti leaned her upper body against Yeomyeong as she spoke, sending a heavy sensation and the sweet scent of her skin.
“Serious?”
Yeomyeong replied, and she grinned before nibbling on his ear. It wasn’t painful, more like a ticklish intimacy.
She was surprisingly fond of biting even in bed, Yeomyeong thought to himself as he placed a hand on Seti’s head.
“Seti.”
Perhaps because his voice sounded so serious, Seti stopped nibbling on his earlobe.
“Let’s delay our return to Earth for a few days.”
“Hmm? Why?”
“There’s something I need to do.”
Seti didn’t ask what it was. Instead, she pouted while looking displeased. Only after Yeomyeong placed a hand on her cheek did she speak again.
“Are you really going to fight that Captain or whatever?”
“Yeah.”
Hearing his sharp reply, Seti sighed as though she had known from the start that it would come to this and rubbed her cheek against his palm.
“What can I help you with?”
“Take care of Tindamel and his merchant group arriving today. And instead of going to the police, hand over the mercenaries and thieves they’re bringing to the local thugs.”
“…”
“Oh, and please take care of the matter of the fake IDs, too.”
“So, you’re going to leave all the troublesome stuff to me?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong simply shrugged.
Seti stared at him with a pout, then averted her eyes and spoke.
“Well… if you give me a kiss, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”
“…”
Could he call this a display of fresh charm, or would that sound like an old man’s remark? What Seti said was so amusing, that it reminded him of Deokbae-hyung.
Yeomyeong grinned before pulling her closer and pressing his lips against her cheek.
Perhaps expecting a different type of kiss, Seti licked her soft, glossy pink lips looking slightly disappointed.
“Please be safe.”
Seti said after holding herself back from something else, and Yeomyeong smiled before getting up.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
And just as he was about to leave the room, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered the Saintess. He then turned back toward Seti and added.
“Oh, right. Don’t fall for the Saintess’ temptation.”
“The Saintess’… what?”
“I warned you.”
Before Seti could ask what kind of nonsense he was spouting, Yeomyeong quickly left the suite and headed toward Sancho, the Knight Order’s Vice Captain who had come from another world.
* * *
Around the same time, in a back alley of Gemini City.
Golden Fang, the gang leader of the Beastfolk Brotherhood, was panting heavily as he dragged his legs.
His condition was far from good, even if said in passing. His once-proud mane was stained with blood, and his claws were all cut off, leaving them blunt, almost like a human’s.
“…Ugh.”
However, even in such a state, he was in better condition compared to his followers.
The Sheep Beastfolk, with his limb severed, was being carried by the Bear Beastfolk, while the Wolf Beastfolk had lost the entirety of his lower body.
Had it not been for the Beastfolks’s regenerative abilities, they would have been killed a hundred times over.
They needed to go to a hospital immediately, but the place they were heading to wasn’t a hospital but the deep, dark depths of the alley.
“How much farther, Big Boss?”
After walking through the alley for a while, the Boar Beastfolk was unable to hold it in any longer and spoke up.
“These guys will die at this rate. Please, let me take them to the hospital.”
He gazed down at the Wolf Beastfolk, whose breathing was growing shallow by the minute, and gritted his teeth.
The other Beastfolk turned their eyes toward Golden Fang, all seemingly agreeing with the Boar’s words.
Golden Fang met each of their gazes one by one, then bared his teeth and responded.
“No.”
“…Boss!”
“Didn’t all of you know that you were following me to your deaths from the start? Why are you afraid of death now?”
“…”
Dying at the hands of the enemy and dying disgracefully without receiving treatment were two completely different things, but the Beastfolks didn’t dare to say that out loud.
“This is for the blood and tears of our kin. If you can’t even endure the death in front of you, then get lost!”
At the lion’s command, everyone shut their mouths, and after a brief moment of silence, a faint sound of applause from the far end of the alley interrupted them.
Clap, clap, clap.
The Beastfolk with sharp ears turned their heads at once, baring their teeth. But when they saw the figure that appeared from the alley, they all shut their mouths.
The figure was wearing a robe darker than the darkness in the alley, and had a large mask adorned with eyes covering his face.
The Lion Beastfolk immediately knelt before him.
“We greet you, Priest.”
“…How did it go, son of the Golden Mane Clan?”
“It was a success!”
Golden Fang glanced at his dying companions before adding an explanation.
“The Captain is really out of his mind. As soon as he heard the sound of gunshots, he rushed out, shouting that he needed to kill the Americans and destroying all the nearby buildings while swinging his sword recklessly.”
The figure known as the Priest, nodded in satisfaction.
“Dementia and PTSD… just as expected. How were his skills?”
Golden Fang bowed his head deeply.
“…It’s embarrassing, but I still couldn’t grasp his level even after seeing it myself.”
“That’s fine. That was also expected.”
The Priest spoke softly, then extended out his hand toward Golden Fang.
“Notebook.”
Although it was rather disrespectful, Golden Fang hastily pulled out an old notebook from his pocket and handed it to him.
“U-uh… Priest? If you could treat my companions first…”
As Golden Fang pleaded with the Priest, who was reading the notebook, the other Beastfolks also looked at the Priest with anxious expressions.
However, the Priest threw the notebook to the ground.
“You got the wrong one.”
“…Pardon?”
“It’s the wrong notebook. Look.”
Unable to believe what the Priest was saying, Golden Fang picked up the notebook that had fallen to the ground and he opened it. However, contrary to his expectations, the notebook was filled with doodles, as if drawn by a child.
“T-this can’t be….”
“Don’t look away and don’t try to deny it. You failed.”
“But, Priest, this is…!”
Golden Fang tried to argue, but the Priest raised his hand to stop him.
“The Apocalypse despises excuses, especially those from failures.”
“…”
“Golden Fang of the Golden Mane Clan, did you not ask for your comrades to be healed?”
The Priest raised his gloved hand and pointed at his comrades. Feeling a sense of foreboding, Golden Fang quickly turned his head, but it was already too late.
Flash!
A sinister red light burst from the Priest’s fingertips, instantly reducing the Sheep and Wolf Beastfolks to ash.
The only evidence of their existence was a few scattered fur strands and bloodstains on the ground.
“…”
The other Beastfolks, who had been supporting them, looked on with expressions of horror and rage. However, none of them dared to act.
Was it because of the power that the Priest possessed? No, it was because of the future promised to them by the Priest.
All of it was for the opportunity to cross the Dimensional Portal to the prosperous Earth. And for that reason, Golden Fang lowered his head.
“This concludes the punishment. Please, do not disappoint those of us on Earth.”
“…Yes, Priest.”
With that, the Priest pulled a black stone from his robe and handed it to Golden Fang.
A corruption stone engraved with the Dimensional Portal magic circle.
It was the very item the Prairie Brotherhood had desperately sought after, so Golden Fang couldn’t hide his joy.
“…Finally.”
As the Beastfolks gathered around to admire the corruption stone, the priest let out a grim laugh.
He didn’t mention that the coordinates of the Dimensional Portal engraved on the stone led to Seoul.
* * *
Inside the unnecessarily luxurious limousine, Sancho, who had been gazing out the window, spoke.
“You met our Captain, right?”
Sitting across from him, Yeomyeong, who had been fiddling with his sword, glanced at his face and spoke.
“Yes, he came to visit at dawn all of a sudden. It was a bit surprising, but… he turned out to be more interesting than I expected.”
“Interesting?”
Sancho chuckled.
“Yeah, he’s an interesting person. Did he say this to you as well? There are no coincidences.”
“…”
A silent nod of agreement. Sancho shook his head.
“There are no coincidences. Everything is fated to happen… That’s what the former Saintess said. I can’t remember the number of times I heard it while fighting together in the frontier.”
“…What does it mean?”
“Well? The Saintess never explained it. And we didn’t really ask either. I can only guess it’s from a scripture or something.”
Yeomyeong didn’t bother to mention that the Saintess had the power of Foresight.
And whatever the former Saintess said or the despair she felt, it didn’t really matter much to him.
Anyway, having started the conversation, Sancho shifted to another topic.
“By the way, our Captain…”
The Captain’s past, achievements, feats, power, and even trivial preferences—As Sancho filled the silence with all sorts of stories, Yeomyeong suddenly came to a realization.
He was intentionally avoiding speaking about the Captain’s death.
“Do you know why our Captain likes ice cream? Actually, I…”
“Sancho.”
“…”
“If you don’t have the confidence to kill the Captain, then don’t even try. He’s not someone you can defeat easily.”
Sancho didn’t deny Yeomyeong’s words.
The Captain was strong. He had survived numerous wars and had trained in martial arts his whole life.
The length of the fight could only be judged when facing him, but… perhaps if Sancho and Yeomyeong teamed up, there was a slim chance they would manage to take him down.
Having thought that far, Sancho shut his mouth, and Yeomyeong didn’t press any further.
Silence filled the limousine for a while.
After seeing the building that confined the Captain from the window, Sancho spoke again.
More precisely, he broke the silence after catching sight of the crowd gathered in front of the building that resembled a military barracks.
“La Cosa Nostra? Why are these mafia bastards here…?”
They were all holding weapons, threatening the knights guarding the door.
“Stop the car immediately! I’ll go there myself!”
Unlike Sancho, who shouted in confusion upon seeing them, Yeomyeong quietly furrowed his brows.
He had recognized some familiar faces among the swarming mafia.
* * *
Sancho, who had jumped out of the limousine, leaped into the air and landed at the entrance of the building.
Thud!
The ground shook once he landed, drawing the attention of both the knights and the mafia.
“Why are you all here?”
Everyone gathered near the entrance heard the voice filled with mana.
Then, a mafia member stepped forward and shouted.
“We came to see the Captain. It’s been a while since we last visited him.”
Sancho’s expression immediately twisted.
“You came to see the Captain? Fully armed?”
Just as he said, all the mafia members were heavily armed.
From the standard rifles of the U.S. military to grenades engraved with magical runes, and even someone in the distance aiming a machine gun.
When it came to firepower, it was on par with most armies or mercenary groups.
Perhaps their weapons gave them confidence? The mafia member who had answered him grinned.
“Vice Captain, please understand. If we’re going to meet a lunatic superhuman, we need to be this prepared, don’t we?”
It was a blatant mockery.
Unlike Sancho, who simply furrowed his brows, unsure of what kind of courage these bastards had gained, the faces of the knights guarding the entrance turned bright red.
“These motherfucking Earthians.”
“It must be nice, being losers on the other side of the Dimensional Portal. The sight of the fleeing Captain and knights comforting each other was truly touching.”
Unable to hold back, someone drew their sword, and the mafia responded by raising their guns.
…No.
Sancho instinctively clenched his fists upon seeing that. He couldn’t allow this much gunfire in front of the Captain.
“Everyone, stop—!”
And just as he was about to shout at both sides to stop, mana swirled around the hands and necks of dozens of mafia members.
“Huh?”
As the mafia, who could perceive the mana, wondered what was happening, an invisible force grabbed their necks and lifted them into the air.
Some of the mafia members reflexively pulled their triggers, but the guns didn’t fire. The invisible force had bound their arms as well.
- Telekinesis…! Gag, cough!
- Cough, cough…!
For a moment, dozens of mafia members flailed in midair.
A middle-aged man with golden eyes trudged forward through the fallen mafia.
It was Yeomyeong, his face obscured by an illusion.
As everyone’s gazes were directed at him, Yeomyeong spoke while staring at the mercenaries, a little over twenty, standing behind the mafia.
“What are you doing here? Team Leader Tian Lin.”
It was the mercenaries from the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, whom they had parted ways with on the train.
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* * *
Upon seeing Yeomyeong, Tian Lin greeted him with a mixture of surprise and delight.
“I already told you, I’m no longer a team leader, just a lowest-ranking member of Team One.”
Perhaps his casual attitude caused the mercenaries who hadn’t recognized Yeomyeong to either cross their arms or lower their weapons to observe the situation.
The atmosphere was surprisingly relaxed, considering they were facing a superhuman who had subdued dozens in an instant.
Tian Lin glanced at Sancho, who had stepped out of the limousine just like Yeomyeong, then shifted his gaze back to Yeomyeong before speaking.
“And what about you? Didn’t you say you were going to return to Earth?”
“I have a request I need to fulfill.”
“A request, huh? We’ve also received a commission.”
With that, Tian Lin jerked his chin toward the building where the Captain was stationed.
“We’re here to capture a war criminal.”
A war criminal? Upon hearing an unexpected word, Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion while the monocle-wearing dwarf, Jepun, suddenly shouted.
“A war criminal?! How could the Captain be a war criminal?!”
Tian Lin sighed before answering.
“For the atrocities committed in the Provence Sovereign State—driving monsters to massacre civilians and slaughtering innocent Earthians.”
The Provence Sovereign State was once known as the Margravate— the land which the emperor handed over to France after betraying the Knight Order and the Margrave.
Jepun scowled so fiercely that his monocle nearly dug into his skin as he glared at Tian Lin.
“You’re calling us mass murderers? Saying that we unleashed monsters? Do Earthians have some disease that kills them if they speak the truth?”
Tian Lin shrugged.
“We don’t believe it either. And frankly speaking, I doubt you even had the capability to do such things.”
“…What?”
“But does it even matter whether we believe it or not? If the bastards who have hired us say it’s true, then it’s the truth.”
Not just Jepun but even Sancho fell silent, as if they finally realized the existence of the hidden figure manipulating the mercenaries and the mafia.
Tian Lin then turned back to Yeomyeong and continued.
“See that four-story luxury villa back there… Oh, Mr. Vice Captain, don’t make it so obvious.”
“…”
Unlike Yeomyeong, who only glanced sideways towards the roof, Sancho was about to turn his head outright but stopped cautiously.
Clicking his tongue, Tian Lin continued.
“There’s a CIA agent aiming at this place from the rooftop. And behind the villa, the U.S. military is preparing artillery fire. Not just some random troops, but the real deal.”
Just as he said, three figures stood on a rooftop about 2 km away.
The mercenary group’s Vice Captain, Kim Mansoo, the CIA agent Scarlett O’Hara, whom they had met on the train, and…
…Jeon Yongseop?
“Why is that man here?”
The knights blinked, not knowing whom “that man” referred to, while Tian Lin scratched his nose and answered.
“How am I supposed to know?”
“…”
“Well… One thing’s for sure—America wants to either capture or kill the guy here by any means necessary.”
The knights’ expressions changed at the mention of “America,” their eyes filled with doubt and fear.
Yeomyeong clenched and unclenched his fist for a moment before asking worriedly.
“Will you be okay?”
A question asking whether it was really okay for him to spill so much classified information. Tian Lin smirked.
“Of course not. So we should at least pretend to fight, don’t you agree?”
“…”
“Choking you with telekinesis feels a bit lacking… Maybe breaking an arm or a leg would be better. Hey, does everyone present agree?”
The knights looked bewildered at his sudden nonsense, but Yeomyeong turned his head to observe the other mercenaries.
His gaze seemed to convey the question, Do you all agree?
After glancing at Yeomyeong and Tian Lin, they sighed and raised their guns one by one.
“You better give us a proper explanation about who that guy is later.”
“I’m not sure if this is the right move… The Captain will be furious.”
“Mercenaries only do as much as they’re paid for. If they only pay for bullets, then we only fire bullets.”
Tian Lin smirked at his murmuring comrades, then picked up his own gun and added.
“Besides, they practically forced this mission on us. And the pay is lousy, too.”
“…”
“Still, just in case, let’s at least try to make it look convincing. I’ll make sure to land a couple of shots too. One in the arm, one in the calf. How about that?”
“No, that’s a bit…”
“Alright, I’ll count to three. Three, two…”
Before he could reach one, Yeomyeong took action, unleashing his telekinesis.
But instead of choking anyone or breaking limbs, he swept away all the firearms in a swoop.
“…Do you really hate the idea of getting shot that much? Even with your insane regeneration ability?”
“I’m sorry, but we can’t afford to have any gunfire noise.”
“Ah, is that so? No wonder they didn’t give us any silencers.”
Saying that, Tian Lin suddenly leaped backwards, conjured an ice sword with magic and then shouted loud enough for the Americans in the distance to hear.
“Negotiations have failed! Kill them!”
* * *
“What the hell… is that?”
A voice tinged with slight confusion.
Kim Mansoo, who had been observing the battle between Tian Lin and Yeomyeong, turned his head toward the owner of the voice.
The man once known as a top-tier handsome Mage in Korea stood there.
The face he had only seen on TV screens was now deeply marked by time, yet still worthy of being called a charming middle-aged man.
Of course, Kim Mansoo couldn’t care less about another guy’s looks. What interested him was the way Jeon Yongseop was staring at Yeomyeong.
The emotion in those eyes… Anger? No, it was a shock. The type of shock one felt upon seeing something completely unanticipated.
Perhaps Scarlett O’Hara felt the same way as she leaned in and whispered something into Jeon Yongseop’s ear.
“Train… Necro… Unknown… Fallen…”
Discreetly gathering mana in his ears, Kim Mansoo managed to pick up only a few scattered words.
But the moment he heard something about a fallen star, Jeon Yongseop’s face twisted.
What the hell was this fallen star that caused him to react like that?
Trying to hide the curiosity rising to his face, Kim Mansoo turned his head back towards the battle between Tian Lin and Yeomyeong.
And at that very moment, one of the mercenaries threw a hand axe at Yeomyeong.
It was slow enough for a Superhuman to dodge, but Tian Lin, rolling on the ground to evade Yeomyeong’s telekinesis, accelerated the axe with magic.
A nearly perfect coordinated attack. Yeomyeong took the axe straight to his left shoulder.
Even from this distance, the sight of the blade cutting into the deltoid and the splatter of blood were crystal clear.
…Isn’t that a bit much? At least go easy on the kid.
Kim Mansoo frowned a little, but then shut mouth when he saw Tian Lin’s leg twist unnaturally in the opposite direction.
The fight was too intense to believe it was staged.
And it seemed that Jeon Yongseop and Scarlett were convinced as well, clicking their tongues as they watched Tian Lin roll across the ground.
“Tsk, he can’t even do his job as bait properly.”
“…”
This bastard. I knew they brought us here as bait, but I didn’t think they’d admit it so openly.
As someone who had also left Korea like Jeon Yongseop, Kim Mansoo who had shed his prejudice against the man, could only clench his fists tightly.
At least Tian Lin was smart enough to go along with it. There was no need to work for someone who lacked basic respect.
Just as Kim Mansoo spat on the ground while thinking so—
Jeon Yongseop pulled out a military phone and said.
“Plan A failed. Moving to Plan D.”
“What? Not B? If something goes wrong, the civilians might—”
Scarlett asked, her voice filled with confusion, but Jeon Yongseop didn’t even flinch when he spoke.
“We’re going with D.”
And seeing him inputting something into the military phone, Scarlett panicked and shouted.
“Sir, please reconsider! No—just give me ten minutes! That’s enough time to evacuate all the civilians!”
However, Scarlett’s shout was in vain as Jeon Yongseop was done in an instant. Putting down his phone, he spoke to Scarlett.
“Agent Scarlett, don’t be mistaken. We didn’t come here just to save a handful of people.”
Saying so, he glanced at Kim Mansoo and then, as if showing a rare act of generosity, added.
“I’ll give you one minute. Get your mercenaries and withdraw.”
“…”
Whatever he planned to do, Kim Mansoo had neither the authority nor the time to question it. He immediately jumped off the roof and pulled out his radio.
“Everyone, fall back!”
* * *
With his eyes closed, the Captain meditated in silence.
His sharp senses, honed over a lifetime, and mana informed him that a battle was taking place outside, but he deliberately cut himself off from it.
After all, he was struggling just to maintain his sanity at this moment.
However, the mind was ultimately subject to the body, and meditation followed the brain.
And before long, all sorts of disturbing thoughts flooded his damaged mind.
The oath he failed to keep, the honor he lost, the remnants of his pride, and… fate.
Yes, fate.
Fate was truly a cruel thing.
And at the same time, it was brutal.
Wasn’t it true?
Oh Saintess, what sin have I committed that fate has delivered such trials unto me?
Was it a crime to have lived my life chasing honor and pride? Is this the result of having lived a life devoted to chivalry?
Had I known it would be like this, I would have rather been crushed to death under a Soviet tank.
Even being executed while giving advice to the Emperor would have been better than this.
So, why?
Why were you unable to fulfil your love and die all alone, Saintess?
Why did the Margrave have to lose both his homeland and his pride?
Why were we abandoned by the Emperor’s bloodline?
Why did the people fall for whispers of communism, and why were the nobles and mages so foolish?
Why, why, why—
Did I end up like this?
Fate, you should have just given me cancer. You should have just made me die disgracefully.
Look at Sancho, that poor bastard.
Unable to become a human of either Earth or of this land, he lived his life as a knight.
He deserves to be happy. He’s a hundred times more worthy than I am, who failed to keep my oath.
But why is he still just supporting me from behind despite his age?
Is this the price for failing to keep my oath? If so, you should have made me pay the price, not him.
Should I just uphold my oath now?
Should I cross the Dimensional Portal this instant, slice up those damn baguette bastards and cheese bastards, scatter them without caring about age, then dig up Churchill’s and De Gaulle’s corpses to comfort the Saintess…
“…Enough.”
The Captain desperately grabbed hold of his sanity. Now was not the time.
Before long, Sancho would bring his comrades to end this pain.
He never imagined that his comrade would be the nameless kid he had given the notebook to, but it wasn’t so bad.
As long as he didn’t lose his grip on his sanity, he would be able to avoid the worst conclusion.
And as the Captain was thinking this, his senses perceived something flying toward him.
It was a sensation he was all too familiar with—the feeling of a shell. A memory from the battlefield that haunted him his entire life.
“Bombardment!! We are under bombardment!! Everyone, take cover!!!”
There were no comrades or trenches here, but the Captain instinctively covered his ears and shouted.
He curled his body and told himself.
This wasn’t real. It was all a delusion. Just symptoms of dementia…
And at that moment, as he desperately tried to comfort himself, a shell struck his room. The wooden wall, made identical to the knight’s barracks, broke apart, and weapons hanging on the wall flew everywhere along with fragments.
However, the sound of the explosion was not heard.
Before that could happen, the magic inscribed on the shell struck the Captain’s mind.
- Ahhh!! Priest! Priest!!
- My leg, my leg…
- Get down!! Get down, you idiots!!!
It was a simple illusion spell any mage could use.
The Captain’s eyes could identify the magic, but his mind could not follow.
As the scars in his heart peeled away, and tears flowed instead of blood. The madness he had been trying to hold back surged forth and took control of his mind.
And a moment later, when the Captain opened his eyes, he was no longer in the suburbs of Gemini City but in the middle of a battlefield.
- Captain!
- The Margrave has given the order to retreat!
- There are too many casualties!
The voices of his fallen comrades echoed clearly in his ears. Raising a mace lying on the ground, the Captain shouted.
“Everyone retreat!! Retreat! I’ll buy us some time!!”
Just like he did years ago on the battlefield.
* * *
Amidst his muddled mind and the smoke from the shell, the Captain dashed in the opposite direction his comrades were retreating.
In war, retreating was as dangerous as a charge.
Especially when retreating from Earthians chasing after them with guns, it was essential to have superhumans covering them.
Thus, to save at least one more comrade, the Captain swung his mace at the first Earthian he encountered.
Thwang!!
Tearing through the air, the mace filled with mana clashed with a gun and sent the Earthian flying far away.
“Vice-Captain!”
It was an attack powerful enough to crush thick iron plates. But unfortunately, the opponent did not die.
Unable to withstand the force, the Earthian was sent flying, but his labored breathing could be seen as he tumbled on the ground.
The Earthian didn’t die from that? No way?
“So, you’ve finally learned how to use mana!”
The Captain gripped the mace tighter than before and exclaimed in shock.
“You disgusting Pollu bastards! Did you create fake knights with those stolen elixirs?”
Perhaps this was the battlefield he would die on, and that thought gave him a small sense of expectation.
Wait, expectation?
Sensing something strange, as the Captain furrowed his brows someone’s sword aimed for his neck.
It was a brilliant ambush, but they had chosen the wrong opponent. Sensing the incoming sword, the Captain quickly stepped back and swung the mace wide.
!
A shockwave was generated as the sword and mace clashed, ripping the air and swallowing everything around them.
As their manas mixed and they were pushed back, both the Captain and his opponent prepared for a follow-up strike almost simultaneously.
The recoil from being deflected was suppressed as the sword lunged again.
But instead of swinging the mace to counter the sword, the Captain used the advantage of the blunt weapon.
Using the mace’s center of gravity, he extended his foot just before the sword could reach him.
Clang!
The one kicked in the side was sent flying with the sound of skin tearing.
The impact was so strong that the person rolled on the ground a couple of times, only coming to a stop when he crashed into a wall.
Alright, one down…
Thinking so, just as the Captain was about to turn toward the next enemy, the one who had been smashed into the wall suddenly sprang up. The debris from the building piled on his head and shoulders fell off in clumps.
“…Don’t interfere, just retreat immediately.”
The other Earthians shouted something back upon hearing that, but the Captain couldn’t hear it clearly.
Is this guy also trying to buy time for his comrades, just like me?
An enemy who understood honor. It seemed he’d finally met an Earthian like that. The Captain smiled and raised his mace.
“I am the Captain of the Imperial Knights, the foremost sword of His Majesty the Emperor. And you are?”
The Earthian with golden eyes spat out a mixture of spit and blood and raised his sword.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“No alias or rank?”
“…”
“This is quite beneath me.”
The Earthian named Cheon Yeomyeong looked momentarily dumbfounded but quickly responded upon seeing his comrades running away.
“The janitor of this month, the Dragon Liberator, apprentice of Corvus, and… Saintess’… uh, no, that’s not it…”
It was obvious that he was trying to buy time, but the Captain didn’t criticize him.
After all, he was also buying time for his comrades to escape.
A moment later, the one called Yeomyeong said,
“…Seti’s lover.”
“How nice. I’ll personally send a flower to your lover after this fight is over.”
With that romantic declaration, the two of them lunged at each other and clashed.
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* * *
Yeomyeong watched the mace in the Captain’s hand.
With a blunt iron ball at the end, the body and handle were slightly longer than his forearm.
It was a cheap training mace, but a weapon’s worth was always determined by who used it.
As Yeomyeong wondered how to deal with the mace, the Captain suddenly straightened his back and hunched his shoulders.
A stance that clearly revealed his next move.
In a battle fought at the speed measured in frame units, this was something even beginners wouldn’t do. So, was it a mistake due to dementia?
No, it wasn’t.
The mace he raised turned red and spewed embers…
“Hup!”
And struck the air with a powerful blow.
It wasn’t simply emitting mana like a Sword Aura. It was a large-scale spell, or something closer to the Comet Sword—an advanced martial art.
By the time Yeomyeong managed to raise his sword, he was already caught off guard as the martial art tore through space.
Kooo-kaaang!!
A heavy, deafening sound roared as flames poured out, sweeping everything in front of the Captain away.
The road sank as it vomited asphalt, and villas collapsed as they scattered debris.
It looked like a scene where artillery shells had landed. Everyone watching from outside the explosion zone fell silent.
The only person who spoke was Jeon Yongseop with his brow furrowed deeply.
“Perfected Volcanic Tempest—?”
Unfortunately, no one could hear his muttering.
Everyone’s gaze was focused on Yeomyeong, who was still holding his stance despite the explosion.
Cough.
Covered in dust and debris, Yeomyeong coughed and raised his sword.
The Sword Aura on the sword explained how he had managed to withstand the explosion, but that was all.
Continuing the fight in such a battered condition was impossi—
“Oh?”
The Captain stared at Yeomyeong’s rapidly regenerating body with a look of surprise.
In the blink of an eye, his broken arm returned to its original position, and the skin that had been stripped off began to regrow.
“Indeed, you’re truly a monster.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. The Captain grinned at his silence and charged again.
“Then I’ll just have to keep beating you up until you can no longer regenerate!”
The Captain closed the distance in an instant and swung his mace down.
Unlike the martial art that had caused the explosion earlier, the mace made a smooth curve this time. However, as if he had been waiting for it, Yeomyeong swung his sword.
His target wasn’t the Captain but the body of the mace.
Clang!
The moment their mana collided and they struggled for power, Yeomyeong put more force into his sword.
Yeomyeong’s mana pushed against and neutralized the Captain’s mana while their weapons clashed, blade to flesh.
While it would have been a wasteful move under normal circumstances…
Right now, the mace in the Captain’s hand was made from cheap steel for training, while Yeomyeong’s sword was crafted by a dwarf blacksmith from mana metal.
And in the next moment, Yeomyeong’s sword sliced cleanly through the body of the mace, without even chipping the blade.
The head of the mace rolled away with a dull sound.
The Captain stared blankly, alternating between the severed mace and Yeomyeong.
“What a fine sword. Did you steal it from the dwarves?”
“I received it as a gift.”
“…A gift, huh? The Americans said the same thing. That they didn’t steal the elven elixirs, but that they received them as gifts from the forest dwellers.”
Yeomyeong didn’t care whether the Captain was mocking him or not and just charged at him. Since the Captain had lost his weapon, it was now his chance.
Be it to inflict a wound or waste mana, he had to first close the gap. If he started using the martial art that caused the explosion earlier recklessly, he wouldn’t even be able to guarantee his life, let alone win.
However, the Captain, now unarmed, didn’t retreat or start looking for another weapon.
Yeomyeong couldn’t understand what the Captain saw in his deranged mind, but the Captain clenched his fist as if he would never retreat and faced Yeomyeong head-on.
And Yeomyeong didn’t hesitate, either. He raised his Sword Aura, summoned all his martial skills except for the Dzhugashvili, and swung his sword.
In the accelerating vision, a pale yellow blade resembling mustard gas aimed for the Captain’s neck.
The shining sword light was fast approaching, but the Captain didn’t even try to dodge. Instead, he reached out to grab Yeomyeong’s sword.
In that brief moment, Yeomyeong thought he would just cut his fingers and go for the neck.
Then, the Captain’s hand turned red, sparking embers—a precursor to the martial art that had caused the earlier explosion.
Could he really use it unarmed? What kind of nonsense was this—
Just as Yeomyeong’s thoughts reached that point, an explosive sound erupted from the Captain’s fist.
!!!
The force was weaker than when he swung the mace. Thanks to that, instead of being blown away, Yeomyeong managed to block the explosion with his sword, but he lost his balance.
And that was what the Captain was aiming for.
As if waiting for that very moment, he dove straight into Yeomyeong’s arms. They were close enough that his elbow would touch first before Yeomyeong could swing his sword.
Yeomyeong was about to use his Flying Kick technique to target the Captain’s groin when the Captain’s hand turned red at the same time.
And the next moment…
Kooo-kaaang—! A thunderous explosion erupted.
Yeomyeong countered the attacks aimed at his knees, his thighs, his chest—deflecting counterstrikes, face-to-face, using the desperate burst of telekinetic force to block…
And amid the continuous explosions, the first one to show a gap was Yeomyeong.
For just one moment, he missed the punch as the feeling of being caught in the explosion pierced him.
And that one mistake cost him dearly. The Captain’s fist struck Yeomyeong’s chest directly.
With a crack, his ribs broke in sync with the punch. But the Captain didn’t stop there. Next was an explosion.
The explosion hit his lungs, stomach, and heart directly. They screamed in unison as Yeomyeong’s solar plexus caved in, and blood poured from his mouth.
No matter how strong a Superhuman he was, that blow was fatal.
“It was a good fight. Earthian, as promised, I’ll send a flower to your lover, Seti.”
As Yeomyeong flew across the ground, the Captain, confident of his victory, turned his back.
The war wasn’t over yet, and there were many more Earthians to kill. Especially the soldiers who had just fled…
However, his thoughts were cut short by a small coughing sound coming from behind him.
Cough.
When he turned his head, he saw Yeomyeong getting to his feet, vomiting blood mixed with flesh.
“…How?”
In response to the Captain’s question, a red Killing Intent surged around Yeomyeong’s body.
Dzhugashvili.
Having barely escaped the threshold of death, Yeomyeong gritted his teeth and somehow assumed a combat stance.
“That Regeneration ability… Did the Americans join hands with the vampires?”
There was no longer any hint of surprise or enjoyment present in the Captain’s voice. Only shock and disgust toward someone who transcended humanity.
“How disgusting. How many lines have you crossed to obtain that power? Aren’t you ashamed to face your lover? No, in the first place, does such a lover even exist?”
This time, both the Captain’s fist and foot were glowing red. And as if in response, Yeomyeong overlaid his sword with multiple Sword Auras.
A blazing Sword Aura, mana on the brink of exploding.
As the Killing Intent between the two surged and they both prepared to strike simultaneously…
A familiar voice broke the tension.
“Sorry, I’m late.”
Sancho, who had been blown away by the Captain’s first surprise attack, landed on the severely destroyed street holding a sword and shield.
* * *
The Captain’s expression changed as he saw Sancho.
The tension he had held while targeting Yeomyeong earlier disappeared, and a smile spread across his face.
“Sancho, why are you apologizing? Does it even matter whether you’re late or early when helping our comrades retreat?”
Coming to a stop and standing tall, Sancho stared at the Captain. His hand holding the sword twitched briefly before he slowly approached his Captain.
“First, let’s deal with that monster togeth—”
As the distance between the two narrowed, just as the Captain was about to speak, Sancho suddenly swung his sword, aiming for the Captain’s neck.
The Captain dodged it reflexively, but Sancho was also someone who had become a Superhuman.
Whoosh—! Blood splattered from the Captain’s side.
The Captain’s face was filled with shock while a mix of emotions crossed Sancho’s face.
“Sancho, why?”
Clutching his side, the Captain took several steps back, creating distance between them. He stared at Sancho with a look of utter disbelief.
“Did you betray the Knight Order?”
“Betray? That’s nonsense.”
Confusion appeared in the Captain’s eyes. And in the midst of the strange atmosphere, Sancho raised his sword and shield and spoke.
“Captain, do you remember what I told you before? That this world isn’t real?”
“Sancho… have you gone mad? What are you saying in this situation?”
Ignoring the Captain’s shout, Sancho infused mana into his sword and continued.
“Back then, you told me it didn’t matter whether this world was real or an illusion—as long as a Knight upheld their honor, no matter where they went. That was all that mattered.”
“What? Did I really say that…?”
“Yes, you did.”
Confusion appeared on the Captain’s face. Sancho then gestured toward Yeomyeong and continued.
“I’ve always kept that word in my heart. And even now, at this moment, I am still a knight.”
“Sancho, what are you talking about? What honor is there to protect by attacking me—”
Almost immediately, Sancho interrupted the Captain’s words.
“Your honor.”

“…”
“The honor of the man endured humiliation for our comrades, the honor of you who discarded his pride for our people.”
As he spoke, Sancho stopped walking just a few steps away from the Captain, close enough to hear each other’s breaths.
“As long as I’m alive, I will never allow your name to be tarnished with the label of a massacre, Captain. If true chivalry exists in this world, it cannot be permitted.”
Upon hearing those firm words, the confusion on the Captain’s face gradually disappeared. His eyes were still murky, but his expression as he looked at Sancho seemed much more at ease.
“Sancho, is that your oath?”
“Yes, Captain.”
“Impressive. You’ve truly become a knight now.”
With those words, the two of them laughed. They acted normally, as if nothing had happened.
And in the next moment, the senile old man and the fake knight rushed at each other.
* * *
The two Imperial Knights unleashed the same martial art.
Volcanic Tempest.

A symbol of tenacious devotion created by mimicking Earth’s artillery after having abandoned the traditional swordsmanship of the Imperial Knight Order.
The Captain had suppressed this martial art for years to avoid hearing the sound of explosions. However, it now burst out from Sancho’s sword and the Captain’s fist.
!!!
The two explosions intertwined and consumed each other. The air convulsed, as the sound was swept away.
The victor of the first clash was Sancho. Unlike him, who was holding a large rectangular shield, the Captain was swept away by the explosion.
However, Sancho gripped his sword tightly and shouted at Yeomyeong.
“He deliberately flew towards the mansion! He’s planning to retrieve his weapon! We need to stop him!”
Yeomyeong had already made his move.
While the Captain and Sancho were talking, he gathered the Comet Light on his sword and unleashed a Sword Aura.
Flash-! The Comet Sword shot toward the place where the Captain’s mana could be felt.
The blade made of light cut through not just the dust from the explosion, but also the mansion where the Captain lay hidden, slicing through it entirely.
However, the comet light did not bring forth victory.
The moment it came into contact with something, the Comet Sword bent as if it were slipping on ice.
Standing beneath the helpless comet light flying into the sky, the Captain, holding the same type of shield as Sancho strode forward.
…Did he perhaps use his shield to bend the Comet Sword?
While Yeomyeong stood in disbelief, the Captain pulled out a mace from behind his shield.
This time, it was not the cheap mace he had seen before but the “real” main weapon of the Captain, adorned with delicate decorations.
Seeing this, Sancho spoke.
“It’s a mace that was personally bestowed by the former Emperor… Be careful, unlike the previous mace, this one won’t break.”
Just as Yeonyeong was about to reply, an unfamiliar voice interrupted his ear.
[Capture the Captain alive.]
The message was conveyed directly through magic.
Not even making an attempt to hide its location, they could clearly sense where the mana was coming from.
As he turned his head slightly, he could see Jeon Yongseob in the distance, mouthing words at him.
[This is not a suggestion. It is an order.]
“…”
[I am Jeon Yongseob, a mage from the U.S. Department of Defense, and I have the authority to give you whatever you desire. Money, honor, elixirs… Whatever you wish for, I can promise it in the name of the Federal Government.]
What on earth was the person who started this entire situation by launching a bombardment babbling about now?
Yeomyeong furrowed his brow, but Jeon Yongseop’s warning continued.
[I repeat. Cooperate in capturing the Captain alive; this is for the sake of both Earth and humanity. He…]
“Bullshit.”
Yeomyeong immediately manipulated his mana to block the spell.
Regardless of how contorted Jeon Yongseop’s expression became, he spoke to Sancho.
“If we attack him head-on, our movements won’t be in sync. I’ll attack from above, so you block him from the front, Vice Captain.”
“…Above? Above, you say?”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong spanned ice spikes and leaped into the air.
And the next moment, the Captain, who had already closed the distance, charged like an arrow, swinging his mace at Sancho.
Though there was no explosion, the force behind the mace was enough to crush a tank. Sancho raised his shield and swung his sword with the other hand.
“Your reactions are sharp. It seems like you haven’t neglected your training.”
Following the Captain’s voice, the mace sliced through the air, the sword flashed between strikes as the heavy force pounded against the shield.
The two continued exchanging moves as if they were playing chess, anticipating each other’s next moves.
When one thrust their weapon, it was blocked with a shield; when the shield was pushed, they would retreat; sometimes, one would take a step forward to occupy space, or jab the shield’s corner…
Decades of accumulated experience and the time they had spent together unfolded through their martial arts.
And at that moment, they were certain enough attacks had been exchanged, their shields scattered embers simultaneously.
Volcanic Tempest unleashed not by their weapons, but by their shields.
The mana, which had been suppressed, erupted and exploded toward each other. The air tore apart, and a scream echoed.
The explosion was so strong that both of them were forced to retreat at the same time. The Captain took one step back while the Vice Captain took four.
The scene clearly showed who held the upper hand, but the Captain did not let his guard down. He could clearly sense Yeomyeong descending from the sky.
Looking up, he saw a tremendous number of ice spikes pouring down like rain.
“A martial art like that combined with magic? He’s truly a monster with many talents.”
The Captain raised his shield above his head and lightly unleashed the Volcanic Tempest.
Kwang-! As expected of basic magic, the ice spikes caught in the explosion vanished without any resistance.
“To go this high just to waste mana like this—”
However, the Captain’s thoughts were quickly interrupted. Amid the flames of the explosion, Yeomyeong was descending with a sword in hand.
Were the ice spikes just a decoy? Not bad.
Just as that thought crossed his mind, Sancho also charged in and thrust his sword.
A two-pronged attack following the decoy.
The Captain responded immediately. He tilted his shield to deflect Yeomyeong and swung his mace to block Sancho’s sword.
It was a movement that required the ability to read the trajectories of both attacks perfectly, yet the Captain executed it with ease.
The training he had accumulated over long years and countless real-world experiences made this possible.
Of course, Yeomyeong’s attack didn’t end with that.
The moment his attack was blocked, he compressed an ice spike to the size of a needle and shot it at the captain’s eyes.
A carefully prepared triple-pronged strike.
The ice spike attack, intending to at least blind one eye, was effortlessly countered by the Captain.
Did he dodge it or block it? No, the Captain’s method of dealing with the ice spike was beyond imagination.
He suddenly opened his mouth and chomped down on the incoming ice spike.
“…”
Crack! The sight of the Captain biting down on the ice spike left Yeomyeong bewildered, but the Captain spoke nonchalantly.
“Did you really think such a surprise attack would work? I’ve lived through battlefields where bullets rained down. Compared to U.S. snipers, this is child’s play.”
“…”
Though the words came from a senile old man, they were so wild it was hard to believe. Yet, Yeomyeong couldn’t deny them.
The Captain was unlike any opponent he had faced before. He stood at the pinnacle in both martial arts and real-world experience.
And in order to defeat him, a simple approach would not suffice. At the very least, an unexpected strike was necessary.
Fortunately, Yeomyeong had one such method.
A talent for martial arts.
His thought was brief, and his action swift.
After increasing the distance between them, Yeomyeong spoke to Sancho.
“Sancho, when I give the signal, unleash that explosive martial art with your shield.”
“…With the shield? Got it.”
Just as Sancho responded, the Captain charged at them.
He swung his mace relentlessly, aiming specifically to keep Yeomyeong from leaping into the sky again. Though they had the advantage in numbers, it didn’t matter—his two opponents were unaccustomed to working together. As a result, he managed to keep pushing them back.
Clang!
The sound of the shield slamming down on the sword and the mace striking Yeomyeong’s body.
How was the Captain using mana so efficiently? Even while staunching the wound on his side, he continued to apply pressure on them.
“Sancho! What are you doing?! Is this all your oath was worth?”
As the Captain shouted, his mace and shield turned red simultaneously.
It was a precursor of the mighty Volcanic Tempest.
Seeing the embers, Yeomyeong shouted.
“Now!”

Immediately, Sancho’s shield turned red and expelled embers. And just as he was about to unleash Volcanic Tempest on the captain…
Yeomyeong’s empty hands grabbed a grenade from his inventory.
Just a grenade?
Disappointment flickered briefly in Sancho’s eyes as he was expecting some secret strategy, but it quickly turned to horror.
And in the next moment, both Yeomyeong’s sword and the grenade turned red and began expelling embers.

 
    

  Chapter 205: What Remains In The End (5)
* * *
Embers flickered and scattered over the murky eyes of the senile old Captain.
Two swords, one shield, and a single grenade.
The Captain immediately realized what was happening. That Earthian bastard had managed to copy the Volcanic Tempest.
A truly terrifying talent.
It was a martial art that most struggled to even master properly. Yet, he had figured it out after a brief clash.
His talent was on par with, or perhaps even greater than, the Margrave.
It obviously wasn’t a perfect imitation. The unstable flickering embers were proof of that. However, it was precisely this that made the Captain feel even greater astonishment.
The grenade in his hand was undoubtedly meant to compensate for the lack of explosive power.
If only such a person had been by the Margrave’s side, or at least had existed when Stalin was cajoling with the Emperor—
…Huh?
Isn’t this a war? What am I even saying?
Feeling the scorching heat rushing toward his face, the Captain felt a sense of confusion and bewilderment as he closed his eyes.
Bang—
And in the darkness beyond his closed eyelids, a familiar face appeared.
Stained with battlefield filth and dust, a beautiful woman clad in a priestess’s robe clasping her hands in prayer.
Tears of blood dripping from between her tightly shut eyelids. She was…
- *Saintess?*
[Captain? Captain, is that you?]
- *Yes, it’s me. But why are you here, Saintess?*
[That’s what I want to ask you. Why are you here, Captain? Ah, wait… What year is it over there?]
- *What year? What does that even mean? I was trying to buy some time so my comrades could retreat. Didn’t you hear the retreat signal? You must also retreat at once, Saintess.*
[Ah.]
Was it that difficult for her to accept defeat? It looked as if the Saintess was both shocked and as if she had just realized something.
[Did we… lose?]
- *Defeat? Saintess, even if we lose this land, we have not lost as long as a single one of us remains alive.*
[So, we did lose. Just as fate intended.]
What had gotten into her? Puzzled by the trembling Saintess before him, the Captain tilted his head.
Then, she asked.
[And him… what happened to the Margrave?]
- *What could possibly happen to him? He even survived a nuclear missile. Who would dare—*
[A nuclear missile?!]
The Saintess interrupted him, her voice nearly a scream.
Trying to calm her down, the Captain waved his hands.
- *Yes, even the missiles the Earthians launched under the pretense of destroying monsters failed to harm him. Though the exposure to radiation was somewhat problematic—*
However, he was unable to finish his sentence because the blood pooling in the Saintess’ eyes trickled down her cheeks.
Forming a bead as it dripped from her chin, and finally fell to the ground, the Saintess opened her eyes. And in the emptiness of her hollow eye sockets, blood and tears shimmered.
[Captain.]
- *Yes, Saintess.*
[You will not be remembered as a hero. Not even as a knight. History… will record you as a mass murderer.]
…
[A madman consumed by vengeance, who burned two cities to the ground and slaughtered both Earthians and his own people indiscriminately.]
It was neither a curse. Nor was it magic or even prophecy.
Just a calm recitation of plain facts.
[Your massacre will drive Americans to the voting booths. And it will put a madman in the White House—one who will strip the dwarves of their voting rights and make our people second-class citizens.]
With that, the Saintess fell silent, pressing her lips together to suppress a sob. The Captain stepped forward and patted her on the back.
- *Saintess, do not grieve. The future can always be changed.*
[That’s what we tried to believe. But it doesn’t matter if the dice rolls a one or a six, at the end of the day, we are all still pieces on the board.]
Blood kept flowing as her hands trembled.
[There are no coincidences. Everything is fate. And the very fact that the future you is standing here before me is undeniable proof of that, is it not?]
The Captain withdrew his hand from her back and let out a small sigh.
- Saintess, with all due respect, what does that even matter?
[…]
- *Will you run from this war just because defeat is inevitable? I fight to win, but even if I lose, I will not retreat out of fear.*
[That’s because you are—]
- *Maybe it’s because I am a knight, but both my comrades and my enemies charge toward death all the same.*
The Saintess did not reply, only gazing at him with her empty eye sockets.
A brief silence ensued.
Feeling awkward, the Captain forced a smile.
- *I think of it like this—no tree stops growing out of the fear of lightning, and no bird stops flapping its wings because it fears falling. Though I may not be a tree or a bird, I—*
[You’re telling me not to yield to fate?]
- *Yes, well… something like that.*
It would have been better if Sancho was here. Having spent his whole life swinging weapons, the Captain now realized just how terrible he was at speaking.
Having just heard words that offered no consolation, the Saintess did not laugh. However, she did not continue to cry either.
Instead, she clenched her fists tightly and stammered.
[To think you would speak the same words as him… It’s almost shocking enough to make me forget horrifying future to come.]
- *…I’m glad I could help, then.*
He couldn’t explain it, but the Captain had the distinct feeling that his time was running out.
He hurried to say his goodbyes, but once again, the Saintess cut him off and spoke first.
[Captain, please hold onto that resolve. And if your heart ever wavers, remember a recent coincidence.]
- *Coincidence? Didn’t you just say there are no such things in this world?*
The Captain protested, but the Saintess continued speaking as if she was running out of time.
[Captain, please… find the one who draws coincidences. That is the only way you will be able to remain yourself. Remember, where the coincidence leads—]
Bang—
But before he could hear the rest, the Captain opened his eyes.
Blood from the Vice Captain who had just been shot splattered across the murky eyes of the senile old man.
* * *
The Saintess opened her eyes and collapsed onto the ground. The once-bustling barracks fell silent in an instant.
It was a familiar sight; no soldier made a fuss.
However, numerous eyes watched her with concern, but the Saintess paid them no heed and rose to her feet.
She had intended to return to her room, but her body refused to move. She had maintained her Foresight for too long.
In the end, she barely managed to take a few steps before collapsing onto the nearest chair.
There were times she cursed the gods who had given her this power, but this moment was not one of them. Her small heart pounded with anticipation.
A fragile hope—that perhaps she was able to change the future.
“Are you alright?”
Joanna Thule and the bearded Holy Sword approached her as she gasped for breath, but she did not explain what she had seen.
The burden of knowing the future only grew heavier when shared.
There was no need for those who had risked their lives for her to bear such pain.
Of course, that meant she would have to endure all that suffering alone.
But perhaps this time would be different. She closed her eyes and invoked her Foresight once more.
Peering across decades, she searched within her vision to see how the future of the captain she had once met had changed.
And when the Foresight ended—
She wept.
* * *
Yeomyeong still wasn’t sure of their victory even as he infused mana into the grenade.
His honed instincts whispered that he would sever the Captain’s arm at best.
Still, if he could disable even just one of the Captain’s limbs, the scales of battle might tip in their favor.
And that thought carried him up to the moment he prepared to throw the grenade.
Bang!
A gunshot rang out from the direction where Jeon Yongseop was.
But even before the sound reached him, a bullet, traveling faster than the speed of sound, had already pierced Yeomyeong’s hand.
The grenade tumbled powerlessly to the ground as blood spurted from his wrist.
Yet Yeomyeong neither screamed nor dodged. Instead, by sheer instinct, he used telekinesis to shove Sancho to the side.
Fortunately, Sancho was too focused on his Volcanic Tempest to try and resist.
Bang!
As Sancho’s upper body tilted slightly, another bullet pierced his chest.
A bullet aimed precisely at the heart. But thanks to the telekinetic push, the bullet pierced his lung instead.
“Guh…!”
Though it would not kill him instantly, it was still a mortal wound. Yet Yeomyeong did not despair.
As long as he was alive, there was still a chance.
Whether through potions or a Superhuman’s regeneration, he could recover and return to battle—he had done so before.
Bracing for another bullet and the Captain’s counterattack, he grabbed Sancho and began retreating.
Or at least, he tried to.
However, the Captain’s Volcanic Tempest was just a beat faster than his hands.
Boom! In the middle of the very act of reaching for Sancho, Yeomyeong was caught in an explosion and sent flying.
His body screamed in agony, but he clenched his teeth and extended his telekinesis toward Sancho.
And as the two of them crashed to the ground, the Captain raised his shield and roared.
“Sniper! It’s a sniper!! The Vice Captain has been sniped!! Priest! Where’s the priest?!!”
His voice was nearly a scream. In response to his frantic shouting, only another bullet responded.
Bang! The Captain raised his shield and skillfully blocked the bullet.
However, something unusual happened in the spot where the bullet had been deflected—a clear presence of mana.
It was a magic bullet, and not just any basic war-era one, but an exquisitely crafted one beyond comparison.
“Everyone! Take cover!! I’ll go!”
The Captain’s mind shifted back to the battlefield once again, kicking the ground as he shouted loudly.
However, before he could take even a few steps, his left foot turned stiff, freezing in place.
A curse? No, it was magic. A spell that no Korean could possibly be unaware of.
Rapid Leg Death.
A spell that killed the opponent’s leg, the signature move boasted by Korea’s once first archmage.
“Jeon Yongseop…”
Having recovered from the explosion, Yeomyeong turned his head to see Jeon Yongseop shaking a wand full of bells.
He cast one spell after another, his expression filled with confidence. Yeomyeong couldn’t discern exactly what the magic was, but one thing was clear—none of the spells were intended for killing.
And it was clearly evident from the bullets that kept pouring toward the Captain. Rather than aiming for vital spots like the head or organs, the attacks were clearly targeting limbs.
“These crazy bastards…”
Were they seriously trying to capture him alive? If so, they should’ve at least brought in a helicopter instead of using a sniper.
Their strategy wasn’t bad in itself, but the power was severely lacking.
With such attacks, they’d only succeed in provoking the Captain further. And so, before he went completely berserk, something had to be done…
While Yeomyeong was lost in his thoughts, Sancho, who had been healing his wounds on the floor, grabbed his hand tightly.
His hand trembled, his lips twitched.
With his lungs damaged, he could only cough up blood and air, but he made an inarticulate utterance toward Yeomyeong.
- *Don’t let the Captain near the city.*
Yeomyeong looked down at Sancho’s lips and, as if having made up his mind, retrieved a small potion from his inventory.
A healing potion he had found back in the Dreitherial underground bunker. Yeomyeong poured it into the hole in Sancho’s chest and spoke.
“Tell me the True Intention of the Knight Order’s explosive martial arts. Hurry up.”
Sancho’s eyes seemed to question why he was asking about that at a time like this.
“I’ll keep the Captain at bay. Once you’re healed, head to the city. This is just a temporary fix—do not get involved in the fight any longer.”
The city?
“Yes, bring my companions, especially the Crow Beastfolk. If she helps, we will be able to manage somehow.”
That…
“And since things have come to this, there’s no need to pretend that you feel bad. Just make sure you reward us well after the job is done. Oh, and there’s a friendly-looking middle-aged woman in my group—just ask her if you require healing.”
Yeomyeong spoke rapidly as if he wouldn’t allow any objections, and his face turned serious.
Seeing that, Sancho let out a faint smile—unclear whether it was a bitter one or a hollow one. Coughing, he parted his lips to speak.
What remains in the end—This is the True Intention of Volcanic Tempest.
“…”
Its True Intention was shockingly simple for such a terrifying martial art. Yeomyeong was about to ask if that was really the True Essence, but before he could, Sancho seemed to confirm something, moving his lips once more.
What remains in the end?
There was no doubt about it. Yeomyeong immediately rose from his seat and leaped toward the sky.
Not toward the Captain but in the direction of Jeon Yongseop.
* * *
Scarlett O’Hara—Dina swallowed hard as she watched the Captain close the distance step by step.
Was this really the right thing to do? Subduing that monster with just this meager force?
As her doubts began to deepen, Jeon Yongseop, who had been shaking his wand, spoke up.
“Tell Team A to prepare the anti-tank rockets instead of mortars. I’ll take down that damn shield first.”
Scarlett obeyed without hesitation. Though she wasn’t officially part of the military, she immediately picked up the military-issued phone and relayed the order.
When a confirmation came through, she spoke up cautiously.
“Sir, this could easily turn into a major disaster. It would be safer to kill him now…”
A reminder that their original mission was to eliminate, not capture.
Jeon Yongseop shot her a sharp glare.
“Scarlett, are you questioning my decision as the Emissary?”
“…”
“I can’t pass up the opportunity to obtain the perfected Volcanic Tempest’s True Intention. And if you’re that worried, just call in the reserves.”
As he spoke, an explosion echoed from the direction of the advancing Captain.
The sound of anti-tank missiles colliding with his shield? No, it was the sound of missiles exploding midair without causing any harm after being deflected by his shield.
Right. He had trained in all kinds of martial arts just to fight Earth’s military, right?
However, this wasn’t their first encounter with him either.
With lion-like eyes, Jeon Yongseop gripped his bell-adorned wand firmly with both hands. The mana, born from elixirs, resonated and wove itself into a spell.
This time, he was preparing Calamitous Death, a spell that forcibly disrupted an opponent’s mana flow—especially devastating against superhumans.
“Shin, Ja, Jin, In, Oh, Sul…”1
The bells on his wand trembled as he chanted. Just as the spell reached completion and mana gathered at the tip of the wand, Scarlett spotted something glittering in the sky and instinctively looked up.
What entered her vision were floating shards of ice and a familiar man rapidly descending towards them.
The man with golden eyes whom she had seen on the train.
Wasn’t he blown away by the Captain’s explosion earlier? Then why was he descending from the sky now?
The question was brief. The reaction took longer.
“Sir! Above you!”
Unfortunately, the man’s descent was faster than her words.
He smoothly twisted his body while still in midair and delivered a kick straight to the back of Jeon Yongseop’s head.
Crack! With the sound of something breaking, Jeon Yongseop, who was in the middle of chanting, crashed headfirst into the ground.
And seeing how he was still twitching, he wasn’t dead—but at the very least, he wouldn’t be moving his neck properly for weeks.
The man who had just incapacitated Jeon Yongseop landed lightly on the rooftop.
“W-What do you think you’re doing?! You—how dare you…!”
Scarlett drew her pistol, but the man interrupted with an indifferent expression.
“Of course I dare. Miss Scarlett O’Hara, do you even know who I am?”
“…”
She was unable to respond. She had only sent people to investigate his identity recently.
The man stared at the steadily approaching Captain and spoke.
“You are the uninvited intruders. The affairs of the Knight Order are for the Knights to handle.”
“…Knight Order?”
“This isn’t a matter where the U.S. military can interfere.”
“You… you’re…”
Seemingly misunderstanding something, Scarlett’s hand trembled. And instead of correcting her, the man lifted Jeon Yongseop’s unconscious body and spoke.
“Take all the mercenaries and soldiers gathered here and return to the city. Whether you set up a defense line or call in reinforcements, I don’t care. There’s always a chance I might fail.”
“…”
“Oh, and this is not a suggestion. It is an order.”

Thud. Scarlett caught the unconscious Jeon Yongseop he tossed at her. Lost for words, she stood still for a moment before picking up her phone and issuing new orders.
Retreat. The mission had changed from capture to city defense.
* * *
As the sudden hail of bullets ceased, the Captain raised both his shield and his guard.
The Earthians were nothing if not relentless. They never hesitated to use explosives, even while retreating.
However, no matter how much he waited, no more shells came.
Instead, accompanied by the sound of slow, deliberate footsteps, a man with an unfamiliar face emerged from the ruins.
“Who are you?”
Normally, he wouldn’t have bothered asking. If someone came from the direction bullets were flying, they could only be Earthians.
However, the illusion the man wore over his face—
Black hair and golden eyes. That illusion made the Captain ask.
“Who the hell are you? How dare you try to imitate that person’s bloodline?”
Upon hearing those words, the man seemed to realize what the Captain meant and dispelled the illusion from his face.
And then, with those same gleaming golden eyes, he looked at the Captain and spoke.
“I’m Cheon Yeomyeong, Captain.”
“…You know me?”
The man smiled wryly and drew his sword.
“I’ve already introduced myself too many times. So now, it’s my turn to ask a question.”
As he spoke, Sword Auras bloomed along his blade—wave, starlight, milky-white will, blood-red killing intent, and… ember burning crimson.
The moment the Captain’s face twisted in surprise, the man uttered something even more shocking.
“Captain, what is it that remains in the end?
“…”
Only four people in the world knew that question. The senile old man let his mind wander for a brief moment. Then, he raised his mace and answered.
“Vengeance!”

Following his lie, the mace was dyed in crimson.

 
  Footnotes
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	1. It is based on a sexagenary cycle name. (Ancient Chinese Zodiac and Color of Year order)
0: 신(申, Monkey)
4: 자(子, Mouse)
8: 진(辰, Dragon)
6: 인(寅, Tiger)
10: 오(午, Horse)
2: 술(戌, Dog)


   

  Chapter 206: What Remains In The End (6)
* * *
Yeomyeong went all out from the very start.
As he layered and condensed all the martial arts he knew, his sword shone brilliantly as he swung it down upon the Captain.
An Aura strong enough to even split a dragon’s ribcage.
However, instead of meeting the Sword Aura head-on, the Captain slammed his mace to the ground.
An explosion erupted from the impact. The very ground beneath them convulsed and trembled, forcing Yeomyeong to retreat as he glanced downward.
The cracks spread through the upturned asphalt, sending clouds of dust flying into the air.
As the dust obscured his vision, sparks flared beneath the Captain’s feet.
No way—?
Yeomyeong belatedly tried to adjust his stance, but the explosion had already ignited beneath the Captain’s soles by then.
It was literally an explosive acceleration.
The Captain shot forward like an arrow, closing the distance in an instant. The mace in his hand scattered embers, carving a blazing arc through the air.
This crazy old man—
All Yeomyeong could do was meet him with his own sword. As their weapons clashed, explosions erupted simultaneously.
KABOOOM!
A blinding flash and searing heat engulfed the space, followed by a shockwave that swallowed everything.
Yeomyeong swung his sword, layered with overlapping Sword Aura, like a shield to protect himself. It was a massive waste of mana, but he had no other choice.
In the first place, he hadn’t expected the Captain to detonate the ground to change the terrain, let alone use explosions to propel himself.
He would have simply been impressed when he had only thought of it as mere explosive martial arts. However, after learning about the Volcanic Tempest, his perspective had changed entirely.
How relentless.
The precise control of mana required to direct the angle and force of every explosion, the obsessive control of aftershocks to create openings—
This wasn’t a skill that could be mastered within days or even a few years.
But just realizing that didn’t change how Yeomyeong fought.
The Captain wasn’t giving him time to change strategies or prepare any magic. Mace in hand, shield raised, he kept pressing forward.
Clang!!
Their burning gazes locked as sword and mace collided.
The murky eyes of the aged knight read the footwork. The golden eyes of the Janitor analyzed the shifting of the muscles.
Hup!
They inhaled simultaneously—countless exchanges unfolding in the subconscious realm.
A dance of counterattacks and destruction, playing out in reality.
As the mace became even faster with each clash, Yeomyeong gritted his teeth, pouring more strength into his sword just to keep up.
Their weapons ignited a battle frenzy. Nerves stretched to the breaking point, screaming in protest.
However, stopping wasn’t an option. Retreating even less so.
Yeomyeong unleashed the Flying Kick technique, Elven swordsmanship, Surging Wave technique, and every other skill in his arsenal to fend off the relentless strikes and counterattacks.
Mana surged hot through his veins as his arms moved faster than his breath, his instincts outpacing thought.
And in the next moment, the embers of the Volcanic Tempest ignited on both their weapons. But unlike before, it wasn’t just one side.
The Captain wielded his mace and shield. Yeomyeong held his sword—and a grenade he had somehow pulled out without anyone taking notice.
!!
The explosion that erupted in front of him left no sound in its wake. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that the ensuing shockwave left his eardrums shattered, rendering him unable to hear anything.
Yeomyeong was flung back and rolled across the ground. The only reason his body didn’t explode was due to the explosion neutralizing another explosion.
Cough.
After rolling for some time, Yeomyeong was unable to even stop the blood from rising in his throat. Still, he got to his feet and grabbed his weapon.
He prepared himself for a counterattack, but the Captain didn’t charge at him.
Staring at Yeomyeong and his mace alternately, the Captain tilted his head as if something was amiss.
“How were you able to get used to it so quickly?”
It was a question from the senile old man. Yeomyeong swallowed the blood pooling in his mouth and responded.
“What do you mean?”
“The explosion from the Volcanic Tempest. I tried to burn you completely so you couldn’t regenerate… so how did your skill become strong enough to keep up with my explosion?”
The Captain truly found it difficult to understand.
Was it just the ramblings of an old man with dementia? Whatever the case, Yeomyeong didn’t pry into his question. He needed every moment he could get to recover.
A brief time passed.
As if trying to confirm something, the Captain swung his mace now filled with the Volcanic Tempest toward Yeomyeong. Yeomyeong responded in kind, unleashing the Volcanic Tempest with his sword.
KABOOM! The heavy explosion was no different from the last time.
Yeomyeong’s body was caught in the explosion once again and forced backwards, rolling across the ground, but that was it.
In fact, Yeomyeong managed to maintain a better posture than before as he shook off his sword and spoke.
“It isn’t that I have gotten stronger. You’ve just gotten weaker, Captain.”
“I have?”
It didn’t seem like the Captain had realized it yet, but Yeomyeong had already figured it out.
The True Intention.
It might have gone unnoticed had it been anyone else, but Yeomyeong, who practiced martial arts without understanding their true intention or even forcing a different intent into it, knew.
What the Captain had just demonstrated was a textbook example of what happened when the wrong intent was applied to the martial art.
The question of ‘why’ was surprisingly easy to answer.
The Captain’s answer to the question he had posed just before the fight: “What remains in the end?” was “revenge”. But that wasn’t his true intention. Maybe it was a wrong answer because of his dementia.
Still, Yeomyeong didn’t bother pointing that out.
Was it to make the fight a little more favorable?
No, it was because the Captain had already figured it out as well.
However, knowing and accepting it were two different things. Yeomyeong smiled faintly as he raised his sword.
“I thought I was the only one using a fake technique, but it seems it’s the same with you as well, Captain.”
The Captain didn’t laugh. He grew furious as if his flaws had just been exposed.
“How dare you.”
With those words as a signal, the two charged at each other again.
* * *
Yeomyeong expected the same kind of exchange as before.
A brutal clash of weapons which would be concluded with the Volcanic Tempest.
However, the Captain changed his fighting style without any warning.
The way he swung his weapon, his footwork, and even the manner in which he controlled his mana.
The mace no longer accelerated. Instead, it carried a raw, brutish force that could crush both sword and body with a single blow.
CLANG!
Caught off guard, Yeomyeong instinctively blocked the mace head-on, only to feel the impact rattle not just his grip but even his bones.
He quickly dodged and deflected the mace, but this time, the shield slithered after him like a snake.
Using weight distribution to act as a blunt weapon, a shield technique that utilized mana to turn its blunt edges into blades .
He can even use a shield like that?
Yeomyeong rolled on the ground to evade the shield aiming for his chest. But immediately after—the mace followed.
Boom—! Caught mid-roll, Yeomyeong blocked the mace—only to be slammed deeper into the ground.
His spine screamed in protest. It felt like he was being stomped on by a dragon.
A direct hit to the head would have killed him before he could even cry out.
As the Captain raised his mace once more, Yeomyeong reflexively used telekinesis to hurl himself out of the crater.
He had lost count of the number of times he’d rolled on the ground, but the Captain had already adapted.
If he hadn’t, there was no way he would be striking before Yeomyeong even had the chance to regain his stance.
Clang—!
A blow so heavy it made his molars and skull ring.
Observing the precise trajectory of the mace, Yeomyeong finally realized what martial art the Captain was using.
Pure Imperial Knight swordsmanship.
Of course. He was once the Captain of the Imperial Knight Order. Even though the Emperor had disbanded the order, even though history had long forgotten about him, even though he was now afflicted with dementia—
Even now.
Even now, the young janitor from Incheon couldn’t help but swallow his emotions and throw everything he had at him.
When martial arts weren’t enough, he used magic. When magic wasn’t enough, he used the modern weapons in his inventory. And when all that wasn’t enough, he returned to martial arts once again.
His sword wavered with his ragged breaths while the mace pulsed with mana as sweat dripped down.
Dozens of grenades, hundreds of ice spikes, and the Volcanic Tempest simultaneously.
BOOOOM!
The explosion forced the Captain’s shield back, creating some distance between them.
Yeomyeong panted as he glared at the Captain, who raised his shield and took a deep breath.
A heavy silence ensued.
The beautiful suburban landscape of Gemini City in the background had long since turned to ruins.
The once well-paved asphalt was nowhere to be seen, and the rubble of collapsed buildings rolled along with the wind.
And as a shattered window pane fell from the skeletal remains of a building, Yeomyeong lunged forward once more—
* * *
…No, he could not do that.
“This doesn’t make any sense.”
The Captain muttered all of a sudden. Maintaining the same posture with his sword still in hand, Yeomyeong came to a halt.
“The Volcanic Tempest was a martial art created by Sancho, the Margrave, and me after countless deliberations. How could I have possibly mistaken its True Intention?”
It was the rambling of an old man with dementia. His murky eyes, now filled with doubt and disbelief, made the fierce battle from just moments ago seem like a lie.
Then, the Captain turned to Yeomyeong, who was now in a ragged state.
“Tell me, what do you think?”
“…”
“No, just give me an answer. What do you think truly remains in the end after everything is gone?”
Yeomyeong did not answer right away. He took a deep breath, glanced towards the ruined city, and then responded.
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“I thought the answer was vengeance. But, Captain, you’ve just proven that to be wrong.”
“…”
Was he displeased by his response? The Captain furrowed his brow slightly.
“Vengeance? At your age?”
“…Misfortune and malice do not care for age.”
“That may be true… But do you not have a lover?”
Dementia was truly a terrible disease. As Yeomyeong sighed, suddenly reminded of this thought, the Captain continued speaking calmly.
“I’ve never had one either.”
“…”
“But I had comrades who were like family. And because of them… I was able to think of something greater than vengeance.”
His tone was like that of an elder gently teaching a child. Yeomyeong touched his fractured ribs—broken by the Captain’s mace—and let out a bitter smile.
“And what would that be?”
“An oath.”
“…”
“A knight’s oath… The oath to protect the weak, to remain loyal to the Emperor, and to never succumb to greed.”
Before Yeomyeong could reply, the Captain’s gaze began to drift—not to the present, but to the past.
“I dedicated my entire life to uphold that oath. And I succeeded. I managed to successfully protect my people from the oppression of Earth’s corporations and brought peace to this land. Yes, what remains in the end is…”
Was it the oath? It was a True Intention truly befitting a martial art created by knights, for knights.
Yeomyeong felt both concern and admiration as he quietly took that True Intention to heart.
And just as he raised his sword upon sensing something flying toward them from afar, the Captain spoke again, but with a different answer this time.
“…Regret.”
“…?”
“An oath we failed to keep. That is what truly remains at the end of a knight’s life.”
As though something had finally dawned on him, his voice trembled.
“The current Emperor kneeled before Stalin….”
Along with his words, the mace ignited in a crimson blaze.
“I failed to uphold my promise to protect the Saintess and the Margrave.”
The air around them burned hot.
“I also failed to keep my promise to be a godfather to their children.”
Embers soared into the sky.
“A promise that I failed to keep… now… my regret….”
Beneath the crimson-stained sky, Yeomyeong faced the wail of the senile old man.
“What remains in the end? All that remains at the end of one’s life is regret for a promise I couldn’t keep. That is my answer.”
It was wrong. Yeomyeong was certain that was not the True Intention either. And yet, at the same time, he also realized that this wrong answer was as powerful as the correct one.
Otherwise, how else could he explain the embers of the Volcanic Tempest covering the sky?
“It’s not too late… I can still turn this around, can’t I?”
“You know better than I that you cannot.”
“No, no. The war isn’t over yet. Do you not see the battlefield that I’m seeing right now? We still have time! If we kill De Gaulle now… if we stop that damned immoral Emperor—”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. Instead, he reached into his inventory and retrieved a bone staff.
It was the very staff he had taken from the mental world.
Channelling mana into it, he conjured as much ice magic as possible—spikes, spears, swords—an onslaught of frozen weapons.
Instead of stopping there, he layered his sword in his right hand with Sword Aura. And perhaps because of the True Intention woven into the Volcanic Tempest, multicolored embers flickered to life along the blade.
The Captain narrowed his eyes and asked.
“Earthian, even after seeing the sky, do you still intend to stop me?”
“…Yes. I also made a promise.”
“A promise? To whom?”
“To an old man who loves ice cream.”
“Asking a young man like you to make such a promise… what a shameless old fool.”
Yeomyeong let out a small chuckle. He couldn’t help it.
“…I have a hard time refusing the requests from elders.”
“Is that so? Then… die here. Dying for a promise is far better than living with one you failed to keep.”
With that solemn declaration, the Captain swung his mace. As the weighty iron ball followed its path slowly, the sea of crimson embers in the sky moved in tandem.
And the moment the mana of a knight, built up over decades, and the martial arts responding to the True Intention crashed down upon Yeomyeong, the Captain spotted something emerging from the dense ice high in the sky.
A familiar knight hanging on a massive crow.
The thought that Yeomyeong had been stalling for a time through conversation or using the ice to obscure his vision never even crossed his mind.
The Captain’s gaze instinctively locked onto the knight diving toward him.
It couldn’t be helped. Elderly people with dementia often fixated on what was familiar.
“Sancho!”
Rather than the immense flames coiled around Sancho’s blade, the Captain marveled at the crimson blessing wrapped around his body.
“So, you finally stopped grumbling and accepted the Saintess’ blessing?”
The false knight did not answer. Instead, he smiled sorrowfully, and the old knight smiled back.
Thus, the Captain and the Vice Captain of the Knight Order faced each other with a smile.
And it kept going until the crow’s magic, the Janitor’s Sword Aura, and the Vice Captain’s blade pierced through the Captain’s shield.

 
    

  Chapter 207: What Remains In The End (7)
* * *
On a transmission tower overlooking the entrance of Gemini City, with the suburban area visible in the distance, Scarlett O’Hara chewed her lip nervously, staring at the horizon.
Despite her extraordinary birth—no, perhaps because of it—there was nothing she could do.
Calling for additional government support or simply retreating were both beyond her authority.
All she could do now was pray as she glanced at the fallen Emissary with a broken neck and the battle unfolding in the suburban area.
Please, please let this end here.
Time seemed to stretch as Scarlett continued her silent prayer.
Cracccck—
A bizarre sound came from Jeon Yongseop’s neck. It was the sound of bones trying to realign themselves or were perhaps becoming even more damaged.
By the time Scarlett realized what the sound was and hurriedly turned her head, the Emissary had already risen from his position, staring at her.
“The memory of Emissary No. 2 has been cut off. Report what happened.”
The voice of an old man echoed from a distant place.
Scarlett… or rather, Dina immediately straightened up and began to explain.
She began by recounting how she used her powers to locate the Captain, and how Jeon Yongseop suddenly changed plans to capture the Captain alive.
She explained everything, including how an unidentified figure incapacitated Jeon Yongseop and forced them to retreat.
Throughout her explanation, the one using Jeon Yongseop’s body did not show any emotion but silently observed the suburban area.
Was he seeing something she couldn’t? Perhaps he was even seeing what Jeon Yongseop was not able to see either.
Swallowing her curiosity, Dina finished her explanation. However, there was no response.
A brief silence ensued.
Cold sweat ran down Dina’s back, and only after the sky on the horizon turned a fiery red, he muttered.
“Is it the Fifth Ending?”
Dina couldn’t tell whether that was a good or bad result.
Like a machine awaiting instructions, she simply waited with her head bowed and listening for his next words.
Then, as if deep in thought, he spoke after a moment.
“Call Emissary No. 3 via direct line and request for the Holy Sword from Australia through the State Department. No matter what, this senile old man must not be allowed to cross the Dimensional Portal.”
“But Emissary No. 3 is monitoring Demerond…!”
Dina tried to argue, but he cut her off immediately.
“That commie is not an idiot.”
“…”
“The revolutionaries are too busy gauging the Count Palatine and the empire. They won’t have the time to get involved in th—”
He suddenly stopped mid-sentence and stared at the horizon.
Was he staring at the countless ice shards rising into the sky visible from such a distance?
No, he was staring at the enormous crow flying toward those ice shards.
“What’s that…?”
Dina, too, squinted as she caught sight of the same thing. Hanging beneath the crow was a familiar man.
The Vice Captain of the Knight Order? Why was he there? Wasn’t he supposed to be on the battlefield as well?
And before Dina could voice her doubts, they disappeared beyond the horizon.
As she hurriedly reached for the radio, Jeon Yongseop’s hand stopped her.
“No, leave it be.”
“Pardon? But the notebook’s whereabouts…”
“Enough.”
“…”
“We have already achieved the primary objective. Now erase all the traces and get out of here immediately. And… inform Emissary No. 2 that he should prepare a proper explanation.”
“…Understood.”
There was no further protest. The moment she saluted, Jeon Yongseop’s body lost its strength and collapsed.
He twitched in pain as he lay on the ground. Injuries and possession—he would most likely be hospitalized for at least a month due to the aftereffects.
Clicking her tongue, Scarlett moved her unfortunate superior into a more comfortable position before picking up the radio to call in the waiting subordinates.
However, one of her subordinates spoke before she could even issue her command.
[This is Gamma. We’ve spotted a bike approaching from the southwest road.]
A bike?
She turned her head. And sure enough, a high-end motorcycle was speeding toward the suburbs.
[What are your orders?]
The sniper team, waiting on standby, asked through the radio. Scarlett watched the bike for a moment before replying flatly.
“Let them go.”
[Are you sure? Both women on the bike are superhumans.]
“I said let them go. The mission is over. We… are returning as is.”
[…Understood.]
Scarlett switched the radio off and frowned as she watched the bike disappear into the distance.
The woman riding the motorcycle—
The spot where she had been hit back in the mental world throbbed as if in response.
“She looks like some middle-aged restaurant lady…”
* * *
The Captain opened his eyes.
It felt like he had been on a battlefield just moments ago, and yet the sky above was inexplicably clear.
Did he have a nightmare? Or was it another dementia-induced episode?
A brisk chill brushed against his skin as he sifted through his memories.
“Is it winter already…?”
He wasn’t really expecting an answer, but as always, Sancho responded.
“Winter is still far off.”
“Then why is it so cold?”
“Isn’t it normal for people to feel the cold more? It looks like your age is finally catching up to you, Captain.”
The Captain chuckled and turned his head.
Reflected in his now-clear eyes were the Vice Captain sitting beside him and a young man in the distance being pecked on the head by a crow.
“It looks like there was an incident.”
“Nothing too serious.”
“You look pretty beat up for that.”
As he pointed out, the Vice Captain’s appearance was hardly any different from back when they were in the war.
His clothes were tattered, and his face was covered in soot.
The Captain gave him a quick once-over before asking.
“Did I kill anyone?”
“No, you didn’t kill a—”
Sancho naturally tried to lie but fell silent immediately upon seeing the Captain’s desperate expression.
After a moment’s hesitation, he sighed and answered.
“…A few mafia guys who came to start a fire were caught in the middle and died.”
“What about civilians?”
“No civilians were killed. As for property damage… well, the insurance should cover it somehow.”
With that, Sancho fell silent. The Captain didn’t say anything either.
A calm stillness ensued.
And as a cold wind brushed past the two of them, carrying the Captain’s faint breaths with it, Sancho broke the silence.
“Don’t start saying your last words yet.”
“…How do you know me so well?”
“I’ve served under you for decades. Even a dog can recite a poem if it spends three years at a village school1—how could I not know what you’re thinking?”
The Captain chuckled at his response.
“That’s exactly your problem.”
“What do you mean?”
“You always act like you’re not from Earth, and yet when it matters, you casually drop Earth proverbs. Do you know how much trouble Saintess and I went through trying to pretend not to notice?”
“…”
The Captain’s gaze softened as he stared at Sancho—his eyes caught somewhere between the past and the present.
“Still… I’m glad. Thanks to you, I realized that Earthians aren’t monsters but just people like us.”
“…”
Sancho reached out and held the Captain’s hand. The once-strong hand was now gradually growing cold.
“I think… I’m lucky that it’s ending like this.”
“…It’s not your time yet.”
“Who gets to go only when they want? We just leave when the time comes.”
“Captain…”
Sancho’s voice trembled—perhaps he was choking up. He was unable to say anything more. The Captain could feel the trembling in his hands.
“Sancho.”
“…Yes, Captain?”
“Was I a good Captain?”
“Yes.”
“A good knight?”
“…Yes.”
“And… a good friend?”
“In this world—and in every reality I know of—you were the best friend I ever had.”
“…Then that’s enough.”
The Captain used the last of his strength to raise the corners of his lips. Crying together now would only double the tears.
“My friend, I’ll be going to our comrades first. You should take your time before joining me.”
He wished he could have left behind better parting words, but this was all he could think of.
And as he closed his eyes, he suddenly felt that his way with words had always been lacking.
The sound of screeching brakes rang out from somewhere. But the Captain’s consciousness had already faded into darkness by then.
* * *
Like almost every human, the Captain found death unfamiliar.
His vision was filled with darkness, and nothing but silence entered his ears.
Though his powerless body could no longer feel the cold, something even more hollow than the chill seeped through his mind.
Was this death? Was this darkness truly his end?
He was not expecting a heavenly bridge or an underworld river, but he couldn’t help feeling disappointed.
Standing still felt meaningless, so the Captain began to wander through the unfamiliar darkness.
Fortunately, his wandering did not last long—beyond the darkness, he was greeted by the sight of a familiar face.
“Saintess?”
His voice carried a question, and for good reason—something about the Saintess in the darkness seemed… off.
A smile that stretched unnaturally wide, crescent-shaped eyes, and the voice filled with joy.
“Ah, Captain! You’ve finally arrived!”
“…Saintess, why are you here?”
“I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Waiting for me?”
The Captain couldn’t hide his confusion. Of all people, why him?
The Saintess simply smiled and answered.
“Yes, it has been such a long wait. But you’re here at last.”
“….”
“You haven’t forgotten the promise you made to me and him, have you?”
Mistaking her words for reproach over a promise he had failed to keep, the Captain lowered his head.
However, instead of scolding him, the Saintess approached with a beaming smile, patted his shoulder, and said.
“So you haven’t forgotten. That’s good. You’ve done well. You’ve truly done well.”
“…Saintess, forgive me for speaking out of turn… but I failed to keep my promise.”
He knelt before her, seeking forgiveness as a knight.
“I am sorry.”
He was prepared to accept any curse or condemnation she might throw at him.
Yet, the Saintess neither cursed him, nor did she show anger. Instead, she gently helped him back to his feet.
“What are you saying? Not every tree struck by lightning dies, and even a fallen bird can still fly again. There are still many opportunities for you to fulfil your promise.”
“What do you—”
—mean? I am already dead. Those words never left his mouth.
In the very next moment, his consciousness began to fade from the darkness.
“Ah, looks like time’s already up….”
Startled by his vanishing form, the Saintess hurriedly grabbed his still-present arm and spoke.
“Captain! Please… tell him that I loved him very much and that I still love him now.”
Her desperate voice was the last thing the Captain heard before he opened his eyes.
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	1. A Korean proverb that means exposure to a certain field for a long time will help even a layperson gain knowledge and experience of it.


   

  Chapter 208: To You on Earth
American Humor Today.
Bicorn – A disgusting, two-horned, murderous horse.
It has killed 12 Americans over the past three years, but since it has killed fewer people than a bison, it was not classified as a dangerous demonic monster.
Unicorn – A kind, one-horned, and truthful horse.
It was classified as a dangerous demonic monster for the crime of exposing lies in the White House, Congress, and countless celebrities.
『The main editorial of The Wall Street Journal the day after Bill Clinton signed the Dangerous Demonic Monster Extermination Act』

* * *
Departing the darkness, the Captain finally opened his eyes.
Perhaps due to his age, it took him a while to get adjusted to the dim surroundings.
After blinking about ten times, the tranquil room finally came into focus.
A hospital bed, a vase of flowers, the faint scent of medicine, beeping machines displaying numbers and waveforms, and the countless tubes connected to him.
He realized two things simultaneously: one, this was a VIP hospital room, and two, his body refused to even budge.
He cautiously tried to channel his mana—only to find that, from his veins to his muscles, not a single part of him was intact.
Truthfully speaking, he was barely hanging onto life.
It was a wonder that he was still alive at al—
“You’re awake.”
Just then, someone familiar rose from a sofa in the corner of the room.
Golden eyes gleamed even in the darkness. It was Yeomyeong.
“How do you feel?”
Yeomyeong asked as he sat down beside the bed. The Captain scanned his face blankly.
The exhaustion still written all over his face suggested that not much time must have passed since the final battle. Then, was this a dream?
A brief silence ensued.
And just as Yeomyeong finished unfolding the hospital table attached to the bed, the Captain finally spoke up.
“How did you do it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Keeping me… alive. Even the Saintess would have struggled to heal these wounds.”
“Yeah, well, that’s true. She infused the blessings for nearly seven hours… but it still wasn’t enough. You’ll probably be stuck in a wheelchair for at least three months.”
“…?”
Was that true? Failing to comprehend his response, the Captain blinked in confusion. Then, his gaze landed on a middle-aged woman who lay sprawled out on the sofa where Yeomyeong had been sitting moments ago.
…Could it be?
He focused his eyes, scrutinizing the woman’s face.
And in the next instant, his vision pierced through the illusion concealing her features—revealing the beauty hidden beneath.
“…”
He wanted to rub his eyes, but his arms wouldn’t budge. Instead, he blinked multiple times before asking.
“Saintess…?”
“…”
“How… No, is this really real? Am I dreaming right now?”
Instead of a reply, Yeomyeong gave him a wry smile in response.
It was a silent confirmation. The Captain simply stared in disbelief, glancing between Yeomyeong and the Saintess, who was snoring with her head buried in the sofa.
His bewilderment lasted for a moment.
Yeomyeong pulled out a gun and placed it on the table.
A meticulously crafted, jet-black revolver.
The Captain recognized it in an instant. It wasn’t just any gun—it belonged to an old comrade.
“The gun used by the Vice Captain of the Holy Knights.”
The one who abandoned the Holy Sword for love. The disgrace of the Holy Knights. The spy from Australia. The shame of Asha. And…
The father of the current Saintess.
As the Captain silently recalled his face, Yeomyeong cocked the revolver’s hammer with a sharp click.
“Sir, I apologize, but we were still unable to cure your dementia.”
“…”
“The Saintess said that unless you drink an Elixir, the best we can do is slow it down for a few years at most.”
Before Yeomyeong could even finish speaking, the Captain chuckled.
“…What a shame.”
He thought back to the former Saintess he met beyond the boundary of death. Was that merely a dream? Or was it a hallucination crafted by his dying brain?
Either way, losing himself to the madness wasn’t something he desired to experience again.
A short sigh followed by a heavy resolve.
Just as the words “Do it” were about to leave the Captain’s lips—
Yeomyeong pulled out another item from his pocket and placed it beside the gun. This one was completely different.
A blood pack, tinged with a faint dilution of red.
It was so unexpected that the Captain instinctively frowned.
“…And this is?”
“It’s the blood from a girl who recently drank an Elixir, mixed with holy water and a healing potion.”
“…”
“The outcome is uncertain, but if injected into your bloodstream, it might have the effect similar to a single drop of Elixir.”
With that, Yeomyeong deliberately placed the revolver and the blood pack side by side.
“Even if you take this transfusion, you won’t regain your lost memories… but at least, the dementia attacks will stop. But that’s just in theory, of course.”
As Yeomyeong trailed off, the Captain asked.
“…Tell me, Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“Yes, sir?”
“Why are you doing all this for me?”
Yeomyeong scratched his nose awkwardly before pulling out a familiar notebook.
“You asked for my help.”
“…I did?”
Recalling the memory of sitting in a suite, eating ice cream, the Captain chuckled.
“This seems a little different from what I asked.”
“I… just wanted to give you a choice, sir. That’s all.”
There was no need to ask what he meant by choice.
A short, breathy laugh after a fleeting moment of hesitation.
Unsure whether to laugh or cry, the Captain closed his eyes in silence, thinking of his old comrades, the former Saintess, and finally, the Vice Captain.
As the past in his memory grew sharper and the snoring of the current Saintess became familiar, the Captain spoke up once more.
“There are no coincidences. Everything is fated to happen.”
“…”
“Does the current Saintess also say those words often?”
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, not even once.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
“Then I suppose all this is just a coincidence.”
All of it—the fact that Sancho had dragged Yeomyeong into this situation, that he regained his senses and just so happened to meet the boy, and even that he had somehow survived in such a pitiful state.
As a small realization settled in, the Captain smiled.
“If I still have time to uphold my promise, then I will gladly accept it.”
“…”
“Cheon Yeomyeong? I choose the transfusion pack. Could you please do it immediately?”
Without another word, Yeomyeong granted his request. And seeing how he skillfully connected the transfusion pack to the hospital equipment attached to the Captain’s body, he had perhaps already prepared for this.
And as blood flowed through the tube, the Captain turned his gaze toward the Saintess.
In the meantime, Yeomyeong silently put away the notebook and returned the revolver to its place.
That was to say, he slid it back into the leather holster strapped to the Saintess’ thigh.
Watching this, the Captain’s expression turned strange.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, didn’t you introduce yourself as Seti’s lover?”
“…Huh? Oh, yes. I did.”
It was an embarrassing topic, so Yeomyeong kept his response brief.
“The current Saintess has a rather peculiar name, but… I don’t think it’s Seti. So I assume the girl who gave me her blood must be Seti. Am I wrong?”
What was with the sudden deduction? Yeomyeong blinked in confusion but eventually nodded. Upon seeing that, the Captain burst into laughter.
“Ah, youth…”
“…?”
What now? Yeomyeong frowned, but the Captain only gestured toward the decorative vase beside his bed.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, bring a flower to that girl Seti and the Saintess on my behalf. As for me… I think I’ll sleep a little longer.”
The Captain’s eyes began growing hazy, perhaps due to the transfusion. Yeomyeong obediently picked two flowers from the vase and hoisted the Saintess onto his back.
Feeling her weight settle against him, he stepped out of the room. Behind him, he could hear the Captain murmur.
“My promise…”
And with that, Yeomyeong quietly shut the door.
* * *
“What decision did he make?”
That was the first question Sancho, who had been waiting in the hospital hallway for Yeomyeong with the others, asked.
It was a perfunctory question. Since no gunshots were heard, it was clear what choice the Captain had made.
Yeomyeong answered while listening to the Saintess’ breathing against his back.
“He chose to receive the blood transfusion.”
Upon receiving confirmation, Sancho let out a sigh of relief.
“That’s… a relief.”
Worrying that he might have forcibly kept the Captain alive when he wanted to die, the Vice Captain relaxed and leaned back into the chair.
“I’m truly relieved.”
Just as Sancho spoke, a soft voice interjected.
“Please save your relief for after the payment is settled.”
The voice belonged to Seti. Alternating her gaze between Yeomyeong, carrying the Saintess, and Sancho, she continued.
“The price of my blood, the cost of the healing miracle used until the Saintess collapsed, and Yeomyeong nearly losing his life.”
The coldness in her blue eyes made Sancho involuntarily shrink back a little.
“What would be the appropriate price for us to receive?”
Sancho responded immediately.
“Name your price. I’ll give whatever I can.”
His words carried a resolute tone.
And as if to prove his point, Sancho unsheathed the sword at his waist and placed it on the chair. It was known as the treasured blade of the Knight Order.
Yeomyeong had a fleeting thought that if he sold it, he would probably be able to live comfortably for a while, but Seti pulled out a piece of paper from her pocket.
The paper was filled with a list of demands, ranging from major requests like hotel revenue rights to minor ones like fake identification cards.
Regardless of whether Yeomyeong looked surprised or not, Sancho read the paper seriously.
It was because Seti had contributed significantly in saving the Captain’s life. Where else could he get the blood of someone who had drunk the Elixir recently?
Anyway,
As Yeomyeong adjusted the Saintess’s limp body and Seti observed him with a somewhat annoyed look, Sancho set the paper down and spoke.
“Alright. I’ll accept everything listed here.”
Perhaps it was unexpected, as Seti looked slightly surprised.
“…What? Really? No negotiations?”
“What right do I have to negotiate here? And more importantly…”
He turned his gaze to Yeomyeong.
“I happen to have a pretty good business idea.”
Seeing his subtle look, Yeomyeong realized what he was about to say and couldn’t help but chuckle.
“A movie?”
Sancho nodded and added.
“I’m thinking of making a movie about the Knight Order.”
“Then, it will be about the Captain’s story.”
Yeomyeong recalled Sancho’s oath to not let the Captain become a mass murderer.
Perhaps Sancho had the same thought as he spoke seriously.
“It’s been decades since I last held a megaphone, so I’m not really sure how it’ll go, but… a hero should be recorded as a hero, be it in a movie or a history book.”
A brief silence followed those deep thoughts.
And in the midst of this serious atmosphere, Yeomyeong and Sancho’s laughter intertwined, but Seti suddenly broke the mood.
“…Time out. Stop pretending to be asleep and get down.”
Her voice was strict, like scolding a child lost in a game.
As soon as she spoke, the Saintess slowly opened her eyes. She quietly slid off Yeomyeong’s back and explained with a frivolous tone.
“Well… I felt awkward interrupting his conversation with the Captain, so I pretended to be asleep… you know, right?”
“What do you mean, ‘you know’?”
Still feeling the Saintess’s touch on his back and hands, Yeomyeong gently tapped her forehead with the flower he had brought from the hospital room.

 
    

  Chapter 209: To You on Earth (2)
* * *
Inside a hotel suite at the time when the moon tilted quietly.
Neti sighed as she gazed at the glittering city outside the window.
She felt a pang of sorrow at being left alone in the room, while her sister, the Saintess, and even Corvus had all departed.
Of course, it wasn’t as if she had intentionally chosen to stay behind. How could she just sit still if her brother-in-law needed help?
However, squeezing three people onto a borrowed (?) bike was simply impossible.
And more than anything, they couldn’t just abandon the Necromancer they had captured.
As a result, she was left all alone in the hotel room. But she didn’t particularly mind it—after all, she was well aware that she was the weakest among them.
Corvus was already a true Superhuman and mage, while her brother-in-law and the Saintess were likely among the top-tier talents of their generation.
The only thing that puzzled her was that her sister, who was once at a similar level as her, had somehow become so powerful that she could no longer gauge her strength.
What was the secret? If it were just talent, then she and her sister should be about the same.
Then, could it be… the power of love? Her secret to strength wasn’t something like befriending a bicorn instead of a unicorn through love… right?
If that were the case, then… what about us sisters…?
Just then, the voice of the Necromancer bound in the corner of the room, cut off her wandering thoughts.
“…Do you desire power?”
When she turned her head, she saw the Necromancer wearing a meaningful expression. Oh, what now?
Neti briefly considered using telekinesis to strangle her, but instead, she just gestured with her chin, as if to say, ‘Go on, keep talking.’
But it wasn’t that she was particularly tempted—she was just bored.
Whether the Necromancer understood this or not, she seized the opportunity, her eyes gleaming like someone who saw a chance.
“I can help you.”
“Oh? And how exactly would you do that?”
“It’s not that difficult. You simply need to unlock the power hidden in your bloodline.”
“…My bloodline?”
Maybe mistaking her question for genuine interest, the necromancer continued to whisper like a snake.
“Divinity…! The power that those called ‘gods’ throw at their priests like a favor!”
“…”
“If you can unlock it and wield it properly… you will gain unimaginable power.” ”
“Oh… so I have that in my blood? I’ve never noticed it myself, so what makes you think so?”
As if she had been waiting for that question, the Necromancer quickly answered.
“The very fact that you were able to enter His mental world inside the train is undeniable proof.”
“…”
“Only fallen stars—divinities that have crashed into this land—could have been drawn into the trap I set! So, you must be—”
Before she could finish, Neti raised a hand to cut her off.
“Wait a minute, hold on. Are you saying that getting sucked into that crappy place is proof of divinity?”
“Yes, the trap was originally meant for the CIA agent. But you and your group were caught in it as well.”
“…”
“At first, I thought there was an error in the spell, but after reviewing it over and over again, I found no mistake.”
Watching the Necromancer declare this with utmost confidence, Neti let out a small chuckle.
She had an inkling… and she was right.
“Come on, if you’re going to lie, at least make it sound a little more convincing.”
She or her sister might be a different case, but it made no sense for her brother-in-law and the Saintess to possess such a bloodline.
The Necromancer probably didn’t know the true identity of the Saintess, which was why she could spout such nonsense with confidence.
Having lost interest, Neti waved her hand dismissively and spoke.
“Enough, no more small talk.”
“W-wait! It’s not a lie! My magic was truly flawless! If you go to my colleagues in LA…”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure.”
With that, Neti used telekinesis to seal her mouth and the Necromancer, whose mana was sealed by Seti, could offer no resistance.
She only groaned helplessly with a look of frustration.
After a while, the exhausted Necromancer helplessly crouched in the corner of the room, and silence returned to the suite once more.
At least until the two girls with flowers dragging Yeomyeong along returned.
* * *
At dawn, when the diligent ones roused from their slumber, the Tindamel Merchant Group warehouse, located on the outskirts of Gemini City, received an unexpected guest.
A tough-looking dwarf whose face was mostly covered in burns.
The dwarf with the monocle was someone recognised by every merchant who frequented Gemini City.
“J-Jepun Digarak? At this hour?”
Hearing the sudden news, the startled Tindamel quickly stood up.
The worker who had delivered the message seemed just as surprised, replying that he had already confirmed it several times.
“Why would the mafia’s underboss…?”
Was it perhaps because he was confining a band of thieves?
Thinking of ominous possibilities, Tindamel headed toward the warehouse entrance.
As soon as the door opened, he found dozens of mafia members staring at him and the workers.
Dressed in suits, the mafia were all armed with swords or maces—a symbol that proved they belonged to the most notorious Knight Order in the city.
They were not just the ordinary La Cosa Nostra mafia, but the Knight Order.
Tindamel tried his best to hide his fear as he approached Jepun, who stood at the front.
“Good morning, Mr. Jepun Digarak. What brings you here at this hour?”
Jepun briefly scanned Tindamel’s face and asked as if to confirm something.
“You’re the merchant Tindamel, from the southern region, correct?”
“Yes, I am Tindamel, but…”
“I heard you’ve been holding the Dodon Brotherhood and some bandits in here. Is that true?”
“…”
Should he tell him the truth? But since it was related to the Saintess, Tindamel hesitated to speak.
He felt his throat tighten, and a cold sweat ran down his back.
The other merchants and workers, who had been watching from behind, quietly began to back off. Noticing this, Jepun smiled.
“Don’t be too nervous. We’ve come to help you.”
“Pardon?”
“To be precise, we’ve been asked to assist you.”
“Asked? B-by whom?”
“A friend with golden eyes. He said he was sorry for not meeting you yesterday, and asked me to deliver that message.”
Jepun raised an eyebrow as if asking if he understood, and Tindamel stared blankly at him and the knights in response.
“Cheon Yeomyeong? How did he…?”
“Sometimes, good deeds and connections return as good fortune. Don’t you agree?”
“…”
“And starting from today, your merchant group will be under the protection of our Knight Order. Is that alright?”
As soon as Tindamel nodded absentmindedly, Jepun gestured to the knights.
“Then, in that case…instead of the police, we’ll be taking the bandits.”
Immediately after that, the retired knights wielding swords and maces, along with their apprentices, swarmed into the warehouse.
- The K-Knight Order? Why are you here…? W-Wait! Do you know who I am? Do you know who my father—Argh! W-Wait! My bones! You hit my bones!
For a certain young master who was certain he’d be released by the end of the day, it was an unfortunate turn of events.
* * *
Around the time when the sun illuminated the city.
The morning routine in Gemini City was no different from any other day.
Trucks and cars were lined up in front of the Dimensional Portal, the sound of cargo being loaded echoed from the station, and countless laborers were heading to work.
The same monotonous cityscape repeated daily like a treadmill, yet a few noticed something was different.
The first ones to take notice were the dwarves who sold barley bread.
They realized that the Earthian mafia members, who usually bought barley bread sandwiches from them every morning, were nowhere to be seen.
And the moment they understood the situation, the dwarves swiftly packed up their stalls and returned home faster than anyone else.
Next, the orcs seeking work noticed something odd.
They saw that their rivals, the Beastfolk laborers, had significantly decreased in number—especially the so-called Prairie Brotherhood, who were nowhere in sight.
And the orcs’ reaction was no different from the dwarves’.
Even if they lived hand to mouth, nothing was more important than staying alive.
…Anyway.
As those quick to notice emptied the streets, a small truck made its way toward the Dimensional Portal.
It was an unremarkable vehicle at first glance.
The cargo bed ferrying packed furniture and household goods, with a group of shabbily dressed women sitting in the back.
They were definitely ignorant folks heading to Earth without a clue. Or perhaps, a truck disguised to make it look that way.
Either way, that was none of the city dwellers’ concern—but it was a different story for one of the women sitting in the cargo bed.
“Brother-in-law, are you really sure we will be able to cross the Dimensional Portal like this?”
A voice filled with equal parts of worry and anticipation.
The question was directed at a young man with golden eyes sitting across from her in the truck.
“Well… probably?”
It was not a very reassuring answer. The girl who had asked the question, Neti, glanced towards the approaching Dimensional Portal and spoke again.
“I heard the Portal’s security is no joke… Aren’t you even a little nervous? If we get caught, we’re certainly going to jail!”
“Just like most of the things we did beyond the Dimensional Portal?”
“…”
Unable to come up with a rebuttal, Neti pursed her lips while Yeomyeong chuckled.
“It’ll be fine. These fake identities were created by the top mafia in this city. It won’t be that easy to get caught.”
And he was right.
Just a few hours after Seti had delivered the list of demands, Sancho provided them with perfectly crafted fake identities—the Cheon family, who came from the countryside, descendants of Koreans who had fled beyond the Dimensional Portal during the Korean War.
They had apparently made some money recently and were planning to return to Earth.
It was a pretty convincing cover story, yet Neti still grumbled in dissatisfaction.
“…Even so, don’t you think one guy with four women is a bit strange?”
“I completely agree with Miss Neti! This is all indeed very strange!”
The crow, playing the role of the family’s ‘pet,’ chimed in agreement.
Then, the ‘wife’ sitting in a corner of the cargo bed—none other than the Saintess—voiced a different opinion.
“Why? I think it’s fine.”
“…”
“Well, I mean fake identities are always like that, aren’t they?”
Neti furrowed her brows and looked at the Saintess.
Seemingly enjoying herself, the Saintess smiled and turned to Neti’s brother-in-law, who was playing the role of “her husband”.
She’s so obvious.
Forcing herself to swallow the words that had risen to the tip of her tongue, Neti turned her eyes toward her sister.
Instead of the cargo bed, Seti was sitting in the passenger seat, conversing with a middle-aged man named Sancho. The serious expression on her face made it awkward to call out to her.
No matter what, how could she still focus on her own business even after having her role as a wife stolen from her?
Then again, perhaps this composure of hers was one of her strengths.
Well, that was also probably why she was the first among the sisters to climb onto the hearth… The impure thought flickered through Neti’s mind, but she erased it as quickly as it appeared.
Anyway, it didn’t matter. According to her plan, the order of things wasn’t important.
…Anyway, Neti continued the conversation while watching the approaching Dimensional Portal.
“Brother-in-law, what are your plans once we return to Earth? Are we heading straight to the academy?”
“No, we do need to return to the academy, but I plan to stay a few days in LA first.”
Yeomyeong said, glancing at Dilla, the Necromancer whose body Seti had taken control of.
“I have some business with the Necromancers in LA.”
She swallowed hard as she gazed into his cold golden eyes.
Whether it was a stroke of luck or misfortune, Yeomyeong didn’t ask her any questions and simply turned away.
And not long after, they arrived at the Dimensional Portal inspection station.
[Vehicle number 8WDG112. Please stop. There will be a brief inspection.]
A voice, threatening like that in a military checkpoint, echoed out as the stop sign rose from the road.
That wasn’t all. On the other side of the checkpoint, armed U.S. soldiers were scanning the area from a lookout post high above.
The scene felt all too real as they approached the Dimensional Portal.
“Please, please, just let us pass…”
Neti muttered, seemingly a bit nervous, but the inspection ended much quicker than expected.
And as soon as the soldier inspecting the truck confirmed Sancho’s face, he bowed his head slightly and lowered the stop sign.
[Confirmed. Pass.]
That middle-aged man must be pretty important, huh?
While Neti blinked in confusion, the Saintesses took the opportunity to sit next to Yeomyeong, pretending to be his wife.
The truck carrying their group passed through two more checkpoints.
One of them even had a mana-detection machine, but once again, Sancho just exchanged a few words with the inspector, and the staff barely seemed to care as they passed.
They were lucky that the U.S. military wasn’t paying close attention… Neti swallowed a shiver of nervousness and asked Yeomyeong.
“Weren’t the Dimensional Portal checkpoints supposed to be really strict?”
“They are strict. Even this regular truck has been inspected three times, hasn’t it?”
“It is, but… it feels too easy…”
She trailed off, and Yeomyeong smiled gently before answering.
“The person driving is a big shot in this city. That’s why they cleared the way as soon as they saw his face.”
A big shot? Neti’s face showed more confusion.
“But why is a big shot like him helping us smuggle through, though?”
Unsure of how to explain, Yeomyeong paused for a moment, but it was Sancho himself who answered.
“It’s my way of repaying a favor and, at the same time, it is to send a signal to the other organizations.”
“A signal?”
“A signal that the alliance is over. After I finish helping you cross the Dimensional Portal, I plan to make sure everyone understands what happens when they cross the line.”
Neti grew even more bewildered, but the Saintesses seemed to understand it perfectly and prayed quietly.
“…The dues of sin may come slowly, but it always comes.”
As soon as her short prayer ended, the truck finally joined the line heading to the Dimensional Portal.
At the area where countless vehicles were lined up, waiting to cross the Dimensional Portal.
They all remained silent as they saw the Portal only a few hundred meters ahead.
Along with the trembling of the truck, everyone sank deeper into their thoughts.
Determination, love, fear, and revenge.
“Finally… back to Earth.”

As the truck passed through the Dimensional Portal, Yeomyeong unconsciously muttered the words to himself.

 
    

  Chapter 210: To You on Earth (3)
* * *
In Yeomyeong’s memories, everyone who crossed the Dimensional Portal had a different experience.
Some thought that it was fantastic.
Some felt nauseous.
Someone even claimed to have seen something.
And upon hearing such words, the young Dung Beetle would let his imagination run wild, but as he grew older, textbooks and documentaries told him a slightly different truth.
You can’t feel anything inside the Dimensional Portal.
According to the experts, the speed of entering and exiting the Dimensional Portal was so fast that it was impossible to perceive anything during the process.
There was even a research paper based on truck drivers who had been traveling through Dimensional Portals for over a decade, so Yeomyeong firmly believed it to be true without a doubt.
However…
The moment they entered the Dimensional Portal, he realized that everything he knew was wrong.
His companions in the truck— the Saintess resting her head on his shoulder, Neti pouting, Corvus, Dilla, Sancho, and even Seti— were all frozen in place.
What the—
Yeomyeong instinctively drew upon his mana, but his heightened senses were activated even faster.
His sense of smell and taste grew sharper, and his skin became hypersensitive to touch.
However, the most significant change was in his vision. With just a few blinks, he started to see things that were invisible before.
A single speck of dust resting on the truck’s railing, the intricate knots and threads woven by mana, and even the emotions that were directed at him.
…
Although his other senses were also heightened, being able to see emotions was the most shocking.
The first thing that caught his attention was the Saintess’ emotions— so overwhelming that they seemed to be on the verge of bursting out.
Next Seti’s turbulent emotions and Neti’s hidden feelings revealed themselves one by one.
All of them were emotions far too profound for him, feelings he didn’t know how to return.
Embarrassed, Yeomyeong raised his head and pondered why this was happening.
And the answer was surprisingly easy to find.
His amplified vision discovered something in the vast sky above— something he hadn’t been able to see before.
“…A star?”
Yes, it was a star. A giant star was gazing down at the truck.
He couldn’t explain why, but Yeomyeong instinctively gathered his mana and enhanced his vision once more.
It was a near-instinctive action, but the effect was undeniable. Strengthened by mana, his vision pierced the star’s outer glow, revealing the true form hidden behind the shimmering light.
A giant with the head of a bird of prey— whether it was an eagle or a hawk, he couldn’t tell.
The giant wore an attire reminiscent of Egyptian mythology, complete with a round crown atop its head.
It was an abnormal sight, yet what Yeomyeong felt was not fear but bewilderment.
Was it because it was similar to Mignium, an existence beyond mortal comprehension?
No, that wasn’t it. The giant was clearly different from Mignium. Smaller, weaker, and at the same time…
More familiar.
Overwhelmed by the inexplicable sense of familiarity, Yeomyeong was caught off guard. And judging by the giant’s reaction, it also seemed to feel the same way. The two kept staring at each other for a long time.
A long silence ensued, followed by an even longer exchange of gazes.
Then, as if trying to confirm something, the giant bent down toward the truck after a long silence, lowering his head until his gaze aligned with Yeomyeong’s.
His piercing eyes, as if capable of seeing through flesh, soul, and even time itself, scanned Yeomyeong’s entire being.
Yeomyeong also met the giant’s gaze.
But perhaps due to the difference in their stature, Yeomyeong wasn’t able to read much— a hint of surprise, a faint trace of expectation.
After a moment, the giant suddenly seemed to realize something and opened his beak.
[I see. So that’s how it is.]
“…?”
What? What did he figure out?
As Yeomyeong’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion, the giant straightened his back once more.
Casting a massive shadow over him, the giant stretched his hand toward Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong immediately stood up and drew his sword, but he couldn’t bring himself to swing it.
There was no trace of hostility in the giant’s fingers even as they approached his head.
And it wasn’t just his imagination. The giant neither struck nor crushed him.
Instead, he did something Yeomyeong never could have predicted— he gently patted his head.
“…”
Utterly unprepared for such an act, Yeomyeong was left speechless. Then, the giant spoke first once again.
[Surely, you have lived a life filled with suffering and hardship. Yet to have grown this strong… it is truly admirable.]
Yeomyeong stifled a sigh. Had this been a bandit on the road or a monster in a mental world, he wouldn’t have hesitated to strike.
But what was he supposed to do in the face of kindness like this?
After a brief moment of contemplation, Yeomyeong lowered his sword and chose to ask a question instead.
“…Who are you?”
However, the giant did not answer his question. He simply smiled in response and said what he wanted to say.
[But in order to survive, you have cast away too much— desire, freedom, sin… You don’t even have a simple dream or an ideal.]
“…”
[It was necessary back then, but not anymore. You have seized the fate of this era. And now, you must live as freely as the one whose fate you have stolen.]
What nonsense was this? Yeomyeong frowned and pushed the fingers off his head.
“No, enough with the riddles already— I asked, who you are.”
[Yes, that attitude.]
“…?”
With those final words, the giant let out a small chuckle and made his return to the star.
Rustle—
Everything that made up the giant began to unravel, dissolving into dust, which then gathered and ascended into the light of the heavens. It was an incredibly beautiful sight.
However, Yeomyeong had no time to appreciate that beauty. What the hell was up with that thing, spouting nonsense and then leaving?
As if dealing with necromancers and Korea wasn’t already making his head spin, he now had some entity rambling about fate.
At this rate, even Mignium would be a bett—
Just then, Yeomyeong’s thoughts were abruptly cut short.
The moment the giant returned to the star, the frozen world suddenly started to move again.
“Wait, no—!”
In an instant, the truck he was riding vanished into the dimensional rift— as if to prove the experts right.
Left behind, the lone silently gazed at the empty space where the truck had disappeared into for a while.
And it did so until the night sky finally spoke to it.
『Well done.』
The star did not even bother to turn its head. After all, darkness was everywhere in the night sky.
[I merely did what needed to be done. I did not wish him to have this eternal suffering either.]
『That is none of my concern.』
[Is that so? Well, I suppose you only wish to amuse yourself.]
『That is none of your concern either.』
The star gazed at the night sky for a moment before simply falling silent once more. Whatever it was, it decided to be content upon having witnessed a new possibility.
『Enjoy it, my Chosen One.』
In truth, she seemed more intoxicated by something other than the possibility itself…
But as she said, that was none of his concern.
* * *
Yeomyeong slowly opened his eyes.
The rift in space he had seen just moments ago seemed like a lie, as his vision had shifted completely.
He was now greeted by a smog-filled sky far off in the distance, with towering buildings reaching up toward it, and directly in front of him, rows of quarantine checkpoints and trucks stretching out endlessly.
Figures who appeared to be superhumans leaped around between the trucks, while captured orcs who had attempted to enter illegally were dragged away in restraints.
Like Yeomyeong, the soldiers at the quarantine station were watching the scene with vigilance, yet they seemed relaxed at the same time.
The air they carried conveyed a clear message— Who would dare invade this place?
In short, the scene looked like a magnified version of Incheon in its most vibrant days.
Had it not been for the frozen world, the giant star he had seen earlier, and his heightened senses having just now returned to normal, Yeomyeong might have easily succumbed to admiration, like how Neti’s lips curved into a grin.
“Finally, Earth!”
She seemed to be genuinely thrilled, acting all dramatic and sniffing the air excitedly.
The thick, polluted air of the city stung Yeomyeong’s nose, but she giggled as though she were enjoying it.
Corvus shared a similar attitude.
All the grumbling from earlier was nowhere to be found, and now, her eyes were sparkling as she turned her head, taking in everything.
However, to his surprise, the Saintess was silent.
Sensing something was off, Yeomyeong turned his head and met the worried face of the Saintess.
She gently took his hand and spoke.
“Are… you okay?”
“…Did you see it?”
She nodded.
“Not everything, but I saw part of it. What was all that about?”
“How would I know? He wouldn’t answer me even when I asked.”
“…”
Hesitating for a moment, the Saintess then began searching his body all of a sudden, checking various places.
First, she ran her hands over the back of his hands and palms, then checked the back of his neck. Then, she quickly reached under his shirt and glanced at his chest and back.
Fortunately, she came to a stop before attempting to remove his lower garments.
What the Saintess had been searching for was hidden beneath his hair.
“I knew it…”
The Saintess noticed a small circle-shaped design imprinted on Yeomyeong’s scalp.
More precisely, a tattoo of a small circle within a larger one. She bit her lip upon seeing that.
“What? Why are you acting like that?”
Unable to see his own head, Yeomyeong asked, and the Saintess sighed deeply.
“That… was a minor deity.”
“…Minor deity?”
“It’s not even worthy of being called a god. Unlike the five gods, it’s a mana-based lifeform with no known origin or identity.”
“…”
“And unlike the Church of the Apocalypse’s monsters, they usually lie dormant… but when a useful human comes along, they try to mark them like this.”
The Saintess bit her thumbnail, muttering to herself, and then without any warning, began to draw up mana.
“It’s my fault. I let you stay a non-believer for too long… I’m truly sorry.”
Feeling something odd, Yeomyeong tried to pull away, but the Saintess gripped his shoulder tightly.
“Don’t worry. I’ll erase all traces of this minor god right away. First… let’s have a baptism.”
“…What?”
“Which of the five gods do you prefer? Oh, you did mention that the work supervisor you lived with before was a follower of Mordak, didn’t you?”
Without even giving Yeomyeong a chance to respond, she placed her hand on his forehead and began to pray.
“O Black Mordak, I pray for your sickle. May you bestow your shroud upon this unbeliever before me, granting them rest…”
However, the Saintess’ baptism was unable to go further than that as Yeomyeong slipped out of her embrace.
“What are you doing?”
“…What are you doing?”
“I’m trying to erase the blessing of that minor god. Why? Do you prefer some other God than God Mordak?”
“No, it’s not about that. And I don’t have any plans to be baptized.”
Yeomyeong spoke while fixing his hair. So that was why that giant touched his head earlier. What a damn bastard.
However, no matter what he thought, the Saintess clearly wasn’t ready to let it end there.
“What are you talking about? It’s going to be a big problem if you leave that be, you know?”
Yeomyeong tried to think of how to persuade the Saintess as she approached him.
While the unexpected blessing of a minor god didn’t sit well with him, he didn’t want to erase it just yet, especially if it meant having to undergo a baptism from one of the five gods.
Partially because he was curious about why that minor god had blessed him, and more importantly, he wanted to uncover the identity of the familiarity he felt from that giant.
And what about Mignium?
Given her personality, there was no way Mignium would have simply let another god bless him as they pleased. That clearly implied that she had some hand in the minor god’s appearance.
Of course, he couldn’t explain all that to the Saintess, so he simply blocked her approach with one short line.
“This is Earth. A place with religious freedom.”
“…Are you going to keep spouting nonsense?”
True to her nature as a believer from beyond the Dimensional Portal, she even trampled over the concept of freedom of religion with ease.
“I don’t know what the minor god intends to do by marking you, but if something goes wrong, it’ll be too late then. So… come on.”
As expected, the Saintess was steadfast when it came to matters like this.
When Yeomyeong tried to slip away, she pressed her body against his, making it impossible to escape.
Avoiding her body was nearly impossible in the narrow cargo bed, and in an instant, the Saintess had backed Yeomyeong into a corner and said smugly.
“You’re going to get caught anyway, so stop trying to run. Just stay still. I’ll finish this quickly.”
“…I’ll remember that.”
“Do as you wish. Just stop talking and get baptized. Now… O Green Isaginog, I pray for your flower. Grant them your life…”
Just as the Saintess was about to place her hand on Yeomyeong’s forehead and continue with her baptism, Neti spoke up casually.
“Do you want me to find you an inn?”

“…”
“There’s an inn for truck drivers right near the quarantine station. So please, just hold on until we get there.”
Only then did the Saintess take a look at her surroundings.
The staff at the quarantine station, the truck drivers, and even the soldiers at the checkpoint were all staring at her.
However, what made it even harder to endure was Seti’s cold gaze as she glared at the two of them with her chin resting in her hand.
“…”
Unable to say anything, the Saintess shuffled back hesitantly. She then walked behind some packaged furniture and covered her face with the wrapping.
“Huh, why don’t you just finish it since you’ve started it.”
Just as the quarantine staff, having heard Neti’s remark, burst into laughter, the truck carrying the group passed through the checkpoint.

 
    

  Chapter 211: To You on Earth (4)
* * *
Unlike other Dimensional Portal locations like Kaesong or Marseille, where cities developed around the portal, the area occupied by the Dimensional Portal in LA was surprisingly small.
At most, it only covered a portion of the eastern part of LA County.
And there were several reasons for this. For one, the LA Dimensional Portal was connected to a relatively poor area, and compared to the Chicago Dimensional Portal, it didn’t receive as much support.
However, the most decisive factor was the fact that Los Angeles was already a wealthy city even before a Dimensional Portal opened there.
Long Beach Port, which handled most of the Pacific logistics, Hollywood, the mecca of the cultural industry, Anaheim, the birthplace of modern entertainment, including the Superhuman fighting arena…
With the city already leading the world’s economy and culture, there was no real need to place much focus on the Dimensional Portal business.
Of course, it would have been infuriating for most underdeveloped countries to hear this, but wasn’t the world always like that, where the ones who had more took even more?
“America’s scam map.”
Upon hearing Sancho’s long winded explanation, Neti’s comment was so blunt that it was almost funny.
Even Yeomyeong, who had been speculating about the minor deity they had encountered in the Dimensional Portal, couldn’t help but smile and nod in response, so what else needed to be said?
“America’s scam map, yeah, that’s pretty accurate. With the Soviet Union and China gone, it’s not so strange that America is running the show alone. Don’t you think so, Cheon Yeomyeong?”
Sancho said while casting a glance at Yeomyeong through the rearview mirror.
“Don’t you think so?” – It wasn’t a question; it was a statement.
That was probably something Sancho was saying to the Player, not Yeomyeong. And not wanting to stand out as not being a player, Yeomyeong nodded quietly.
“Still, it’s ridiculous to learn that California’s GDP alone is higher than the entire African continent…”
And just like that, the trivial conversation between Neti and Sancho continued until the truck reached its destination.
Anyway.…
After traveling for around 1-2 hours, they finally arrived at their destination: a residential area a little outside of downtown LA, a typical American middle-class neighborhood with rows of old country houses.
Parking the truck in front of a relatively new-looking two-story house on the outskirts of the neighborhood, Sancho said.
“We’ve arrived.”
The group followed his lead and stepped into the house. It was a typical family home, the inside clean as if it had just been cleaned.
“This is one of the bases the Knight Order prepared in LA. It even has a bunker in the basement, so it’s a fairly useful place.”
The building was a bit too lavish for just a few days’ stay, but Sancho’s gift wasn’t over yet.
“And Miss Seti? The items you requested will be delivered within two days. There’s quite a bit, but with you, Cheon Yeomyeong, here, I don’t think space will be an issue.”
This referred to the money, treasures, and other miscellaneous items Seti had demanded as payment. Recalling his inventory, Yeomyeong nodded.
“Well then, I’ll be heading back to Gemini City now. If you need to contact me, use the number on this business card. Or if you can, find the owner of the burger shop two blocks down.”
“…Burger shop?”
Looking at the American phone number on the business card, Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly.
Sancho shrugged and replied.
“It is run by a retired Knight Order member. He can’t wield a weapon anymore due to PTSD, so he works as an informant now.”
As Yeomyeong thought to himself about how the welfare system of the ruined Knight Order was better than the Korean military, Sancho added.
“He’s bald and has just one eye, so you’ll recognize him right away. If you need any help, just order a double cheeseburger and mention the number 0611. He’ll know what you mean and help you out.”
“Oh… A secret code! Is there a meaning behind that number?”
When Neti, who had been listening, asked, Sancho replied with a sad smile.
“It’s the day the Knight Order was forced to disband by the Emperor’s decree.”
“…”
The atmosphere turned instantly ice-cold. Darting her eyes around, Neti quickly fled toward Seti, who had started unpacking.
In the end, only Yeomyeong and the Saintess saw him off.
“See you next time, Sancho.”
“I look forward to our next meeting as well, Cheon Yeomyeong. And… Saintess?”
“Yes?”
“Please ask Joanna and your father to pay us a visit sometime. The Captain and I will be waiting.”
“Oh… Alright, I’ll let them know.”
“Thank you. May the blessings of the Five Gods be with you.”
“And may the blessings of the Five Gods be with you as well, Vice Captain.”
That was the end of their farewell. Sancho bowed his head to each of them before leaving the mansion.
And perhaps because he was certain they would meet again, Yeomyeong saw him off with a relatively light heart.
The sunlight stretched long outside the window, casting shadows over the fading image of the truck.
Yeomyeong watched until the truck completely disappeared from sight in complete silence, then called for Seti.
“…Shall we start right away?”
“Sure, if you want to. I’m already finished with the preparations.”
When Yeomyeong turned around, he saw that Seti had already finished unpacking and was now standing beside the Necromancer. The Necromancer was trembling uncontrollably, cold sweat running down her face, as if terrified of something.
Yeomyeong smiled bitterly.
“…I’d rather not resort to torture.”
“That’s up to her, not us.”
After exchanging such terrifying words so casually, Seti and Yeomyeong led the Necromancer down to the mansion’s basement.
And just as the Saintess was about to hesitantly follow them …
Neti grabbed her sleeve.
“…Why?”
“Saintess, you’re coming with me.”
“Huh?”
“We need to make our own plans.”
“…Plans?”
Instead of answering, Neti sent her a discreet hand gesture. The Saintess’s gaze remained fixed on it, unable to look away.
* * *
Harry Meyer was a well-known burger shop owner in this neighborhood.
Of course, it wasn’t his cooking skills that made him famous. It was his appearance.
A menacing one-eyed stare, a gleaming bald head, and a muscular build.
Assuming he was a war veteran, some people respected him. Others, convinced he had a gangster past, despised him. But Harry didn’t particularly care.
As long as his burger shop didn’t go under, and as long as the rumors kept the local thugs from bothering him, he was satisfied.
The scent of burgers and fries filled the air, marking the peaceful days in the city.
For years, Harry’s life remained uneventful—until the day a mysterious young man shattered that peace.
“Five… no, make that seven double cheeseburger meals to go.”
“Seven double cheeseburger meals to go. And what would you like for drinks?”
“All Cokes. Go easy on the salt for the fries.”
“Alright, then the total comes to 53 dol—”
“0611 dollars. Is that correct?”
…What? Harry narrowed his eyes at the young man handing over the money.
“…”
“0611. Is it not enough? I just came from Gemini City, so I’m not really familiar with the prices.”
The young man spoke nonchalantly, yet handed over the correct amount. Harry accepted the money and quietly added another question.
“As a promotional gift, you can choose between a map or a toy soldier. Which one would you like?”
Information or manpower—what did he need? The young man smiled faintly and answered.
“I’ll take the map. I need to find someone in L.A.”
Harry nodded wordlessly. Then, without giving away a single hint, he stepped into the kitchen, prepared seven double cheeseburger meals, and packed them in a bag right in front of the young man.
No one noticed the plastic-wrapped USB and phone hidden beneath the bag.
“I’ve put the map in the bag. Enjoy your meal.”
“Thank you.”
Harry quietly watched the young man leave the shop.
And once the young man was completely out of sight, Harry stood up and naturally moved to close the store.
Or rather, he tried to.
Just as he was about to lock the door, a man knocked. His receding hairline exposed his forehead completely, and his sharp, blade-like nose made him stand out.
Still, Harry was about to ignore him and shut the door—that was until he saw the old man standing behind him. He had no choice but to open the door.
“We’re closed for the day. Come back another time, Wollard.”
However, instead of the man called Wollard, it was the old man behind him who spoke. His thick Russian accent made it clear he was someone from the old Soviet Union.
“We did not come here for a transaction. We came with a demand, barbarian from beyond the Portal.”
“…”
Barbarian? Harry’s expression hardened, and Wollard looked visibly uncomfortable. But the old man continued, unfazed.
“Hand over all the information on the Church hiding in this city. If you do, I will allow you to see the sun tomorrow.”
Harry scratched his bald scalp upon hearing those arrogant words and stared at Wollard.
“Wollard, is this truly what the Blue Rats intend to do? We’ve been doing business with each other for five years, and you want to ruin our relationship like this?”
Wollard forced an awkward smile.
“Harry, just for today, please… help me just this once, for my sake.”
So, this bastard was being held hostage as well. Harry gave Wollard a pitying glance before stepping inside and retrieving a small USB drive.
But unlike the one he had given the young man earlier, this was a dummy filled with false information.
It would require at least three days to verify its contents, but the old man accepted it without a word.
And in the very next moment, the old man jabbed a finger into Harry’s eye.
No warning. It was a surprise attack.
“Kgh!”
It was already a blinded eye, but that didn’t mean it was free from pain. Harry dropped to his knees, blood dripping down his face.
“Elder!”
Even Wollard, who had been watching in silence, screamed in shock. But the old man simply flicked his fingers and said.
“What? I kept my promise. He will still see the sun tomorrow.”
A voice filled with arrogance and contempt. But Harry simply bowed his head in silence.
And Wollard, who realized the USB was a fake, also chose to stay silent.
* * *
As night descended, the bustling streets of LA were filled with dazzling lights and tourists.
Dilla Katakfoyer trudged aimlessly toward Koreatown. Her slow, heavy steps were as miserable as those of a condemned prisoner heading to the execution ground.
Was it because those bastards didn’t give her a double cheeseburger?
Well, while that was part of it, the guilt of becoming a snitch was weighing down her steps even more.
“How about walking a little faster? We don’t have much time.”
The moment her pace slowed down, the young man behind her spoke up.
The man with golden eyes spoke with a gentle tone, but Dilla was unable to bring herself to look at him.
He was a monster who had somehow seduced both the witch who could use divinity and the priest of the Five Gods.
And if she recalled the skills she had seen in the mental world, he was undoubtedly an incarnation of some lecherous god, wielding divine power capable of enchanting minds.
If she wasn’t careful, she too would fall under his spell.
Losing control of her body was already humiliating enough—she couldn’t afford to lose her mind as well. So, she gritted her teeth and quickened her pace.
“I-I’ll walk faster.”
“Relax your face. You’re drawing attention.”
“Y-yes, sir.”
She barely managed to hold back her tears. As the young man naturally widened the distance between them, Dilla continued walking toward their destination as if nothing was wrong.
How long had they been walking for? To her, it felt like it had just been a fleeting moment before she arrived at the back entrance of a famous club in Koreatown.
“Excuse me, but the club entrance is on the other side. This entrance is for staff only.”
A burly man, dressed like a security guard, stood by the back door. The faint presence of mana suggested that he had barely stepped into the realm of superhumans—a half-superhuman at best.
Using a half-superhuman as a mere doorman was surprising, yet neither Dilla nor the three people—one man and two women—trailing behind her reacted.
If anything, it only confirmed that they had indeed arrived at the right place.
“Sir? As I said, the entrance is on the other si—”
“Shut up.”
Cutting off the doorman mid-sentence, Dilla cautiously glanced at the golden-eyed man approaching from behind. Shit. Shit.
“What the hell did you just say, you bit—”
And the moment the clueless doorman took a step towards her, his vision flipped upside down.
His legs were grabbed using telekinesis and suspended in the air, but the doorman had no idea what just happened to him.
Well, he at least had the presence of mind to reach for the panic button on his chest, but the telekinesis was faster, snatching it away before he could even press it.
“…”
Paying no mind to the dumbfounded doorman watching his panic button float away, Yeomyeong handed it to Dilla.
“Tell them we want to talk first.”
“T-talk to whom?”
“Someone at least at the management level. Anyone below that isn’t even worth killing anyway.”
Shit. What kind of ‘talking’ was that? Swallowing the curse rising in her throat, Dilla hesitantly took the device.
“Ahem—this is Dilla Katakfoyer, the sole heiress of the Katakfoyer Household’s fifth generation and the King’s Left Pinky Finger.”
As she declared her identity using the title she normally found too cringeworthy to say out loud, a flustered voice responded from the other end of the line.
- *Dilla Katakfoyer? Didn’t the CIA catch you? How did you escape?*
“W-well…”
She couldn’t exactly say that she was captured by people far more terrifying than the CIA and that her body was no longer even her own.
Dilla squeezed her eyes shut and answered.
“T-there were… people who helped me escape. I’m currently with them, and they wish to meet the Right Thumb.”
It was a flimsy excuse, full of holes. The person on the other end responded coldly, seemingly noticing it.
- You allowed yourself to be followed all the way here? Were you that desperate to survive? You should be ashamed to face your ancestors.
Damn it. Dilla gritted her teeth and shouted back into the communicator.
“Hey, who the hell do you think you are? How dare you insult my family just based on your own damn assumptions? And what if I did? Huh? What the hell are you gonna do about it? Are you gonna take responsibility?”
-…
“You damn bastard, Look at you, shutting your damn mouth the moment I ask you to take responsibility. This isn’t something a guy like you can handle—so, just shut up and call the Thumb. Now!”
She fired her words like a machine gun, but silence was the only response.
Shit. Dilla swallowed nervously and turned to gauge Yeomyeong’s reaction.
He was staring at the club’s back door in silence. His golden eyes grew so dark and cold, that she couldn’t even tell where he was looking.
The silence stretched on.
The moon shifted in the sky, still no answer came. Then, he pulled a sword from thin air.
Was he planning to cut the door down? No, it was far worse than she had imagined.
Without hesitation, his blade turned crimson, scattering embers from its surface.
This crazy bastard, is he planning to blow up the entire building?
Panicking, Dilla rushed toward him, shouting.
“W-wait! Just a little longer! Please!”
“What else is there to wait for? More time for them to run away?”
“T-that’s not it!”
She was desperate. If she failed to prove her usefulness here, she would be discarded without a second thought.
“J-just one! Just give me one more chance! The door will open, I swear!”
Watching her plead with everything she had, Yeomyeong, as if amused, retracted his sword—but the embers still flickered along its length.
They said heaven rewarded sincerity. And as if to prove it, the back door swung open barely a moment later.
And from within emerged a half-demon man with long, curved horns.
The Right Thumb, who was favored by the King of the Undead.
His violet eyes flicked over Dilla, Yeomyeong, and the figures hiding in the alley behind them—Seti and the Saintess.
“It’s been a while since we’ve had guests. Won’t you come inside?”
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* * *
The inside of the club, as they followed the directions of the man called the Right Thumb, was nothing special.
At least, that was by normal club standards.
Thumping music that hammered the ears, blindingly flashing lights of various colors, and the stench of alcohol and drugs wafting in the air.
The Saintess, who was visiting such a place for the first time, was shocked and could only look around in confusion, while Seti simply wrinkled her brows, perhaps bothered by the noise.
Of course, it was a familiar sight for Yeomyeong, who was once a back-alley janitor. He simply followed the Right Thumb while ensuring the two girls weren’t swept away by the crowd.
How much time passed like that?
The Right Thumb led them past a crowded lounge, stopping in front of a door deep inside the club, where the music could barely be heard.
Creak—
Beyond the door, the interior was almost like a hotel suite—luxurious, clearly meant for VIPs.
Plush sofas, fancy decor, a bar table stocked with all kinds of alcohol, and…
Twisted mana that smelled like a decaying corpse.
Everyone in the group could sense it, but none of them showed it. These people were just as prepared, armed, and ready.
Anyway,
As the group surveyed the room, the Right Thumb took a seat on the sofa and asked.
“Would you like any drinks or drugs?”
“No.”
“…We also have cola and juice, though.”
Before the Saintess could say she’d have cola, Yeomyeong answered first.
“Sorry, but I don’t have the stomach to accept anything from a Necromancer.”
“…”
The Right Thumb narrowed his eyes.
He stared at Yeomyeong with a look that couldn’t quite decide if it was a smile or anger, then pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it.
“Seeing how Dilla is trembling like that, you’re not just some random person… but you’re too bold to be a CIA agent.”
As he used his finger to channel mana and ignite the cigarette, the tone of his voice changed sharply.
The smoke began to rise as his violet eyes sank deeper.
“And unlike those women, you reek of our kind… were you sent by our group rival?”
Yeomyeong said nothing as he took a seat across from him. Their gazes locked, and the air between them grew cold.
A heavy silence ensued.
After a brief pause, the Right Thumb took a long drag from his cigarette, exhaled smoke directly towards Yeomyeong’s face, and asked.
“…What exactly are you?”
Yeomyeong answered without batting an eyelid.
“The one who killed Buzum.”
Buzum was the Necromancer who had been negotiating with the Korean government for corpses to raid the Lord Howe Academy.
And the moment the name of the Necromancer whom Dung Beetle and Seti killed in Incheon was mentioned, a sticky smile appeared on the Right Thumb’s face.
“Looks like Dilla brought someone important.”
He flicked the cigarette butt away and added.
“So, what brings you here? A deal? An assignment? Or perhaps… a fight?”
“Information.”
“…Information? What kind of information?”
“Everything you know about Korea.”
With those words as a signal, Seti and the Saintess each took their positions, naturally blocking the door.
The Right Thumb let out a scoffing laugh as if he couldn’t believe what he just heard.
“Anything related to the government is expensive. Did you bring money?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong pulled a sword from his inventory; an action that spoke louder than a hundred words.
“So you’re not a customer but a robber! Do you really believe that just the three of you can pull this off? The Necromancers in this place…”
“…Nineteen. More than enough for me to handle all by myself.”
Mana surged through Yeomyeong’s sword as he spoke. The energy rippled outward, sweeping away the lingering cigarette smoke.
It was the Surging Wave technique, which had already reached a full level of mastery at some point.
The Right Thumb stared intently at Yeomyeong, then turned his head toward Dilla abruptly.
“You foolish bitch. What the hell did you bring here with you?”
“Zorvek, I… I just…”
Dilla was unable to say anything more. Seti snapped her fingers, sealing her mouth shut.
The Right Thumb—Zorvek—narrowed his eyes at the sight.
“Body Domination… So it wasn’t the CIA who took down Dilla on the train, but you?”
Seti neither confirmed nor denied it. But Dilla’s trembling eyes were enough of an answer.
“Tsk, this is a mess… Hey, and what about you? What did you bring?”
Zorvek turned to look at the Saintess, who, caught off guard, pulled out the Handle of Uragan.
Made from a unicorn’s horn, it was the natural enemy of Black Magic and necromancy.
As if he had just seen something repulsive, Zorvek’s expression twisted into something terrible.
“Carrying around a unicorn’s horn at your age? Don’t you feel ashamed?”
“…”
Ignoring the Saintess, who pulled out her revolver in response to his taunting, Zorvek’s gaze returned back to Yeomyeong.
“I’ll tell you everything I know about Korea. But first, swear that you won’t harm this establishment.”
“That depends on your answer.”
“…”
When he saw that Yeomyeong refused to swear, Zorvek pulled out another cigarette and placed it between his lips.
He seemed to be weighing something in his mind for a moment before lighting the cigarette and speaking again.
“This might turn out to be a rather boring story.”
Will it, though? Yeomyeong could feel the writhing, twisted mana as he stared directly at Zorvek’s face.
Amidst the burning cigarette smoke, there was a distant look in his eyes.
“Like the other people from our homeland who were deceived by Earthians, we were also victims.”
And with that absurd claim, Zorvek began recounting a tale from the distant past.
* * *
Several decades ago.
After being betrayed by the United States, the Necromancers wandered around aimlessly.
Some vowed revenge against America, while others insisted on returning to their homeland, but the majority rejected both options.
After all, they had come all the way to Earth to fulfil a centuries-old aspiration.
And so, after we blindly left America behind, the first place we headed to was the Soviet Union.
There was the shallow reasoning that it was America’s enemy, but the deciding factor was that some Necromancers were deeply captivated by The Communist Manifesto.
Like stray dogs finding their master, they all rushed to Stalin.
They raised the undead from the corpses of Americans in the heart of the Kremlin and declared:
We have created the undead using the corpses of capitalists! Those who spent their lives exploiting workers without laboring themselves will now finally repay their debt to the people!
A proletarian slave who, as long as there was mana, could farm and run factories forever.
The Necromancers truly believed that these undead laborers, shackled in place of the people, could become the backbone of communism.
…That was what they thought.
However, they were sorely mistaken.
The undead, only capable of menial labor, were of very little appeal to the communists.
So what if they could work forever without exhaustion?
Mana wasn’t infinite, nor were the Necromancers who controlled them eternal.
And most of all, the cost of human labor in communist nations was much cheaper than Necromancers ever imagined.
The Necromancers, who never expected to lose in terms of cost-effectiveness, were devastated.
Some even went as far as to reveal their arcane secrets to tempt Stalin, but… well.
We all know how that ended.
We were forced to flee the Soviet Union in disgrace. And had it not been for Stalin’s mercy, we would have been hunted down and slaughtered.
To this very day, we still don’t know why that terrifying man spared us.
Was he pleased with the knowledge we offered about the stars and gods? Or was it simply a whim?
Well, whatever the reason, we were grateful to have survived and moved to another country.
Most of us headed south toward Asia, while only a few headed toward Europe.
After all, Christianity was just as hostile to the undead as the Church of Five Gods in our homeland.
At one point, a man named Ceaușescu from Romania called for us, but no Necromancer was reckless enough to join a madman who challenged Stalin while being obsessed with vampires.
Anyway,
The other dictators we encountered in Asia were not so different from Stalin.
China showed a bit of interest but didn’t really seem to need us.
We’re too busy seeking the true Sinocentric world, and you’re asking us to waste resources on something like the Jiangshi technique?
In hindsight, considering the tragedies that would unfold later, that was a stroke of luck for us. After all, history is…
Ahem. I have digressed…
Let’s get back to the topic of Korea.
For us at the time, the Korean Peninsula was like Canaan to Moses after fleeing from Egypt.
A promised land flowing with milk and honey.
Yes, it was a fateful encounter.
A government desperate to create superhumans using any means necessary, and Necromancers in need of covert support.
Back then, we were the perfect match, each filling the other’s shortcomings.
We provided the government with awakening potions, knowledge about mana, and real combat experience using the undead.
In return, the government granted us anything we wanted.
Yes, anything.
And perhaps because they were caught between the pressure from both the United States and the Soviet Union, the dictators of Korea were much more flexible in their thinking compared to the communist tyrants.
They weren’t caught up in Marxism or human rights; they were purely pragmatic.
Had they not been Earthians, we might have shared our noble aspirations together…
Unfortunately, their minds were too narrow to accept anything beyond patriotism.
What was so important about that tiny peninsula? Unsatisfied with the power we gave them, they reached out to those who had fallen deeper.
The Church of the Apocalypse.
And the Korean government didn’t just borrow power; the president himself participated in the Church’s sacrificial rites, the ‘Ayatollah.’
Witnessing their madness, we immediately fled the Korean Peninsula.
The Korean government labeled it as a betrayal, but that was a ridiculous story.
Betrayal? Once Korea entrusted its entire nation’s fate to the Church, there was no turning back.
The foolish government still believed they were just a pseudo cult, but those of us standing in the filth knew them better than anyone.
They were madmen who made no distinction between gods and humans, only desiring the destruction of the world.
“…Enough.”
* * *
“That’s enough.”
Yeomyeong interrupted Zorvek’s words, which had strayed off again. Feeling parched, Zorvek filled his glass before speaking.
“Have you learned everything you wanted to know?”
As the yellowish-brown sweet wine filled the glass, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“Stop wasting time spouting nonsense and just get to the real story.”
“…The real story?”
“The Fallen Star.”
The hand filling the glass froze. Zorvek stared at both Dilla and Yeomyeong with cold eyes.
“Your seal was much stronger than ours, huh? That’s unexpected.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond, and faced with the heavy silence, Zorvek licked his lips.
“The Fallen Star and the Korean government… Sspp, you should have said that from the very start. We’ve wasted time unnecessarily. How much do you know?”
“I know that Korea caused some stars to fall.”
“You already know quite a bit.”
Draining his glass in one gulp, Zorvek spoke. Gulps, gulps, thud—the sound of the glass hitting the table was loud.
“Unfortunately, we don’t know much about it either. All we provided Korea with was the concept and theory to make the star fall.”
“…”
“The materials for making the star to fall were impossible to gather without a national-level effort…”
“Enough with the small talk.”
A blatant threat. Zorvek refilled his glass and answered.
“If you want the theory, I can share it with you.”
Following the faint sound of Seti’s breath from behind, Zorvek’s voice echoed.
“The core of the theory to make a star fall is the opposite of magic of Necromancy. A spell that changes the target from a dead soul to a living god, from the underworld to the heavens.”
“…”
“But theory and actually executing it are two different things. Finding the location of the star, preparing all kinds of reagents for summoning… even overcoming those realistic difficulties weren’t able to solve one issue. There was no way to catch the star once it fell to the earth.”
“Don’t tell me…?”
Yeomyeong could sense Seti’s mana wavering as she stared at this place—rage, disgust.
“Your suspicion is probably correct. Drawing inspiration from Earth’s traditional religious practices, we decided to grant the stars bodies to walk upon this land.”
Traditional religious practices? What a rather refined way to describe human sacrifice. Yeomyeong tightened the grip on the hilt of his sword.
“But it was clear that an ordinary adult’s mind wouldn’t be able to withstand the stars. Even powerful priests sometimes struggle under blessings—and if they were to take in a star’s true form? Naturally… Boom!”
Zorvek flicked his finger against his temple.
“…So you used children?”
“More precisely, pure newborns whose minds were yet to form completely. You see—by the age of two, their heads are already filled with too many distractions.”
“…”
It was a sickening story. So revolting that Yeomyeong could barely bear to listen any longer.
Controlling the blood rushing to his head, he steered the conversation toward his final question.
“…Do you know how to discover the true name of a fallen star?”
The moment a star fell, its name would be erased from the world.
It might not seem like a significant issue… but considering the strange names of Seti and her sisters, it was something that needed to be addressed.
If they could figure out which mythical god was dragged down by Korea, it could help in dealing with the government.
However, Zorvek merely chuckled and shook his head.
“We were planning to abduct a CIA agent to find that out… but someone interfered.”
“…”
“Well, I suppose you could always ask another god.”
And that was the end of the conversation. As Zorvek sipped on his drink, Yeomyeong turned to look at Dilla.
Soon, she gave him a small nod.
A signal that meant everything the Thumb said was true. Tch, Yeomyeong clicked his tongue.
So, other than confirming that the Korean government allied with the Church, there’s nothing to gain.
The Necromancer’s history lesson had been interesting, but that was all.
If they wished to uncover the star’s true name, as Zorvek suggested, they might have to ask another god—perhaps Mignium…
Having settled his thoughts, Yeomyeong swung the sword he had been gripping tightly.
Slice—
The blade carved through the air, leaving a long afterimage in its trail as it simultaneously severed both Zorvek’s glass and his neck bone.
Following the slanted descent of his head, a vivid stream of blood spilled onto the sofa.
“Zorvek!”
Dilla gasped in shock at the sudden, unannounced strike while Zorvek’s severed head rolled across the floor, his expression contorted.
Rigor mortis? No, that wasn’t it. His head was disturbingly lively, almost as if he were still alive.
“Was that really necessary? We could’ve discussed this peacefully, you know?”
He even spoke, but Yeomyeong answered apathetically.
“Then you shouldn’t have been setting up traps while we were talking.”
Twisted mana filled the room, and translucent magic circles were hidden along the walls.
When Yeomyeong pointed them out with his finger, Zorvek’s severed head chuckled.
“Your sensitivity is sharper than I expected. You’d make an excellent Death Knight.”
Rumble…!
With those words, the entire room began to shake. No—it was the entire club building.
This level of trap was already expected. Yeomyeong calmly pressed his foot down on Zorvek’s head.
“Is talking about Death Knights some kind of Necromancer tradition? Everyone I meet keeps bringing them up.”
“Hah, so you beat Dilla and Buzum, and now you’re full of yourself, kid? Let me show you what a properly prepared Necromancer can really do.”
“I doubt a mere half-demon is stronger than Kahal Magdu.”
“The skeletal dragon? Why are you—”
Before he could finish speaking, Yeomyeong pressed down harder.
Crunch—
Blood splattered on the VIP room’s floor, and silence descended.
As Yeomyeong shook off his foot and the group readied for battle, the Handle of Uragan gleamed brightly, as countless footsteps began to echo from beyond the door.

 
    

  Chapter 213: To You on Earth (6)
* * *
Rewinding time a bit to the moment Yeomyeong and his group followed Right Thumb into the VIP room.
In a room deep on the upper floor of the club, the necromancers watching the CCTV were all wearing annoyed expressions.
“Damn it, they went into the VIP room.”
That was the place reserved for cases when all members of the group were superhumans.
If it were two superhumans, they’d be directed to a general room; if it were just one, they’d be sent to the underground morgue.
Sitting in front of numerous CCTV monitors, Ring Finger frowned as he picked up the intercom.
“We’re closing for the day. Of all times… Ugh! Think of all the money we’re losing.”
His tone sounded more like a merchant than a necromancer.
Though there were three necromancers in the room, only one bothered to point it out.
“How can you think of money in a situation like this? What if those guys are really CIA agents?”
The owner of the stern voice was an old man called Middle Finger.
Being the second eldest after Thumb, he didn’t hide his fear of the U.S. government.
“This is why I said we should’ve just gone to Mexico…”
However, Ring Finger, who had spoken first, was dismissive.
“Stop overreacting. Just think about how much money we’ve funneled to the mayor of LA.”
“You fool! Do you think a mere mayor can protect us if the government sends Delta Force or SAC?”
“Old man, please. Why would special forces come here?”
Ring Finger shook his head vigorously.
Old people always behaved like we were still in the days of digging up graves to evade the Holy Knights.
But we were now living in a modern era with state-of-the-art refrigeration for corpses—it was time to think accordingly.
“Ahem, first, let’s end the business operations for today.”
Ring Finger grumbled as he called his subordinates—specifically, the ghouls guarding the club.
- *This is Ring Finger. Can you hear me?*
On the CCTV, men in suits simultaneously raised their heads.
Though they looked exactly like human on the outside, but on the inside, they were undead filled with twisted mana and cursed flesh.
- Inform the patron that they must leave. We’re closing for the day.
The ghouls immediately sprang into action.
First, they turned off the flashy lights and stopped the music.
As the dancing customers looked around in confusion, the ghouls stepped forward to explain the situation.
A few drunk people got angry, but it didn’t last long.
Was it because they didn’t have to pay for entry or drinks for tonight? No, it was the overwhelming aura emanating from the ghouls.
Ring Finger sighed as he watched them rush out of the club.
Merely thinking about the losses made his head throb. At least there were no VIP guests, so that was fortunate, right?
“What are you all doing? Arm the ghouls already!”
Meanwhile, Middle Finger was yelling, his mustache twitching with worry for some reason.
“Bring out all the weapons from the warehouse! And just in case, wake up all the Death Knights!”
Arm, he said… Ring Finger rubbed his temples and replied.
“…Instead of doing all that, how about we just wake up the Death Knights?”
After all, it costs money to shoot in the city center, you know?
In fact, he almost asked, Do you know how much we’d have to bribe the police and journalists to cover this up? but Ring Finger held his tongue.
Still, old people were never the type to listen to reason.
“You idiot, you’re still talking like that even after seeing Thumb personally take action!?”
“…A-alright.”
Ring Finger grumbled but still gave the command for the ghouls to arm themselves.
- *Everyone, arm yourself. Suppressors are mandatory. Minimize explosives.*
And soon after, the younger necromancers also raised their staffs and began chanting incantations.
- *O spirits bound to undying bodies, show your loyalty.*
It was the spell to awaken the Death Knights slumbering deep beneath the club.
It didn’t take long for the spell to complete. Moments later, they could see seven coffins deep underground burst open, and the Death Knights began to emerge on the CCTV.
“…Isn’t this a bit much?”
Even though he had given the order, Ring Finger still couldn’t help but click his tongue.
Dozens of ghouls armed with guns, seven Death Knights, nineteen necromancers, including high-ranking “fingers” and their apprentices.
This was enough firepower to wipe out a small military unit with ease.
And frankly speaking, it was overkill against just three superhumans.
Yet, Middle Finger still wasn’t satisfied. Raising his staff, he even activated the magic circles placed all over the building.
Poison mist, the curse of sensory disruption, the curse of weakness, bone traps, perception interference…
Some of them were one-time-use magic circles that would need to be reinstalled afterward, which made Ring Finger panic.
“Oh, come on! Don’t go overboard! At this rate, we’ll have nothing left to fight with if Delta Force actually shows up!”
“…”
“What’s got you so worried, huh? Catching that Dilla bitch isn’t even a big deal. She’s more specialized in the soul realm than in combat after all…”
“…Instinct.”
Having used even the disposable magic circles, Middle Finger continued speaking.
“Didn’t Index Finger, who was with Dila, say that he saw not just one but five fallen stars?”
“And didn’t we already conclude that was just senile nonsense? Five of them on the same train? Does that even make sense?”
“The world is full of things that don’t make sense. If trucks roam the streets, all a frog can do is take extra precautions to not get run over.”
“…”
A frog? A truck? What the hell was he even rambling about? It didn’t make any sense. Holding back his frustration, Ring finger reached for the communicator to call Thumb.
…Or rather, he was about to.
But the moment he grabbed the communicator, the skeleton standing in the middle of the room began to tremble, its empty eye sockets flaring with a crimson glow.
“W-what the hell?”
As Ring Finger recoiled in surprise, the skeleton’s jaw opened, and Thumb’s voice rang out.
[Three special-class superhumans. They have a unicorn horn. Use all available club forces. I repeat, this is a crisis…]
“Damn it, I knew it!”
Ignoring the old man’s shouts, Ring Finger, still in a daze, hastily deployed the ghouls.
The CCTV showed rows of ghouls, fully armed with the latest firearms, lining the hallway.
BOOM!!!
When all of a sudden, the door exploded, wiping out more than a dozen ghouls standing nearby.
“Oh, for fuc—”
He had explicitly ordered them not to use explosives. But it turned out that their opponents were the ones who used them.
As a vein on Ring Finger’s forehead bulged, a middle-aged man with golden eyes stepped out from the smoke and stared directly into the CCTV camera.
* * *
Yeomyeong stared at the CCTV and then turned his head to face the dozens of gun barrels aimed at him.
Undead, human in appearance on the outside but rotting on the inside, now armed with firearms.
Whether it was the Korean government corrupting living minds with twisted mana or these bastards, in the end, their thinking was no different.
They were trash that needed to be eradicated from the world.
And the moment Yeomyeong took a step forward with that thought in mind, the ghouls pulled their triggers simultaneously. The muzzles of their automatic rifles flashed with fire, and a stream of shell casings flew into the air.
However, it wasn’t exactly a good choice. Had they fired in an open space instead, dodging would have been the only option.
However, in this narrow corridor, Yeomyeong had countless ways to respond.
Volcanic Tempest.
The moment embers flared from his sword, an explosion ripped through the bullet-filled corridor.
!!!
The undead caught up in the blast didn’t even have the time to scream. All that remained in the scorched aftermath was scattered blood, flesh, and shattered firearms.
Stepping over the wreckage, Yeomyeong walked forward—slowly and deliberately, making sure he was clearly visible on the CCTV.
His job was to draw the enemy’s attention while the Saintess and Seti executed their plan.
And judging by what happened next, it was clear that the plan seemed to be working. The moment he stepped into the lounge, he was greeted by seven figures.
All of them were superhumans with sickly blue skin and glowing red eyes.
Death Knights…
Though they weren’t quite at the level of the ones summoned by Kahal Magdu, each of them still possessed mana on par with academy instructors.
- *What is your name, knight?*
And they could talk? Yeomyeong lowered his gaze from the CCTV and stared at the Death Knight who had spoken.
Seeing a glint of some lingering desire in the eyes of the corpse of a middle-aged man, Yeomyeong answered.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t introduce myself. There are too many ears listening.”
The middle-aged man gave a wry smile as if he understood. Then, a towering woman behind him stepped forward.
She was so massive, nearly reaching the ceiling, that her shadow loomed over Yeomyeong.
- *I am Veladiva Don Reda. How did the War at the Margraviate end? Ah, this isn’t an introduction, so you can answer, right?*
Raising his sword, Yeomyeong tilted his head and studied each of the Death Knights. Judging by their attire, only one of them seemed to be from Earth.
The other six were all Ashaian—people who had died a long time ago.
“The Emperor handed the border territories to France.”
At those words, Veladiva’s expression twisted.
- *The Emperor? That’s impossible*.
“The Emperor you knew and the Emperor I know might be different people. There was a change of power during the war after all.”
- *The Crown Prince isn’t someone like that either.*
“The current Emperor is the younger brother of the former Emperor. All the royal heirs are dead.”
- Runge? That son of a bitch became Emperor? The Empire is doomed.
“…”
- Wait… don’t tell me, is it really doomed?
As they continued to speak, the Death Knights shifted into combat stances.
However, their expressions didn’t match their movements, making for an oddly comical sight—except… the skill hidden beneath that absurdity was nothing short of extraordinary.
- Hah, well, since you were kind enough to share the truth with us, I’ll make sure your death is painless.
The first to step forward was Veladiva. She was wielding a pair of small hatchets—an unusual choice given her massive frame.
- *Whoosh—!*
The first attack was a simple downward strike—or so it seemed. Instead, it was a coordinated assault: a downward swing with the right hand that was aimed at his head while the left hand hurled a hatchet.
Yeomyeong couldn’t tell if it was a martial art specialized in throwing weapons, but he hadn’t sensed the flying hatchet until it almost hit him.
Puhwak!
And at the same time he blocked the hatchet targeting his head, the sharp blade of the thrown hatchet slashed deep into his side.
It had enough force to spill his entrails, yet the hatchet merely drew a small splash of blood.
As if something held it firmly in place, the hatchet remained lodged in his side.
Yeomyeong pulled it out and tossed it to the ground before speaking.
“Can you feel pain?”
- Why? Are you planning to send me off painlessly too?
“Yes, though I can’t make any promises.”
All the Death Knights, except for one dressed in a U.S. military uniform, chuckled.
Then, the middle-aged man who had been the first to speak let out a hearty laugh.
- *See? I was right. I’ve had a good feeling about this since I woke up. Didn’t I tell you that a real powerhouse had arrived, enough to make these corpse-sellers nervous?*
His mouth was saying one thing, but his body was already swinging his sword at Yeomyeong. A familiar sword technique, a familiar trajectory.
Clang!
Yeomyeong blocked it effortlessly. It was only natural—his opponent’s swordsmanship was that of the Imperial Knights, the same technique used by Sancho.
- I knew it! You recognize the Knight Order’s swordsmanship! Are you from the Knight Order?
Weaving through his opponent’s technique, Yeomyeong replied.
“No. I just happened to cross paths with one recently.”
A moment later, Yeomyeong’s blade left a long gash across his opponent’s chest—a wound that would have been fatal for an ordinary person.
The Death Knight’s swordsmanship was not inferior to Sancho’s, but his stiff, undead body was unable to keep up with the technique.
- *What about the Vice Captain… no, the Captain? Has he been doing well?*
“Well, he’s a bit unwell due to old age*.*”
- *Haha! Even that man couldn’t escape aging, huh?*
Though black blood dripped steadily from his split chest, the Death Knight laughed heartily.
But his body was obviously still executing a terrifying display of swordplay—so fierce that even the other Death Knights were unable to come close.
He kept talking as the club lounge around them crumbled like a brittle cookie.
- *And the others? Oh, what about Sancho? Did that bastard ever get married?*
“No, the Vice Captain is still single—urk!”
Yeomyeong barely managed to twist his head in time to dodge the sword aimed at it. A few strands of his black hair were cut, drifting through the air.
- Vice Captain? Ha! I knew it. I always told him that he’d never start a family if he took on a management role. But he never listened!
“…”
- *Oh, and don’t let your guard down. I’m the second strongest among them.*
Just as he claimed, he wasn’t an opponent Yeomyeong could afford to chat with leisurely while fighting.
I need to end this as quickly and painlessly as possible.
Taking a short breath, Yeomyeong infused his sword with Killing Aura. The crimson energy surged like waves, and his swordsmanship transformed.
A little bit sharper. A little bit faster.
The gap between the living and the dead was neither too wide nor too narrow. But it was enough to determine victory.
Perhaps sensing his impending end, the middle-aged Death Knight chuckled and conveyed his final words.
- O Nameless Knight, could you do me a favor? Tell Sancho to keep his promise—he swore he’d name his firstborn after me.
“…If the opportunity ever arises, I’ll pass on the message.”
- *Good. I’ll take that as an oath.*
With those final words, Yeomyeong severed the Death Knight’s neck.
As his head fell to the ground without a single drop of blood splattering, a faint smile lingered on his lips.
As Yeomyeong gazed at the fallen head, he realized that he had never learned the man’s name. However, he simply shook his head and dismissed the thought.
If he were to deliver the head to the Knight Order, Sancho would surely recognize him. And more importantly…
- *Final words, huh? How sentimental.*
There were still six more Death Knights standing before him.
- *For the record, I don’t have any last words*
“…”
- *Only those who were unable to say what they needed to in their lifetime bother with things like that.*
As Veladiva twirled her hatchet and closed the distance, a stunning woman clad in thick armor followed behind her.
- *That might be true for a barbarian like you, but I have plenty to say. My daughter… she must be a grandmother by now, right?*
- Say, are you single? When I died, my family was looking for a son-in-law…
- *I apologize. Ever since we died, we’ve become quite the chatterbox.*
Watching the Death Knights move out of sync with their words, Yeomyeong adjusted his stance once more.

 
    

  Chapter 214: To You on Earth (7)
* * *
Step.
This time, a woman clad in thick armor stepped forward.
The pale, lifeless face of a corpse beneath her short, red hair.
Her delicate features made her look more like a doll than a Death Knight.
And if not for the terrifying heat radiating from the sword in her hand, even Yeomyeong might have been momentarily distracted by her beauty.
- Do you happen to know someone named Chepali? She must be a grandmother by now, but she looks just like me, from hair color to face
Her voice carried the coldness unique to the dead, but her tone sounded desperate.
Yeomyeong shook his head, yet he couldn’t shake off a strange sense of familiarity. That hair, that face… He had clearly seen them somewhere before.
Just then, Veladiva, who had been standing behind, blurred for a moment.
And in the next instant— Clang! Sparks flew as metal clashed against metal right before Yeomyeong’s eyes.
Having barely deflected the hatchet, Yeomyeong furrowed his brows as he felt a numbing vibration travel up his hand.
- Damn corpse-robbing bastards, can’t even spare a moment for conversation.
- Talk while you fight!
At Veladiva’s shout, the other six Death Knights sprang into motion.
The first to strike was the armored woman. At some point, her sword had heated to the point of distorting the air around it.
- You look East Asian. Are you a Korean by any chance? All I know is that my daughter was last headed to a place called Seungman City.
Yeomyeong parried the strike cleanly, but another sword was already thrusting at him from the right, leaving no opportunity for a counterattack.
- You idiot, anyone can tell he’s not from Earth just from his eye color.
It was the old man who had spoken about taking a live-in son-in-law. His swordplay was slow yet unpredictable, perfectly covering the gaps in the armored woman’s attacks.
- Don’t be so prejudiced over eye color. Earthians have been forcibly mixing their bloodlines for decades now.
- Come on, what are the chances that he’s actually from Korea? Just shut up and let the others talk!
Despite their bickering, their combined assault was nearly flawless.
Thrusts, vertical slashes, horizontal strikes.
Every attack was precise, leaving no room for overlap.
Whenever the heated blade struck, the old man’s sword followed seamlessly, covering any openings. Like fire and wind, their attacks reinforced each other, pushing Yeomyeong back relentlessly.
Amidst the searing heat of the swords, Yeomyeong clenched his teeth.
This was the first time he had faced a coordinated assault of this level. It felt like he was fighting not two, but three attackers at once.
At least the other four, unable to join the fray, could do nothing but watch…
And at that moment, before he could even notice, a hatchet buried itself in his thigh, instantly throwing him off balance.
Yeomyeong rolled across the ground, narrowly avoiding the two swords aiming for his head and chest.
- Don’t let your guard down. If you rely solely on your senses, my hatchet will always be too fast.
As he scrambled to his feet, Veladiva muttered in a regretful tone.
However, her body—still under the control of a necromancer—was already retrieving another hatchet as the attacks from the two Death Knights continued without pause.
…It looks like fighting while holding back will be difficult.
Having reached a decision, Yeomyeong steadily parried the attacks and asked.
“Will you die if I sever your limbs?”
It was a grotesque question, but the old man who had spoken about making him his son-in-law, understood its true meaning and burst into laughter.
- No! As long as our heads aren’t severed, we won’t die, so don’t hold back!
And the moment those words left his mouth, Yeomyeong’s momentum shifted dramatically.
It was no longer just a faint Killing Aura like when he had beheaded the Knight earlier.
Like rising flames, crimson mana resembling feathers began to scatter over his shoulders.
- Dzhugashvili?
Having recognized it, the man in the military uniform looked shocked, but Yeomyeong didn’t care. He simply surged forward, seamlessly weaving Dzhugashvili into the Black Wing Flow.
- Are you taking up the offensive now?
The armored woman gasped in surprise as Yeomyeong swung his sword in a wide arc towards her.
Appearing to be an attack that completely ignored defense, the Death Knights swung their swords toward his vital points as if they had been waiting for it.
And just like that, the three blades intersected—two undead and one human brushing past each other.
A brief silence ensued.
- Oh.
Right after the old man exclaimed, the outcome became clear.
The arms of the two Death Knights, their swords held tightly, fell to the ground with a wet slicing sound.
In exchange, Yeomyeong had taken sword wounds to his abdomen and thigh… but he casually pulled out the embedded blades and tossed them into a corner of the lounge.
- Your regeneration ability is almost beast-like, while your combat instincts are even more impressive. That last move—did you twist our swords with telekinesis?
Yeomyeong nodded as he severed the legs of the two Death Knights.
In the meantime, Veladiva’s hatchet came flying again—but he wasn’t about to fall for the same trick a third time.
Deflecting the hatchet effortlessly, Yeomyeong heard the limbless old man speak again.
- Magic and martial arts… Are you sure you don’t want to marry into our family? Our family is well-respected in Hilaria, you know.
“Apologies. I already have a lover.”
- So what if you already have one woman? You can bring your lover into our family as well. Aren’t there places where polygamy is common on Earth as well?
“…”
- Don’t tell me… you already have multiple?
Yeomyeong was unable to respond because, at that very moment, Veladiva’s hatchet and the remaining Death Knights lunged at him.
* * *
- Sorry. It’s because of this body.
This time, his opponents were an old man with bare hands and a man gripping a spear.
Seemingly not wanting to burden Yeomyeong, the two remained silent.
Of course, even though they did not speak, their bodies, under the Necromancer’s command, steadily aimed for Yeomyeong’s life.
But thankfully, unlike the previous two, they were unable to coordinate their attacks. The difference in their weaponry—one with a spear, the other with bare hands—was not the only factor; their fighting styles were also too unique to work together.
The first to strike was the man with the spear.
Due to the length of his weapon, he had been circling around, waiting for the right moment. And as soon as he found a gap, he thrust his spear.
However, the speed of the thrust was unusual. In terms of pure speed, it was nearly equal to or even faster than Yeomyeong’s reaction speed.
Though force seemed a bit lacking, there were certainly ways for such a superhuman to increase their power.
And the moment the sword and spear collided, Yeomyeong’s prediction came to fruition.
Zing—!
A strong spin burst forth from the fist gripping the shaft of the spear. This spin quickly traveled up the shaft, causing the sharp tip to push the sword aside as it reached the spearhead and aimed directly for his neck.
Had he been caught unaware, his head would have been cleanly severed, but having already anticipated the recoil, Yeomyeong immediately used the flat of his sword to deflect the spear.
As the sword and spear intertwined, pushing against each other, his torso was exposed for a brief moment.
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong struck the man’s torso using the Flying Kick technique.
Bang—! With the sound of a drum being struck, the man’s body was sent flying and slammed into the wall, but Yeomyeong could not even spare a moment to check his opponent
- Be careful.
In the meantime, the old man with bare hands charged in.
Heub!
The old man’s fist, which had been hurtling towards him, was now glowing white. It seemed that twisted mana was recreating the martial arts techniques from his lifetime, and the intensity felt eerily familiar.
It reminded Yeomyeong of the punches Joanna Thule had shown during their spar at the academy.
Was he a Holy Knight when he was alive? If so, it would truly be the greatest tragedy—someone who served the gods turning into a Death Knight after death.
Yeomyeong swallowed his disdain for the necromancers and swung his sword.
Clang—!
The sword and the fist—more specifically, the twisted mana enveloping them—collided, releasing a powerful shockwave. The debris scattered across the lounge was swept away in an instant, but the advantage belonged to Yeomyeong’s sword, now dyed crimson.
However, the sword’s sharp cry suggested that had the martial technique been executed using normal mana instead of distorted mana, he might have been the one overwhelmed by its sheer power.
Perhaps the old man shared the same thought as he spoke in a regretful tone.
- I wish we had met when I was alive.
Nodding as if agreeing, Yeomyeong executed the Surging Wave technique with his sword. The old man responded by swinging his limbs, and the two began engaging in a fierce brawl.
Fists blocking sword, sword blocking fists.
As Yeomyeong unleashed his Flying Kick technique, the old man instinctively used his shoulders, elbows, knees, and even his head to counter.
Blood and mana burst forth. And amidst the relentless barrage of attacks, the only thing growing more intense was the breath of the living—Yeomyeong. Yet, even the undead elder found himself in a brutal exchange so fierce that he almost mistook it for his own ragged breathing.
As the man wielding the spear writhed and rose to his feet, and Veladiva, unable to find an opening to throw her hatchet, watched the two intently, the old man, instead of throwing a punch, spread his palm wide.
- Be careful.
Even without his warning, Yeomyeong was already gathering his Sword Aura, feeling the twisted mana emanating from the old man’s palm was no ordinary.
And just as the sword and palm were about to clash…
Taaang—!
A bullet fired from behind the old man pierced through his body and struck Yeomyeong in the chest.
Was it an ally? No, it wasn’t. The bullet did not stop the undead old man’s body and immediately struck Yeomyeong’s body with his palm.
!!!
A fierce clash, two wavering lights, and an explosion of mana ensued.
As the entire lounge shook and debris scattered, the one left standing wasn’t the old man extending his palm, but Yeomyeong.
The same time the old man’s body slammed into the wall, Yeomyeong turned his head toward the direction the bullet had come from.
- That punch… As I thought, it’s Dzhugashvili’s style!
Watching Yeomyeong cough up blood, a Death Knight dressed in a U.S. military uniform spoke.
He had stayed out of the fight until now, but he was now raising an automatic rifle, smeared with blood and flesh.
- Hey, Commie, just as you mastered Dzhugashvili’s techniques, I too mastered Sharpshooter.
“…”
- The fact that I made my move means I’ve finished assessing the situation, so stay on your toes. Don’t go turning into a Death Knight yourself.
Yeomyeong, who was not a commie, struggled to understand his words, but the rifle loaded with magic bullets left him with no time to ask questions.
…A hatchet, a sword, a spear, bare fists, and now, even a gun.
Feeling the weight of civilization’s progress, Yeomyeong rolled across the floor, dodging the hail of bullets.

 
    

  Chapter 215: To You on Earth (8)
* * *
Behind the club at the same time as the Death Knights and Yeomyeong were clashing..
“…Crazy bitches.”
Dilla Katakfoyer muttered under the neon lights, her voice barely audible.
However, Seti, who was standing right next to her, didn’t miss it with her sharp hearing.
Seti smirked and turned her head.
“What? Do you have a problem with our plan?”
Instead of saying, ‘Of course, I do, you crazy bitch,’ Dilla nodded carefully.
“Uh, I’m sorry. It’s just that even if you’re dealing with necromancers, isn’t this… a bit too much?”
Instead of answering, Seti only turned her head as if to say, ‘Is that so?’
Then, her gaze landed behind a trash bin, where the Saintess was crouching on the ground, casting a red blessing on a long, rectangular metal container.
Dilla wasn’t a soldier, but even she could tell that it was either a TNT or C4 explosive.
There weren’t as many bombs as she had expected, but looking at how the red blessing shone, it seemed like the numbers didn’t matter anymore.
Just who was she, to be able to cast so many high-level blessings like that?
Was she some excommunicated high priest or something?
As Dilla swallowed nervously at the thought, the Saintess finished blessing a box of bombs and handed them to Seti.
Seti took the bomb and casually hurled it toward the upper floor window of the club. A shadow flickered across the window, catching the bomb with ease and disappearing into the building.
There was no need to guess where that bomb was headed. It was obviously heading to the central control room where the rest of the necromancers were gathered.
Dilla, the one who had revealed the control room’s location, shut her eyes tight.
Thinking about her colleagues, who probably felt safe inside a room protected by thick concrete, iron plating, and layers of magic circles, made her feel like crying.
And moments later, when the last bomb disappeared beyond the window, Dilla finally gathered her courage and asked.
“Uh, um, how about…we try negotiating instead of doing this?”
“Negotiating? Yeah, I’m sure the necromancers will be eager to sit down and talk after we tell them we’re robbing their entire warehouse.”
This time, it was the Saintess who responded.
Still wearing the restaurant lady’s face, the way she fiddled with the revolver with a gentle gaze was an utterly terrifying sight.
Averting her gaze, Dilla answered.
“A-Aren’t you worried about civilian casualties?”
“That won’t happen.”
“How can explosions that big go off without causing any damage?! Shrapnel can fly everywhere, and—uh, what was it—oh, the noise of the explosion can even lead to traffic accidents!”
“The blasts will be concentrated. So, it won’t be an issue.”
This fucking bitch won’t let me win an argument. So what if she could control the direction of the explosion?
And how the hell was that possible with blessings? Was she Joanna Thule? Or the Saintess herself?
“I-I’ll go and talk to them myself! Just give me a little time—just a tiny bit…!”
Just as Dilla shouted with desperation, the sound of a massive impact erupted from inside the club.
KABOOOM!
The source was the first-floor lounge—the opposite direction from the window they had exited, precisely where Yeomyeong had gone to buy time.
It was probably the sound of a battle against the Death Knights.
Looking worried, the Saintess glanced at the club before turning to Seti.
“Shouldn’t we go and help?”
“…No, we’ll wait until they come out. If we go now, we’ll only get in the way of the plan.”
“But still…”
“That’s enough worrying. You already know there’s no need to get anxious over something like this.”
As Seti responded, her gaze remained fixed on the upper floor. She was likely adjusting the position of the final bomb using shadows.
So she really wasn’t concerned about the lounge at all. The Saintess simply pouted and then jabbed Seti in the side with her elbow.
“…You truly have unwavering faith. Anyone watching would think you two were married.”
Seti chuckled and replied.
“Is that so? That’s funny because Yeomyeong doesn’t seem to trust me.”
“What? Why?”
“He warned me to be careful around you.”
“…”
The Saintess’ expression crumpled instantly, while Seti’s elegant eyebrows arched in amusement.
As Dilla’s eyes darted around, wondering what kind of nonsense these crazy bitches were spouting now, Seti spoke in a soft, suggestive tone.
“But you know… I think it’s actually Yeomyeong who should be careful around you.”
“…”
“It only takes a moment to cross the line.”
The Saintess found herself unable to answer. And right at that very moment, the sound of sprinklers inside the club bursting rang out.
* * *
When Earth began encroaching upon the natives’ lands and resources through the Dimensional Portal in the past, the Holy Knights drew their swords for the sake of their oppressed homeland.
Clad in thick armor and wielding weapons imbued with blessings, they charged forward like the very heroes from legends.
Had this been the Napoleonic Wars, they might have decided the tide of battle.
Or even at least, in World War I, Earth might have remembered them as a nightmare.
However, the Earthians of that time possessed battle doctrines and weaponry forged through the trials of World War II.
In other words, they were able to treat the charging Holy Knights as mere durable targets.
Barrages filled the sky, and machine guns scattered thousands of bullets.
Had they fought up close, the Holy Knights might have achieved kill ratios of tens or even hundreds to one. But they could only fall in vain in the face of the relentless tide of gunpowder.
Of course, they weren’t fools. Through the deaths of their masters and comrades, the Holy Knights sought explanations, devising countermeasures without rest.
Coordination with mages, infiltration, ambushes…
Yet no matter what tactics they employed, they could do nothing more than slightly delay their inevitable defeat.
By nature, Holy Knights were more focused on defense than offense. So, instead of charging at machine gun emplacements with their swords, they chose to die protecting fleeing believers.
As a result, the front lines were pushed back endlessly.
Then, on the day Earthian forces surrounded their last stronghold—whether by fate or mere coincidence—a Holy Knight picked up an abandoned gun from the battlefield.
It wasn’t unusual for Holy Knights to seize Earth’s weapons, but what happened next was that a Holy Knight named Joanna Thule prayed to God.
And she attempted to bless the firearm—something long believed to work only on melee weapons.
Both the Holy Knights and Earthians forces had tried this before. And all had failed.
It was common knowledge at the time that the nature of mana made it impossible to enhance firearms.
Her act should have been nothing more than a waste of mana. However, a miracle took place.
The Red God of War answered her prayers, bestowing divine power upon the gun and naming her His Gun.
And she did not reject the god’s fury. In fact, she gladly returned Earth’s bullets to them.
As the Earthian soldiers were still reeling from this unexpected miracle, she bestowed blessings upon the weapons of her fellow Holy Knights.
And thus, she became the hero of the first ever victory in a full-scale war against Earth.
People hailed it as a divine miracle, but when the Earthians received the battle reports, they felt something far more pragmatic.
Fear.
They feared they would lose their superiority in firearms.
Unlike mana, which required special elixirs or bloodlines to obtain, guns could be used by anyone—even a countryside middle-aged lady, as long as they learned how.
Overcome with fear, the Superpowers swiftly studied mana techniques while developing countermeasures against blessed firearms.
They turned firearms into magic items, enchanted bullets, developed martial arts and precision aiming spells…
But as history would prove, the Earthians’ fears never materialized.
They barely managed to hold the front line with blessed firearms—they could never even dream of launching a counterattack.
Likewise, most attempts to counter blessed firearms ended in extravagant waste of budget.
The magic firearms project was able to only produce three prototypes, and the mages hired to develop them ran off with their payments.
Mana-infused bullets were at least somewhat practical, but compared to the budget spent developing them, the results were laughable…or so the history books claimed.
But as with all such stories, hidden beneath the publicly known facts lay a truth under the label of “Top Secret.”
The United States had succeeded. In other words, the Pentagon’s attempt to develop a martial art specifically for firearms was a resounding success.
To shape this new martial art, not only did they mobilize martial artists and military experts but also directors and writers from various fields, crafting a uniquely American style of combat that embodied the most solid True Intention about firearms.
To land a shot in any situation, against any opponent.
The martial art faithfully embodied this True Intention, and mixing both admiration and mockery, the Soviets—having been riddled with bullets—gave it a name.
Sharpshooter.

Much like the Soviet Dzhugashvili school sect, this martial art was born in the shadows during the Cold War.
* * *
The moment he skidded across the lounge floor, Yeomyeong was forced to face a bizarre scene.
As if he had already anticipated this move, bullets were flying in gentle curves.
Magic? No. Magic Bullet? No. The flying bullets were closer to the Sword Aura he scattered from his sword.
Could the Sharpshooter be a martial art dealing with bullets?
As this brief realization crossed his mind, a burning pain pierced through his shoulder.
“Kuh.”
The bullet was clearly aimed at his head. Using the recoil of his fall, Yeomyeong rolled backward.
Rat-tat-atat.
The sound of gunshots followed.
And only after taking two shots to his thigh, three to his forearm, and one to his chest was Yeomyeong able to hide behind a fallen table.
Soon after, the American soldier shouted.
- What are you doing? Don’t you know barricades are useless?
Before he could even finish, another gunshot rang out. Was it trying to penetrate the table? No, it wasn’t.
The next moment, the bullet flew past the table and pierced through Yeomyeong’s side.
After the curved bullet, was it a guided missile now?
Gritting his teeth, Yeomyeong stood up as bullets rained down again at the spot he had been sitting.
- Are you really a Soviet?
“What makes you think I’m a commie, huh?”
Yeomyeong shouted as he dodged the bullets, and the American responded in a somewhat flustered voice.
- Well, you’re practicing Dzhugashvili, aren’t you?
“I stole this from a communist. If you have time to babble, then how about explaining what Sharpshooter really is!”
Yeomyeong said that as he shot ice spikes towards the gun barrel. The American demonstrated his insane shooting skill by shooting down each ice spike one by one before responding.
- It’s classified information… I haven’t even leaked it to the necromancers, so leaking it now…
“Oh, come on!”
Yeomyeong shouted and only then did the American soldier start explaining.
- Ssb, the Sharpshooter is a martial art that focused on understanding the opponent’s movements thoroughly.
“….”
- Although I only have half of it, I’ve already grasped all your movements, so it’s useless to avoid it now.
As soon as he finished his explanation, Yeomyeong gathered mana between his plantar fascia and calf.
A combination of the Flying Kick and the Surging Wave technique.
If dodging was useless, then the only option he had here was to attack. Yeomyeong unleashed the surging mana and crossed the lounge.
No evasive maneuvers, just a straightforward head-on charge.
The sound of bullets scraping through the air continued even in this chaotic mess, leaving holes all over Yeomyeong’s body.
As expected from bullets fired from within the effective range, their penetration power completely pierced through his body..
But if there was any silver lining, it was that wounds from bullets passing through cleanly could actually regenerate more neatly.
Of course, the pain was far from light.
Every time a hole opened up anywhere other than his head, blood welled up in his throat, and it felt like his nerves were set on fire.
However, Yeomyeong did not stop. This wasn’t a simple brute-force charge relying only on regeneration ability.
His ears had been counting every bullet the enemy had fired up until now.
A rifle magazine held at most a few dozen rounds.
The moment his opponent’s magazine emptied and the gun went silent, Yeomyeong swung his sword down.
But—
- Damn it. I knew this would happen.
Veladiva’s massive frame blocked Yeomyeong’s sword.
Her hatchet severed his right shoulder without resistance, but it was enough time for the American soldier to draw another gun.
Remington MH750.
A shotgun Yeomyeong knew all too well was now pointed straight at him, and—
Boom—!
A silver-plated lead bullet magically struck Yeomyeong’s entire body. Unlike rifle rounds, its penetration was poor, but the obstructive power and pain were beyond imagination.
As he was thrown backward, the shotgun continued to fire in succession.
As a burning agony threatened to consume his mind, Yeomyeong instinctively raised an ice wall.
The half-formed ice wall failed to block the lead shot completely.
However, it was enough to weaken its impact, allowing Yeomyeong to roll across the floor with a crash instead of being torn apart.
Damn it.
As he regenerated his wounds and got back on his feet, he saw the American soldier pulling out another long rifle from his pocket.
Did he have a subspace inside his uniform to store firearms? Or was that also part of Sharpshooter?
Either way, dragging this into a battle of attrition until the bullets ran out was not an option.
Ignoring the last words of the Death Knights, Yeomyeong suppressed his urge to just unleash a Volcanic Tempest and wipe the entire club out. Instead, he quickly scanned the lounge.
The two Death Knights, missing their limbs, looked at him with concern. Meanwhile, the barehanded old man and the spearman he had yet to finish off were slowly rising.
On top of that, Veladiva still held a hatchet in her left hand, and the American soldier had his gun aimed at him.
His mouth felt dry. There was no terrain he could use to his advantage, and subduing them all one by one wasn’t an option either…
In his brief moment of deliberation, his golden eyes caught sight of a sprinkler poking out from between the shattered lights.
His hesitation was brief, and his action was swift.
The moment the American soldier finished reloading and fired again, Yeomyeong covered his head and launched small fire spells at the sprinkler.
Perhaps misunderstanding the situation, the bare-handed old man who had risen spoke.
- If it’s too much, just run away.
“I’m fine!”
- Oho, you don’t need to become a Death Knight because of us. So…
At that moment, unable to withstand the heat, the sprinkler’s thermal sensor let out a shrill scream as it burst. Soon, the wailing of the fire alarm echoed through the air, and water began to pour down.
- What the hell are you doing?
The Death Knights, unfamiliar with modern technology, all looked confused. Only the American soldier, with his finger on the trigger, realized Yeomyeong’s intent and smirked.
- Clever, aren’t you?
The next moment, Yeomyeong pulled out a staff from his inventory. He then drew up all his mana and slammed it onto the ground.
“Freeze.”
What shot out from the tip of the staff was a simple freezing spell, even more basic than ice spikes. Although the spell belonged to the basics, the result was far from trivial.
- Psssshhh!
A blanket of white frost covered the entire lounge, and everything visible in his line of sight began to freeze.
Hatchet aimed at his head, bullets following a smooth curve, and even the Death Knights’ bodies.
It was the result of Yeomyeong’s immense mana, the water pouring from the sprinklers overlapped with the Death Knight’s cold body.
Of course, he could only hold the Death Knights for about a minute at most, but… it was more than enough time for him.
Slowly raising his sword, Yeomyeong spoke.
“I’m sorry, but it’s going to be difficult for you to leave here in one piece.”
His words seemed out of place with the white breath in the air. Veladiva snorted in disbelief.
- So you’re as crazy as we are, huh? Have you spent decades in a coffin, too?
Decades, Yeomyeong thought with a strange feeling as he swung his sword.
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* * *
At some point, the noise from the inside of the club came to an abrupt stop.
The heavy thuds and sharp gunfire could no longer be heard. The outcome of the fight had been decided.
Unlike the Saintess and Dilla, who were watching the club anxiously, Seti was certain that Yeomyeong had won because everything was going according to plan.
Having thought that far, Seti turned her head casually to look at Dilla—a necromancer with bleached white hair like that of a sickly person and deep dark circles under her eyes.
Dilla herself hadn’t realized it, but she was the biggest contributor to today’s raid.
The information regarding the Fallen Star that she had let slip while trying to tempt Neti.
Her kind (?) younger sister, Neti, had reported every single word to her, allowing Seti to confirm that the necromancers living on Earth indeed possessed information about their bloodline and the Korean government.
Then, she immediately began planning to raid the necromancers.
Upon arriving in LA, she interrogated Dilla to uncover information about the necromancers’ base and their forces, then launched the attack on the club as soon as night fell.
Yes, from the very start, Seti had never intended to negotiate or talk with the necromancers.
They weren’t even people who operated in the open, so why bother? She could just take everything by force.
And as if to prove her thoughts correct, the operation was proceeding exactly as she had envisioned.
Now, once Yeomyeong came out, they would detonate the explosives, leaving only the warehouse and vault intact, and it would all be over. Well, it should have been over, but…
Yeomyeong emerged from the club carrying a massive sack on his back.
A pale old man’s head was poking out of the sack.
What is that? Seti tilted her head curiously, but Dilla recognized the old man’s face instantly.
“…A Death Knight?”
“What?”
Only then did the two of them turn to Yeomyeong stare at him in shock. By then, he had already reached them and was lowering the sack to the ground. There seemed to be at least six corpses inside.
“…What is this?”
Facing a question packed with meaning, Yeomyeong responded while looking slightly troubled.
“Uh, well… these were the Death Knights the necromancers were controlling, and…”
And, why did he bring them again?
As Yeomyeong struggled to come up with an answer, the old man peeking out from the sack glanced at Seti and casually muttered.
- *Tsk,* *my daughter is much better*.
Seti first glared at the old man in disbelief before turning back to Yeomyeong and asking again.
“So, why did you bring these corpses… No, why did you bring these elders?”
This time, a lighthearted female voice rang out from inside the sack.
- *Yeah, why? Were you planning on holding a funeral for us?*
Veladiva, the one who said she had no intention of leaving any final words, chuckled, and the old man who had once spoken of making him his son-in-law followed up.
- *It must be because of that guy from the Knight Order. Anyone would get caught up in the moment after a spectacular exit like that.*
- We didn’t egg him on, though.
- Oho, watch your words.
Only then did Seti realize what happened. She approached Yeomyeong, who simply shrugged, and pressed her fingers against his forehead.
“You really do have a soft spot for old folks.”
Seti didn’t bother questioning him any further. And it wasn’t like he had done anything wrong in the first place, also if they had the time for things like this, then why not?
Just as she was about to detonate the explosives, the Saintess, who had been peeking into the sack, suddenly opened her eyes wide in surprise.
It was because there were more than just a few familiar faces.
Free Rose, the former head of a prestigious household, a legendary mercenary hero, and even a former instructor of the Holy Knights.
- *Hmm? You seem to recognize me.*
The old man who had been making endless comments about getting a live-in son-in-law spoke up after noticing the Saintess’ expression. Swallowing her shock, she opened her mouth hesitantly.
“A-Are you truly the former head of the Dumea Household?”
- *I knew at least one of you would recognize me! So, how is my family doing? Are they still holding strong?*
“Ah, yes… They’re famous for having produced an incredible genius.”
- *A genius, you say? A man or a woman?*
“A woman, but… why do you ask?”
As soon as he heard her answer, the former head of the Dumea Household raised his eyebrows and turned back to Yeomyeong.
- My live-in son-in-law?
“…”
Yeomyeong forced himself to wipe the bitter smile on his face before carefully stuffing the old man and the other Death Knights back into the sack.
“I’ll explain everything once we finish the job.”
Once he was done ‘packing’, Yeomyeong signaled Seti. And without hesitation, she prepared the bombs she had placed on the upper floors.
She manipulated the bombs using her shadows, and then…
KABOOOOM!
The explosion sent a pillar of fire flying into the night sky.
However, not just Dilla but the entire group couldn’t help but stare at the fire pillar with blank expressions.
“…What the hell is that?”
* * *
The fourth finger, Ring Finger, and the rest of the necromancers rolled their eyes anxiously as they stared at the scene through the CCTV screen.
It was because the Death Knights were unable to subdue the enemies.
No matter how much they tried to recreate the strength from their past lives, all six of them were unable to handle one person.
The younger necromancer, who had been watching in silence, could no longer hide his frustration and spoke up.
“What are those idiots doing? Why can’t they just surround him and kill him…!”
Upon hearing this comment, the other necromancers were about to chime in, but Middle Finger shouted.
“Shut up!”
The apprentices and the other necromancers kept silent. Ring Finger, who was watching, shook his head and explained instead.
“They would have done it already if it were possible. Don’t question the Death Knight’s fighting style when you don’t even understand what a Superhuman battle is.”
Basically, all Death Knights moved like robots based on the combat experience they had when they were alive.
It was only natural. The corpses used to create Death Knights were usually Superhumans who had reached the peak of martial arts, and having a necromancer control such a body personally would only be a hindrance.
Therefore, based on their superhuman judgment, the Death Knights on the CCTV were in no position to rush towards the intruders.
To think that someone could fight against six unstable Superhumans on equal footing… How did they get involved with such a person?
Ring Finger sighed and checked another CCTV feed. Then he realized the two women who had accompanied the man were nowhere to be seen.
“…Where did those bitches go?”
The answer to the question came from an unexpected place.
“They’re up to something outside.”
Behind Ring Finger’s head, a black hole formed in the air, and from it, a skull emerged.
The skull floated eerily in the air.
The skull looked like a ghost from an urban legend, but unlike Fingers, the young necromancers immediately knelt upon seeing it.
“We greet the second finger.”
The second finger of the King of the Undead who had descended to this land, Index Finger, received the greeting as a formality and immediately began to speak.
“We were attacked. Those bitches must have come from the train into the mental world. The stars are chasing us!”
“Are you saying those are the fallen stars?”
“If not, how would they have attacked us right after the incident in Gemini City?”
It was a convincing explanation. Unable to think of any rebuttal, Ring Finger cautiously asked.
“…What should we do then? Should we go downstairs and join the Death Knights?”
The second finger responded in disbelief.
“Fight? Why should we?”
“Huh? Wouldn’t it be better to team up…?”
“No, we deal with death, not be tested by it! Don’t you know that America is vast, and time is on our side?”
Though it was said in an old-fashioned manner, he was basically telling them to run away.
Ring Finger was about to speak out in disbelief but then realized that the other necromancers were silent, so he turned his head.
Middle Finger, who had been whining earlier, was, of course, now silent, and the younger necromancers couldn’t hide their desire to run away.
These good-for-nothing bastards! Do they even know how much money they would lose if they ran away now? All they did was spend without knowing a thing about financial management!
Swallowing his curses, Ring Finger searched for an excuse and thought of a missing finger.
“But Thumb hasn’t arrived yet…”
Index Finger scoffed through a nonexistent nose.
“Even if we all die, Thumb will survive. Do you know how many spare bodies he’s secretly prepared for himself?”
“…”
“Forget about that useless worry and order the apprentices downstairs to buy us some time. In the meantime, I’ll open the Dimensional Portal.”
As soon as he finished speaking, Middle Finger rushed to the CCTV room’s wall and started tapping on a powered-down monitor.
Tap, tap, tap. He infused mana into his hand and tapped the monitor in a predetermined sequence.
Soon, with a creaking sound, the monitor slid back, revealing a hidden safe.
Ring Finger swallowed his blood tears as he watched the scene unfold.
Even in an era where everything was digitized, necromancers—as criminals— still had plenty of assets they needed to keep in physical form.
Inside the safe were carefully stored proof documents, checks, gold bars, jewels, and small corruption stones—all valuable assets.
Without a single sack to carry them, could they even take half of what was inside?
As the fourth finger tore his clothes to make a makeshift bundle, Index Finger spoke.
“Now, I’ll open the Dimensional Portal. Everyone, take whatever you can from the safe.”
Index Finger took a corruption stone into his mouth and—crunch—bit down.
The twisted mana dormant inside the corruption stone began to ooze onto the floor, consuming the space around it.
Hummmm—
As a temporary Dimensional Portal formed, the necromancers scrambled to their feet, hurriedly grabbing their assets from the safe.
“The Death Knights have been defeated!”
“He could even use magic?”
The CCTV showed the six Death Knights were frozen solid and being finished off.
“Forget the gold bars—grab the checks first! Take the light stuff first!”
“What about the documents?”
“Throw them all away! If it doesn’t make money, leave it behind!”
As the necromancers frantically packed their belongings and waited for the Dimensional Portal to fully form—
!!!!
A deafening explosion rocked the entire area. The necromancers panicked, dropping their jewels and crouching down on the floor, clutching their heads.
The sound of debris striking the walls echoed, and the external CCTV showed a massive pillar of fire rising high into the sky.
“W-What the hell? Why did that blow up?”
Ring Finger muttered, but no one answered.
Who could have guessed that the explosion wasn’t from the club building, but from the restaurant across the street?
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* * *
Countless shards began to rain down from the spot where the pillar of fire had risen.
Shattered glass, wood fragments, concrete, and furniture debris…
The car horns blared like screams on the street, and pedestrians struck by the debris screamed in pain.
Yeomyeong, who had been staring blankly at the carnage, snapped out of it when a chunk of concrete, the size of a fist, flew toward the Saintess’ head.
“Ah!”
He Instinctively used telekinesis to catch the concrete and turned toward the Saintess, who was still blinking in confusion.
“…Did you perhaps make a mistake with the target?”
“W-What? No, no! The bomb we brought couldn’t cause an explosion that big!”
So, did that mean all of this was just a coincidence? If that was the case…
“…What a damn coincidence.”
Yeomyeong frowned. His plan to quietly blow up the room where the necromancers were hiding had gone out the window now.
It would have been great if the necromancers had charged in, but those guys didn’t even show their faces during the fight with the Death Knights. So, would they really do that now?
They would have probably just run away.
Having made up his mind, Yeomyeong asked Dilla to keep watch over the sack, before re-entering the club.
He could hear the Saintess and Seti’s footsteps behind him, but Yeomyeong was already quickly climbing the stairs with his Flying Kick technique.
“H-Huh? Wait! Stop!”
A necromancer guarding the stairs belatedly noticed Yeomyeong and aimed his gun, but Yeomyeong had already jumped over him.
Then, came the sound of a gunshot.
Bang!
A bullet from the Saintess’ revolver pierced the necromancer’s hand, making him drop his gun.
As the necromancer screamed in pain, the Saintess looked up at the top of the stairs and shouted.
“I’ll cover you! Run!”
And Yeomyeong gladly complied.
- Shit, shoot him!
The quick-witted necromancer aimed his gun at the stair railing, but after the Saintess continued to fire, he either dropped his gun or backed away in terror.
With the obstacle out of his way, Yeomyeong sprinted up the stairs.
After just a few blinks of an eye, he reached in front of a thick iron door, radiating twisted mana.
The spell weaving the mana was familiar. It was the same twisted spell used to create the Dimensional Portal he had encountered in the academy’s sewers.
So, they were in the middle of fleeing.
Yeomyeong immediately coated his sword with Sword Aura and struck against the iron door, planning to blow it away.
But magic on the door reacted with a crackle!, pushing back both the Aura and even the sword itself.
The tingling sensation caused by magic resistance crawled up his hand.
He applied more force to his sword, but all he realized was that not only the door but even the surrounding walls were meticulously inscribed with defensive spells.
Should he just detonate the bomb Seti had thrown? Yeomyeong briefly considered it but then shook his head.
If he set off the bomb here, he had no idea how the LA authorities would react. They might even end up getting arrested instead of the ones who blew up the building in front.
In the end, Yeomyeong decided to use a more reliable method. He gathered mana, layered the sword, and kept layering until he formed a radiant, multicolored Sword aura.
Then, he plunged the sword into the joint of the iron door. The heavy Sword Aura pierced through the resisting spell and dug into the door’s gap.
As he added more of his strength into the sword, the lock on the door cracked, and the entire iron door was pushed back.
Thud—! Beyond the recoiling iron door was a black Dimensional Portal, just large enough for a person to pass through, with most of the necromancers already halfway through.
“No freaking way! Did he just break that door in two strikes?”
A necromancer, carrying large bundles of luggage, flinched in shock at the sight of Yeomyeong. But Yeomyeong paid him no mind and lunged into the room.
He had to at least catch one of them.
With that determination, he lunged forward, executing the Flying Kick technique while his sword gleamed with brilliant Aura.
“O King of the Undead!”
However, the necromancer wasn’t going to be caught so easily.
As if to prove he was far above the ones guarding the stairs, he threw his luggage aside and rapidly wove multiple spells.
The Light of Agony, the Curse of Sensory Disruption, the Wall of Bone.
The three spells, cast one after another, stole Yeomyeong’s vision, delayed him, and blocked his path.
Each spell alone wouldn’t have been enough to stop him, but their combined effect managed to successfully buy a brief moment of time.
And that moment was enough for the necromancer to throw himself toward the Dimensional Portal.
Yeomyeong’s Sword Aura shattered the Wall of Bones and barely grazed the necromancer’s back, but the man was already halfway through the portal by then.
Blood spilled as the gate closed.
Yeomyeong reached for the Dimensional Portal, but it shut far too quickly.
In the end, all he could do was lock eyes with the necromancer and take in the scenery behind him.
It was kind of ridiculous, but they had escaped to a rooftop overlooking a grand cathedral.
Amid a forest of towering buildings, a lone spire stood atop an ash-white cathedral.
He didn’t know where exactly it was, but a landmark like that wouldn’t be hard to find.
“Huff…”
Having made his assessment in an instant, Yeomyeong pointed his sword at the necromancers beyond the closing portal and uttered in a low voice.
“Don’t think this is over, you corpse-thieving bastards.”

It may have been an empty threat, or maybe just psychological warfare, but the necromancers didn’t take it that way.
Especially the one whose back had just been cut—his eyes contained neither rage nor resentment, but sheer terror.
“I’ll be right behind you.”
With those final words, the Dimensional Portal vanished into thin air. Dropping his bravado, Yeomyeong turned around.
Fortunately, the safe was still filled with the documents he was looking for. Of course, there were some also among the belongings the last necromancer had left behind.
“Yeomyeong! The documents?”
As he was rummaging through the stacks, Seti rushed in, panting, and asked.
Yeomyeong answered by gathering up the remaining documents from the vault.
“There’s way more than I expected… Can we sort through it all before the cops show up?”
When Seti added with concern that they still had to clean up the bombs as well, Yeomyeong simply clenched his hand and replied.
“No need to sort them here.”
Immediately after, the stack of documents in his hand vanished without a trace.
The power of his inventory.
Recalling how that very same subspace had once swallowed an entire nuclear missile, Seti’s eyes widened with sudden realization. She then clapped her hands as if a thought had just occured to her.
“Hey, do you think we could fit the severed Death Knights in there too?”
“…I can’t store anything alive.”
“But the Death Knights are already dead.”
“…”
With that philosophical statement as the last remark, Yeomyeong and Seti began looting the necromancer’s vault.
* * *
Two hours after the mysterious bomb attack in Koreatown, in a safe house secretly prepared by the Knight Order in LA.
Yeomyeong and his group finally arrived at the house after avoiding streetlights and police cars and knocked on the door.
Before long, a familiar voice called out from beyond the door.
“Where do you put the cheese on a hamburger?”
“…Right above the patty, Neti.”
Answering with the prearranged countersign(?), the door creaked open slowly.
“…Why does it matter where you put the cheese?”
The Saintess, who entered the house behind Yeomyeong, grumbled, but an unexpected figure responded.
“To melt the cheese with just the right amount of heat and keep it from dripping to the floor. It’s a tradition in hamburger making.”
A heavy, middle-aged voice.
Startled, the Saintess pulled out her revolver as she saw a fierce-looking, one-eyed, bald man grilling something in the kitchen.
“W-Who are you?”
“Harry Meyer. Just call me Harry.”
“…”
Who’s that? The Saintess looked confused, and Neti chimed in from the living room.
“He’s an amazing cook!”
“…An amazing cook? He looks like he could cook people!”
The Saintess made a disparaging comment about his appearance, to which Yeomyeong, who had already entered the house, chuckled and cleared up her confusion.
“He’s one of the Knight Order members Sancho had mentioned before. He’s also the owner of the shop I bought the cheeseburger burgers from earlier.”
“Ah…?”
The Saintess nodded as if she just understood, then thought of another question.
“But why is someone like him here…?”
Not knowing the answer to that question either, Yeomyeong glanced at Harry. Harry didn’t answer right away.
With a grim expression, Harry set a plate full of pancakes on the living room table, drizzled some syrup on top, and then slowly opened his mouth.
“Things got a little complicated.”
“…Oh, really? That’s exactly what’s happening to us.”
Harry gave the Saintess, who had made an offhand comment, a side glance before offering her a fork and continuing.
“In this city, my work is almost similar to that of an information guild. So I’ve made connections with various information guilds… but that became a problem.”
“A problem?”
Yeomyeong glanced at the Saintess, who was the daughter of the information guild master, and then back at Harry. The Saintess was silently cutting her pancakes and eating without much reaction.
“The Blue Rat suddenly burst in and threatened me. I gave him some fake information to buy time, but it seems that the truth has already been exposed.”
Cough, cough. The Saintess, who was in the middle of swallowing a piece of pancake, choked in surprise. Harry poured milk into her glass before continuing his explanation.
“So, I apologize but I’ll be hiding here for today. I’ll be heading to another city as soon as day breaks, so you won’t be dragged into any trouble.”
“…”
It was a sudden declaration, and since it wasn’t that important to him, Yeomyeong simply nodded. However, the Saintess, who gulped down the milk quickly, reacted differently.
“The Blue Rat attacked? Why would they do that?”
“How would I know? If I had to guess… perhaps the remnants of the KGB within the Blue Rat faction turned against the current president.”
“…”
“But that’s just my guess. The only thing I’m sure of is that an old commie likely led the operation.”
The Saintess remained silent as Harry stood up and headed for the basement, leaving a remark that they could call on him if they needed his help.
A brief silence settled in the living room, where only the group remained, before Neti, chewing on a pancake, broke the quiet.
“So, what happened to the mission?”
“We’re about to find out.”
Seti said as she locked eyes with Yeomyeong, who raised his hand and clenched it into a fist.
In the next moment, a massive stack of documents appeared—or rather, poured—out from his grasp.
The sheer volume was overwhelming, filling not just the living room sofa but also piled onto the floor.
Seeing the mountain of papers, Neti briefly made a weary expression before cautiously asking.
“Ms. Corvus is setting up a magic circle upstairs… Should I go and help her?”
Her sister shook her head indifferently.
“No. The Saintess might be excused, but you’re staying here.”
“Arghh, why? I’ve been keeping the house safe all this while.”
“Corvus is the one keeping the house safe.”
“…”
“Quit whining and start sorting. We also need to look for documents related to Korea.”
She glanced at her brother-in-law for help, but even he was silently picking up the papers.
No matter how she looked at it, there was no excuse to escape.
In the end, Neti pouted and reluctantly picked up a random document from the pile.
Whether it was beginner’s luck or just sheer coincidence, she immediately found one of the documents her brother-in-law was searching for.
『The Son of the Sun and Moon – A Research Report on the Identities of Korea’s Leaders and Patriots.』


 
    

  Chapter 218: Interlude - Kaesong Research Complex Additional Support Plan
『Kaesong Research Complex Additional Support Plan』

◇ Registration Number: 11-41-91

◇ Retention Period:
◇ Approval Date: November 5, 1983
◇ Disclosure Classification:
◇ Draft – Prime Minister’s Office
◇ Confirmation – (Censored)
◇ Approval – Jeon Yongseop
□ Overview and Purpose
○ (Censored)
○ Mental stability and surveillance of scientists in the research complex
○ Disposal of 1,528 by-products
1. Related Documents

	Bloodline Project-001-USSR-01


	Kaesong Operation-038-Star-021


	By-product Project-03-001


	(Censored)




2. Causes

	Increased production costs of Kaesong Operation-038-Star-021 (hereinafter referred to as ‘Artificial Hero’) due to communist countries.


	Increased concealment and brainwashing costs of By-product Project-01-003 (hereinafter referred to as ‘Head Meat’) due to the rise in floating population in Kaesong.


	Decrease in patriotism among researchers due to inhumane experiments.




3. Detailed Plan

	(Censored)


	(Censored)


	Recruitment of torture experts, including Lee□□




……
……
……



* * *
As the Janitor flipped the pages, a document with bold text reading [This report must be disposed of after Procedure-03] became visible.
* * *
[Kaesong Research Complex Confidential Records]

[Document Number: K-0004-01]
[Recorded by: Dr. Cheon Bumyeong, Jeon Yongseop, and 11 others]
[□□□ Project’s First Successful Creation (hereinafter referred to as ‘Artificial Hero’) Key Records.]
[Censored][Censored][Censored][Censored][Censored]
…
[□□□ Project’s Second Successful Creation (hereinafter referred to as ‘White Sheep’) Key Records.]

	Appearance



(The photo is stained with blood and is not clearly visible)
◇ Combination of existing bloodlines with the three bloodlines received from the USSR. The white hair suggests a strong maternal lineage inheritance.

	Abilities



◇ Contact with the white god Ulthvati confirmed at birth. Hecate-11 test results suggest an ‘All-Master,’ but physical growth is below expectations. Further detailed examination is required.

	(Censored)



◇ (Censored)
…
[□□□ Project’s Third Attempt (hereinafter referred to as ‘Black Sheep’) Key Records.]

	Appearance



◇ All 11 available bloodlines were injected. As evident from the black hair… (Censored)

	Abilities



◇ (Censored) and inferior to White Sheep in all aspects. After internal discussions, it is deemed defective. Selected as the second ‘Sacrificial Lamb.’

	(Censored)



◇ The name of the star is unknown. The observatory agreed to name it ‘Seti.’
[Postscript – 13 researchers who assisted in Representative Hong Yongwan’s experimental intervention were (censored)]
…
[□□□ Project’s Fourth Attempt (hereinafter referred to as ‘Blue Sheep’) Key Records.]

	Appearance



◇ Combination of two superhuman bloodlines, including a collateral royal lineage, and one holy knight bloodline. Korean genes were excluded.

	Abilities



◇ Magic abilities are exceptional, but the ability to contact external deities is below expectations. After internal discussions, it is deemed defective. Selected as a ‘Sacrificial Lamb.’

	(Censored)



◇ The name of the star is unknown. The observatory agreed to name it ‘Neti.’
[Postscript – Only two chances remain. Do not commit further sins against His Excellency and the nation.]
…
[□□□ Project’s Fifth Attempt (hereinafter referred to as ‘Red Sheep’) Key Records.]

	Appearance



◇ Added □□ bloodline to the Free Blade Sedidal bloodline. The red hair suggests a strong maternal lineage inheritance.

	Abilities



◇ Magic abilities are exceptional, but skeletal growth potential is below expectations. After internal discussions, it is deemed defective. Selected as a ‘Sacrificial Lamb.’

	(Censored)



◇ The name of the star is unknown. The observatory agreed to name it ‘Siri.’
[Postscript – The seedbed survived- (censored)]
…
[□□□ Project’s Sixth Successful Creation (hereinafter referred to as ‘Green Sheep’) Key Records.]

	Appearance



◇ A large amount of non-human bloodline was injected. Contrary to the unpredictability of the results, satisfactory green hair was confirmed. Human and dragon blood… (censored)

	Abilities



◇ (Censored)… Selected as a ‘Sacrificial Lamb.’

	(Censored)



◇ The name of the star is unknown. The observatory agreed to name it ‘Sis.’
[Postscript – Dr. Cheon Bumyeong is no longer the project lead.]



* * *
A blank yellow sheet greeted the Janitor as he flipped to the last report.
And just as he was about to turn the page,  he suddenly noticed a small magic circle visible only to those who could manipulate twisted mana.
It was a secret hidden magic circle.
“….”
After confirming that his friends were distracted by pancakes and the other documents, the Janitor slowly channeled mana into the magic circle.
Soon, quietly holding his breath, his eyes began to see hastily scribbled letters.
* * *

To the Right Hand
I apologize for the delayed response.
Security has been tightened significantly since Japanese and Chinese spies were caught recently, making it difficult to reply. The next response will likely be delayed as well.
Four people sacrificed themselves to extract the attached project report. I hope it proves helpful to you.

 

…

To the Right Hand
My answer to your previous question is ‘impossible.’
The identity of the so-called ‘His Excellency’ is treated as top-secret among top secrets.
Even in this research facility, only Dr. Cheon Bumyeong can meet him.
However, I have confirmed that the Korean government has exhausted all the Tears of the World Tree. These people will no longer be able to bring down stars.


…

To the Right Hand
The next reply will likely be delayed even more.
There were signs ever since Jeon Yongseop fled to the United States, but after Dr. Cheon Bumyeong was ousted, the atmosphere in the research facility changed completely.
Whether the so-called ‘patriots’ intended for this or not, everyone is gradually crossing the line.
Would you believe me if I told you they do not even call this place a research facility any longer?
These crazy bastards refer to by-products as ‘shepherds’ and experimental subjects as ‘livestock.’
I’d rather go back to the days when I handled corpses.


…

To the Right Hand
I’ve found a clue.
Contrary to our expectations, the stars brought down by Korea were entities from African mythology.
Focus on myths with inconsistent narratives, especially those related to sand.
P.S. - If possible, I want to escape this place as soon as possible.

 

…

To the Right Hand
All twelve informants investigating ‘His Excellency’ have been killed.
It seems the Church is involved. I will cut off all contact for the time being.


…

To the Right Hand
Just yesterday, the researchers killed the biological father of the Red Sheep.
This wasn’t for any scientific or magic purpose but for a ritual.
The kind of insane ritual used by ancient demons or the Church.
Please give the order to retreat.


…

A few researchers who couldn’t bear it any longer tried to inform □□ about what’s going on in here.
The patriots intervened, and all the □□ were □□.
Because magic that detects specific words and codes now blankets the research facility, future reports will likely be shorter.


…

I’ve made contact with those targeting ‘□□.’
They call themselves the ‘□□ Group,’ and it seems they want to extract internal information about the research facility through me.
Whether it’s luck or misfortune, I’ll attach a report centered on their □□ records.


…


As you advised, I reported the ‘□□ Group’ to the patriots.


…

My reply is late.
It seems I’ll soon become a full member of the ‘patriots.’


…

**I’ve confirmed the true identity of ‘□□.’**

As ridiculous as it sounds, photos of him from his youth have already been circulated widely.
He is said to have descended from the Jeonju Lee clan, the former royal family of Korea.]
[I will send you the detailed information.



* * *
As he flipped to the page after that letter, a sheet covered in something dark red came into view.
From his experience, the Janitor quickly realized it was blood that had long-dried and also understood that this letter was the last one.
Holding the letter up to the light and squinting his eyes, the blood-soaked letters became visible under the dim light.

This will be my last let■er. There’s no time le■■.
‘His Excellency’ is the same kind of person as the U.S.’ pro■■■.
Kor■ is preparing for a large-scale ■ual—
Never, never come to ■orea. ■■
■■ Sheep were all ■crifices for this.
All informants have been ■■ed.
Confirmed the final report, top-secret ■■■…
Glory to the King of the Undead.



Top-secret? After reading the letter, the Janitor carefully flipped the document.
What greeted him on the next page was a report written in the same format as the one at the top, but it looked decades older.
* * *
『■■ Excavation Plan』

◇ Registration Number: 142857

◇ Retention Period:
◇ Approval Date: January 5, 19■■
◇ Disclosure Classification: X
◇ Draft – Gyeongmudae
◇ Confirmation – (Censored)
◇ Approval – (Censored)
□ Overview and Purpose
○ To locate a seal and a human (appearing 6–10 years old, most likely male) hidden somewhere underground in Kaesong.
1. Related Documents

	Kaesong Northern Sewer Design (Soviet-style) 01~12


	Kaesong Southern Sewer Design (Anglo-American-style) 01~23


	Divinity Tracking Magic Book




2. Mobilized Forces
○ 2nd Superhuman Brigade (122 mages and 383 auxiliary troops)
○ Intelligence Unit: 88 members and □□□ 900 members
○ Heavy equipment and military supply support units
3. Detailed Plan

	Begin the operation disguised as a large-scale subway construction at 01:00 on a holiday.


	(Censored)


	(Censored)




……
……
……



* * *
After finishing the report, the Janitor swallowed hard. His head felt numb, and cold sweat trickled down his back.
Sensing something was off, his group turned their heads, but the Janitor had already placed the document into his inventory.
Soon after, picking up another document as if everything was normal, he acted as if nothing had happened.
Fortunately, his group members seemed to fall for the act and returned to their own documents, but the long shadow cast beside Seti was different.
As always, the darkness did not miss the Janitor’s pounding heartbeat.

 
    

  Chapter 219: All That Jazz
Western intellectuals would often spout phrases like “power struggles during the interregnum” or “the masses’ yearning for freedom.”
As if those words held any real meaning.
But anyone who was in Moscow during that time would know the answer.
It was that simple.
What was the answer, you ask?
No one in the Soviet Union… could replace Stalin.
『Yuri Andropov’s answer to the question, “Why did the Soviet Union collapsed?”』

* * *
As the morning wind seeped through the cracked door inside a rundown garage, a necromancer groaned as she worked hard to restore the seven corpses lined up on the garage floor.
Reattaching severed limbs, erasing scars formed during the process, healing broken bones and restoring crushed organs, and tending to other minor injuries…
Her meticulous touch rivaled that of an exceptional mortician.
It wasn’t particularly strange. After all, the most common fake identity used by necromancers was a mortician.
However, no matter how skilled a mortician was, no one would be able to restore seven corpses in a single night.
And perhaps because she had even skipped meals to work on the corpses, she eventually collapsed from exhaustion in front of the fourth body.
- What are you doing?
As if it recognized her exhaustion, the corpse she was working on restoring suddenly raised her head.
The Death Knight, Veladiva.
- If you’re going to faint, at least attach my legs first.
When the largest of the seven Death Knights spoke up, a vein bulged on the forehead of Dilla, the necromancer who had been restoring the corpses.
- What are you staring at?
This bitch, should I just attach her left and right legs backwards?
Swallowing the curses rising to the tip of her tongue, Dilla forced out polite words instead.
“Um, I’ll do it after I recover some of my stamina. This is really delicate work… You wouldn’t like it if I were to make a mistake and restore your body incorrectly, would you, Ms. Veladiva?”
- Nah, I don’t really care. You guys dug this body up from a war grave and revived it as you wished, so do whatever you want.
“…”
- Also, do not utter my name so casually unless you want your skull split open.
Even though it was just a warning from a Death Knight with only one arm restored, Dilla flinched. The hatchet in her palm gleamed sharply.
Then, an old man who had been watching the scene intervened.
- Come on, don’t scare her like that. What if she wets herself?
It was the former head of the Dumea Household.
Being the second to be restored, he was seated leisurely in a chair in the corner of the garage, polishing his sword. Seeing that, Veladiva spoke with disbelief.
- Since when did an old man like you side with the necromancer? Did you become a boomer because you were restored in order of age? Or did you develop affection for her?
- I’m not taking sides. As someone who received the treatment, well, it’s not exactly… more like restoration, let’s just keep things amicable, shall we? I mean, where else are you going to find a cooperative necromancer?
- Cooperative? Do you really think necromancers are puppies or something?
Veladiva glared at Dilla as she spoke. The barbarian’s eyes glinted with murderous intent.
- I’ll bet my two breasts that she’ll stab us in the back the moment that girl, Seti or whatever, disappears.
From Dilla’s perspective, the situation was maddening enough to make her jump out of her skin.
Forget backstabbing. Once you lost control of your body, even living wasn’t really living any longer.
In a way, her situation was similar to that of the Death Knights—no, it was even more pitiful than theirs.
Of course, Veladiva couldn’t care less about her circumstances. The large Death Knight simply swung her hatchet and pressed Dilla again.
- Hey, you bitch, hurry up and attach my legs—
However, before she could finish, the red-haired Death Knight in armor interrupted.
- What do you all plan to do going forward?
It was an abrupt yet important question.
The red-haired woman continued as the gazes of the Death Knights, including the head of the Dumea Household, turned to her.
- Will you do as that young man said? Receive purification from a priest and find peace after a proper funeral?
It was what the unidentified young man, who claimed to be Cheon Yeomyeong, had proposed.
Recalling his words, the Death Knights fell silent, each lost deep in thought.
A heavy silence unique to the dead.
How long did that silence last? By the time sunlight began to peek through the crack in the garage door, the head of the Dumea Household spoke.
- Finding peace is good… but I want to see the faces of my granddaughter and daughter.
Sounding exasperated, Veladiva responded.
- You wish to live longer as a Death Knight? You really can’t wait to go to hell, huh? Don’t you think of the Black God who will personally open the gates for you?
- Well, this body has already been bound as a Death Knight for a long time. I doubt God Mordak will punish me for living as one for an additional month or two.
It was a brutally honest statement, especially coming from an elder.
Perhaps stirred by his honesty, a heat rose in the cold eyes of the Death Knights.
The resentment of having their rest disturbed, their longing for resolving unresolved connections, and the desire for compensation after being used as Death Knights for so long—all of it mixed together, filling the garage.
Then, just as Dilla, who had been recovering her stamina, swallowed nervously…
Creak—
The door connecting the garage to the house opened as two familiar figures stepped inside.
* * *
The ones who stepped inside were Cheon Yeomyeong and a cheerful middle-aged Asian woman.
“Good morning, elders.”
Cheon Yeomyeong bowed his head slightly. He looked a bit tired as if he hadn’t slept well at all.
As he stepped into the garage, the head of the Dumea Household chuckled and responded.
- Good morning? I can’t remember the last time I received such a warm greeting.
- What do you mean? Didn’t your daughter ever greet you like that when you were still alive?
- My wife didn’t either. Truth be told, I wasn’t exactly the best family man.
As Veladiva frowned deeply after making a joke and unexpectedly hearing about someone else’s family drama, Yeomyeong positioned himself where all the Death Knights could see him.
Clearing his throat to gather their attention, he then turned to Dilla and asked.
“Necromancer, how far along are you with the restoration?”
“My name isn’t Necromancer. It’s Dilla Katakfoy… Sorry, never mind.”
“…”
“Their injuries were quite severe, so I’ve only managed to restore three so far. However, I’ve prioritized restoring the knight you requested.”
Perhaps because she had seen Seti, who was controlling her body, utterly enamored with him, Dilla responded to Yeomyeong with the utmost respect.
After hearing her answer, Yeomyeong nodded and glanced over to the rest of the Death Knights.
“Elders, have you thought about my proposal?”
- Of course, we’ve thought about it. However, are you really planning to hold a funeral for all of us? Even going as far as to call priests?
“Yes, I meant every word.”
His answer was immediate. The head of the Dumea Household stared straight at Yeomyeong, then turned slightly to call out to an elderly man who had been sitting quietly with his eyes closed.
- Holy Knight, sir, how much would it cost to call a priest to purify us, as this young man suggested?
The elderly man opened his eyes slowly, clasped his hands in prayer, and said.
- I’m not sure about the current rates, but based on the prices from when we were alive, it would take a chest of silver coins or four gold bars per person.
A sum that would amount to hundreds of millions in today’s currency.
As if he had found his opening, the head of the Dumea Household looked back at Yeomyeong with an exaggerated expression.
- That’s quite a hefty sum. It seems we’re placing too much of a burden on you.
“No, you don’t need to worry about that—”
- Oho, we haven’t even repaid the debt of you freeing us yet. How can we accept such help without giving something in return? As nobles, there’s no way we can do that.
“…”
What was he getting at? While Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, the head of the Dumea Household added.
- So, we’ll help you for a while.
“…Help?”
- Yes, you can keep us in that strange subspace of yours and summon us as and when you need us. We’re quite skilled with swords, so we’ll be of great help.
“…”
- We’ll work as mercenaries to cover the cost for calling the priests… You can think of it that way. And don’t worry. This is the only way we can repay you for your kindness right now.
*And it would also be nice to meet any family we have left in this land while helping you—*the head of the Dumea Household didn’t say the last part out loud.
However, the other Death Knights let out a hollow laugh as if they heard it anyway.
- Damn, these Hilarian nobles.
As Veladiva shook her head in disbelief, Yeomyeong pondered over the head of the Dumea Household’s offer.
It was tempting—having Death Knights that he could summon at any time from his inventory. There would be no better force when fighting the Korean government.
However, just then, the Saintess poked him in the back, interrupting his thoughts.
When Yeomyeong turned to look at her, she shook her head firmly and mouthed.
No.

Her usual air-headed demeanor could no longer be seen.
Seeing that, Yeomyeong recalled the future he had seen in his visions, the nuclear missiles in his inventory, and the foreman.
After a brief but intense moment of contemplation, Yeomyeong made his decision.
“Elder, while I appreciate the offer, I don’t think that will work.”
Before the head of the Dumea Household, who wasn’t expecting a refusal, could respond, Yeomyeong took a step back and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the Saintess.
“And most importantly, you don’t need to worry about the priest. I’ve already brought one.”
- A priest…?
The bare-handed elderly man, who had been sitting quietly, glanced at the Saintess looking puzzled. It was understandable. From her attire to her face, there was nothing about her that resembled a priest.
Yeomyeong suppressed a laugh and signaled the Saintess with his eyes. She took out a blindfold obediently and covered her eyes.
Then, she draped an elegant shoulder cape over her neck and dispelled the Blood Tears’ illusion…
“O King of the Undead…”
Dilla was the only one shocked by the Saintess’ true appearance, while the Death Knights merely had question marks floating above their heads.
However, they were perceptive enough to realize that the Saintess was no ordinary priest.
- Are you a famous priest? I’m still a bit worried though.
“…?”
- There are six of us, and if you include the dead knight, that’s seven Death Knights to purify… Won’t that be too much of a burden for such a young priest?
Upon hearing those words, the Saintess smiled gently while Dilla stared at the back of the head of the Dumea Household’s head in disbelief.
Finally sensing something was off, the head of the Dumea Household furrowed his brow as the Saintess knelt before the restored knight’s corpse.
“Wherever you walk in this world, may the light be upon your head.”
Her usual frivolous tone was long gone, replaced by a solemn voice as she clasped her hands together.
“O Black Mordak, we beseech your scythe. Grant your shroud to those who have been unjustly robbed of death, so that they may find peace.”
As it had been quite some time since he had seen her act like a true Saintess, Yeomyeong observed her in silence. The eyes of the Death Knight, who had been a holy knight when alive, widened.
As the other Death Knights were stunned by the divine energy overflowing in the garage, the Saintess offered another prayer.
“O White Ulthvatish, your daughter prays to you. Shine your sun upon those who have been unjustly robbed of death, so that they may walk in your shadow.”
As she finished her prayer, sunlight stretched through the crack in the door.
The unnatural light, which couldn’t have been ordinary sunlight, illuminated the Death Knight’s corpse. The body, steeped in twisted mana, began to get purified.
Even the Death Knights, who didn’t breathe, forgot to exhale as they could only stare blankly at the light for a moment.
In front of the Saintess, who had just finished her prayer, lay not the Death Knight’s corpse tainted by all sorts of twisted magic but the body of a knight resting peacefully with his eyes closed.
A heavy silence ensued.
But before the silence could stretch on, the bare-handed elderly man rose from his seat and knelt before the Saintess.
- I am Bara Kashi, the former Vice Captain of the Holy Knights and the Fist of Redox. I humbly greet the Daughter of Light.
What they could barely dare to hope for had become reality. Without hesitation, the head of the Dumea Household turned to Yeomyeong and said.
- Listen, Cheon Yeomyeong. To be honest, I wasn’t completely sincere with you earlier.
“…?”
- If it’s alright with you, I’d like to have a heartfelt conversation with you now.
What a shameless old man— Ignoring Veladiva’s disapproval from behind, the former head of the Dumea Household wore a pretentious smile.
* * *
A short while later, in the living room of the house.
Sitting on a sofa piled high with documents, Seti rubbed her temples and asked.
“…So, you’re planning to carry the Death Knights around in your subspace?”
“Four of them have agreed to come with us for now. The American soldier and the spearman said they’d think about it.”
“…”
Seti’s blue eyes stared intently at Yeomyeong. It was true. This was a really good deal if he could gain control over the Death Knights just by reuniting them with their families.
The only issue was…
“They’re undead. What if a necromancer suddenly tries to control them?”
As if he had already anticipated the question, Yeomyeong answered lightly.
“…I’ve decided to learn corpse-control magic from Dilla. She said as long as I learn it, I won’t lose control unless I die.”
“Dilla?”
“That necromancer.”
“…Ah.”
Had she not remembered her name until now? Seti nodded as if it had just come to her.
With the conversation settled for the moment, the group was about to dive back into the pile of documents when Neti, who had been dozing off, suddenly spoke up.
“…So, do we have to stay here until the Death Knights are restored completely?”
“Probably, yeah.”
When Yeomyeong answered, Neti’s expression turned slightly odd. She glanced at the Saintess, her sister, and her brother-in-law, who were finally back to their original appearances, and said.
“…Then, shouldn’t we call the Academy?”
“Huh?”
“Soe Miri and our sisters don’t know that we’ve returned to Earth yet. And especially the Saintess—didn’t she leave without permission…?”
Neti trailed off as she glanced at the Saintess, and only then did the group finally remember the Academy as they exchanged glances.
They should have thought of it as soon as they arrived on Earth, but they had been so preoccupied with the necromancers and the documents that it had completely slipped their minds.
It had been too long since they last used their phones, having spent over a month beyond the Dimensional Portal without using cell phones…
…That excuse will only work for today.
With that thought, Yeomyeong immediately stood up and grabbed the phone in the living room drawer.
He already knew the Academy’s phone number by heart, so he planned to contact Soe Miri or Baonic right away.
However, just as he began dialing the number—
Ring-ring— The old-fashioned phone’s bell rang.
“…What happened?”
Everyone’s attention was drawn by the suddenly ringing phone. Yeomyeong simply answered it without much thought. This was the house Sancho had prepared, so it was probably Sancho calling.
However, as he held the receiver to his ear, a completely unexpected voice came through.
[Ah, ah, hello?]
It was the voice of a familiar girl.
[Mr. Dung Beetle? I called first as you haven’t been in touch.]
It was the voice of Soe Miri, the elf princess who should have been at the Academy.

 
    

  Chapter 220: All That Jazz (2)
* * *
Like every middle sibling in the world, Oh Siri’s morning was busy.
Waking up more than an hour before the others.
After checking the time of the clock, she woke her snoring younger sibling.
“If you don’t get up and wash up right now, I’ll roast you alive with that damn reptile.”
With such a kind(?) remark, she sent her sibling to the shower and then began tidying the bed and room.
All these tasks would have been handled by the Academy’s dorm staff for an ordinary student, but since there was always that one-in-a-million chance, the responsibility of cleaning the room and making the bed fell onto her.
As soon as she was finished with the now-familiar cleaning routine, she quickly began meditating.
Mages with more time to spare might spend over an hour on meditation in the morning.
However, she concluded her meditation as soon as her sibling returned since there was no other time to plan the day’s schedule.
“Today, the illusion magic will be adjusted at 2 PM, and we’ll sync it with the school’s protective magic circle at 5 PM, so come and assist with the spell. Have dinner in your room. And as for reporting to the Principal…”
As Siri rattled off the day’s agenda, her youngest sibling listened half-heartedly while clumsily putting on her uniform.
“…Hey, youngest.”
“Huh?”
“Today’s the day we report to the government, so don’t go to the sewers.”
“I don’t want to.”
…This brat? Siri crooked her head and glared at the youngest.
“Come on… okay? Please listen to me? Don’t go to the sewers so often. I can’t stand the smell of scales every morning.”
“No.”
Siri shut her eyes tightly. Her sister, Seti’s absence was even more pronounced on a day like today.
If only Neti were here, they could have won the argument against her using sheer numbers…
Thinking so, Siri clenched her fists. Seeing that, the youngest added expressionlessly.
“And going to the sewers is Miri-unnie’s order. You don’t have the right to stop me.”
Damn it— Unable to hold back any longer, Siri threw a pen at the youngest.
“What’s with this Miri-unnie’s orders? Do you like that pointy ears that much?”
“…Don’t call her pointy ears.”
“Then should I call her commie?!”
The youngest stared at her with a pitiful expression.
“Sigh… Unnie, you shouldn’t be saying things like that about someone who might become part of our family.”
“…”
Family? What on earth was this kid talking about? Just as Siri was staring at the youngest in disbelief—
Knock knock— Someone rapped against the dorm room door.
Checking the clock, it was too early for the dorm staff to come.
With a sigh, Siri got up to open the door. After all, there were only two people who would come at this hour.
“Miss Siri… I mean, sister?”
Sure enough, it was Seti—or rather, an elf wearing Seti’s face with illusion magic.
Rime, Miridith’s escort.
“…What’s going on so early in the morning?”
“Soe… Miri called for us, comrade. All of us sisters. She said to come to her room right away.”
She didn’t bother asking for the reason. Ever since Seti had disappeared, nothing had been predictable.
The youngest seemed to think the same, getting up obediently and following the fake(?) sister.
Of course, Siri didn’t waste even that short travel time.
“Ms. Rime, it’s all practical classes after 2 PM today, so I’ll switch your illusion to Yeomyeong-oppa’s face.”
“The illusion magic wavelength adjustment is due at 5 PM. Don’t come alone like last time; make sure to bring the Secret Society members.”
“Send me the draft for the report for Principal Himena by the day after tomorrow. I’ll edit and fill in the rest before submitting it.”
“And also…”
Just as the youngest was about to cover her ears and the elf wearing Seti’s face began to look slightly annoyed, the group opened the door to Soe Miri’s dorm room without knocking and stepped inside.
However, they all fell silent simultaneously because the current state of the room was far beyond their expectations.
A large map, densely covered with thumbtacks and red threads connecting them intricately, hung on the wall.
Some thumbtacks even had photos attached—pictures of her two sisters, the Saintess, Yeomyeong, and an old man they didn’t recognize.
To put it nicely, it looked like a police investigation headquarters. And to put it bluntly…
“It’s totally like a stalker—mmph!”
Without any hesitation, Siri covered the youngest’s mouth and quietly shut the door, making sure no one else witnessed the scene.
“Ah, you’re here.”
And only then did Soe Miri notice the three and turn around.
Holding a phone in hand, she was in the middle of a call. Its large, rugged design made it unmistakably military-grade.
She really is a stalker, isn’t she?
Swallowing that thought, Siri asked.
“…Uh, Miri-unnie? What’s all this?”
“Oh, this? There’s no need to worry about it.”
“…”
“And more importantly, I’m about to connect you with Ms. Seti. Who wants to go first?”
As Soe Miri held the phone to the two sisters, Siri was momentarily stunned.
What was this elf talking about now? Communicate with her sister?
“…Our sister is on Earth right now?”
“Yes, she arrived yesterday.”
“…?”
The question meant to clear up her confusion only served to further deepen her doubts.
How did she know Seti had arrived yesterday? And how did she manage to get in-touch with her?
As a baffled Siri stood there, the youngest stepped forward and quickly snatched the phone.
“Seti-unnnie?”
Perhaps having missed her sister, the youngest’s voice sounded a little more animated than usual.
“Did you use the thing in your pocket well?”
The thing in her pocket? Was this some inside joke? As Siri moved closer to the youngest to listen in…
[…So it was you?]
Seti’s response was icy. And for some reason, the youngest smirked as if amused.
“You’re not that mad, are you? And you used it, right? You did, right?”
[…]
As a heavy silence came through the receiver, the youngest smiled with an uncharacteristically sly expression.
“If you need more, just ask Neti-unnie. I put some in her pocket as well. Oh, did Neti use hers?”
[We’ll talk when I get back, youngest.]
What the hell? Utterly confused, Siri asked the youngest,
“Hey, what the hell did you put in her pocket to make her react like that?”
Without a hint of guilt, the youngest answered in a cheerful voice.
“Condoms.”
Immediately after, Siri smacked her youngest sister on the back of her head.
* * *
The sudden phone call that started in the morning didn’t end until it was almost lunchtime.
Partly because Neti, who hadn’t spoken to her sisters in quite a while, kept holding onto the receiver, but mostly because the events that had unfolded at the Academy during their absence were far from brief.
It all started with the incident in the sewers, caused by the Player—specifically, the disappearance of Yeomyeong and Seti. However, the Academy never announced their absence.
Or rather, they couldn’t.
Both the United States and the Holy Nation beyond the Dimensional Portal demanded they remain silent.
Unable to handle complex political issues like the Incheon Butcher, the Academy complied, and the incident seemed to have been brushed off as a sewer explosion.
However, things took a turn when the Saintess also disappeared.
Her disappearance was all too sudden and too secretive. Even Joanna Thule, who had been dispatched to the Academy as her escort, didn’t know of her whereabouts. What more could be said…
“And what about me? I crossed the Dimensional Portal before the Saintess. Did my disappearance really leave no impact at all?”
It was Neti who had interrupted Seti’s explanation.
Seti stared at her sister, who was lying down with her feet on Yeomyeong’s lap, and answered gently.
“Yeah, it didn’t.”
“…”
In truth, Siri had used illusions on the shepherds to keep their disappearance hidden, but Seti didn’t bother explaining that.
She briefly cleared her throat at the sight of her sister’s disappointed face and continued with the explanation.
…The reaction to the Saintess’ disappearance was divided.
Some believed she had disappeared to handle something important, while others thought she might have had an unfortunate accident.
A majority supported the former opinion.
The Saintess didn’t attend the entrance ceremony due to the Manchurian incident as well, so this situation was likely similar.
Moreover, had something really gone wrong, the Holy Nation wouldn’t have remained silent. Yet, Joanna Thule and other believers only offered awkward smiles in front of the cameras.
Of course, there were many who supported the latter opinion as well.
Media outlets armed with pens and cameras, especially those from France, were among them.
They argued that regardless of the Saintess’ intentions, her disappearance from the Academy was the Academy’s fault.
It was a far-fetched argument, but as always, the media had a knack for packaging such absurdities convincingly.
Not only did they attack the Academy over the Saintess’ disappearance, they also dug up the previously buried sewer incident.
A shady Academy, an Academy that couldn’t protect its students…
And as soon as they discovered that Seti and Yeomyeong had been absent for a while through students, they even began to spread rumors that the two had died.
It was enough to drive the Academy mad.
It might have been different had there been proof that Yeomyeong and Seti were still alive. But as it stood, no one even knew where they were.
Eventually, public opinion turned sour, and sensing something was amiss, the Korean government began to pressure the Academy.
Then, just as they were starting to eye the warehouse, Soe Miri approached the principal.
She proposed creating fakes of Yeomyeong and Seti and asked the principal to join her in the charade.
The rigidly honest principal literally cursed but ultimately accepted her offer. The Academy’s situation was far too dire to refuse the elf princess’s proposal.
…Anyway.
When a student leaked photos of Yeomyeong and Seti sitting side by side in a hospital room, the media’s onslaught was forced to come to an end.
As soon as Seti’s explanation, briefly summarized to suit Yeomyeong’s taste, came to an end, the Saintess raised her hand sharply.
“So, how did she make the call?”
“…”
It was a question she was so curious about, that it overshadowed everything else they had just heard.
As Seti shrugged her shoulders, indicating she didn’t know either, everyone in the living room turned their gazes to Yeomyeong.
After all, it was Yeomyeong who was the first to speak to Soe Miri.
Yeomyeong scratched his nose and answered.
“…She said it’s not that hard to find a phone number if you have the address.”
“And how did she get the address?”
The Saintess questioned persistently. And instead of answering, Yeomyeong recalled what Soe Miri said during their call.
I’ll tell you after you fall into a deep sleep tonight.

He didn’t understand what she meant by that statement.
However, it was clearly something he couldn’t tell the Saintess, so Yeomyeong deflected it awkwardly.
“…You are right. Hmm, how?”
“What do you mean, ‘hmm, how?’”
The Saintess said as threw a stack of documents at him.
Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly to dodge the papers, but Neti, who was lying beside him, was hit and let out a scream.
“Hey! You dodged it!”
The Saintess shouted shamelessly, Neti groaned as she held her forehead, and Seti laughed amusedly as she watched the scene.
It was a peaceful lunchtime.
* * *
After the brief commotion, Yeomyeong headed to the kitchen and opened the fridge.
Though he Wasn’t expecting much, surprisingly, the fridge was stocked with Korean ingredients.
Perhaps Sancho had prepared them in advance.
Is it because he’s a movie director? He’s good with the small details.
With that thought, Yeomyeong began taking out ingredients like pork belly, lettuce, tofu, and soybean paste to prepare lunch.
When the others asked if they should help as well, Yeomyeong politely refused.
It was obvious at a glance—he was the only one among them who could cook anything resembling a proper meal.
In any case, Yeomyeong used the rough skills he had gained from his days as the youngest janitor to throw together a simple soybean paste stew and began grilling some meat.
Perhaps because things at the Academy had unexpectedly turned out well, there was a certain lightness to his movements as he cooked.
As the stew simmered and the meat sizzled, a cold voice came from behind him at the dining table.
- Magic, martial arts… and now cooking? You’re quite the legendary hero, aren’t you?
A cynical tone filled with discontent. It was the voice of the Death Knight in the American military uniform.
Without turning around, Yeomyeong replied as he sprinkled a bit of chili powder into the stew.
“Have you made up your mind?”
Whether to help him as a Death Knight or to rest in peace.
- I made up my mind a while ago. It’s just…
“…Just?”
- There’s something I’m curious about.
Curious? Only then did Yeomyeong finally turn around.
“What are you curious about?”
- The current Saintess accompanying you. Is she a Soviet?
It was an unexpected question. Yeomyeong was about to ask him why that mattered, but changed his answer upon seeing the Death Knight’s serious expression.
“Yes, well, it’s a well-known story. The Saintess was born from a Soviet mother and a holy knight.”
It wasn’t exactly a secret.
Details like her mother being a spy or the Holy Knight losing his Holy Sword as a result weren’t widely known… but most believers saw her as a symbol of harmony between Earth and Asha.
- Then, perhaps… is there a connection between you learning Dzhugashvili and the Saintess?
“Huh?”
- I’m asking if you, the Saintess, and the Soviets are plotting something in America. While I can handle most things, I can’t stand working with commies.
“…?”
Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly.
“What on earth are you talking about?”
In response, the Death Knight narrowed his eyes.
- What do you mean, ‘what am I talking about’? That bomb that blew up the building in front of us last night was clearly Stalin’s Pinecone, wasn’t it?
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* * *
There were three ‘official’ methods to become a superhuman: Divine blessing, consuming elixirs, or innate bloodline.
While these were now considered to be common knowledge, only a select few actually knew what happened in the process of establishing this ‘common knowledge.’
The only information widely known to the public was that the cause of the U.S.-Elf War were the elixirs from the elf forests.
However, were the actions of the superpowers during the madness of the Cold War era really limited to just that?
It was an era when governments conducted human experiments on their own citizens using the excuse of systemic competition. As such, there were no human rights to spare for the monkeys beyond the Dimensional Portal.
Thus, the superpowers sought to seize superhuman production technology through ‘traditional’ methods.
Plundering economies, raiding tombs and libraries, sowing discord among locals, and illegally occupying lands…
Of course, these traditional methods led to conventional outcomes—fierce resistance from the locals and wars.
Watching France waste time fighting a war, Stalin laughed at them and employed a much more ‘sophisticated’ method.
He began spreading communism to gather local spies, exploited the complex political situations beyond the Dimensional Portal to create chaos, and then… abducted people.
Those with bloodlines sensitive to mana, so-called nobles.
And the Soviet abductions didn’t discriminate by age or gender. Rural lords, fallen royal families, even direct descendants of imperial archdukes.
Except for a handful of communists who had joined the party voluntarily, most victims were dragged straight to Siberia.
There, they became materials for experiments aimed at ‘producing’ superhumans for the people.
When the U.S. realized this belatedly, they sent numerous agents to Siberia… but only a handful managed to return.
However, even those who returned weren’t able to uncover much. At best, they managed to learn that inhumane attempts were made to mass-produce superhumans, resulting in the creation of a few ‘artificial bloodlines.’
And the characteristic of such bloodlines was…
* * *
- Pure white hair and unusual pupils.

As the Death Knight finished his explanation, Yeomyeong glanced at the living room in silence.
At the end of his gaze was the Saintess, lying down with her head resting on Seti’s thigh.
Her snow-white hair and the blindfold covering her eyes.
Her appearance clearly bore the traits of an artificial bloodline, yet she seemed to be entirely indifferent to any possible connection with the Soviet Union as she was engrossed in the news on TV.
[The LAPD has announced that the recent explosion was caused by a simple gas leak, but some still view it as a terrorist attack…]
The voice of the news anchor echoed into the kitchen.
Fortunately, the volume was loud enough to drown out the Death Knight’s muttering in the kitchen.
Thank goodness.
None of the talk regarding artificial bloodlines created by the Soviets… was something the Saintess needed to hear, as it would only upset her.
With that thought, Yeomyeong reduced the gas flame, set down the dishcloth, and took a seat across from the Death Knight.
“I understand why you assumed I was siding with the Soviets.”
Honestly, it was a situation that could cause anyone to misunderstand. In just one night, he encountered the Dzhugashvili school sect and the Soviet artificial bloodline, and…
“…What exactly is Stalin’s Pinecone?”
As if reading Yeomyeong’s thoughts about the ridiculously rustic name, the Death Knight answered with a smirk.
- A magic item created by the Soviets, its official code name is 7-M-Zh-3… but honestly, it’s more commonly called Balls than Pinecone. Stalin’s Balls.
“…”
So it wasn’t just some grenade he had been using, but an actual magic item?
Well, it would have been impossible to blow up that large concrete building with anything less.
And as Yeomyeong was about to continue his questioning, the Death Knight answered first.
- How did I recognize it? You’ll figure it out at a glance the next time you see it. It’s the only thing in the world that creates a pillar of fire and a magical heatstorm when it explodes.
“…”
- But for a weapon that only a handful in the Soviet Union could use to go off in the middle of an American city… That bastard Stalin is still causing trouble even after death.
Tsk tsk— He clicked his tongue briefly before falling silent and observing Yeomyeong’s reaction.
What’s this?
As Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow in confusion, the Death Knight suddenly leaned in, bringing his face closer.
- Well, I’m convinced that you have nothing to do with the Soviets.
“…?”
- Every Dzhugashvili I’ve met would have lost their minds if Stalin was insulted. And compared to them, you…
The rest was left unspoken because Yeomyeong remained unfazed even after hearing insults like Stalin’s Balls or bastard Stalin.
Was he testing me in that short time?
No wonder he had been so long-winded. Yeomyeong shook his head and said.
“You know, you could’ve just outright asked me from the start. A simple curse at Stalin would’ve done the trick.”
- Oh, really? Go ahead then, give it a try.
“…”
Yeomyeong stared at him in disbelief, but at the same time, he couldn’t just ignore the anticipation plastered all over the Death Knight’s pale face.
“…Stalin is an irredeemable bastard, a butcher, and human trash. Satisfied?”
Whew— The Death Knight let out a short whistle.
- I never thought there’d be a day I’d see a Dzhugashvili insulting Stalin in my lifetime.
“…”
- That was a good show. It seems like I won’t be bored traveling with you.
Swallowing the thought that this Death Knight might perhaps be the weirdest of them all, Yeomyeong stood up.
After checking the bubbling stew, he extended his hand toward the Death Knight.
- I’ll tell you what I want later. I won’t ask you to allow me to meet my family like those other creepy old men, so don’t stress too much.
“…Alright, see you later.”
As Yeomyeong clenched his hand, the Death Knight disappeared into the inventory.
* * *
Creak—
The old hinges screeched as the basement door opened.
As the faint light invaded the dim basement, the one-eyed bald man, who had been packing his belongings quietly, turned his head.
“I made a lot of lunch. Care to join me?”
It was Yeomyeong, holding a tray as he entered the basement.
Two bowls of hastily prepared rice, soybean paste stew, and slightly burnt pork belly. The one-eyed man’s remaining eye twitched at the sight on the tray.
“Two servings?”
He alternated his gaze between Yeomyeong and the food, then tilted his head.
“Why not eat with your friends?”
“I just… have some things I need to think about.”
Hearing this, the one-eyed man, Harry Meyer, silently cleared his belongings and made some space on the old table.
As a fellow man, he understood that men need to clear their heads away from women sometimes.
After Yeomyeong finished setting the table and they both took their seats, Harry asked.
“Did you make all this?”
“Well, yeah, I’m the only one who can cook.”
There were five women, including a Beastfolk, and yet the man was the one cooking? Harry picked up a fork instead of chopsticks and muttered under his breath.
“…You’ve suffered a lot.”
He smiled bitterly before taking a bite of food.
The meal began with the clinking of utensils. Yeomyeong allowed himself to get lost in thought thanks to Harry’s considerate silence.
The Soviet Union, fate, the Blue Rat, the Academy, and the report about Korea and himself.
His thoughts were so tangled, that he couldn’t even tell if he was eating stew or pork belly.
Initially, he had planned to return to the Academy and prepare for revenge.
However, thinking about last night’s explosion made it hard to even think of going back to the Academy.
The Blue Rat and the remnants of the Soviet Union.
Could all of this be the result of the twist of fate caused by him stopping the nuclear missile?
That near-certain premonition filled his mind.
“Sigh…”
And just as his worries were about to drag on, Harry remarked casually.
“Deal with what’s in front of you first.”
When Yeomyeong looked up with a puzzled expression, Harry added.
“It’s something our Captain used to constantly tell us back in the war.”
“…”
“I’m no expert, but I believe this advice can be applied well to relationship problems as well.”
His advice was somehow tinged with misunderstanding.
However, the phrase “deal with what’s in front of you first” transcended that misunderstanding and resonated deeply with Yeomyeong.
A brief moment of contemplation followed by an even briefer realization.
There’s still time for the Superhuman Olympia, and the Academy isn’t a pressing matter either… FIrst, let’s figure out what’s happening here.
This simple conclusion made his long deliberation seem almost unnecessary.
With a slightly lighter heart now, Yeomyeong finished his meal. And around the time Harry also finished eating, Yeomyeong asked while clearing the empty dishes.
“Harry, that false information you gave the Blue Rat yesterday… Can I see it too?”
Harry didn’t bother asking why he needed such information. He had been ordered by the Vice Captain to assist Yeomyeong, but he had never been instructed to withhold information.
Hence, he casually pulled out the fake USB from his bag.
“The Blue Rat and the Soviet old man were looking for the Church. I don’t know why… but be careful. It’s definitely not for a good reason.”
* * *
“So, why is my apprentice eating separately?”
Corvus asked upon seeing the table set with four servings.
Having just come downstairs after setting up defensive magic throughout the mansion, she couldn’t understand why the three women were eating without her student.
When no one answered, Corvus began probing the most suspicious person first.
“Saintess, did you do something wrong?”
“…Corvus, why do you think I did something wrong?”
As the Saintess awkwardly picked at her food with her chopsticks, Corvus simply continued staring at her without a word.
Her expression seemed to say, ‘Do you really not know?’
Neti, who had been devouring the soybean paste stew, burst into laughter at the sight before suddenly remembering something.
“Oh, is it because of that?”
“That? What’s ‘that’?”
“Well, you see…”
Neti stared at her sister with a meaningful look in her eyes. Seti, who had been eating silently, subtly furrowed her brows.
“What, why?”
“Unnie, is it perhaps because of that?”
“…Because of what?”
“You know, the thing the youngest gave you.”
“…?”
“You didn’t use it, did you? When we spoke about it over the phone earlier, my brother-in-law was there too. I’m sure he remembers not using it. Could it be that he thought something happened and lost his appetite because of that?”
While Corvus clacked her beak, unable to understand what she was talking about, Seti and the Saintess’ expressions twisted simultaneously.
Ah, I’m going to get hit for this. Confident in the fate that awaited her, Neti decided to cross the line one more time.
“Should I go out and buy a test kit? Just in case, maybe a whole box…”
Right at that moment, a long shadow fell over her. It was the shadow of a man holding a tray.
“Test kit? What test kit?”
Yeomyeong’s voice came from behind Neti. Feeling a slight chill, she looked up.
“Well, what test kit… um, brother-in-law, how much did you hear?”
Trying to brush it off as nonsense, Neti changed her tone upon seeing Yeomyeong’s expression. Yeomyeong replied as he moved the tray to the sink.
“From when you started talking about ‘that’?”
That was practically from the very beginning. As Neti found herself at a loss for words and covered her face with both hands, Yeomyeong’s following words struck her down altogether.
“Neti, I didn’t know you were into that kind of talk…”
* * *
US Bank Tower—one of the most famous skyscrapers in Los Angeles, easily ranking among the top five.
On the rooftop of this most capitalist of buildings occupied by a bank, a communist was gazing down at LA.
Despite the cold wind beating against his face, he continued to scan the city like a hawk searching for its prey.
However, no matter how much he looked, he couldn’t find his target. All he could see was a disgusting city tainted by capitalism.
Compared to the towering Soviet Palace in Moscow, how pathetic was this sight? And if not for the tragedy of Siberia, he would have swept this wretched city away.
- Zzzzz
The moment the old man lamented, his phone in his pocket vibrated.
There was only one person who knew his contact information, so the old man answered the phone without hesitation.
“Wollard. You’re late. What’s the situation?”
- I apologize, this isn’t within our jurisdiction…
“Drop the excuses.”
- Harry, who gave us the false information, has already abandoned the store and fled. We managed to gather information on the Church by looking through other information brokers, but… we can only confirm the accuracy of the information by doing the legwork ourselves.
The old man clicked his tongue. He could feel the collapse of the Soviet Union in his bones.
If this was back in the days when the KGB was still intact, finding the Church’s location would have been easy—just half a day of work.
However, what could he do about it? The KGB was now just a shell, and that shell had been made from the hides of Siberian lab rats.
- Should I prepare a vehicle?
And the rat bastard’s voice came over the phone, asking.
It was a question that lacked both skill and sense, so the old man replied in an annoyed tone.
“Don’t waste time. Just blow up all the suspicious locations.”
- Pardon?
“Blow all of them up. If it’s the Church, they’ll come find us themselves. If not, the police will handle it.”
- B-but this is America. The explosion yesterday was barely smoothed over. If there are any casualties…
At Wollard’s trembling, fear-filled voice, the old man furrowed his brows.
“So what? They’re Americans. What’s the problem with killing a few of them?”
- …The FBI will send Maker or Browning.
When Wollard mentioned the names of the “Big Three” superhumans in America, the old man responded indifferently.
“Let them come. We’ll grab the Corruption Stone and pass through the Dimensional Portal before they come.”
- …
A brief silence ensued. However, the old man didn’t allow the silence to last for too long.
“Moryne.”
As soon as the name of the Blue Rat’s president was mentioned, Wollard, who had been silent, responded.
- …I’ll do as ordered.
A sigh and deep anger could be felt through the phone.
The old man clicked his tongue again and hung up. Then, facing the wind blowing on the rooftop of the building, he thought about the Saintess.
Had that mixed-breed bitch had been here, things would have been a lot easier.
It was a regretful day in many ways.
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* * *
After the group was done with their meal and Yeomyeong finished cleaning up, he began relaying the information he had gathered.
The one who set off the bomb last night was the Blue Rat.
And considering that an old Soviet magic item was used, this isn’t something that could be taken lightly.
The group’s reactions were split into two.
“I knew it”, and “So what do you want us to do about it?”
The former came from Seti, while the latter came from Neti and the Saintess.
While it was understandable for Neti since she had no ties to the Blue Rat, the Saintess’ reaction was rather unexpected.
When Yeomyeong asked her if she wasn’t worried about it, since it involved her family, her response was beyond imagination.
- Well, I’m not the President of the Blue Rat… If something were to happen to my mom, my dad will show up.
Was that a mindset that her parents’ affairs were their own? Or was it just her faith in them? Either way, being an orphan, Yeomyeong found it hard to understand.
…Well, anyway.
Yeomyeong confessed that he wanted to confirm and see whether this incident was a result of him stopping the nuclear missile launch.
It wasn’t just baseless suspicion.
Even Demerond Ipp Marx, the leader of the World Tree Revolutionaries, was headed to Dreitherial to confirm that the nuclear missile hadn’t detonated. That was enough to make Yeomyeong suspect this incident was merely an extension of that event.
After listening to his explanation, Seti nodded.
Neti, on the other hand, started looking up good restaurants in LA, clearly unconcerned, while the Saintess…
“If you turn me into the Gukbap restaurant lady again this time, I’ll shoot you.”
And Yeomyeong gladly complied with her request
This time, he transformed the Saintess’ face to that of a familiar side-dish store grandma. In response, the Saintess swung her revolver at him like an axe.
And only after Corvus made a comment about it did their affectionate(?) brawl come to an end. Yeomyeong then settled on disguising everyone with ordinary faces with the addition of sunglasses, to which the Saintess finally agreed.
* * *
So, how were they going to find the Blue Rat in the vast city of LA?
The most efficient method would have been for Corvus to use detection magic from the sky, but both Seti and Corvus shook their heads.
They said that a Beastfolk—especially one who had crossed the LA Dimensional Portal illegally—using magic in the city could lead to an even bigger problem.
In the end, the group decided to go with the standard approach.
Walking around and gathering information firsthand.
Fortunately, thanks to the USB and the locations of the other information brokers provided by Harry, they didn’t have to wander completely aimlessly…
“…Are all information brokers nocturnal? It’s already lunchtime, and yet none of these places are open.”
The Saintess grumbled as she knocked on the firmly shut door of a bar.
Gun shops, restaurants, bars… This was already the fourth fruitless stop. Frustration was starting to creep into her voice.
“Don’t they know that the early bird catches the worm?”
When she quoted an Earth proverb, Yeomyeong shrugged and replied.
“Information brokers are closer to worms than birds.”
His words implied that an early worm would only get eaten. The Saintess considered it for a moment before nodding in agreement. Then, Neti chimed in.
“Still, doesn’t walking around like this make it feel like we’re on a sightseeing tour?”
“Sightseeing? In a city where bomb-carrying commies are running around freely?”
Unlike Seti, who responded indifferently, Neti seemed genuinely excited. Tapping away on the smartphone she had borrowed(?) from Harry, she spoke.
“There’s a famous food truck street just one intersection across from here. Since we have to go that way to reach the next informant anyway, why don’t we grab something to eat on the way?”
“Food trucks?”
“They have chili con carne loaded with short ribs and beans. The place has good ratings, the pictures look delicious, and also…”
However, before Neti could finish her sentence, Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, let’s skip the chili. I’ll get you something else.”
“Why? Brother-in-law, do you not like chili?”
“No, it’s not me. Seti hates beans, don’t you remember?”
The moment Yeomyeong uttered those words, the three girls locked their gazes on him at the same time.
Even the Saintess, who had been massaging her knee, and Seti, who was wiping her sunglasses.
What was this? Did he say something wrong? Just as Yeomyeong was about to turn away in confusion, Neti spoke.
“You don’t usually act like that, but when you do, you just casually drop embarrassing lines like it’s nothing… It’s kind of, uh, how should I explain…”
“…”
“You really act like your physiognomy suggests.”
For some reason, the Saintess burst into laughter.
Having nothing to say in response, Yeomyeong cleared his throat and snatched the phone from Neti.
“…There’s a Cuban sandwich truck right next to the chili one. Let’s get that instead. My treat.”
The group nodded without much complaint.
As they made their way, the Saintess whispered softly, “Actually, I don’t like beans either,” while Neti excitedly explained what a Cuban sandwich was, making sure there was never a dull moment.
When they finally arrived, the food truck street seemed just as famous as Neti had described it to be.
Brightly decorated food trucks were lined along the road, with people bustling about, either waiting in line or enjoying their meals.
It reminded Yeomyeong of the night markets he often saw back in Incheon.
While Seti and the Saintess, who were unfamiliar with the scene, looked a little awkward, Neti quickly took the lead.
“Only one person needs to stand in line. I’ll handle that, so you guys find us a spot.”
Yeomyeong agreed and sat down near a planter with the other two.
Under the still-bright sky, people were walking around carrying all kinds of food, mouthwatering aromas filling the air.
“Sitting here like this… it really does feel like we’re on a trip.”
“Come on, a real tourist spot would be our Holy Nation capital. We should go there sometime. I’ll make sure you don’t get ripped off.”
“…Ripped off?”
“The prices there are kind of… intense. It’s not something I should be saying, but honestly, it’s ridiculous. Every year, the money we squeeze out of pilgrims and tourists makes up over 20% of the national budget.”
“…”
As soon as Seti asked in confusion, the Saintess followed up with an explanation.
As Seti could only stare in shock as the sacred holy nation’s economic secrets were being exposed and the Saintess, looking far too excited, continued to spill more…
“Hey, mind if I sit here for a bit?”
A familiar man took a seat next to Yeomyeong. His receding hairline and sharp, blade-like nose were distinctive.
Looking so exhausted that just watching him could ruin one’s appetite, he took a bite of his Cuban sandwich with some difficulty.
Yeomyeong exchanged a subtle glance with the startled Saintess and Seti before turning back to the man.
“How’s the Cuban sandwich? Any good?”
Seemingly surprised to be spoken to, the man gave Yeomyeong an annoyed glance.
“It’s edible. Nothing special, though. If you’re gonna buy something, just get the chili instead.”
“Oh really? Well, Cuba is a communist country. I guess commie food suits your taste buds?”
“…”
The man’s brows furrowed deeply—the unmistakable look of someone who had just heard absolute nonsense.
However, that expression quickly turned to confusion as he realized that the two women who had been sitting beside Yeomyeong were now standing and were surrounding him.
As they gradually closed the distance, it became clear that they were both superhumans.
Tsk, the man put the Cuban sandwich he was eating down on a paper plate and asked.
“…Who are you?”
“We are the people who have been looking for you.”
“You’ve been looking for me? Who are you? FBI? The Knight Order? The Society? Or perhaps the Alliance?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong used his telekinesis to squeeze his neck, just like he had done back in Manchuria and at the Academy.
The man, Wollard, recognized the familiar sensation, and his eyes opened wide.
“Cheon Yeomyeong? Could it be… the Blood Tears’ illusion…? Kugh!”
Yeomyeong didn’t allow any more questions and applied more pressure with his telekinesis.
Wollard, who wasn’t a superhuman, was unable to resist and fainted, but Yeomyeong used his telekinetic power to make it look as if he was simply bowing his head.
“You’re lucky.”
The Saintess muttered as she caught the paper plate with the sandwich that slipped from his hand.
* * *
Wollard opened his eyes to the cold sensation of the floor.
“Ugh…”
He concentrated on his senses as he gradually regained consciousness.
With his vision still blurred, he could smell the stale scent of concrete and the rich butter scent of the Cuban sandwich and feel the ropes binding his arms and legs.
Thanks to that, without the need for anyone to tell him, he knew that he had been captured in an unknown abandoned building.
“Huh? You woke up faster than I expected.”
Following the unfamiliar voice, Wollard looked up to see a girl with sky-blue short hair and sunglasses.
“Here are the leftovers you were eating earlier.”
It sounded as if she was mocking him when she offered him the sandwich plate while he was still bound.
“Why is he here in this city? And where’s the young lady? If it were the young lady, she would have come looking for me.”
Not even sparing the sandwich a glance, Wollard instead began asking with utmost urgency. His voice sounded frantic, but the reply came lazily.
“Me? Why would I look for you?”
The Saintess’ voice came from behind him.
Wollard turned his head to see someone pointing a revolver at him with one hand while munching on the sandwich with the other.
“…Young Lady?”
“What is it, Wollard?”
Seeing the grumpy expression on the unfamiliar face hovering above him clearly belonged to the Saintess, Wollard felt a mix of relief and awkwardness.
“So, he has indeed mastered… the Blood Tears. It’s almost to the level of perfection.”
“…You’re saying as if people wouldn’t be able to master it normally.”
“…”
Wollard blinked a few times, before quickly changing the subject.
“I never imagined he’d be here with you in this city, Young Lady. The world is really a small place.”
“Right, and I never thought you would come all the way here and get caught either.
The Saintess answered as she took another big bite of the sandwich as a pickle that she hadn’t chewed fell out of the back.
It was an oddly tension-free scene.
Wollard stared blankly at the sight, then he suddenly seemed to remember something and spoke urgently.
“Young Lady, Noonim is in danger. Those ungrateful Nomenklaturas… betrayed us.”
Nomenklatura, a term used to refer to high-ranking executives of the Communist Party during the Soviet era, when the Soviet Union controlled half the world.
However, in the present, after the fall of the Soviet Union, it had become a derogatory term for the communist aristocracy who inherited the legacy of the Soviet Union.
“Did those maggots betray Mom? That’s interesting. I bet there was no real justification.”
“…They’re criticizing her for handing over the Blood Tear Key to an outsider. It seems like they’ve been planning the rebellion for quite some time.”
“Using something like that as a pretext? I mean, it’s not like it’s something that wears out when used, and it was Mom’s choice who to give it to… Well, I guess they just needed an excuse to pick a fight.”
What a bunch of ridiculous old farts. The Saintess muttered as she took another bite of her sandwich.
A brief silence followed.
After finishing the last of her sandwich, she cocked the hammer of her revolver.
Click.
Soon after, the cold barrel of the gun touched Wollard’s forehead.
“So, why were you installing bombs in this city with the Nomenklatura? Could it be you betrayed my mom because my mom didn’t promote you?”
“Do you really think I’d betray Noonim over something like that? And as I mentioned before, I’ve been promoted.”
“Then?”
“…Noonim was taken hostage. Because of that, not just me, but every rat in the city… is being forced to cooperate with those old men.”
However, even after hearing that her mother was being held hostage, the Saintess’ reaction didn’t really change.
With a cold, calculating expression that she hadn’t shown in the presence of Seti, she seemed to contemplate over something before retrieving her revolver.
“Why did those old men make a move all of a sudden?”
“I don’t know either… It all just happened so suddenly.”
“It’s not because of the nuclear missiles, is it?”
“Nuclear? Nuclear missiles, you say?”
His face truly expressed confusion. The Saintess nodded.
“So, it’s not because of Yeomyeong. I guess I’ll just have to call Dad.”
“…If it’s brother-in-law, he’s already on his way. He should be crossing the Dimensional Portal within the week.”
“Oh, really? Then we should retreat immediately.”
The Saintess muttered as she pulled out her phone. As she was dialing, Neti interjected.
“Saintess, are you really not planning to help? Didn’t he say your mother was captured?”
“If I think about my mother, I shouldn’t help. I’m sure Mom would want me to stay out of it.”
“…?”
“ It would be a different story if it were Dad. But if I interfere now, it would cause too much of a political mess… We can leave once Yeomyeong retrieves the bombs.”
At that moment, Wollard spoke up in a shocked voice.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, he’s gone to find Stalin’s Bal… or rather, the pinecones?”
“Yeah, it’s on the map, so he’s just going to do it while we are on it.”
The map the Saintess was referring to was the one Wollard had been carrying.
It was a map that had the location suspected to be a secret base of the Church marked on it.
Had they misunderstood the marked location for the bomb installation site? Wollard squinted his eyes.
“My Lady, you should tell him to return right now.”
“Why suddenly? Is something wrong?”
Wollard nodded and explained.
The location marked on the map wasn’t where the bombs had been planted, but where the Church’s secret base was located, where the bombs had to be installed.
Also, the Nomenklatura following him were watching that place, and there was a real risk that they might discover Yeomyeong and launch an attack.
“Cheon Yeomyeong’s abilities have surpassed those of a student, but he’s still no match for the old Soviet veterans. We need to get him back before anything goes wrong!”
The situation from earlier was repeating itself. Wollard was frantic, while the Saintess remained composed.
“Who are the old veterans in this city anyway?”
“Vladimir Berezovskiĭ, the superhuman known for bombing the Senate.”
‘Berezovskiĭ? Ah, I remember. That old man with the weird beard who spent the money in the Swiss bank on elixirs. He keeps going around to show off his strength and ends up shortening his own life.”
“Huh?”
As Wollard looked puzzled, the Saintess shrugged.
“It just means there’s nothing to worry about. Even at his level, he can’t beat Yeomyeong. Besides, Seti is with Yeomyeong, so at worst, they’ll just come back with some singed clothes.”
“…”
As the Saintess casually pressed the call button on her phone, Neti leaned in.
“Saintess, what if… what if the place brother-in-law and unnie went to is actually the secret location of the Church?”
“Oh, that’s impossible.”
“But there’s always that one-in-a-million chance, right? And brother-in-law and Seti are kind of… you know, unlucky?”
“…”
The Saintess waved her hand dismissively, but the phone didn’t connect.
And it went on even after the Saintess and Neti were belatedly alarmed and left Wollard behind as they rushed out of the abandoned building.
“My Lady? At least untie me before you go!”
* * *
Following the map, Yeomyeong and Seti arrived at a supermarket not too far from the food truck street.
It was too small to be a shopping mall but too large to be a typical neighborhood store, and today, it was unusually crowded.
If Stalin’s Pinecone were to go off in there, it could easily result in dozens of casualties.
Yeomyeong wasn’t exactly a hero, but he wasn’t cold-hearted enough to let a bomb go off in a place like this.
Especially if he could stash the bomb in his inventory to use it later.
In any case, he decided to split up with Seti and search the supermarket.
Since Stalin’s Pinecone was a magic item, it would definitely emit strange mana.
As Yeomyeong wandered around the market alone for a while, he sensed something unusual coming from behind the refrigerators selling fresh produce like vegetables and fruits.
A magic circle formed using twisted mana.
And had he not experienced something similar at the necromancer’s club, he might have ignored it and moved on, as the magic circle was that discreet.
What’s this? Were they using a magic circle to hide Stalin’s Pinecone? It didn’t seem like something the Soviets would do.
The questions lingered, but his deliberation didn’t last long.
Yeomyeong stood in front of the store refrigerator, which was labeled [Authorized Personnel Only], ready to draw his sword from his inventory at any moment.
And just as he was about to break through the magic circle and enter the refrigerator, an unfamiliar voice made him stop in his tracks.
“…The Blood Tears’ illusion.”
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* * *
Vladimir just stared at the back of the disguised figure.
And as soon as he heard the words “Blood Tears’ illusion,” the figure let go of the refrigerator door and slowly turned around naturally, as if that had been his plan all along.
In the supermarket aisle, where a dozen or so civilians were picking out vegetables, the eyes of the old communist met the eyes of the figure veiled by illusion.
A brief silence followed by an even briefer exchange of glances.
Surprisingly, Vladimir found himself unable to detect any emotion in the young man’s eyes or facial muscles.
He must have clearly heard the words “Blood Tears’ illusion,” yet there was no sign of panic or suspicion.
The poker face was so perfect, that it was almost admirable.
If he was acting, then he was a natural-born spy. And if he was controlling his facial muscles with mana, then he was the best among all the agents Vladimir had trained.
As Vladimir marveled, the figure slipped into the crowd.
Vladimir focused his mana into his eyes to track the retreating figure, but he could no longer find him.
Had he switched illusions already? He was probably planning to retreat by swapping Blood Tears’ illusion.
It was a perfect, textbook response.
Feeling the corner of his mouth twitch, Vladimir pulled out a magic item from his pocket—A bomb with an exterior modeled after Siberian pine nuts, coated with red mana metal.
It was a bomb better known as Stalin’s Pinecone than by its official name.
Without any hesitation, Vladimir channeled mana into the pinecone.
Now, what will you do?
Would he continue with his retreat by using the explosion among civilians as a distraction, or would he try to stop it?
However, the figure chose neither.
Beyond the delicate senses of a superhuman, an ice needle so thin it was almost invisible was flying toward Vladmir.
The needle was aimed precisely at Vladimir’s eye, but that wasn’t all.
Beneath the flying ice needle, an invisible telekinetic force was targeting the bomb in his hand.
It was a near-perfect two-pronged attack.
This definitely wasn’t the work of an amateur. He must have used this technique multiple times in actual combat.
As if it wasn’t surprising enough that the user of the Blood Tears’ illusion could use magic, but the level of skill reminiscent of Hilaria’s battle mages?
Instead of dodging the magic, Vladimir shut his eyes tightly and swung his hand to shake off the telekinetic force clutching the grenade.
And the next moment, thud! The ice needle pierced his eyelid. Vladimir’s head jerked back, but that was all.
At this size, it lacks the power to pierce through to the brain.
He scanned the supermarket aisle with his uninjured eye. None of the shopping civilians had noticed what had just happened.
He’s not bad at hiding his presence.
Moryne said she had given the Blood Tear Key to a Korean mercenary.
How did such a talented figure emerge from that tiny country? Could it be that those bloodlines he tossed like charity had finally borne fruit?
As Vladimir pondered over this, an invisible telekinetic force wrapped itself around his neck.
A telekinetic force filled with intense mana, ready to snap his neck at any moment.
However, the telekinetic force failed to snap his neck. The Pinecone in Vladimir’s hand had long since passed its critical point.
The moment his neck was snapped, the pinecone would roast the entire supermarket.
“Impressive skills… Alright, let’s stop with the greetings and have a proper conversation.”
There was no answer. Vladimir chuckled and added.
“You can’t kill me by just snapping my neck, so don’t waste your energy.”
As he waved the red-hot pinecone and spoke, the telekinetic force gripping his neck dissipated.
Soon after, a black man who had been fidgeting with avocados nearby turned his head directly toward Vladimir.
A subtle sense of incongruity was emanating from the unfamiliar black man.
It was a characteristic of the Blood Tears’ illusion that only a KGB veteran could discern.
Was he even able to change his skin color now? His mastery of the Blood Tears’ illusion was beyond imagination.
The figure spoke to the smiling Vladimir.
“A conversation? You’ve got some nerve talking about having a conversation with a bomb in your hand.”
His expression clearly conveyed the thought, Is this guy insane?
Vladimir subtly withdrew the mana from the pinecone and replied.
“I apologize if my actions offended you. I got carried away by my desire to see your skills.”
“…”
“As a sincere apology and to commemorate our meeting, how about I treat you to a meal? There’s a pretty good Russian restaurant just a few blocks from here.”
The black man’s face twisted in disbelief, but he no longer seemed intent on casting magic.
Confirming that his hostility had dissipated, Vladimir approached him leisurely and extended his hand.
“Let me introduce myself properly. My name is Vladimir Antonovich Berezovskiĭ. It is my pleasure to meet you, successor of the Blood Tears’ illusion.”
* * *
As the sun began to set in Los Angeles, around the time when it was too late for lunch and too early for dinner.
In a quaint Russian restaurant with no customers in sight, Yeomyeong leaned back in his chair as his gaze settled on the old man sitting across from him.
Holding a menu and ordering various dishes in Russian, the old man showed no trace of tension.
He exuded confidence, as if certain that Yeomyeong could never attack him.
After observing him for a moment, Yeomyeong subtly glanced toward the window.
Right outside the window, on a bench in front of the restaurant, sat a girl wearing sunglasses. As soon as her gaze met Yeomyeong’s, she mouthed.
Eve.ry.thing. Okay?
Yeomyeong responded with a quick wink, before casually looking away as if nothing happened.
The action was so swift that Vladimir, engrossed in the menu, didn’t even notice it.
As Yeomyeong watched the waiter walk away with the menu, he asked.
“So, why did you blow up a perfectly good diner?”
It was an intentional question. He already knew Vladimir was using the Pinecone to search for the location of the Church, but there was no need to reveal his connection to Harry.
Vladimir sipped on his water and replied.
“There was a minor information error.”
“…”
“It was a regrettable mistake. Wasting a precious Pinecone over incorrect information.”
His answer showed no concern for casualties or property damage.
From the incident back at the supermarket and this response, Yeomyeong could now understand exactly what kind of man Vladimir was.
A cold-blooded individual who wouldn’t bat an eye at any sacrifice made to achieve his goals.
Were all communists like this? Clicking his tongue inwardly, Yeomyeong spoke up.
“…That’s strange, the Blue Rat getting information wrong like that.”
“No one can be perfect all the time.”
“Is something wrong with the President?”
Perhaps his words hit a nerve, as Vladimir twisted the end of his mustache while scrutinizing Yeomyeong.
“Moryne must have told you quite a bit, huh? Well, that sharp-tongued daughter maniac wouldn’t hold anything from her future son-in-law.”
“…”
Now this man was even commenting about a future son-in-law? Yeomyeong massaged his temples and continued.
“Moryne didn’t tell me anything. I merely deduced it.”
“Oh, a deduction, you say? Then tell me how far your deduction goes.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond immediately. Taking a moment to organize his thoughts, he said.
“The Soviet remnants within the Blue Rat used the Blood Tear Key as an excuse to overthrow Moryne, but they probably just locked her up somewhere because of her husband and daughter.”
It was a patchwork of guesses, but it hits close to the truth.
Vladimir laughed, a mix of admiration and amusement.
“It’s too accurate for a guess. And it’s not something you could come up with in such a short time…”
“…”
“Hmm, let me make a guess in return. You met Ben inside the Blood Tear Key, didn’t you?”
Ben, the first President of the Blue Rat, whom Yeomyeong met inside Blood Tear Key.
Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied it, keeping his mouth shut.
Taking his silence as affirmation, Vladimir chuckled as the waiter brought the food over.
Spice-marinated lard, a thin porridge topped with nuts, and dumplings reminiscent of Korean handmade mandu.
“Ah, this sweet aroma. Don’t just look —dig in. This is one of only six places in America that serves authentic Russian cuisine.”
Six? Yeomyeong tilted his head at the oddly specific number, and Vladimir added.
“For your information, all six places were our undercover bases during the Cold War, disguised as restaurants. Now, they’re just run by ordinary people.”
The “we” he was referring to likely meant the KGB.
Secret Soviet restaurants, huh.
His appetite long gone, Yeomyeong silently picked up a few dumplings and ate them before setting his fork down.
Then, as Vladimir scooped up some porridge, he suddenly spoke.
“Any interest in working with us?”
Having anticipated this since he was being brought to the restaurant, Yeomyeong answered without hesitation.
“…I’ll have to decline.”
“Without even hearing the terms? Why? Is the food not to your taste?”
“…”
“The Stroganoff1 is about to come out. How about trying that before deciding?”
It was an attempt to lighten the mood.
Realizing that the commie in front of him was putting more effort into this than he had expected, Yeomyeong frowned.
Vladimir’s goodwill felt nothing but unpleasant. Was it because he was a crazy communist? Or was it because Yeomyeong couldn’t fathom the reason behind his kindness.
“…What is it that you want exactly?”
“Straight to the point, as expected of a young man. These kinds of talks are usually reserved for after a full stomach and a few drinks…”
“…”
“Oh, well. It can’t be helped then. It’s a shame, but I’m the one who’s at fault. I guess I have no choice but to go along with what you want.”
After saying so, Vladimir called the waiter and gave some instructions.
It was unclear what he said, but the waiters fled from the dining room looking frightened.
Watching the retreating staff, Vladimir chewed on the seasoned lard leisurely and spoke.
“Our terms are simple. I’d like you to inherit the Dzhugashvili school sect.”
“…?”
What nonsense was this? Yeomyeong’s expression twisted at the unexpected proposal.
“Don’t overthink. It’s just about learning a martial art.”
Was Dzhugashvili really just a martial art? Recalling its abnormal lethality, Yeomyeong let out a hollow laugh.
Perhaps interpreting the laugh differently, Vladimir added with a smile.
“And if you agree to this request, we’ll release Moryne. After all, the only reason we stepped forward was to find a rightful successor.”
“…A successor?”
When Yeomyeong asked, Vladimir brought up a different story instead.
“Do you know who the true master of the Blood Tears’ illusion and Dzhugashvili is?”
Stalin. Yeomyeong immediately thought of the name but didn’t say it out loud. The idea of becoming Stalin’s successor was too absurd.
However, as if that absurd story were true, Vladimir uttered Stalin’s name.
“Both martial arts were created under the orders of His Excellency General Secretary Stalin. And the first and last person to master both to their very limits was the General Secretary himself.”
“…”
As Yeomyeong shut his mouth to suppress a sigh, Vladimir waved his hand dismissively.
“That said, I’m not asking you to become the next General Secretary. That’s impossible. He was… a great man who no one in this world can ever match.”
A calm voice that only made his madness more apparent. Yeomyeong clenched his fist halfway and asked.
“Then why are you extending this offer to me? I probably can’t master both martial arts to their limits either.”
“It’s a matter of symbolism.”
“Symbolism?”
“After the General Secretary disappeared, no one has even come close to mastering both martial arts, let alone reaching their limits.”
In a way, it was obvious. The Blood Tear Key was in the hands of the KGB, and the Dzhugashvili school sect had self-destructed.
However, Yeomyeong knew of one person who had mastered Dzhugashvili to its limits.
The Eastern Count Palatine of Dreitherial, Bykov Dzhugashvili.
As his thoughts reached that point, he finally understood the deeper meaning behind the word “successor.”
“…A symbol and focal point to unite the communists.”
Yes, the modern communists were all fragmented.
The Moscow government built on the corpse of the Soviet Union, the Blue Rat inheriting the KGB, the World Tree Revolutionaries, and the communists who emerged from beyond the Dimensional Portal.
They weren’t even cooperating, let alone maintaining simple communication.
And the fact that the Blue Rat didn’t know Yeomyeong had defeated the Eastern Count Palatine and learned Dzhugashvili was clear proof of that.
If there was communication between the two organizations? Yeomyeong would have been hunted by communists from all over the world instead of being treated to this meal.
As his thoughts reached that point, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered the final question.
Why the remnants of the KGB ousted Morine all of a sudden.
“…You were provoked by the movements of the communists beyond the Dimensional Portal.”
“What?”
“You were afraid of losing your leadership position among the dwindling number of communists, so you locked up Moryne and started moving like this, right?”
“…”
Yeomyeong’s speculation struck Vladimir like an arrow. He narrowed his eyes, and his mustache trembled ever so slightly.
And seeing that reaction, Yeomyeong was able to form a hypothesis.
What if he hadn’t changed fate?
The Blood Tear Key would still be in the possession of Moryn, and the Eastern Count Palatine would have successfully detonated the nuclear missile, becoming a solid focal point among the communists.
The Blood Tear Key would have naturally gone to the Eastern Count Palatine… and he, having mastered both martial arts, would have become the next Stalin.
While there was no way to confirm the altered future, it was highly likely that’s how the chain of events would have flowed.
Of course, realizing this didn’t mean he felt responsible for the changed future.
He had made the best possible choice, and he didn’t regret it.
Having sorted out his thoughts, he was now certain of how to deal with Vladimir and the KGB’s remnants.
If these guys find out I have learned Dzhugashvili, they’ll definitely become my enemies.
They said great power comes with great responsibility—was this what they meant?
Yeomyeong smiled bitterly. Then, looking at Vladimir, who was staring at him in confusion, he said
“Vladimir, thank you.”
“Thank me? For what?”
For letting him know that KGB agents could detect illusions, for not reporting their meeting to headquarters yet, and for bringing him to this quiet restaurant—all of it.
As Yeomyeong swallowed those words, he swung his hand.
At first glance, it seemed like a meaningless gesture, but the moment Yeomyeong clenched his fist, everything changed.
The Mountain Tear, drawn from his inventory, appeared in his hand, and a flash of sword light aimed straight for Vladimir’s neck.
By the time Vladimir stood up in shock, it was already too late.
Splat!
The old communist’s neck split open, and the traditional Russian dishes were stained red.
The sensation at the tip of the sword suggested an instant death, but Vladimir didn’t die.
Even with his neck half-hanging, he rolled backward, sprang to his feet, and pulled a short submachine gun from his coat.
The trigger was pulled, and the muzzle spat fire.
Ratatatatat!!!!
Yeomyeong kicked the table to create a barricade while shielding his vision.
The time it took for the aim to waver was brief, but for Yeomyeong, that brief moment was enough.
He gathered mana in his calf, leaped over the table, and lunged at Vladimir—
“сука блять!2”
However, Vladimir had already pulled out Stalin’s Pinecone.
Despite his neck being half-severed and struggling to breathe, it had already regenerated partially.
Superhuman regeneration or Dzhugashvili’s healing? No, it wasn’t that kind of regeneration.
Unlike normal healing methods, grotesque lumps of flesh with his neck , writhing like worms.
It was similar to the regeneration seen in the monsters from Manchuria.
Did he really not die even from having his neck cut? So, what he said back at the supermarket was really true?
“This guy, that guy… they’re all monsters.”
Yeomyeong let out a bitter laugh as Vladimir poured mana into Stalin’s Pinecone.
Just as the red-hot pinecone reached its critical point, sparks scattered from Yeomyeong’s sword.

 
  Footnotes
 
 Footnotes
 Footnotes
	1. A Russian dish of sautéed pieces of beef in a sauce of mustard and smetana (sour cream).
	2. A curse or swear similiar to bitch, shit, fuck


   

  Chapter 224: All That Jazz (6)
* * *
Just before Stalin’s Pinecone could explode, the image of Vladimir hurling the Pinecone over his head overlapped with the shadow of Yeomyeong who activated the Volcanic Tempest.
Watching Yeomyeong swing his sword, Vladimir felt certain of victory. He even thought to himself that the boy should have reduced the power behind the strike.
However, the moment the magic circle inside the Pinecone was activated, and a pillar of fire erupted simultaneously, he realized something had gone wrong.
It was because an unidentified explosion had erupted from Yeomyeong’s sword.
Volcanic Tempest, a martial art forged by knights from beyond the Dimensional Portal, driven by revenge.
KA-BOOM!!!
The two explosions collided, unleashing a powerful shockwave.
As the ground caved in, restaurant tables and chairs were swept away, and the windows shattered.
However, that was all. Neither did pillar of fire from the Pinecone pierce the ceiling, nor did the heatwave sweep across the area.
Did he really cancel out the explosion with another explosion?
Vladimir swallowed a hollow laugh.
It was an absurd and almost impossible story, but he couldn’t deny the reality that had taken place in front of him.
Pushed back all the way to the opposite wall by the shockwave, he raised Yeomyeong’s level by at least one or two points in his mind.
At the very least, he’s on the same level as an independent agent from the Pentagon.
Mastering the Blood Tears Illusion perfectly, elaborate magic, and even learning Pinecone-level explosive martial arts now?
These were not techniques any mere mercenary would be able to learn. The Holy Sword may have shown interest in his talent, but there should be limits.
“A mercenary from Manchuria, the Dragon Liberator, an Academy student… yeah, it was all too flashy.”
As Vladimir spat out the dust that had collected in his mouth, Yeomyeong emerged from the dense dust caused by the explosion.
Despite having borne the brunt of the explosion up close, he appeared unscathed, with only a little dust on him.
“Let’s assume everything known on the surface is a lie. So, what exactly is your real identity?”
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…It seems you’re less honorable than I thought. After all the information I’ve given you, you won’t share even that one thing?”
With that, the brief recess to catch their breath under the guise of a conversation ended.
In the next moment, Vladimir raised his submachine gun first. Yeomyeong also pulled out a rifle from his inventory and pulled the trigger.
Rat-atat-tata!!
The gun barrels spat fire almost at the same time, and the same Soviet-made casings scattered, but their reactions to the gunfire were completely different.
While Yeomyeong rolled on the floor to dodge the bullets, Vladimir blatantly took the hits while pulling the trigger.
Was it because his bullets were magic-based, and Yeomyeong’s were ordinary rounds? No, it was because of the fundamental difference in their regeneration abilities.
Vladimir’s regeneration was beyond common sense. Bullets were lodged in his calf, abdomen, and even the center of his chest, but black flesh covered the wounds and healed them rapidly.
It was as if the regeneration of a monster had been amplified multiple times over.
And regardless if he felt any pain or not, Vladimir scolded Yeomyeong, who was taking cover behind a table.
“Your shooting skills are that of a beginner. South Korea has a conscription system, doesn’t it? Oh, is your South Korean nationality fake, too? Or maybe you haven’t served your country?”
Instead of answering his nonsense, Yeomyeong cast the Ice Spike spell.
*Pssshhh–*Nearly twenty ice spikes were formed in the chaotic air of the restaurant and rained down on Vladimir.
These were not the small ice needles he had fired back at the grocery store but rather viciously large spikes.
However, Vladimir neither tried to dodge nor block the ice spikes. Instead, he spread his arms wide and faced them head-on.
The moment the ice spikes made contact with his body—
Crack—! The spikes instantly lost their shape and crumbled into ice dust, like dandelions caught in a strong wind.
An abnormal resistance to magic. Vladimir brushed the ice dust off his body nonchalantly and spoke.
“So, tell me, Cheon Yeomyeong. Do you still not understand why I’ve been feeding you all this important information?”
He swapped out his magazine and began approaching the table where Yeomyeong was hiding.
As the fallen table stood between them for a brief moment, only the sound of their breathing filled the silence.
Click. Vladimir aimed at the table and declared—
“Silencing you would be the simplest thing in the world for me.”

* * *
With those words, the gun barrel began spewing fire once again.
Rat-tat-tat! Along with the sharp gunfire, shell casings, and wood splinters flew all over the place.
The shooting was intense enough to not only turn the table but also the figure behind it into a sieve.
However, Yeomyeong’s figure was nowhere to be found amidst the remains of the table.
What’s going on? I definitely heard his breathing.
Just as confusion began to fill Vladimir’s mind, he detected a faint presence.
The presence of Yeomyeong was coming from…
Right above his head.
He hurriedly looked up, but there was nothing in sight.
However, precisely because he couldn’t see anything, he realized what trick Yeomyeong had employed.
“An Invisibility Cloak?! That daughter maniac Moryne really did give you all sorts of things!”
And he was right. Immediately after, the air split and Yeomyeong’s sword lunged out, slashing down at Vladimir’s shoulder.
Bone and flesh split apart like tofu, and blood gushed out.
In the brief moment it took for his left arm to hit the ground, Yeomyeong already redirected his sword and aimed for Vladimir’s neck. A fluid, continuous slash.
Vladimir reflexively raised his gun to block the sword.
Clang! Sparks flew as the gun’s body clashed with the sword.
Blocking a sword with a gun? Yeomyeong poured even more strength into his sword, intending to slice both the gun and its wielder apart.
But…
Clang!
However, far from breaking, the gun deflected the sword. And then gunfire followed.
Dodging the bullets, Yeomyeong retreated into the Invisibility Cloak, first examining Vladimir’s submachine gun.
The submachine gun, slightly bigger than an adult man’s forearm, had only a small scratch after deflecting his sword.
How on earth? The answer was surprisingly simple.
Mana metal.
It was not even some magic item or a sword, but he actually coated a gun with mana metal? Was this guy some kind of crazy rich lunatic?
While Yeomyeong pondered over this, Vladimir muttered something similar.
“A sword made entirely of mana metal? What kind of madman made something like that? Comrade Chelomey1 who developed the coating technology would be rolling in his grave!”
Whether it was admiration or sarcasm was unclear. And after confirming that Yeomyeong’s presence had vanished, he picked up his writhing left arm from the ground and pressed it against his shoulder.
Then, worm-like black flesh burst forth from his shoulder, reattaching the severed arm as if it were nothing.
And despite the grotesque sight, the effect was undeniable. By the time Yeomyeong, hidden beneath the Invisibility Cloak, blinked a few times, the arm had regenerated completely.
“What do you think? Are you impressed by this incredible regeneration speed?”
“…”
“If you’re also a superhuman, you must understand how extraordinary this regeneration ability is. However, even this is nothing compared to the extreme level of Dzhugashvili. So, how about it? Don’t you want to learn? It’s not too late; all you need to do is join us.”
“…If it’s so great, why don’t you learn it yourself?”
His sharp retort made Vladimir chuckle. He briefly looked around for Yeomyeong’s presence, then tore off his shirt without warning.
When Yeomyeong saw his bare skin, he couldn’t help but furrow his brows.
Vladimir’s upper body, exposed for all to see, was embedded with objects beyond his wildest imagination.
“Unfortunately, we’re already carrying something else.”
Metal fragments shaped like sickles and hammers (☭).
The metal pieces embedded from his chest to his abdomen leaked strong anti-magic fields and black tendrils of flesh.
Was it a magic item? Or was it perhaps an artificial Holy Relic?
Either way, it was certainly something the Soviet Union could have made in its prime.
“If you still wish to continue fighting even after seeing this, I’ll gladly oblige. And if I cut off your limbs, you’ll have no choice but to learn Dzhugashvili.”
His tone was so full of confidence that it bordered on arrogance, but Yeomyeong could understand that arrogance.
Stalin’s Pinecone, the mana metal-coated firearm, and the magic items emitting anti-magic fields and regeneration abilities.
Each of these things by themselves could overwhelm most superhumans.
But of course, Yeomyeong wasn’t just any superhuman, and understanding something didn’t necessarily mean agreeing with it.
The police will be here soon… there’s nothing more to see.
Having made his judgment, Yeomyeong took off his Invisibility Cloak and revealed himself. Holding his sword loosely, he spoke while facing Vladimir’s back.
“Do you still have more to blabber about?”
“No, now I just want to know more about you.”
Yeomyeong remained silent and simply stood facing him. Unlike the arrogance he had displayed so far, Vladimir raised his firearm in a short grip and spread his legs wide.
His upper and lower body were perfectly aligned for an immediate lunge, and his stance was primed for precise close-range shooting.
And it didn’t end there—black tendrils burst out from between the holy relics embedded in his body and seized the Stalin’s Pinecone at his waist.
The look in his eyes showed Killing Aura, confirming that he wasn’t joking when he spoke about severing Yeomyeong’s limbs.
This would have been a perfect combat stance if his opponent had been anyone other than Yeomyeong—or Dzhugashvili.
But his opponent was Yeomyeong, who would gladly use that Killing Aura at his disposal.
“Let’s end this.”
With those words, a red haze began to rise from Yeomyeong’s shoulders.
A typical Killing Aura of Dzhugashvili.
The haze, which filled the air like clouds, swallowed the Killing Aura from both people in the restaurant. The red-tinted Vladimir stared at Yeomyeong with a puzzled expression.
“…How?”
As he smiled in disbelief, Yeomyeong charged at him.
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	1. Vladimir Nikolayevich Chelomey was a Soviet engineer and designer in the missile program of the former Soviet Union.


   

  Chapter 225: All That Jazz (7)
* * *
Things have gone awry.
Vladimir thought as he pulled the trigger.
Despite the flying magic bullet piercing Yeomyeong’s leg, his speed didn’t decrease in the slightest.
With a terrifying body and infinite regenerative power, he didn’t blink even after being shot.
That was the distinctive characteristic of a Dzhugashvili who had reached their extreme. The model of a communist hero who burned himself eternally by converting Killing Aura into mana—
Boom!!!
And in the next moment, the sword and submachine gun collided. The amount of mana contained within the sword was terrifying. Was elixir flowing through his veins instead of blood?
Vladimir swung the trembling gun to try and shake off the sword while simultaneously using his tentacles to grab the Pinecone and throw it.
The Pinecone, which hadn’t been fully imbued with mana, lacked the explosive power, but it exploded quickly nonetheless.
Boom—! A fiery explosion erupted right in the midst of them, obscuring their line of sight.
Although Vladimir intended to use the explosion to create some distance, Yeomyeong dove straight into the flames.
Soon, the extreme senses granted by the artificial Holy Relics lost track of Yeomyeong. And what appeared to him were only golden eyes glinting through the flames and the flash of Sword Aura.
The next moment, Vladimir’s left shoulder lost all sensation.
Reacting a beat too late, the sword that already cut across his shoulder changed its angle and targeted his lower body.
As excruciating pain surged through his knees and thighs, he lost his balance and collapsed.
“W-what… is this…?”
Vladimir’s limbs were severed in an instant, and he could only mutter while Yeomyeong let his sword droop nonchalantly.
Dark red communist blood trickled down the pale yellow blade, reminiscent of mustard gas.
“Dzhugashvili and that swordsmanship… were you hiding your abilities?”
“Who knows. Perhaps it was you who couldn’t recognize your opponent’s skills properly.”
Vladimir burst into laughter. Regardless of what was so funny, blood continued to pour from his wounds matching the rhythm with his laughter.
“…But Dzhugashvili… How did you…?”
“Go and ask Stalin when you meet in the afterlife.”
As Yeomyeong raised his sword to strike Vladimir’s neck, Vladimir, looking awkward, rolled up his mustache and replied.
“That’s unlikely. His Excellency, the General Secretary, is still alive.”
Nonsense. Just as Yeomyeong was about to sever his neck, something erupted from Vladimir’s body.
Chwaaaack—!!
It was the sound of countless tentacles shooting out from beneath the artificial Holy Relics embedded in his upper body. The black tentacles spread out like a net, seemingly trying to grab hold of Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong rolled backwards, barely avoiding the tentacles, while Vladimir got to his feet.
Instead of his severed legs, tentacles like octopus limbs erupted from his wounds to support his body, and a new arm grew from the stump of his severed left arm. The grotesque claws were more like a monster’s arm than a human’s.
“Looks like you’ve been hiding your strength too.”
Yeomyeong sneered as Killing Aura leaked from Vladimir’s eyes and breath.
All of that Killing Aura fueled Dzhugashvili, but he didn’t care and spoke.
[I ask you. Comrade Cheon Yeomyeong, where did you learn Dzhugashvili? After the internal conflict, only three successors managed to survive.]
It was a deep and distorted voice, different from before. It sounded as if some grotesque being was forcing its way through a human’s vocal cords.
However, having heard even worse monster-like voices, Yeomyeong simply shrugged his shoulders and raised his sword.
“I picked it up by watching the other Dzhugashvili fight.”
[…]
“And it wasn’t that difficult.”
[Did your parents teach you to lie when talking to adults? You’re a rude comrade.]
Vladimir said as he swung his massive left hand. His movement, tearing through the air as he charged forward, was terrifying.
Yeomyeong took a short breath, then swung his sword upward. Clang-! Claw and blade clashed as a piercing metallic screech rang out.
Taking another breath between the clashes, he swatted the tentacles rising from below like a whip.
The wind pressure created by the strike blew away splinters of wood and shards of glass as dust swirled into the air.
The visibility between Yeomyeong and Vladimir became clouded, but neither monster stopped attacking. Instead, relying on their hearing, touch, and even mana, they continued to battle.
Glowing sword beams, sparks flying from the clash between claws and the blade, tentacles being severed endlessly.
As the battle grew fiercer, the artificial Holy Relics embedded in Vladimir’s upper body began to glow red, releasing mana.
[So, that’s why Moryne cherishes her daughter so much… She must’ve gotten quite a good return. Was the Saintess’ crotch that sweet?]
Despite it not being the time for taunts, Vladimir began to provoke Yeomyeong.
[Let me tell you something interesting. The Saintess you love is actually a mixed breed created by our experimental rat bastard without any sense of restraint.]
“…”
[Her hair comes from the northern archduke’s bloodline, and her special eyes are a trait from the southern warrior bloodline. The five gods are truly cruel, aren’t they? Not only did they steal our Soviet treasures, but they also appointed a mixed-breed rat as a Saintess!]
However, the provocation didn’t affect Yeomyeong in the slightest. Whether the Saintess was a mixed breed or not, what did it have to do with him?
In fact, Vladimir’s taunts only cause him to lose just enough focus for his tentacles to lose some of their precision, giving Yeomyeong an opportunity to prepare a different martial art.
With the brief opening, a red Killing Aura surged over Yeomyeong’s sword.
A red Sword Aura mixed with the True Intention of Surging Wave technique.
The Sword Aura pierced through the tentacle forest and struck Vladimir’s upper body, specifically impaling one of the metal pieces.
Kkgrk-! The Holy Relic’s mana tried to resist, but it was nothing when compared to the overwhelming Killing Aura.
[How dare you! The symbol of our homeland!]
Seeing his homeland’s symbol being split in half, Vladimir panicked and swung his tentacles, but having closed the distance already, Yeomyeong did not stop there.
Then, he swung his sword at the remaining symbols one by one.
Was it because his sword had been forged with the dwarves’ hatred? The sickle and hammer(☭)-shaped artificial Holy Relics were shattered easily.
[Ugh! Get lost!]
Vladimir detonated a Pinecone right in front of him, barely managing to create some distance, but only one Holy Relic remained on his body.
A golden sickle and hammer pulsing right over his heart.
[Unbelievable… Even though you learned Dzhugashvili, for such a young rookie who hasn’t even hit thirty…]
Though he spoke this way, Vladimir secretly extended his tentacles to grab the fallen submachine gun.
Click— The barrel aimed at Yeomyeong.
However, a spark erupted from Yeomyeong’s sword before he could even pull the trigger.
Sacrificing power for speed, he applied the Volcanic Tempest, inspired by the Pinecone.
BOOM!
Caught in the explosion, Vladimir lost his balance and staggered as Yeomyeong leaped right into the brief gap he had created.
The descending Sword Aura shredded Vladimir’s body, his remaining right arm, and even the tentacle mass that had replaced his legs.
And finally, Yeomyeong placed his foot on the collapsing Vladimir’s head.
Thud—!
As his body was pulled down by gravity and slammed into the ground, Yeomyeong’s foot naturally crushed Vladimir’s face.
Soaked in blood, Vladimir twitched and coughed up blood as he spoke.
[You have no… mercy… just like the General Secretary…]
Yeomyeong bent down and pulled out the last Holy Relic from Vladimir’s heart before responding.
“Then I must really be his successor.”
Vladimir smirked and mumbled something, but with his lungs and tongue failing from losing the Holy Relics, only one sentence came out.
[…Yeah, maybe you are.]
And so, the battle came to an end.
As the sound of police sirens echoed from beyond the shattered restaurant window, Yeomyeong gazed down at the dead communist with heavy eyes.
* * *
The deafening sirens came to a stop in front of the restaurant.
Having collected Vladimir’s corpse and equipment, Yeomyeong exited through the restaurant’s back kitchen door.
The first thing he did was look around for Seti, but she appeared from an unexpected place.
The second-floor window of the restaurant.
She had clearly been sitting on a bench earlier, yet now, she had leaped from the window and landed right in front of Yeomyeong.
“…Why did you come out of there?”
Yeomyeong asked while wiping his bloody nose, and Seti waved a small USB stick in response.
“Restaurant CCTV footage. Gotta take these too.”
“…Ah, right.”
He had only thought of grabbing Vladimir’s corpse and weapons; he hadn’t even considered that. As he belatedly nodded, Seti wrapped her arm around his waist.
“Let’s get out of here first.”
Get out? It’s not like we’re criminals… Wait, are we?
As Yeomyeong pondered over that thought, Seti used the Flying Kick technique to leap onto a nearby building.
Dangling beside her midair, Yeomyeong was briefly taken aback before she swiftly hopped across rooftops, landing right behind the supermarket parking lot they had first arrived at.
“Alright, first things first… We need a change of clothes. The cops will definitely come after us first if we walk around like this.”
As she pointed out, Yeomyeong’s clothes were in tatters from the battle.
Riddled with holes and soaked in blood, he looked like something straight out of a zombie movie.
“I could cover it with an illusion…”
However, he trailed off. Would a KGB agent in L.A. capable of seeing through the Blood Tears illusions really be the only one?
There was always the option of using the Invisibility Cloak, but Seti was adamant.
“Stay here. I’ll go buy some clothes from the store.”
“…Wouldn’t it be better to ask Neti for that?”
“Neti doesn’t know your size. Oh, does the Saintess know it, perhaps?”
“…”
“I’m kidding. Actually, it’s because I don’t have a phone to contact her.”
Seti gestured toward Yeomyeong’s pocket as she spoke.
When Yeomyeong checked his pocket, he found the cheap disposable phone Harry had given him shattered completely, as if caught in the explosion.
“So, I guess I really do need to buy the clothes for you, huh?”
“…”
“I’ll grab a new phone while I’m at it, so just wait here. And if someone comes, just use the Invisibility Cloak.”
“…Am I some lost child or something?”
Seti poked his cheek playfully before getting up and running toward the store.
As she disappeared into the distance, Yeomyeong watched her back quietly before taking off his tattered outerwear and laying it on the ground to sit.
For a moment, he let his mind wander—to the Blue Rat, the Saintess, communists, and the Soviet Union.
Then, as the police sirens beyond the parking lot grew louder, he turned his head toward the road—only to lock eyes with a man.
Beneath his short platinum-blond hair, the man dressed like a traveler was one of the most handsome man, no, the most good-looking person, Yeomyeong had ever seen.
More striking than celebrities like Siwoo, and even on par with Jeon Yunseong or the Saintess.
He seemed to be in his mid-thirties, caught somewhere between youth and middle age, but his exact age was unclear.
However, what stood out the most was the small Holy Relic in his hand—a white sun emblem, the Holy Relic of Ulthvatish, the White God.
Why, of all times, did he have to run into a man carrying a Holy Relic now?
As a strange sense of foreboding crept over Yeomyeong, the man began walking straight toward him.
Reaching Yeomyeong’s side, he glanced at the Holy Relic and Yeomyeong, tilting his head slightly.
Then, after a brief pause, he finally spoke up.
“Uh, excuse me, but may I ask you something?”
His deep and gentle voice was reminiscent of a preaching priest.
However, contrary to that soothing voice, his next question was very offensive.
“Are you… a commie?”
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* * *
Going back a little bit to when Yeomyeong was following Vladimir to the restaurant.
After leaving Wollard behind, the Saintess asked Neti, who was holding her phone.
“Still no contact?”
“Yes, the signal is going through, but they aren’t answering.”
The Saintess bit her lip. Her head was telling her everything would be fine, but for some reason, her heart felt heavy.
“Hey, don’t worry too much. My sister and brother-in-law are together, so what could possibly go wrong?”
However, even though she said that, Neti seemed to sense something was off, pressing the call button on her phone repeatedly.
However, seeing there was still no answer… true to her nature, the Saintess made a decision.
Two deep breaths, one prayer.
She closed her eyes and faced the future.
While she couldn’t see the future of Yeomyeong or Seti, who was with him clearly, she could see her own.
If something had happened to Seti or Yeomyeong, then her future self would undoubtedly be abnormal.
With that thought in mind, a single moment of the future appeared suddenly, as vivid as a photograph in her mind.
The location was a small attic surrounded by sparkling buildings.
From the familiar skyscraper, it didn’t seem to be in LA, but the real issue was the small bed in the attic.
It looked like it would be difficult for even one person to lie down on that narrow bed comfortably, and there, under the same blanket, sat the Saintess herself, gazing out at the city lights alongside a blurry figure.
Startled, the Saintess tried to focus on the blurry figure beside her. However, no matter how much she tried, all she was able to make out was a vague shadow.
…Could it be Yeomyeong?
It was an obvious question. After all, she couldn’t imagine a future where she would share a bed with anyone other than Yeomyeong.
Yet, this was the first time she had seen such a vivid future with Yeomyeong, so she glanced around the space to search for clues.
After a moment, her eyes caught sight of a piece of jewelry that had fallen to the floor under the bed.
On top of crossed swords and an axe, was a pendant with a bleeding heart engraved on it.
And upon seeing the familiar Holy Relic of Redox, the Saintess held her breath.
It was the very same relic she had given Yeomyeong back in Manchuria.
The moment her suspicions turned to certainty, she stomped her feet like Jomsun, the daughter of the supervisor of the tenant farm. Her shoulders trembled—and then, unable to contain herself any longer, she covered her mouth and cheered.
Hee-hee-hee- The Saintess barely managed to suppress the bubbling laughter from escaping her lips.
However, there was no time for this. She had to look more carefully. And just as she told herself that…
Drip.
The Foresight came to an end. Blood poured down her nose, disrupting her concentration.
“Unnie?!”
Startled by the sudden sight of blood, Neti reached into her pocket for some tissues, but the Saintess was desperately trying to recall the future she had just seen.
What city was that? It didn’t seem like LA, but the city lights felt strangely familiar. But the real question was the attic. Where was it?
…I need to see it again.
She had no ulterior motive. Yes, this was to prevent a future danger.
The one with an ulterior motive was Seti, who was secretly improving her technique (?) while the Saintess’ intentions were pure.
“Neti, can you stand guard for a moment?”
“Here?”
“Yeah, right here.”
Accepting the tissue from Neti, the Saintess plugged her nose, and focused on the future once again.
However, what she saw this time was not the attic she was hoping for, but a familiar scene of LA instead.
A brutal landscape was crowded with police cars, fire trucks, and even an armored vehicle from the special task force.
What the hell is this…
The Saintess was unable to hide her disappointment. But disappointment and analyzing her Foresight were two different matters, so she carefully navigated the moment she was seeing at the moment.
Shattered windows of vandalized shops, exposed asphalt on torn-up streets, and civilians fleeing in panic.
Was it a terrorist attack? Or a battle between superhumans?
Perhaps both. In a city where the Church of the Apocalypse and the KGB remnants roamed freely, nothing was really surprising anymore.
For instance, just yesterday, weren’t necromancers running nightclubs with ease?
As the Saintess pondered over that, she continued surveying the chaotic streets in her Foresight.
Then, she happened to glance up at the sky—and immediately furrowed her brows.
A blurry figure, a familiar platinum-haired man, and an unidentified Beastfolk were clinging to the side of a building, tearing the city apart.
…Oh, for heaven’s sake.
The Saintess instantly withdrew from her Foresight. And as she snapped back to reality, she turned to Neti, who was standing watch before her.
“…Neti.”
“Are you done?”
“Get the map out. Right now. We’re going to find Yeomyeong. ”
Neti blinked in surprise at the Saintess’ sudden shift in demeanor but pulled out a map obediently.
However, instead of accepting it, the Saintess walked over to a parked motorcycle.
And then, using her body-enhancement blessing, she tore off the lock, and blessed the bike itself to start the engine forcefully.
“Saintess…?”
While Neti was horrified by the sheer audacity of this polite (?) grand theft auto, the Saintess paid her no heed. She simply scribbled down a phone number and left a note at the spot where the bike had been:
[Contact me for compensation.]
“Get on.”
Sitting astride the bike, the Saintess gestured at Neti with her chin.
“…Y-yes, ma’am.”
Neti climbed onto the back seat of the motorcycle obediently. A motorcycle driven by the Saintess—so this was where she would make up for missing the chance to ride one in Gemini City.
She could feel a little thrill of excitement—until five seconds later, when she realized something was very wrong.
“Huh? W-wait, Saintess?!”
Brakes be damned, the Saintess accelerated so hard the wheels were practically lifted off the ground.
VRRRROOOOMMM—! The sound of Neti’s scream mixed with the roar of the engine as the two girls proceeded to commit egregious violations of LA traffic laws.
* * *
Are you a commie?
The absurd question barely left the man’s lips before a gust of wind, carrying a hint of bewilderment, swept between them.
And once the wind passed, Yeomyeong answered as politely as he could.
“…I’m not sure why you’re asking me that all of a sudden, but no.”
The moment he heard his answer, the man looked down at the Holy Relic in his hand. Something about it seemed to bother him, as his expression twisted slightly in confusion.
“Then, are you a communist?”
“…”
“It might sound a bit ridiculous, but could you please answer me? It’s important.”
A bit? Yeomyeong blinked, trying to mask his disbelief. He was not even McCarthy. What was the deal with this person?
And judging by the Holy Relic in his hands, he didn’t seem to be a government agent. Then was he a priest?
Either way, he was clearly someone irrelevant to Yeomyeong’s affairs. Shrugging, Yeomyeong answered.
“No. I’m Korean.”
The man examined the Holy Relic once more. He scratched his head looking slightly exasperated as if he still wasn’t satisfied.
“Everything you said is true…? This is strange.”
Meanwhile, police cars, fire trucks, and even armored vehicles from the special forces blared their sirens beyond the parking lot.
It seemed that everyone was heading toward the Russian restaurant where the battle had taken place, but some police officers had stopped to secure the perimeter.
Not wanting to attract the police’s attention and risk any misunderstandings, Yeomyeong dusted himself off and got to his feet. Then, he spoke to the handsome man, who was still deep in thought.
“Do you have any other questions?”
Perhaps he had no other question as the man fell silent. However, his sharp eyes scanned Yeomyeong up and down, as if gauging him.
Then, as soon as the police cars sped past them, he turned away without so much as a farewell.
Left alone, Yeomyeong watched the man’s retreating figure with an incredulous chuckle.
Who the hell was that?
He’d met his fair share of weird people before, but there was something off about that man, and even more so because his face seemed vaguely familiar.
Well, if fate willed it, their paths would cross again. Whether that would be as friend or foe remained to be seen.
Anyway, having organized his thoughts, Yeomyeong grabbed his coat and moved deeper into the parking lot, away from the road.
Then, after setting himself down again to wait for Seti, he stared at the entrance of the supermarket, organizing the things he had gained from the recent battle.
Techniques for applying Volcanic Tempest, a mana-metal-coated submachine gun, eighty-seven bullets imbued with some unknown magic, Vladimir’s corpse, and…
The Soviet artificial Holy Relic.
While he wasn’t sure if it would be useful or not, he still grabbed it while cleaning up.
And if he wanted to determine its value or potential use, he’d have to take it to an expert. The problem was that he didn’t have many trustworthy connections in that particular field.
Should he hand it over to the dwarves in Chicago? Or should he perhaps make a trip back to Incheon and show it to Mr. Jang Man?
Either way, since he was looking for someone to take care of other materials, it might be better for him to go to the dwarves who could turn Kahal Magdu’s heart into an elixir…
Just then, a smooth voice called out to him.
“Hey.”
A voice from behind—where he hadn’t even sensed the slightest presence. Yeomyeong furrowed his brows at the all-too-familiar sensation.
…The invisibility cloak.
Wasn’t that an incredibly rare item? Yet why did it feel like he was encountering them so often?
When Yeomyeong turned around, he saw a hand holding a Holy Relic poking out of thin air.
“I figured you wouldn’t be surprised. You’re used to invisibility cloaks, aren’t you?”
With that casual remark, the man tossed the cloak aside carelessly, letting it spread over the ground.
Was he seriously treating something that precious like that?
Regardless of Yeomyeong’s reaction, the man sat down beside him, flipping back his hair gleaming under the sunlight as if he were in a drama scene.
“A battle between superhumans broke out a few blocks from here. That’s why the cops are swarming all over the place.”
“…Is that so? That sounds serious.”
The man tilted the Holy Relic in his hand casually.
An intricate sun emblem was engraved on the Holy Relic , and its largest flame, like a compass needle, was pointing directly at Yeomyeong.
“Let’s be honest. This Holy Relic carries a blessing that can track heretical mana. And from the moment I arrived, it hasn’t stopped pointing at you.”
“…”
“So, how should I interpret that?”
“I think there’s some misunderstanding…”
Yeomyeong tried to explain, but the man cut him off immediately.
“You know Moryne, don’t you?”
“…The President of the Blue Rat.”
A soft glow emanated from the sun emblem on the Holy Relic.
“Truth.”
It seemed like that Holy Relic could even distinguish truth from lies. So that was the reason he left without a word earlier?
As Yeomyeong was piecing things together in his mind, the man continued with his interrogation.
“Are you involved in Moryne’s abduction?”
“…No.”
This time, the relic remained dark. A lie.
As the man’s expression turned icy, Yeomyeong quickly realized why the Holy Relic had judged his words to be false.
The reason for the KGB’s sudden move to dethrone Moryne was because he had defeated the Eastern Count Palatine.
No, but wasn’t that stretching it a bit too far?
But regardless of Yeomyeong’s thoughts, the man’s voice dropped to a lower, graver tone.
“Next question. Do you have ties to the Soviet Union?”
“Uh… I guess I’m somewhat connected, but… Look, I really have nothing to do with whatever it is you’re investigating. If you can just wait a little longer, my companion can explain everything.”
“…Companion?”
Seeing there was a chance that this could be resolved with words, Yeomyeong forced a smile and answered.
“The Saintess. She’s in this city right now, and I also have her contact information. If you could just lend me a phone, I can call her this instant—”
The man interrupted him again, this time with a voice colder than before.
“…My daughter has been missing for over a month.”
“…?”
“And you’re telling me she’s in this city right now? How do you know my daughter’s whereabouts?”
“…Daughter? Did you just say “your daughter”?”
“Yes. The Saintess is my daughter.”
Yeomyeong’s eyes opened wide. The legendary protagonist of a scandal that shook the world—the holy knight who renounced the Holy Sword for love—was standing right in front of him?
While that was itself shocking enough, the decisive factor was the mana blazing in the man’s palm.
The very same martial art used by the Death Knight when he was alive as a Holy Knight.
A distorted version of that power had once crushed Yeomyeong’s insides. So he couldn’t even begin to imagine how much stronger it would be in the hands of a real holy knight.
“Wait, hold on—”
Thinking that things were spiraling out of control rather quickly, Yeomyeong instinctively pulled out his sword from his inventory. And just as he was trying to figure out how to fend off the attack…
Vroooom!!
The sound of a motorcycle’s exhaust echoed from the far end of the parking lot.
And accompanying it were the loud shouts of the police yelling “Stop!” followed by the familiar scream of a girl, and then the chaotic voice of someone speaking in a frivolous tone.
“See! We’re not late!”
It was the voice of the Saintess.
“Ah, thank goodness…”
Feeling as though he found a savior, Yeomyeong turned around. But for some reason, the Saintess didn’t slow down the bike.
“…?”
After blinking for a brief moment, the Saintess slightly lifted the front wheel of the bike, then, along with Neti, jumped off the bike.
The bike, now without a rider, followed the laws of inertia and acceleration, speeding off in a straight line…
And crashed straight into the Saintess’ father.
Bam!!
It was a more perfect strike than back when she crashed another bike into Kahal Magdu in Manchuria.
Struck by the motorcycle, the Saintess’ father flew over the parking lot fence, and strangely, it seemed unreal.
Yeomyeong thought he might have seen a similar scene in an old sitcom about superhuman families that used to air on TV…
“What the…”
While Yeomyeong stared blankly in the direction the man had disappeared, the Saintess rushed over and grabbed his hand.
“Hurry! We need to get out of here! Before my dad comes back!”
“…Why are you talking like a runaway teenager?”
Actually, wasn’t she a runaway teenager?
Momentarily lost in that thought, Yeomyeong shook his head and brushed it off, then pushed the Saintess’ hand away.
“Regardless, are you crazy? What the hell are you doing to your parent?”
“It’s the world that’s crazy, not me! Anyway, if my dad catches us, things will get even more complicated, so we need to get out of here right now.”
“…”
Maybe he could have just left if he didn’t know who it was, but Yeomyeong couldn’t abandon the Saintess’ father. That was what the Foreman had ingrained in him his entire life.
So, he gave the Saintess, the unfilial daughter, a light smack on the forehead.

 
    

  Chapter 227: All That Jazz (9)
* * *
A breathable linen short-sleeve shirt, casual stretch jeans, and various everyday clothes.
With her shopping bags filled with men’s clothing, Seti was heading toward the cashier when she glanced sideways at the underwear section.
…Should she buy underwear, too?
It didn’t take long for her to make the decision. Her inner girl was too embarrassed to even lift her head.
Anyway, after sorting out her thoughts, Seti grabbed the most important item—a prepaid cell phone—and stood at the checkout counter.
The cashier gave her a strange look, likely because she was buying a pile of men’s clothes, but Seti didn’t care.
As soon as she finished her quick transaction, Seti headed to the parking lot where Yeomyeong was waiting.
And just as she stepped out, holding a cola from the vending machine as an apology for taking longer than expected, the first thing she saw was…
A platinum-blond man leaping over the supermarket parking lot’s fence.
With a sharp thud, he landed on the pavement. His clothes were dirty, and blood was trickling down his forehead. He looked like someone who had just been in a traffic accident.
What the hell was that?
Judging by how easily he had vaulted over a nearly three-meter-high fence, he was probably a superhuman, but Seti didn’t particularly care.
After all, wasn’t this LA home to Hollywood? Running into superhumans—who were practically celebrities—wasn’t all that unusual.
However… the man’s reaction to seeing Seti was strange.
“…Hong Seti?”
The moment he saw her, he flinched and came to a halt, his eyes widening in shock. His expression was a mix of surprise and bewilderment.
Seeing that look, Seti realized two things: first, the Blood Tears illusion on her face had disappeared, and second, whoever this man was, he was familiar enough with her face to recognize her even with sunglasses on.
Seti’s hand immediately moved to the gun holstered at her waist. If necessary, she was ready to shoot and retreat to where Yeomyeong was.
But the man didn’t attack, nor did he charge at her. He simply stood there, looking too stunned to speak.
A brief silence followed.
And then…
“…So, you are a real person? Not just her imaginary friend?”
That sentence carried a lot of meaning. In the next moment, Seti thought of the Blue Rat, the Saintess, and her father in turn.
…The Saintess’ father?
The protagonist of a scandal so infamous it was even made into a movie, a holy knight who had been confined in the Holy City with no one in the world knew his face —why was he here?
It seemed the Saintess’ father was wondering the same thing.
He looked back and forth between Seti and the other side of the parking lot, his expression contemplative, then let out a deep sigh.
“I see; I was mistaken. He’s not a commie, but the Dragon Liberator…”
“…”
The Dragon’s Liberator—that was the title Yeomyeong had earned in Manchuria.
Did the Saintess’ father just fight Yeomyeong? Were those wounds inflicted by him? As Seti’s thoughts grew more chaotic…
“Miss Hong Seti. I know this is rude, but could you pass along an apology?”
The Saintess’ father suddenly spoke to Seti, offering an apology.
“Attacking first without knowing the full circumstances was neither right as an adult nor as a holy knight. Tell him that I will offer a proper apology next time.”
“Wait, why don’t you just tell him your—”
Before Seti could finish her sentence, the man leaped back over the fence he had just crossed.
What the hell? What just happened?
The answer to that question came surprisingly quickly.
“Ah, seriously—wai— Ouch! No, hold on! If you get involved with my dad, you’re really…! Gonna be in huge trouble!?”
From across the parking lot, Yeomyeong was dragging the Saintess by her ear.
No further explanation was needed. Seti just rubbed her throbbing forehead.
* * *
The scandal of the century: a Soviet spy and a holy knight eloping in the name of love.
The current younger generation may not care much anymore, but it was a well-known story for the previous generation.
Not only had it been adapted into movies and TV dramas, but it had also inspired countless similar stories—what more needed to be said?
However, there was little known about one of the story’s key figures: the Saintess’ father.
Part of it was because he served as a guardian knight in the Holy City and did not engage in external activities. But the real reason was that the clergy strictly opposed making him known to the public.
Normally, secrecy like that would only fuel curiosity, but in his case, things were different.
Because he was the father of the Saintess.
Ordinary people, or those with religious inclinations, refrained from digging into his identity out of respect for the Saintess and the clergy.
And the cynical types who usually question such things? They took it a step further and doubted his very existence.
Some even argued that the grand love story was just a modern myth, fabricated to glorify the mixed-blood Saintess.
As a result, only a handful of nosy and daring journalists had ever attempted to uncover his identity, and not a single one had managed to scale the walls of the Holy City.
…Well, in any case.
Because so little was known about him, Yeomyeong had naturally assumed he would be just like the Saintess and her mother, a total lunat— a strange person.
Up until a moment ago, he had thought they were all the same breed of craziness.
“…Huh? He’s actually more normal than I expected…”
Hearing the apology Seti relayed, Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion.
It had been a surprisingly polite apology, and given the circumstances, the misunderstanding (?) was understandable. More than anything, the guy had just been hit with a motorcycle by his own daughter—how could Yeomyeong not feel a little bad?
However, whatever Yeomyeong was thinking, the Saintess just scoffed.
“…So he thinks saying sorry makes everything okay? And he didn’t even apologize in person.”
She had literally run her father over with a motorcycle to keep him from meeting Yeomyeong. Yet, for some reason, she was still pouting like something was unfair.
Despite knowing better than to get involved in other people’s family drama, Yeomyeong found this a bit much. He jabbed her lightly in the side.
“Ah, seriously! You guys just don’t get it! Once you know the truth, you’ll be thanking me!”
“…”
While Yeomyeong was at a loss for words, Neti cut in.
“…Is this truth of yours really so bad that it justifies running over your own father with a motorcycle?”
“Yes!”
It was a firm, unwavering answer. Just as Yeomyeong was suppressing the urge to flick her forehead, she continued.
“My dad is the Keeper of Holy Relics in the Holy City. That means he’s a Holy Knight responsible for protecting the Holy Relics of the Five Gods… and, well, he’s absolutely forbidden from leaving the city or taking any Holy Relics outside.”
“…”
“But! Not only did he run away without permission, but he also took a relic with him! If we get tangled up with him, we’re just asking for trouble. Do you get it? Yeomyeong, you almost got yourself an all-expenses-paid trip to the Holy City’s underground interrogation chambers.”
Everyone stared at the Saintess, dumbfounded. A brief silence followed, and then Seti spoke cautiously.
“…You’re just like him.”
“H-Huh?”
“You’re exactly the same. You also ran away without permission and used church property however you wanted. ”
“…”
At that moment, the Saintess froze, her raised finger still in midair. She clamped her mouth shut like a mute who had swallowed honey.
It was only when Yeomyeong took aim at her forehead for a flick that she protested.
“I-I’m fine! I haven’t been punished, and no pursuers are after me!”
“…Yeah, what an achievement.”
Flick! A crisp snap rang out as the Saintess’ head jerked backwards.
* * *
One hour later, at the Knight Order’s secret house provided by Sancho.
“You all returned sooner than expected. How did things go?”
As soon as the door opened, Corvus greeted them. Yeomyeong gave a nod.
“Yes, thanks to your concern, we managed.”
“For a mission that ‘managed,’ you all look quite different from when you left… What exactly happened?”
She glanced between Yeomyeong, who was wearing fresh clothes, and the Saintess, who had a noticeable bump on her forehead.
Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter smile, set his luggage down, and sank onto the sofa in the living room.
The explanations began only after Corvus fluffed her feathers and brought drinks from the kitchen.
Moryne, the Blue Rat, the KGB, and the Saintess’ father.
The mention of fighting a former KGB agent made the Saintess and Neti widen their eyes in shock. But Corvus was entirely surprised by something else.
“…Horua is in this city?”
“Horua?”
“The Saintess’ father.”
Yeomyeong shrugged.
“Yes, he seems to be looking for Moryne.”
“Hmm… the Keeper of Holy Relics leaving the Holy City… That’s unlike him.”
Corvus cast a glance at the Saintess, who pointed indignantly at Yeomyeong and then at the bump on her forehead.
A silent gesture that screamed, He hit me! Corvus sighed and summarized the situation.
“Well, with both his wife and daughter missing, what man could sit still?”
“…”
“But if he’s taken action, it’s best that we don’t get further involved. He’ll handle it.”
Yeomyeong didn’t bother asking whether the Saintess’ father was really that strong. Even if he hadn’t inherited the Holy Sword, the Vice Commander of the Holy Knights couldn’t possibly be weak.
In any case, after the conversation reached that point, Yeomyeong hesitated briefly before speaking in a serious tone.
“There’s something I haven’t mentioned yet….”
“What is it?”
“Have you ever heard of the so-called successor of Stalin?”
“…?”
Corvus tilted her head almost 90 degrees as if she had just heard the most absurd thing in existence.
Seti, who had been straightening her clothes, Neti, who had been sipping cola, and even the Saintess, who was healing the bump on her forehead, all showed similar reactions.
Taking a deep breath, Yeomyeong recounted his conversation with Vladimir.
The Dzhugashvili school sect, the Blood Tears illusion, and the divided communists.
The explanation was neither long nor short, and as soon as it ended, Corvus clacked her beak with a sharp snap.
“Coincidence…? No, at this point, I’d call it fate.”
“…”
“What do you want to do, apprentice? Why not take this chance to unite the communists and become the second Stalin? You even built ties with Demerond, didn’t you?”
The tone was far from serious—more like teasing. Yeomyeong waved his hand dismissively.
“Tch, if I were going to be anything, I’d be a religious person, not a commie.”
That was when Neti cut into the conversation.
“…For someone saying that, you sure have learned two commie martial arts already. Not to mention, you were taught by the Commie Elf Leader. You’re basically a super-commie at this point.”
It was a fair argument. Even the Saintess, who had been keeping quiet about the topic, let out a chuckle at the accuracy.
“And you’re close with the commie princess, too… You might as well join the revolution—ˆ!”
Seti, who had had enough, smacked Neti on the back. Neti clammed up immediately, tears welling in her eyes.
Yeomyeong chuckled at the sight but couldn’t come up with a rebuttal. Honestly, they weren’t exactly wrong.
But even if he wanted to become a commie, it would be impossible.
The dwarves who despised Stalin were his allies, and both the Eastern Count Palatine and the KGB were tangled in an ill-fated relationship with him.
The ill-fated relationship would turn into rage, rage into hatred, and hatred into bloodshed.
Yeomyeong felt a near certainty that, sooner or later, he would have to settle things with the commies once and for all. He leaned back into the couch.
Perhaps due to its softness, the exhaustion from the past few days of constant battle crept up his spine. In the depths of that fatigue, he thought—
…Fortunately, at least there was still time before Superhuman Olympia was held. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have had the time to build up the power he needed to take revenge on the Korean government.
Just as that thought crossed his mind, Yeomyeong nearly drifted into sleep, only to snap back to alertness due to a strange sensation in his back pocket.
He reached in and pulled out a small metal piece shaped like a hammer and sickle (☭), then spoke.
“…Come to think of it, I found this on the body of a KGB agent during the fight. Corvus, do you know what this is?”
Corvus frowned slightly at the sight of the metal piece.
“This is… a Soviet artificial Holy Relic.”
Unlike magic items, which function using external mana, the Holy Relic emitted its own mana.
Though he had somewhat expected it, hearing that it was truly an artificial Holy Relic made Yeomyeong furrow his brows.
“…So Holy Relics can be artificially created?”
“Like most things from the Cold War era, I don’t know the exact method of manufacture. I just know they exist.”
“…”
“But seeing one in person… It’s exactly the kind of thing you’d expect from those who call religion ‘the opium of the people.’ To make something so unnatural without even twisted mana…”
“Wait! Let me see it.”
The Saintess suddenly held out her hand. Without hesitation, Yeomyeong passed the Holy Relic to her.
She turned it over in her hands, inspecting it from every angle, then tilted her head in confusion.
“This… turned into just a metal piece when I touched it.”
“…?”
“The mana stopped flowing.”
Yeomyeong tilted his head upon hearing that upon hearing that. But when he took the Holy Relic back into his hands, it immediately began emitting mana again.
“…What the hell?”
He passed it to Neti, then to Seti, and finally to Corvus. Each time, the moment they touched it, the Holy Relic ceased its mana flow and became nothing more than a metal piece.
“It seems like this only works for commies.”
Neti’s comment was meant as a joke, but Yeomyeong couldn’t laugh it off. Neither could the Saintess.
“How was it used? That KGB old man—Vladimir, or whatever—he didn’t seem the type to pray to it. What did he do?”
“He embedded it in his skin. The Holy Relic in his body grew tentacles for attacking and regenerating… Something like that.”
“…Tentacles?”
Neti, who had been listening quietly, made a disgusted face—then, as if something clicked, she hesitated before adding a comment.
“Then… does it mean if you implant this holy relic, you can also use tentacles— Ouch!”
Once again, Seti slapped her back. The slap was so hard that the sound echoed throughout the living room.
“Hmm, Yeomyeong’s tentacles, huh…”
Ignoring the Saintess, who was muttering seriously, Yeomyeong looked down at the artificial holy relic. Should he leave it to an expert?
After a moment of hesitation, Yeomyeong, just in case, lightly infused the Holy Relic with mana.
And the next moment…
[New user detected. Confirming mana.]
An unidentified voice tickled his ears.
Startled, Yeomyeong looked around, but no one reacted. It seemed only he could hear the voice.
[Type: Dzhugashvili. Minimum user authority. Sorry, comrade. You cannot use this item.]
“…”
Yeomyeong stared blankly at the Holy Relic. Sensing something was off, Seti asked.
“What’s wrong?”
“I infused it with mana, and suddenly… it started talking to me.”
“…What? What did it say?”
Yeomyeong immediately explained the conversation he had just heard. After listening, the Saintess blurted out her thoughts.
“If you raise your rank, can you use tentacles?”
“…”
“…Do you have to make that face? I’m joking.”
Neti grumbled about why Seti didn’t slap the Saintess’ back. Ignoring her, Seti alternated her gaze between the Holy Relic and Yeomyeong.
After a while, she came up with an idea.
“Let’s try using the Royal Seal.”
“…The Royal Seal?”
“There’s some kind of magic lock on it, right? The Golden Seal should be able to unlock it, shouldn’t it?”
“Hmm…”
Since there was nothing to lose, Yeomyeong obediently took out the Golden Seal from his inventory.
As he activated the Seal’s magic on the Holy Relic…
Flash.
Following the brief light, the voice from the Holy Relic echoed loudly throughout the living room.
[Praise our free homeland! The glory of the people is an unshakable fortress! The flag of the Soviets! The flag of the people will lead us from victory to victory!]

A voice completely different from the stiff one earlier, this one was almost like singing.
Only Corvus among the group realized what the Holy Relic was saying and flapped her wings.
“The Soviet anthem… It’s singing the national anthem of the Soviet Union.”
It was not even a hymn, so why was it singing the national anthem? As Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion…
The mana inside his body was drained, and the Holy Relic floated into the air.
Like a ship cutting through waves, the Holy Relic split the space it passed through in half.
Whoosh—!
The split space, emitting a red light… was a Dimensional Portal.
The same red Dimensional Portal that the Eastern Count Palatine had used to escape in Dreitherial.
However, unlike the red Dimensional Portal that allowed the Eastern Count Palatine and thousands of Rat Beastfolk to escape, the Dimensional Portal created by the Holy Relic was incomplete.
At most, it was only large enough to fit a face.
Yeomyeong realized why the portal wasn’t growing any larger. It was because the Holy Relic didn’t have enough of his mana to absorb.
- *Blegh*.
Yeomyeong, who had nearly all his mana drained by the Holy Relic, knelt down from the sudden mana depletion.
“Huh? Yeomyeong? Why suddenly like this?!”
The Saintess and the others approached him in surprise, and the moment Yeomyeong’s consciousness began to fade, he made eye contact with the being beyond the Dimensional Portal.
A man sitting in a huge office, idly fiddling with a dice.
He was the man with a distinctive beard and a pockmarked face—someone who had been seen countless times in textbooks and documentaries.
The one who made the Soviet Union the strongest nation and brought about its collapse upon disappearing.
The arch-enemy of the dwarves, the master of Dzhugashvili, the general secretary at the peak of all communists…
Joseph Stalin.
[Tsk, how could you use such tricks… That could have been a big problem. I’ll close the door, so next time, don’t recklessly try to defy fate. Got it?]
With his voice, which sounded like the Foreman gently scolding, Yeomyeong lost consciousness.

 
    

  Chapter 228: Interlude - A Brief Dream, The Last Dream
* * *
Yeomyeong found himself on a hard floor upon waking up.
He didn’t know for how long he had been asleep, but his head felt heavy, and his vision blurry.
As he rubbed his eyes and got to his feet, the familiar stench of household waste stung his nose.
As he regained his senses and looked around, he was greeted by an alleyway filled with stains, dust, and trash.
This place was familiar to him. How could he ever forget it? The back alley of Incheon’s entertainment district, which he cleaned every day.
…Is this a dream?
Maybe it was because he had seen Stalin before he lost consciousness, or maybe he had just grown used to dreams like this. However, he didn’t feel any particular emotion.
Dusting himself off without much thought, Yeomyeong walked out of the alley.
The sight of karaoke bars, clubs, and pubs lined up along the street of the entertainment district of Incheon was exactly as he remembered.
Of course, there were no neon signs or crowds of people.
Was it because it was a dream? No, it was simply because Yeomyeong was more familiar with this scenery.
In the dawn air, when the entertainment district slept, and the rest of the city began to wake…
The passion that once heated up the night, the alcohol glasses mixed with dreams and regrets—was nothing more than trash by this time, laid bare beneath the dew. This was the time for janitors.
Well, to be honest, it was simply because cleaning during hours when the citizens could see them meant dealing with vicious complaints and unnecessary quarrels.
Having thought this far, Yeomyeong let out a bitter laugh and walked away from the entertainment district toward a familiar place.
And perhaps because this dream was more detailed than expected, it wasn’t hard for him to arrive at the billiard hall he used to visit with his older friends.
The billiard hall at dawn, with no owner and no customers.
Yeomyeong simply stared at the empty hall for a moment before setting up the balls on the table and grabbing a cue stick for no particular reason.
And as he bent over the table and aimed at the ball—
“Are you playing alone?”
A familiar voice stopped him. Still in position, Yeomyeong turned his head slightly and looked at the girl stepping inside through the billiard hall door.
“…Miridith.”
“You should call me Soe Miri.”
“I’ve already told you before—where in the world does the surname ‘Soe’ exist?”
“If you could use the name ‘Dung Beetle,’ why can’t I?”
“…”
Unable to think of a retort, Yeomyeong straightened his posture. Soe Miri chuckled, grabbed a cue stick from the wall, and stood across from him.
With the billiard table between them, Yeomyeong spoke.
“Three-ball? Four-ball?”
While he spoke about the billiard game types, Soe Miri rubbed chalk on the tip of her cue and answered.
“I only know how to play pocket ball.”
“…Then I’ll have to reset the table.”
Unlike three-ball and four-ball, pocket ball was a game that required a different number of balls in play from the start.
So without another word, Yeomyeong gathered the balls in his arms and rearranged them on the table carefully. And as he worked, Soe Miri leaned against the table, watching him before finally asking.
“We were supposed to meet properly in your dream today. So, why did you fall asleep so early?”
“…I didn’t fall asleep. I passed out.”
Yeomyeong replied as he neatly placed all fifteen billiard balls into the triangular rack. Soe Miri tilted her head in curiosity.
“You fainted? What happened?”
“A Soviet artificial Holy Relic drained all my mana.”
An artificial Holy Relic? Before Soe Miri could ask more questions, Yeomyeong, having finished setting up, interrupted her.
“You take the break shot.”
“…Huh?”
Soe Miri’s eyes narrowed at his suggestion to go first. The break shot was usually yielded to the weaker player.
“Wow, aren’t you underestimating me a bit too much?”
“This is not even a betting game, so what’s there to underestimate?”
“Then do you want to go first?”
“No, I don’t want to.”
“…”
Soe Miri gave Yeomyeong a look of disbelief but took the first shot obediently.
She aimed the cue, bent her waist, and pulled her hips back, a textbook stance.
Crack! Watching the balls scatter with the perfect break shot, Yeomyeong spoke.
“Soe Miri, are you… a fake created by my subconscious? Or are you the real Soe Miri?”
“Which one would you prefer it to be?”
“If I could choose, I’d prefer if you were a fake.”
“Why? Because I’m better than you thought? Or… because you beat me until I bled?”
“…”
A brief silence ensued.
Soe Miri chuckled softly and took her next shot. Crack! The 3-ball rolled into the side pocket smoothly, and Yeomyeong’s brow furrowed slightly.
…She was definitely not a beginner.
As he crossed his arms while thinking so, Soe Miri continued speaking while aiming for the next ball.
“As you probably know already, elves have the ability to connect their dreams through the World Tree. Back then, my dream connected to a human for the first time in my life.”
“…How?”
“Simply put, the World Tree’s crystal chose you, right? That means the Soe Miri you beat up was the real me.”
“…”
As a short sigh escaped his lips, the memory of that time flashed through Yeomyeong’s mind—the moment when he beat up the Killing Aura disguised as Soe Miri, finding enlightenment between vengeance and cold rationality.
However, it turned out that it wasn’t just a disguise, but Soe Miri herself, encroached by Killing Aura.
Recalling that time briefly, Yeomyeong proposed a hypothesis as to why and how Soe Miri was possessed by the Killing Aura.
“Were you devoured by my Killing Aura? Or… like the World Tree’s crystal, did you see my memories?”
Soe Miri nodded twice and took her next shot. It meant the latter. Watching the 9-ball roll into the side pocket, Yeomyeong asked again.
“How much did you see?”
Did she find out about Mignium? However, contrary to his worries, Soe Miri answered lightly.
“I saw most of your memories from your time as a janitor, enough to sympathize with your desire for revenge.”
“…”
“And as for the rest… I couldn’t really see much. Too much was obscured… especially your memories from before you became a janitor. They were completely hidden by the shadows.”
Hearing this explanation, Yeomyeong’s thoughts became even more tangled. And in the brief silence, Soe Miri continued to shoot.
Crack, crack, crack! Her pool skills were better than he expected.
Fortunately for him, they weren’t playing a betting game. Just as Yeomyeong had that thought, she asked again.
“Are you upset? That I peeked into your memories without permission?”
Yeomyeong simply shrugged. Since she hadn’t seen any of his memories related to Mignium, there wasn’t much to worry about.
“Well… what’s done is done. I can’t really beat you up again.”
“…”
“Besides, I’m used to people peeking on me secretly.”
“…Huh?”
Perhaps Yeomyeong’s answer was somewhat unexpected, as her cue stick wavered.
Soe Miri alternated her gaze between the aimlessly wandering pool ball on the table and Yeomyeong, before setting down her cue and spoke.
“…You’re used to it? What does that mean?”
“That’s a man’s secret.”
“…”
Yeomyeong brushed off the question lightly. It was better for her not to know about Mignium or the Saintess’ Foresight.
And as if to make up for it—though it wasn’t exactly compensation—Crack! He could finally show off his pool skills. The skills he had honed during his time with his janitor brothers were no less impressive than Soe Miri’s.
The 4-ball, the 5-ball, the 11-ball…
Yeomyeong sank ball after ball with a flawless stance, leaving only the 8-ball, and then turned to Soe Miri.
“So, did you manipulate my dream just to discuss this?”
“…Manipulate your dream?”
“You didn’t?”
“Of course not. I wish I had that ability, but… unfortunately, I am only able to connect dreams.”
Before Yeomyeong could ask what this dream was, Soe Miri explained first.
“Last time, and even this time… I am only able to reveal myself like this when you enter your subconscious on your own. Simply put, I can only meet you in a state of trance.”
“…A trance? But I haven’t reached any major realizations lately.”
Even when he had learned the method of replacing True Intention from Demerond, or when he mastered Volcanic Tempest, Yeomyeong hadn’t fallen into a trance.
Both techniques weren’t something Yeomyeong could master easily, even with all his talent.
He was still unable to grasp how to summarize his life in a single line, and he could only scratch the surface of the True Intention behind Volcanic Tempest.
However, Soe Miri shook her head.
“No. I’m not talking about martial arts this time. Your magic talent, that is—”
However, at that very moment, the entire billiard hall turned dark. Yeomyeong realized something massive was blocking the window, and as he set down his cue, a familiar voice echoed loudly throughout the billiard hall.
-Your preamble is too long, pointy-ears.
The owner of the voice swung its forelimb toward the billiard hall building.
Crash! The concrete wall shattered as if hit by a cannonball as dust and debris flew everywhere.
Since this was a dream, Yeomyeong wasn’t hurt, but the pool table, with only the last shot remaining, was flipped over.
“…”
And that felt a bit disappointing. After staring at the overturned pool table briefly, Yeomyeong looked up at the collapsed ceiling.
There, staring down at him and Soe Miri, was a giant dragon. A white dragon with pearl-like scales shimmering brightly—a creature he had never seen before.
However, Yeomyeong immediately recognized who the dragon was.
After all, there couldn’t possibly be another dragon with that arrogant gaze and crown-like horns in the world.
“…Kahal Magdu.”
* * *
Perhaps it was because he had already seen Mara trapped in his subconscious, Yeomyeong wasn’t particularly flustered despite the unexpected encounter.
“You look better with your scales. It seems you were quite shiny back when you were alive, huh?”
In fact, he even felt relaxed enough to crack a joke. Kahal Magdu snorted at Yeomyeong’s remark.
- Mocking the dead, are you? Now I see that you have the talent to become a fine necromancer.
“…What?”
- *Let me repeat it, enough with the time wasting here. I can’t stand to watch your petty mating preparations any longer.*
“…”
With that, the white dragon, Kahal Magdu, swung its tail at the billiard hall as if telling him to get out.
Crash!
As the entire building shook, Yeomyeong turned to Soe Miri with an expression asking if it was okay to just leave like this.
She waved her hand dismissively, urging him to go ahead.
“It’s fine. I wasn’t the first waiting in line first, but that dragon. Oh, and the next time we meet, let’s play a betting game of pool.”
“Betting pool?”
“The loser tells the winner a secret. Sounds good, right?”
Yeomyeong tilted his head.
“But I don’t really have anything I’m curious about, though…?”
“…Do you even know how precious a woman’s secrets are? Whatever, just go already.”
Seeing Soe Miri pout, Yeomyeong chuckled before jumping out of the collapsed billiard hall wall. Maybe because it was a dream, there was a lack of tension.
However, the sight of Kahal Magdu staring down at him from above was enough to make him feel tense up despite the lack of urgency.
The shimmering white scales, the massive body blocking the light of the dawn, and the wings covered by a silky, glowing membrane.
Compared to when it was just a skeleton, it was literally as beautiful as a statue. Perhaps it was worshipped for its appearance alone when it was alive?
- *No, I was hunted.*
Having his thoughts read, Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow, as Kahal Magdu added.
- It’s obvious what humans think whenever they see me. Especially Earthians.
Leaving Yeomyeong, who had nothing to say, Kahal Magdu began crossing the Incheon entertainment district on all fours.
The buildings in his dream crumbled and collapsed under its massive body, but it didn’t care—in fact, it even seemed to enjoy it a little—as it continued to move forward.
How long had they walked for? By the time they left the city center and stepped onto the highway, Kahal Magdu finally spoke.
- Have you consumed my heart yet?
Yeomyeong shook his head.
Of course, there was a reason he hadn’t consumed the dragon’s heart.
He had consumed the World Tree crystal back in Dreitherial.
Elixirs naturally took time to digest, and the mana from the crystal he had eaten back then was still scattered throughout his body, undigested.
And if he consumed the dragon’s heart as well, raw no less, when he was yet to even fully digested the remaining World Tree crystal?
That would be no different from force-feeding himself. And his body definitely wouldn’t be able to handle it.
Whether or not it knew this, Kahal Magdu continued.
- If it’s hard to eat, you can also turn it into a magic item. There are countless ways to utilize a dragon’s heart. A staff, a wand, jewelry… Though, eating it and creating a second heart would be the best option. That way, both your heart and stomach would be able to emit mana.
Hearing its cold words, making it hard to believe that it was talking about its own heart, Yeomyeong felt a bit unnerved.
Were all necromancers like this?
However, Regardless of Yeomyeong’s thoughts, Kahal Magdu continued walking and spoke.
- *Now, let's get to the main point. Cheon Yeomyeong, what is it that you are so afraid of?*
“…”
What kind of nonsense was it spouting about now? Yeomyeong’s eyebrows furrowed at the sudden and random question.
- *You are averting your eyes because you fear your own realization.*
“Both Soe Miri and you… What exactly is it that I have realized?”
- Black Magic that uses twisted mana and necromancy to control the dead.
A direct answer. Kahal Magdu gazed straight at Yeomyeong with reptilian slit pupils.
- From the moment you used corpse explosion back in Dreitherial, you became aware of twisted mana. And when you fought the key vassals of the King of the Undead on the train, you physically mastered that realization.
“…”
- *You are just trying to avoid it desperately. If you just put your mind to it, you could dominate the twisted aspect of mana at will.*
Yeomyeong stopped walking and looked up at the dragon. The dragon’s black eyes, gleaming like polished obsidian, met his golden pupils.
“Do you even know what will happen to me if I use twisted mana?”
- *Your muscles will tear, and your blood vessels will burst as they clash with the World Tree’s mana.*
“So you know this, and yet—”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to raise his voice, Kahal Magdu cut him off.
- *So what?*
“…”
- *If you use Dzhugashvili, your body can regenerate without issue as long as your head doesn’t explode. And the moment you cast that spell, all your excuses became meaningless.*
Yeomyeong couldn’t think of a rebuttal. A smile spread across the dragon’s maw.
- *What?* *Are you afraid of crossing the line? But you have already crossed it.*
With that, Kahal Magdu turned its head. Its gaze landed on a place… the location where Yeomyeong had committed his first murder, the corpse warehouse.
“…So, you’ve peered into my memories too.”
- *Do you think I am as foolish as Mara? I am a dragon. Peering into a human’s dreams is nothing to me.*
“…”
- Cheon Yeomyeong, let me give you a piece of advice. Do not taint your revenge with the name of morality.
Hearing that advice from a dragon who had slaughtered countless people and treated death like a mere toy, Yeomyeong flared up again.
“What? Are you telling me to become a monster like you?”
Kahal Magdu shook its head.
- Me? A monster? Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, why am I a monster? Is it because I played with the dead? Or because I massacred you Earthians?
As it spoke, the dragon straightened its back. The morning light climbing over the ridge flowed down its upright body.
- *If such trivial things make me a monster, then fine. Call me a monster. But never did I feel any guilt. Every life I have taken was equally worthless.*
A glint, close to madness, gathered in the dragon’s gleaming eyes.
- And if I am a monster, then so are you. Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, do not deny it, do not refute it. You are the same as me. The Rat Beastfolk you killed in Dreitherial—what value did their lives have? Also, what about the pig-headed Koreans?
“…”
- *Value and morality are entirely subjective and relative. Between the dragon egg stolen by the Americans and the life of the Foreman who raised you, which one holds greater value? I would choose the former; you would choose the latter. But is there any inherent superiority between the two?*
Confronted with such sophistry, Yeomyeong frowned in disbelief.
“…What kind of bullshit sophistry is this?”
- Sophistry? No, this is conviction. A conviction for revenge.
The dragon tilted its head to meet Yeomyeong’s gaze. The two avengers, now close enough to hear each other’s breaths, locked eyes.
- *You have resentment but no conviction. The absence of conviction leads to the absence of resolve, and the absence of resolve leads to loss.*
“…”
- And at the end of loss, there is always regret and pain. Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, when will you come to regret it? After losing that wench, Seti? Or after losing the Saintess and the pointy-ears princess?
Yeomyeong glared at the dragon the moment it mentioned Seti’s name. And as if anticipating that reaction, the dragon simply smiled.
- *I failed, but I do not regret it. Will you be able to say the same?*
“…”
Yeomyeong suppressed the emotions surging up to his head. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, clenched his fists tightly, and then opened them once more.
“…If I were going to regret it, I wouldn’t have started in the first place. And I won’t fail. So… cut the talk about conviction or whatever. Loser.”
- *Khuhuhu, yes, that’s right. I lost to you.*
Was it satisfaction with Yeomyeong’s response? Or was it just provocation? Kahal Magdu chuckled and lifted its head once more.
The dawn in the dream was now at its back, casting a long shadow over Yeomyeong.
- But even a loser has their own sense of dignity. Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, I will not beg you for mercy and freedom like that fool Mara. Instead…
“…Instead?”
- I’ll propose a deal.
This audacious giant lizard. Yeomyeong crossed his arms as if telling it to go on.
- *First, I will teach you how to consume my heart and turn your stomach into a second heart. And then…*
The dragon swung its hand through the air mid-sentence.
Following the elegant gesture, reminiscent of a conductor’s, twisted mana etched itself into the air, and behind it, a pale blue flame cascaded down.
Yeomyeong realized that this was the magic that had formed Kahal Magdu’s body—and at the same time, it was an immensely complex spell that only a dragon could create.
This bastard… could it be…?
- *I will give you the magic that can resurrect my bones.*
“…”
- It will consume a great deal of mana, but a skeletal dragon is always useful. Personally, I recommend killing Orsay Tabul and commanding two skeletal dragons.
“…You crazy bastard.”
As Yeomyeong made a genuinely disgusted expression, Kahal Magdu burst into laughter. The creature no longer laughed like a dragon but almost like a human.
- *A corpse is an excellent resource. Especially a dragon’s corpse. Why should mine be any different?*
“…”
- *Anyway… Earthian Cheon Yeomyeong, will you accept the deal?*
Kahal Magdu extended its hand, where the blue ghostly fire flickered. Yeomyeong stared at the massive hand, much larger than his own body, before sighing and asking.
“…What do you want in exchange?”
- *Death.*
“…”
- *As I already said, I do not regret anything. In this meaningless life, my final battle with you was the perfect ending. What remains here is nothing but a redundant epilogue…*
Kahal Magdu’s voice trailed off, its gaze turning distant.
- *…Now, send me to the daughter I never got to meet.*
Yeomyeong closed his mouth for a moment, then slowly placed his hand on the dragon’s claw.
As the eerie blue flames traveled up the dragon’s claw and into Yeomyeong, the dragon exhaled a breath of fire.
Fwoosh! The ghostly flames and the dragon’s breath mixed, enveloping Yeomyeong. At that moment, contact information and an extensive incantation were engraved into his mind.
Tuskegee’s Ghost Fire.

A flame that resurrects the dead and burns the living. It was a spell that served as a bridge over the twisted line Yeomyeong had never dared to cross.
- *With this, our deal is complete. Cheon Yeomyeong, now grant me death*.
Yeomyeong willingly did so. Just as he had done for Mara, he opened the door of the dream’s cage.
Soon, the dragon’s soul, granted its freedom, began to fade beneath the dawn light.
As sunlight poured over the dragon’s body, holes formed throughout, and light seeped into them. It was as if the sun itself was pulling it into the sky.
By the time the dawn in the dream had become morning, Kahal Magdu spoke one last time.
- *Beware of America*…
Yeomyeong couldn’t ask what he meant. His consciousness was already waking from the dream.
As Kahal Magdu was released, and the dream’s sun shone upon Yeomyeong’s head, he awakened from the dream.

 
    

  Chapter 229: All That Jazz (10)
* * *
Yeomyeong opened his eyes. Whether it was because of the dream, his mind was remarkably clear.
Looking around, everything was covered in darkness, indicating it was night, and the softness of his back told him he was in bed.
As Yeomyeong tried to get up from the bed, he realized someone was leaning against the bed’s railing, and he stopped.
Who could it be? Narrowing his eyes, he peered into the darkness and saw white hair and a well-built upper body.
The Saintess, who must have been very tired, was even snoring.
The Blood Tears illusion that had covered her face had faded, and for the first time, Yeomyeong was able to see her eyes.
…Her eyelashes are also white.
If he woke her now, he could see the eyes she tried to hide, but… Yeomyeong quietly got up and covered her with a blanket.
After opening the door and leaving, a crow that had been hanging from the hallway railing turned her head toward him.
“Did you sleep well? How is your body feeling?”
Yeomyeong answered while stretching slightly.
“I think I slept well for the first time in a while.”
“The Saintess must have had a hard time.”
“Had a hard time?”
“The healing blessing. She cried and made a big fuss when she saw you faint in front of her.”
Corvus glanced over at the door. Yeomyeong gave a wry smile and closed the door.
“I’ll have to thank her when she wakes up.”
Yeomyeong said that and started walking down the stairs, his throat dry, so he was planning to get something to drink.
Corvus followed him and spoke.
“My dear apprentice seems truly innocent.”
“Innocent…?”
Innocent? That was probably the word that least suited him in the world. Corvus nodded, then added.
“There’s the unguarded Saintess right in front of you, and yet, you just covered her with a blanket and left. If that’s not innocent, then who can be called innocent?”
“…”
It was a joke, but it still hit a nerve. Yeomyeong responded with a slight smile.
“Corvus… Actually, I used to be a janitor in the back alleys.”
A janitor? Corvus, who only knew Yeomyeong as a mercenary from Manchuria, turned her head almost 90 degrees.
“…With that face?”
“…”
Surprised by the unexpected reaction, Yeomyeong cleared his throat and continued with what he was originally saying.
“I was the youngest in a janitor team and cleaned the back alleys for over ten years. I also cleaned the entertainment districts often. Innocent? Not really.”
It meant he knew everything there was to know. No, it was more than that.
He had cleaned the back alleys where sweaty men worked, so he knew more filthy(?) stories than most men.
Corvus snapped her beak and said.
“So, was the flirting game up until now calculated? To make the Saintess anxious first? Haha, Apprentice, I didn’t expect this. You exceeded imagination.”
“…”
Did it end up that way? Feeling like he had gotten nothing out of it, Yeomyeong went silent, and Corvus continued to tease him.
Anyway, when they arrived at the kitchen, Yeomyeong opened the fridge, took out a cola, and continued chatting with Corvus.
As the cola dwindled, the night deepened, and by the time Neti, who had been sleeping on the living room sofa, slowly opened her eyes…
Corvus suddenly fell silent.
“…Corvus?”
Sensing something was off, Yeomyeong barely had time to call her name before Corvus turned to glare outside the window.
“Someone is approaching this place.”
That meant someone had triggered the magic circle she had set up overnight. Yeomyeong slowly got up from his seat.
“Where are they?”
“About 150 meters from the house. They’re carrying a magic item and heading this way.”
Yeomyeong immediately walked to the living room window and peeked outside. Sure enough, in the distance, someone in shabby clothing was glancing around nervously.
“…Should I take care of them before they get here?”
Corvus shook her head.
“It doesn’t seem like they’ve pinpointed our location yet. It could be a decoy, so wait and see if they pass by.”
Yeomyeong nodded and retrieved his sword from his inventory. If things went south, he planned to jump out the window and ambush them.
When Neti groggily asked, ‘Brother-in-law, what’s going on?’ Yeomyeong put a finger to his lips, signaling her to stay quiet.
Soon, the figure reached the front of the house and, as if having found something, alternated their gaze between the magic item and the house.
Yeomyeong and Corvus exchanged glances almost simultaneously. ‘We’ve been discovered.’
The next moment, Yeomyeong flung open the window, and the two of them leaped outside at once.
Corvus immediately soared high into the air to survey the surroundings, while Yeomyeong rushed toward the intruder with his sword.
Just as the blade gleamed under the streetlight—
“W-Wait!”
The figure fell backwards onto their rear, and Yeomyeong’s sword stopped mid-swing.
“Apprentice?”
Watching from above, Corvus tilted her head in confusion, but Yeomyeong sighed deeply and lowered his sword. The intruder’s face was all too familiar.
“…Wollard. Why are you here? Not only that, you also brought a magic item with you?”
As Yeomyeong retrieved his sword, Wollard shouted back indignantly.
“Why am I here? Are you seriously asking me that?”
“…Why are you suddenly so angry?”
As Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, Wollard suddenly remembered who he was dealing with.
The guy who had nearly broken his neck twice—at Incheon and the academy.
Swallowing nervously, Wollard responded with a slightly aggrieved voice.
“Look, they left me tied up in an abandoned building without my wallet! What was I supposed to do…?!”
“…What?”
“The Saintess and that girl! They just dumped me there and left! I—I only got here by tracking my wallet… The Blue Rat cut off my funding, so I don’t even have a card! At the very least, you should’ve given me travel money!”
His voice carried the sheer misery of being broken. Yeomyeong instinctively massaged his temples. No wonder only the Saintess and Neti had come back alone.
Letting out a small sigh, Yeomyeong extended a hand to the fallen Wollard.
“…My bad. I didn’t think that far ahead.”
“…”
“You probably haven’t eaten either. I’ll get your wallet back, so at least have a meal before you go.”
* * *
Returning to the house and hearing Wollard’s situation, Corvus snapped her beak shut with a loud clack as if in disbelief.
Then, watching Wollard wolfing down the can of soup Yeomyeong had heated for him, Corvus spoke with a hint of pity.
“…What a pitiful guy. Apprentice, give him some leftover rice, at least.”
Yeomyeong, without hesitation, fried some cold rice with various ingredients and gave it to Wollard, who devoured the fried rice completely.
“…I’m sorry.”
Neti, who had been watching the scene from the living room, apologized in a small voice, and Wollard waved his hand dismissively.
“It’s fine, it’s fine. If it’s an urgent situation, it’s understandable.”
Now that his stomach was full, maybe he was feeling a bit more relaxed. Neti gave a wry smile and hid behind the sofa.
She couldn’t bring herself to mention that the Saintess had left him behind to hit her father with a motorcycle.
“What’s this? Are you eating a late-night snack?”
Meanwhile, the Saintess and Seti, who had woken up from the sound of cooking, came downstairs.
By now, the Saintess, wearing the blindfold back, saw the disheveled Wollard and made an ‘eek’ sound, then scampered over to the living room sofa where Neti was.
In contrast, Seti, who didn’t seem to have much to worry about, sat next to Yeomyeong at the dining table and snatched the coffee he was drinking.
In this awkward situation where everyone had gathered, Wollard spoke first.
“So, how did it go with the things you were doing?”
“…It went alright.”
Yeomyeong began to explain the fact that he had killed Vladimir and met the Saintess’ father, though he carefully edited out the parts about the hit-and-run and the matter of him being successor.
Hearing only that, Wollard looked at him with a surprised expression.
“…You killed Vladimir? You?”
The answer came from Seti. She pulled out a sickle and a hammer-shaped Holy Relic from her pocket and placed them on the table.
Looking down at the Holy Relic for a moment, Wollard blinked in disbelief before examining it closely.
As if looking for something, he fiddled with the Holy Relic, and then suddenly furrowed his brow.
“This… it’s literally broken. How could this happen?”
“Why? Is it something that shouldn’t be broken?”
Yeomyeong asked, having already shattered the Holy Relics that had been on Vladimir’s body. Wollard shook his head.
“This is something made by humans, so it can naturally break. But for it to collapse from the inside like this, unless Stalin, that butcher, comes back to life, it shouldn’t be possible…”
Yeomyeong, of all people, would understand those words.
When Yeomyeong pretended not to know, Wollard tilted his head but placed the Holy Relic back on the table.
By then, Seti, having finished her coffee, asked.
“What exactly is that Holy Relic? It was absorbing mana so much that it almost drained Yeomyeong.”
Wollard’s expression became strange at the mention of the mana absorption. He alternated his gaze between Yeomyeong and Seti before answering the question.
“This is an artificial Holy Relic created at the Kremlin during the Soviet Union era.”
“…Just as I expected. So what can this Holy Relic do?”
“Hmm… What can it do…? Since it’s already broken, not much, I’d say.”
“What if we get another relic?”
“Well, that depends on the authority, of course.”
“…Authority?”
Wollard licked his lips before continuing.
“The authority granted by the Party. The genuine Holy Relics of the gods are distributed by the Five Gods themselves, granting power according to faith or identifying traitors. But this one doesn’t work that way. Instead, ranks are assigned based on loyalty to the Party, with privileges granted accordingly.”
“…”
It was strangely practical talk.
However, to think they would limit such powerful items for the Party’s power—what kind of country was the Soviet Union at its peak?
As Yeomyeong pondered this, Wollard continued his explanation.
“The abilities of the Holy Relic… they’re divided into four major categories depending on the authority. The lowest level authority can generate a half-mana field, and the next level allows you to inject a monster’s flesh into your body to enhance your physical strength…”
At that moment, the Saintess suddenly jumped up from the sofa.
“What? So, the tentacles were actually the tail of a monster?!”
“…”
Following her voice full of disappointment, everyone turned to look at her. The Saintess, realizing her slip-up, made an ‘oops’ face and quickly hid behind the sofa again.
It was a sight that made one sigh involuntarily, but it helped lighten the mood a little.
Wollard, smiling, continued his explanation.
“The third authority is the ability to communicate without detection. It’s impressive, but the most important one is the fourth authority. That’s why Vladimir came to LA.”
Having said that, Wollard paused for a moment, then spoke in a meaningful voice.
“The fourth authority of the Holy Relic is… the red Dimensional Portal. What that means is…”
“You don’t need to explain that. I already know what it is.”
Yeomyeong interrupted him, and Wollard’s expression slightly stiffened.
“You know? How? The red Dimensional Portal is classified as high-level even on our side.”
“…By accident?”
Wollard let out a sigh as if realizing he had slipped up.
“When I saw you in Incheon, you were just a greenhorn… but now you’ve become a big shot…”
“…”
“Well, it doesn’t matter if you know. Anyway, that’s the end of the explanation! I’ve got my wallet and my belly’s full, so I’ll be heading out now. Oh, and thanks for the meal.”
As Wollard stood up and headed for the front door, Seti’s voice stopped him in his tracks.
“You need to explain why Vladimir came to LA.”
“…Sometimes, it’s better not to know, Miss.”
“You’ve explained everything up to this point, and now you’re saying this? You should at least pay for your meal.”
“No, the meal wasn’t from you, it was from Cheon Yeomyeong…”
“Wollard? Sit down.”
When Seti spoke with a low voice, Wollard, who knew who she was, grumbled but sat back at the table.
After a brief moment of hesitation with a reluctant look, Wollard began speaking again as Seti clenched her fist.
“Ssssppp… Like all Dimensional Portals, the red Dimensional Portal consumes an unimaginable amount of mana. A normal superhuman can barely maintain a Dimensional Portal the size of their body for 5 seconds. Of course, it’s enough for personal escapes or movements, but the old-timers wanted something more…”
“More than that?”
“A larger, longer-lasting Dimensional Portal. To achieve that, they needed something that could supply more mana, such as… the Corruption Stone from the Church of the Apocalypse.”
At the mention of the Corruption Stone and the Dimensional Portal, Yeomyeong and Seti, both with unpleasant memories tied to these things, narrowed their eyes simultaneously.
“…So, the Church of the Apocalypse is in LA? Even though there’s a Dimensional Portal here?”
“If anything, it works because we’re right in front of the Dimensional Portal. Haven’t you heard the saying, ‘To hide a tree, you must hide it in a forest’? This city has more mana users than anywhere else. There are even necromancers here.”
“…”
Necromancers were no longer around, but Yeomyeong chose not to point that out.
“Well, that only applies if you keep your head down and live quietly. Once you cross the line, monsters like the FBI or the Big Three will come knocking right away… Anyway, Vladimir intended to either buy the Corruption Stone from the Church or seize it by force.”
“What was he planning to do with the Dimensional Portal?”
“Terrorism, smuggling, blackmail, robbery… Anything he could do. He was probably planning to expand his influence, ignoring the Dimensional Portal Expansion Prohibition Treaty.”
After explaining that, everyone, including Seti, fell into thought. Especially Yeomyeong, who had faced Stalin, continued to ponder as he fiddled with the Holy Relic.
Before that pondering could drag on too long, Yeomyeong asked.
“Wollard, is there any chance this relic…”
Could it be connected to Stalin? Yeomyeong swallowed the words that almost came out.
“Can it be repaired?”
“Well, unless the disappeared Siberian First Research Institute magically returns, it would be quicker to extract another relic from the old-timers’ bodies.”
Having said that, Wollard raised an eyebrow and stood up, seemingly ready to leave for real this time…
[Wollard.]
This time, a voice coming from the Holy Relic stopped his feet.
It was the voice of a middle-aged woman, stiff and cold. This voice was familiar to Yeomyeong, the Saintess, and Wollard.
[Wollard, do you hear me? If you do, grab the Holy Relic.]
* * *
“…Mom?”
“Noonim?!”
The two rushed to the table and grabbed the Holy Relic. As they did, the voice from the Holy Relic became slightly more distinct.
[I don’t know how you’ve managed to grab the Holy Relic, but it must be a divine miracle… or perhaps my husband is involved.]
“Noonim? Can you hear me?”
Wollard called her anxiously, but the communication seemed one-way as Moryne continued speaking alone.
[Don’t worry about me. The old-timers are just locking me up. What I’m worried about is you all. I’m afraid of what the old-timers are doing to the Blue Rat…]
“No, Noonim. Your life is a hundred, a thousand times more important than ours.”
[Wollard, I can guess what kind of expression you’re making right now. Don’t cry, and listen closely to me. Got it?]
“Yes, yes, I understand.”
[With the authority of the Blue Rat’s President, I’m initiating Operation Number 1917. From this moment on, all rats will escape their rat holes.]
“…What?”
[I’ll repeat. I’m initiating Operation Number 1917. From this moment on, all rats will escape their rat holes.]
Despite knowing he wouldn’t get a reply, Wollard asked again in a dazed voice.
“Noonim? What about you then?”
As expected, there was no answer. Wollard held the Holy Relic with a blank expression for a moment.
The Saintess forcefully infused mana into the Holy Relic, and a faint voice was heard from the other side.
[The location I’m in… send the coordinates… to my husband…]
The voice was intermittently cut off as if coming from a broken radio.
At the same time, a faint light from the Holy Relic illuminated a number on the table.
41.891708…
It was undoubtedly a set of coordinates. Everyone around the table focused on the number, but because the Holy Relic malfunctioned, the number disappeared in less than a second.
“Oh no!”
Wollard screamed, but the coordinates had already vanished.
As everyone scrambled to recall the number they had seen, Neti spoke up.
“…Tsk, tsk, such barbarians.”
With her arrogant tone, Yeomyeong turned to look at her, seeing Neti shaking her smartphone back and forth.
On the screen of her phone was a picture with the coordinates clearly marked.
“Brother-in-law, what do you think? How’s my quick thinking?”
Yeomyeong chuckled and clapped. Wollard also approached Neti with a face mixed with admiration and relief, checking the coordinates in the photo.
“41.891708,-87.604267…”
As an executive from an information company, Wollard quickly calculated the coordinates.
After finishing the calculation, his face turned to one of confusion.
“Navy Pier…?”
“Why? Where’s that? Russia? Siberia? Or South America?”
The Saintess asked about the unfamiliar name, and instead of answering, Wollard recalculated the coordinates.
However, even after recalculating, the same result appeared. He stared blankly at Yeomyeong and the Saintess, then spoke.
“…It’s a tourist spot in Chicago. That’s where Noonim is.”

 
    

  Chapter 230: There's No City For Trash Mob
The Ministry of Defense’s budget for superhuman training must be reduced.
Given the trends of modern warfare, excessive investment in superhumans was nothing more than a waste of taxpayer money, and the military’s future clearly lies in next-generation tanks and the latest weaponry.
Therefore, we must...
(Explosion sound)
(Screams)
(Gunshot)
…These motherless bastards…
『Excerpt from the Illinois Governor Alton Lincoln’s New Year’s speech, recorded just moments before being attacked by superhuman supremacists. Edited at the governor’s request following the incident.』

* * *
Shortly after Moryne’s coordinates were sent, Wollard hurriedly left his residence to relay Moryne’s message to the Blue Rat and the Saintess’ father.
The reactions of those remaining in the house to the sound of his receding footsteps varied.
Seti and Corvus were deep in thought, Neti was already searching for tourist spots in Chicago on her smartphone, and…
The Saintess showed no concern at all.
“When will we return to the Academy?”
She nonchalantly pulled snacks like nachos out of the fridge as if her kidnapped mother didn’t matter at all.
At her almost unfilial(?) behavior, Yeomyeong was left speechless and stared at her. The Saintess sighed deeply.
“Yeomyeong, this isn’t something you need to worry about. Mom will take care of herself.”
“…Are you sure she doesn’t need help?”
“And what about you, Yeomyeong? If you interfere any further, your plan might be disrupted.”
“…”
Revenge against the Korean government—that was the part the Saintess emphasized. Yeomyeong appreciated her consideration, fell silent for a moment, then nodded.
With the Saintess herself saying this, what more could he, essentially a stranger, do? Moryne wasn’t even his mother-in-law.
Yeomyeong stood from the table, patted the Saintess on the shoulder, and headed toward the basement.
Knight Harry was writing a report labeled [Location of the LA Church of the Apocalypse Branch] in the tightly closed basement. He put his pen down the moment he saw Yeomyeong.
“Looks like things didn’t go as smoothly with the Blue Rat as expected.”
“…Were you watching?”
“No, I just guess based on your expression.”
Saying that, Harry picked up the coffee pot and poured Yeomyeong a cup of coffee. Yeomyeong, who had just been robbed of his coffee by Seti, accepted it without complaint.
A stale, middle-aged coffee.
Yeomyeong silently sipped the caffeine-laden drink and, when he had nearly finished the cup, he spoke up.
“There’s an important contact I need. Could you help me track it down?”
“A contact?”
“I’m not exactly sure, but… it’s a place I need to approach carefully.”
The contact that Kahal Magdu had left in his mind, along with a magic spell to naturalize him.
Thinking back to what it had said, it seemed like the contact was for a place that could help him consume the dragon’s heart.
Rather than contacting them recklessly, Yeomyeong planned to first investigate the person’s identity through information companies.
Anyway, Yeomyeong picked up a pen, wrote down the number he had in his mind, and handed it to Harry.
However, Harry furrowed his brow as soon as he received the number.
“Where did you get this contact from?”
“Why? Do you recognize the number?”
“I do. In fact, it’s strange that you don’t know it.”
As Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly, Harry pressed his chin with his fist and said.
“This number seems to be linked to the Chicago black market. I need to verify, but… it seems like it’s at least a manager-level number.”
“…”
Chicago, here? Yeomyeong felt a strange coincidence… no, a sense of fate.
There is no coincidence. Everything is fate…
Why did the words of the former Saintess come to mind right now?
However, there was no hesitation. Yeomyeong stood up and cleared the large table in the basement as he said.
“Please find out the identity of that contact and get six tickets for a flight to Chicago.”
“Two days should be enough for that. But why are you cleaning up the table?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong placed his hand on the table and said.
“Also, you need to call Sancho.”
“My Vice Captain? What’s going on…”
Before Harry could ask why, Yeomyeong pulled a corpse out of his inventory.
It was the Death Knight he had first taken down at the Necromancer’s club.
Upon seeing the body of the former Vice Captain of the Knight Order, Harry closed his mouth and, trembling slightly, spoke.
“This corpse… where did you…?”
“The Necromancers dug up this person and turned him into a Death Knight.”
Harry’s face twisted horribly as soon as the word “Death Knight” was spoken.
“What the hell…”
“Before he fell, he left a last will.”
“…”
Yeomyeong continued without hesitation and then put the body back in the inventory. Harry stared at the table where the body had vanished, then wiped his face.
“The Knight Order owes you again. Wait, I’ll contact Vice Captain Sancho, and I’ll handle everything you asked for as quickly as possible.”
* * *
After Yeomyeong went down to the basement, in the living room.
Neti fiddled with her smartphone and asked the Saintess.
“Saintess, are you really okay with this?”
The Saintess, who was stuffing nachos into her mouth without cola, made a sullen expression.
“…Neti, are you going to say that too?”
“Well, I may not understand your feelings since I’m pretty much an orphan… but still, she’s your mother, right?”
Instead of explaining the political issues surrounding herself, her trust in her parents, or the risks when Yeomyeong got involved, the Saintess flicked the nacho she was holding and aimed it at Neti’s forehead.
She meant to hit it.
However, just as she was about to launch the nacho, Seti, who had been quietly leaning against a chair, spoke.
“Neti.”
“What is it, Unnie?”
“Shh.”
“…Okay.”
With just one word, Seti subdued her younger sister and then fell silent again.
In the quiet living room, the Saintess chewed on her nacho and reflected on the Foresight she had seen earlier that day.
The rooftop room with the strangely familiar city night view? Or was it a studio room? Anyway, it was the place where she had been naked with Yeomyeong.
What exactly happened, and why was that happening in the future? Did she get permission from Seti? Yeomyeong didn’t seem like someone who would have an affair.
Of course, considering that Yeomyeong kissed her on the forehead, it was clear that he had feelings for her already.
In a way, it was natural. How long had they been together, and how many cases had they solved together? If he had no feelings, would he even be human? He’d be a stone.
Furthermore, she was confident in her appearance. Honestly speaking, if she removed her blindfold and seduced him, she was confident she could get Yeomyeong anytime…
At that moment, Neti’s smartphone screen appeared in the Saintess’ view through her blindfold.
Neti seemed to be trying to make up for her disappointment at not being able to go to Chicago, so she was looking at the city’s spots on the internet map. The screen flashed, showing various views of Chicago.
Famous tourist spots, restaurants, Holy Name Cathedral, and alleyways with towering skyscrapers.
However, those skyscrapers looked strangely familiar. What was this? She was shocked after gathering her mana to focus her vision on the buildings.
The buildings in Chicago… were the exact same ones she had seen in the rooftop room in Foresight.
“…”
A single drop of regret followed her throat, two drops of shock, and one brief realization.
No wonder it felt familiar!
The Saintess put down the nacho and hit the back of her head against the sofa. Could it be… that I’ve changed the future?
Originally, the future was supposed to be her going to Chicago with Yeomyeong and spending a night like that… but if she rejected him and the future changed, then…?
“Oh, damn it…”
Ignoring Corvus staring at her with a regretful gaze, the Saintess grabbed her head and pondered.
What should I do? Should I still ask to go to Chicago? What excuse should I make? Should I say I’m really worried about my mom?
Would that even work? What should I do? How…
Just as her thoughts reached a peak of confusion…
Creak.
The basement door opened, and Yeomyeong came out. He seemed a bit more serious than when he had gone down.
“There’s a situation, so we’ll probably be leaving in two days. Is everyone okay with that?”
“I don’t mind.”
Starting with Neti, who waved at Yeomyeong, Seti and Corvus also agreed. The only one left speechless was the Saintess.
“O Five Gods… What have I done…!”
As she watched Yeomyeong go upstairs to the second-floor bedroom, the Saintess called out to the gods. Of course, the gods in the sky gave no answer.
* * *
Exactly two days after Harry left the house at Yeomyeong’s request.
Yeomyeong went to the garage of the house to find Dilla Katakfoyer.
He had something to ask her—or rather, the necromancer in her.
“Y-yes, ask me anything.”
Dilla, who had been reading a book in the corner of the garage, bowed excessively as soon as she saw Yeomyeong.
Was it because Seti, who held her leash, was obsessed with Yeomyeong? No, it was because he was the only one in the group who bothered to feed her.
She felt like a wild animal tamed by food. Could it be that the Saintess and Seti had been won over the same way? Was she also going to end up hopelessly attached to him like they were?
Fear crept up her spine, but she couldn’t refuse Yeomyeong’s food. The sandwiches he made were delicious enough to erase all worries…
“Ham and cheese sandwich today? Thank you.”
…Anyway, Yeomyeong spoke as Dilla devoured her sandwich like a starving beast.
“It’s nothing difficult. I just want your advice or opinion on this flame.”
He gathered twisted mana in his right hand as he spoke, and a blue flame ignited.
It was a magnificent spell, but the cost was severe. The twisted mana twisted his veins and muscles, and the heat of the flames scorched his skin.
The sickening smell of burning flesh and blood.
It was clearly painful, yet Yeomyeong silently maintained the fire.
“…”
What the hell was that? Dilla stared blankly at the flames, forgetting even to swallow the sandwich in her mouth.
After a brief moment, Yeomyeong withdrew the flame and spoke.
“This spell is called Tuskegee’s Ghost Fire. It burns the living and resurrects the dead.”
A spell named after the Tuskegee Institute, once run by the Angel of Death, John Cutler.
Who in the world named a spell like that? Whatever the case, it was undoubtedly a terrifying magic.
Dilla gulped nervously and responded.
“Um… what kind of advice would you like?”
“Anything—about its function, usage, or applications. Just tell me whatever comes to mind.”
“Uh… then, um… how long have you been practicing this spell?”
“A day and a half.”
“…?”
Dilla looked at him with a ‘Is this bastard messing with me?’ expression, but when she realized he was completely serious, she lowered her gaze.
A short silence followed by an even shorter deliberation.
“Uh… In my humble opinion, there’s nothing to add or remove. You should just keep practicing.”
“…Really?”
In the end, she had no real advice to offer. Seeing Yeomyeong’s slightly disappointed expression, Dilla flinched.
Wait, I can’t let him think I’m useless.
Perhaps fueled by fear, her mind worked faster than usual. Just as Yeomyeong turned to leave the garage—
“W-wait a minute!”
“What?”
“I-I do have advice! I have something to tell you!”
Yeomyeong stopped and turned back to her. Dilla couldn’t afford to miss this opportunity—no, she must not miss it.
“Y-you’re getting burned by your own flames, right? There’s a way to reduce that.”
“A way to reduce the burns?”
“Yes! And it’s not even difficult. Instead of using your body, use your blood! I mean, if you channel the ghost fire through the blood from your wounds, your body won’t…”
Before she could even finish her sentence, Yeomyeong unsheathed his sword and sliced his palm open.
At once, drops of blood splattered onto the ground, and twisted mana ignited the ghost fire above them.
The flame was noticeably weaker than when it had come directly from his body, but just as she had said, it no longer consumed his flesh.
Although the twisted mana still rebelled and attacked his veins… it was now at a level that could be used regularly without much difficulty.
“I hadn’t thought about using blood for magic, but it’s actually not bad?”
“D-did that help?”
“Yeah, it helped more than I expected. Thanks for the advice. By the way, is there anything you’d like for dinner?”
“Dinner? Well, if I had to choose…”
Dilla thought of tacos and chimichangas, but as she gazed at the ghost fire ignited by Yeomyeong’s blood…
Screeechhhh!
The sound of a car stopping in front of the house reached them. It wasn’t just one car—it was at least five cars stopping simultaneously.
What was going on? Dilla looked out the garage toward the front yard with a puzzled expression, and Yeomyeong spoke in a slightly apologetic tone.
“Sorry. I won’t be able to make dinner.”
* * *
A large hearse and four black cars surrounding it arrived in front of the house.
“…What’s this? A hearse? Saintess, are these your guests?”
Neti was the first to glance outside, but the Saintess didn’t answer. She was staring blankly at the ceiling.
Of course, Neti didn’t expect an answer. The Saintess had been like this for the past two days.
“…It looks like the Knight Order is here.”
In the meantime, Seti, who had followed Neti’s gaze outside, spoke.
“The Knight Order?”
“It means it’s time to leave. Pack your things.”
Neti followed her sister’s instructions. Thanks to her brother-in-law’s subspace, they had few to nearly no belongings.
Three bags, a passport with a fabricated identity, and a smartphone—that was all.
When she had finished packing her few belongings, large men in black mourning clothes began to get out of the cars.
Without a word, they pulled a large coffin from the hearse.
The coffin was covered with silk, and after she saw that, Neti was certain these people were truly from the Knight Order.
The sword, mace, and thick helmet depicted on the silk were the symbols of the Imperial Knights.
Knock knock.
The first knight holding the coffin knocked on the door of the house.
Why would they knock on an already open door? As Neti tilted her head in confusion, Yeomyeong, who had just come out of the garage, answered.
“Who are you?”
“We are those who seek honor.”
The voice that came from outside was unmistakably that of Sancho. Yeomyeong straightened his clothes and responded again.
“Whose honor are you seeking?”
“The honor of all of us.”
“Who are ‘we’?”
“The sword of the Empire, the shield of the weak, the protectors of oaths, the servants of justice, the pillars of order.”
Neti looked at her brother-in-law, suddenly unsure of what was going on, but Yeomyeong continued to stare at the door with a serious expression.
At that moment, Corvus, who had been beside the Saintess, flew over and whispered to Neti.
“Shh, don’t interrupt. This seems like the funeral rites of the Knight Order.”
“Oh… but how does Brother-in-law know that?”
“…I’m not really sure myself.”
As the crow and the third sister spoke, Seti silenced them by placing a finger over her lips.
“Neti, be quiet.”
“…Aren’t you curious?”
“Documentary.”
“…What?”
“Shh.”
“…”
What exactly was a documentary to her brother-in-law…? As Neti pondered whether she was simply lacking common sense, the funeral rites were nearing their end.
“…Now, swear to Mordak.”
“We swear. He was a comrade we could stand back-to-back with, a friend we could share our burdens with, and a brother who set an example for all… In the name of Mordak, we swear.”
After hearing Sancho’s oath, Yeomyeong hesitated briefly before gripping the door handle.
Just as he was about to recite the final passage—
“As His scythe, I shall bear witness to your vows.”
The Saintess interrupted. The words that came from her lips were slightly different from what Yeomyeong knew of the traditional rites, but her authority far outweighed such details.
Yeomyeong bowed his head in gratitude toward the Saintess, then opened the door.
The knights carrying the coffin entered the house in silence, placed it down, and carefully lifted the lid.
Normally, this would be the point where the body, wrapped in linen, was placed inside, but Yeomyeong used his inventory to lay the Vice Captain’s body in the coffin neatly.
The twisted magic that had once clung to the corpse had been removed, and even the severed neck wound had been neatly restored, leaving the body looking as peaceful as if it were merely asleep.
Now, it was time to close the coffin and have the priest bless it.
As the knights glanced expectantly at the Saintess, she smiled softly and stepped toward the coffin.
Only then did Sancho close the coffin lid, and the Saintess placed her palm upon it.
“Merciful Mordak, here before You lies a knight who lived by his oath and now returns to You.”
It was a prayer no different from usual, yet the knights gazed at the Saintess with reverence.
It was only natural—they had never expected the Saintess herself to offer the funeral prayer.
“Grant his comrades blessings equal to the number of vows he upheld, and offer his friends comfort equal to the vows he could not keep…”
When the Saintess’ brief prayer ended, the knights stood up once more and carried the coffin outside.
The heavy steps continued for a moment.
And with the coffin finally loaded onto the hearse, the funeral rites were complete.
As the knights, including Harry, surrounded the hearse, only Sancho turned back toward the house.
Clad in black mourning clothes, he bowed deeply to Yeomyeong, the Saintess, and the rest of their group in turn.
“Once again… I am indebted to you beyond repaying. Truly… thank you.”
“I only did what I could.”
Yeomyeong answered simply, and Sancho gave a small smile.
“Not everyone takes action just because they can. To me, you are a hero.”
“…”
Yeomyeong scratched his nose, feeling embarrassed. This wasn’t the kind of reaction he had anticipated.
Sensing that Yeomyeong had had enough of the sentimentality, Sancho reached into his coat and pulled out two small paper envelopes.
“One is the check I promised Miss Seti, and the other is what you requested—six plane tickets to Chicago. The flight departs in the evening, so you have plenty of time to get to the airpo—”
That was when the Saintess suddenly shouted.
“Plane tickets to Chicago!? Really?!”
“…”
Her voice was so loud that even the knights waiting outside turned their heads. Standing right next to her, Yeomyeong rubbed his ringing ears before speaking.
“Didn’t you say you didn’t want to go?”
“Uh… well…”
The Saintess fumbled for words, unable to come up with an answer, and Yeomyeong chuckled.
“You were worried about your mom, weren’t you?”
“…”
“If you were struggling with it that much, you should’ve just said so. We still have time, so let’s hurry and go help her.”
Did he misunderstand it? The Saintess was relieved that her blindfold concealed her expression as she turned away.
Meanwhile, Sancho, who had been watching the scene with a satisfied look, took out another smartphone and handed it to Yeomyeong.
“…What’s this?”
“It’s a smartphone with information about how to enter the Chicago black market and the contact details of the person who owns it. Don’t forget to take it with you.”
This might be the most important item of all. Yeomyeong accepted the smartphone without hesitation.
Having completed the transaction, Sancho turned to leave the house but suddenly seemed to remember something and returned to Yeomyeong.
In a voice so quiet that others couldn’t hear, he whispered into Yeomyeong’s ear.
“Did you know? The periods when the Incheon Butcher and the Dragon Liberator were active… They overlapped so much that it’s impossible for them to be the same person.”
“…”
Sancho knew he wasn’t the Player. But this wasn’t a threat—it was a sincere piece of advice.
“I don’t know the details, but others might notice. It’s better to be careful from now on. If you ever need help, don’t hesitate to contact me.”
After patting Yeomyeong on the shoulder, Sancho left the house.
How long did they watch the back of the departing director? Setti nudged Yeomyeong with her elbow.
“Should we go now?”
Yeomyeong nodded after glancing around at his companions and putting their belongings into his inventory.
“…Yeah, let’s go.”
To Chicago, another city with a Dimensional Portal, where countless fates converge.
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* * *
A small light flickered in the cold chill room.
A Fox Beastfolk was swinging a slaughtering knife.
Thud, thud, thud! The thick blade cut through the stiff tendons and flesh, breaking the hard bones.
The knife struck, sending blood and bone marrow splattering across the cutting board, but the Beastfolk paid no mind. She silently cut the meat, ignoring the sweat trickling down her face.
And how much meat had she sliced by then?
While the fox’s knife work almost gave off a sense of reverence, someone opened the chill room door.
“Ayatollah.”
The person who entered after opening the thick door was a man dressed in an LA police uniform.
He bent deeply, almost as if his forehead would touch the ground, and spoke.
“We’ve secured traces from the fight at the restaurant. Tentacles of the monster, the magic bullet casing, severed hair, and…”
No matter what he said, the fox did not stop. Blood poured from the apron she wore as she peeled the ribs clean.
“…Considering all the evidence, it’s clear that the KGB lost.”
Only then did the Fox Beastfolk stop her knife work. Turning her head, the blood and marrow splattered from the meat mixed with the sweat running down the fur on her face.
“Who was the opponent—?”
It was as if both the man and the woman spoke at the same time. The voice held such dignity that the man in the police uniform bent even lower.
“We haven’t identified them yet.”
“Why, why not? Didn’t you find DNA in the blood?”
“We collected all three bloodstains from the scene. However… the results from the forensic team were strange…”
“Strange? How is it… strange?”
“One bloodstain was from a Russian, one was from the monster, and the last one was from the bloodline that shouldn’t have been here, the honey…”
At that moment, the magic circle on the ceiling of the chillroom began to glow red. This meant someone had trespassed.
“You pathetic fool, you’ve been tailed.”
The fox, called Ayatollah, narrowed her eyes. The policeman shook his head, looking panicked.
“No! I haven’t done anything to be susp—”
Unfortunately, that became his last words.
A huge beam of light shot out from the chill room door behind him, splitting his body in half.
Thud, thud, the upper half of the policeman’s body fell to the ground, while the chill room door was neatly sliced in half. The one who sliced the thick iron door like tofu was none other than—
“Keeper of Holy Relics? Why did you come to this… filthy place?”
A man holding shining swords in both hands, with eight Holy Relics—hammer, axe, spear, saw, and gun—floating behind him.
Beneath his platinum blonde hair, cold eyes glared at the Fox Beastfolk.
“What are you doing here, you disgusting beast?”
“Does that so-called scripture of your Five Scoundrels tell you to answer a question with another question?”
The so-called scripture of the Five Scoundrels. The Keeper of Holy Relics’ sword flared brighter at the mockery of the holy scripture.
“Enough with the wordplay. I’ll ask the truth from your corpse.”
“Corpse—? Then, no need to ask me. If you want a corpse to question, there are plenty here—”
The Beastfolk said as she took off her apron. At that moment, the light above shook, illuminating the chunks of meat piled against the walls of the chillroom.
Among the chunks of meat, the Keeper of Holy Relics noticed a jagged black gem protruding.
A corruption stone, roughly the size of a child’s fist.
It was evidence of how many lives had perished here and proof of what this place truly existed for.
“…O Ulthvatish, grant me the power to punish evil.”
As the Keeper of Holy Relics prayed, his ten holy weapons radiated a brilliant light.
At that moment, the Fox Beastfolk bared her fangs and raised her slaughtering knife.
“Using battle Holy Relics—on American soil—? Keeper of the Holy Relics, your sins—run deep!”
“My sins shall be judged by my God.”
“Oh? Would the Patriarch and the Pentagon—agree with that—?”
“…”
“This… was never meant to be your fate… What a pity.”
The father of the Saintess responded with his sword instead of words.
A simultaneous burst of light erupted from the twin swords in his hands, engulfing the chillroom and immediately scorching through the thick walls and ceiling.
Amidst the blazing white radiance, the Fox Beastfolk’s knife and the Keeper of the Holy Relics’ swords clashed.
Meanwhile, at a supermarket in LA, Yeomyeong and his party were preparing to board a flight to Chicago.
* * *
As expected from America’s largest Dimensional Portal city, Chicago had two airports.
O’Hare International Airport, named after U.S. Navy ace fighter Major Edward O’Hare, and Midway International Airport.
Between the two, O’Hare was the larger and more frequently used airport.
O’Hare had more runways than Midway and served as the hub airport for Chicago’s major corporations, including Dungan Heavy Industries.
Simply put, it had far more international flight routes.
In terms of the number of flights passing through, it ranked among the top five airports in the world.
In contrast, Midway Airport was an international airport in name only. In reality, it had a strong image as a hub for domestic flights, primarily serving low-cost airlines.
The dwarves had recently started investing money into supporting Midway under the guise of social contribution, but airports weren’t something that could change overnight…
“…Brother-in-law, did you get all of that from a documentary, too?”
Midway Airport, in the hallway leading to immigration control, Neti cut off Yeomyeong mid-explanation.
Yeomyeong, who had been deep into his explanation, and even Corvus, disguised as a human, turned their heads to look at Neti.
“Yeah, I saw it in a documentary. Why? Do you want to watch it together later?”
“…”
So it was real.
At this point, Neti was genuinely curious about the identity of the documentary Yeomyeong had seen. Was it an encyclopedia or something?
“What kind of documentary even…”
Just as she was about to ask, Seti, who was at the back of the group, nudged the two of them.
“…Save the chit-chat for the lodge and keep explaining.”
“If you insist.”
Yeomyeong shrugged and continued.
“Well, to put it simply, I think the reason Sancho recommended a budget airline for us was because Midway Airport has looser security checks compared to O’Hare.”
“…Security checks?”
“This airport is mainly for domestic flights. Security checks are generally more relaxed for locals than for foreigners, right?”
It was a reasonable explanation. Even if the group used the Blood Tears Illusion to disguise their faces and hid their magic items in their inventories, there was always a chance of getting caught.
After all, hadn’t the KGB agent in LA already seen through the Blood Tear Illusion?
More importantly, the group had Corvus, disguised as a human. Hence, the fewer security checks, the better.
As Neti searched for the documentary company’s name on her smartphone, the group arrived at immigration control.
As Yeomyeong had predicted, the entry checkpoint was surprisingly, or rather, shockingly lax.
Compared to the LA Dimensional Portal, this was barely stricter than a highway toll booth.
The immigration officers glanced at their fake IDs and let them through without issue, and thanks to their inventories, there was no problem with their magic items or firearms.
“…This is far more lenient than I expected. I have felt worried for nothing.”
Corvus, in human form, murmured as if all the effort she put into suppressing her mana had been pointless.
Yeomyeong reassured her, saying that sometimes it was better to be safe than sorry, then unfolded a map to review their next steps.
“First, we’ll take the train into the city. We’ll book a lodge as close as possible, and once night falls, we’ll head to Navy Pier to find the Saintess’ mother.”
It was a textbook search plan, devised by him and Seti.
The Saintess suddenly called out to him as Yeomyeong pointed to the subway routes and explained their itinerary.
“…Yeomyeong. Wait a second.”
“What? Are you worried about the Chicago subway? Well, yeah, the infrastructure here is a bit outdated… We could just rent a car instead, but—just so you know, I don’t have a license.”
“I can drive just fi—no, that’s not it! Look over there.”
The Saintess pointed past Yeomyeong, back toward the airport security checkpoint they had just passed.
When he turned his head, the first thing he saw was a group of security guards rushing toward the checkpoint.
All of them were armed with pistols and shouting over the radio, something like, “This midget bastard’s causing a ruckus. Superhuman support needed!”
What’s going on? Did a terrorist attack happen? Yeomyeong tilted his head, and the Saintess pointed more precisely at their target.
At the far end of the checkpoint, specifically at the VIP checkpoint, a dwarf and a human were having a scuffle with the checkpoint staff.
“You damn racist scumbags! How dare you treat me like this! Do you have any idea how much I’ve invested in this damn airport?! You don’t, do you?! Half of your salaries come from my pocket!!”
The dwarf, with over ten rings glimmering on his hand, was yelling and waving his hand furiously—
“…”
And there was a burly man glaring at the checkpoint staff with a menacing expression.
Both were people Yeomyeong knew well: the chaebol dwarf from Dungan Heavy Industries, Darulma Dune, and the Captain of Sonjuk Mercenary Group, Kwon Mongju.
Since Dungan Heavy Industries’ headquarters was in Chicago, Yeomyeong had expected to meet them, but…
I never expected to run into them at the airport.
As Yeomyeong alternated his gaze between the two men and the guards, the Saintess whispered softly.
“What should we do? Should we go and greet them?”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond immediately and hesitated for a moment. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to get help from the dwarf for this matter, but owing him a favor was another matter.
Debts must eventually be repaid, and the interest from a chaebol dwarf would never be light.
However, his dilemma didn’t last long.
One of the guards, positioned at the back, had subtly aimed his gun at Darulma.
The shooting stance was so discreet that even Kwon Mongju didn’t notice it.
The Saintess muttered, “That crazy—” as the guard aimed his gun at Darulma, and just at that moment—
Bang!
Just a fraction of a second faster than the pistol’s muzzle could spit fire, Yeomyeong’s telekinesis wrenched the shooter’s hand upward.
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* * *
Bang!
The reactions to the sudden gunshot were varied.
The first to act was Kwon Mongju, who dove on top of Darulma Dune to minimize the hit area, and a moment later, the guards drew their guns.
And then came a scream.
“It’s a sniper! Protect the VIPs!”
The somewhat dazed guards finally surrounded Darulma and Kwon Mongju, shielding them like bodyguards.
This was quite a remarkable shift compared to how they had been pressuring them earlier, but it wasn’t difficult to understand.
Provoking a chaebol dwarf for money and the prospect of the chaebol getting shot by a sniper were two completely different stories.
Moreover, the sniper was obvious. The guard, with his arm twisted, was screaming in pain.
Anyone who could have shot was only that guard.
- Who the hell is that?
- Never seen him before! Shit, catch him!
Other guards finally snapped to attention and began to restrain the sniper. He seemed like he’d be caught easily, unable to resist with his arm twisted, but…
Kaboom!
His head exploded. The guards, now drenched in blood and bone fragments, were startled and collapsed, while the bystanders who had been watching the scene in shock started fleeing in panic.
At that moment, in a café on the airport’s second floor, a dwarf, observing the commotion, spoke.
“Humans who didn’t care about the gunshot are now fleeing the moment they see magic. I guess this is what we should expect from Americans…”
He was a young dwarf who bore a striking resemblance to Darulma Dune, who lay face down on the floor. The five rings on his fingers marked him as a blood relative of the Dune Clan.
“Tch, this is half a success.”
The young dwarf clicked his tongue as he watched Darulma Dune rise unscathed. At that moment, a large man sipping coffee in front of him spoke.
“Half? There’s no such thing as half a success. It’s either success or failure. There are only two options in the world.”
“…”
The young dwarf didn’t argue but instead scowled as though he were listening to advice from an annoying superior.
“…But I’ll give you credit for quick thinking. To think of exploding his head in that short amount of time.”
“Let’s call it a quick reaction.”
“Quick reaction, quick thinking, whatever it is, you did well. Now, once the investigation begins, the guy who tried to stop us by twisting that guy’s arm will be a prime suspect.”
The dwarf’s eyes narrowed at the unexpected praise. His expression clearly said he didn’t expect such compliments from a human.
And as expected, he followed up with something unpleasant.
“But the important thing is this: have you found the one who used telekinesis to interfere with the sniper?”
“Not yet. The bastard used magic so quickly…”
“Really? You couldn’t even find him with your mana detection?”
The man casually turned his head and scanned the airport entrance beyond the checkpoint.
The airport entrance was swarming with people—fleeing civilians, clueless new media fools filming with their phones, and…
A tourist holding a large Chicago map.
Was it a coincidence? The next moment, the man made eye contact with the tourist.
It was a fleeting moment, less than a second.
However, in that instant, he saw something in the tourist’s eyes. The tourist, in turn, seemed to notice something in his eyes and quickly hid behind the map.
And when he turned his head back, a small smile had formed at the corners of the man’s lips.
“Don’t tell me… you found them?”
The young dwarf, catching sight of the smile, asked the question. The man downed the rest of his coffee in one gulp before responding.
“Maybe. I’m not certain, but I think I found something interesting.”
“…Interesting? The one who might have ruined our plan is interesting to you?”
The man didn’t answer. Instead, he abruptly stood up.
A few people in the café recognized him, some bowing slightly while others raised their phones to snap pictures. But he paid no mind and walked straight out.
“The wind’s picking up. Let’s see if it’s a tornado or just the lake breeze.”
The young dwarf shook his head as if saying, ‘Here he goes again,’ before following him out of the café.
It had been ten days and twenty-one hours since Moryne was trapped in Navy Pier.
* * *
A little later.
On the highway heading to downtown Chicago, just outside Midway Airport.
A mid-sized car, clearly a rental, was recklessly speeding down the highway. It teetered on the edge of traffic laws, alternating between bursts of acceleration and sudden braking. What made it even more outrageous was the holy blessing cast upon it—perhaps because of that, it ruled the road like a tyrant.
Cutting in, reckless lane changes, and blaring the horn at the slightest inconvenience—it had all the hallmarks of a terrible driver.
“Saintess, please, mind the traffic laws!”
Neti, who had unwittingly ended up in a high-speed race just by sitting in the passenger seat, let out a scream-like shout. But the Saintess at the wheel had no intention of slowing down.
Damn it. I should have noticed when we were riding the motorcycle!
While Neti was silently crying tears of blood inwardly, the rest of the group sitting in the backseat seemed relatively calm.
Seti, despite the jolts, was checking the map and smartphone, reviewing their plans, while Corvus, who had reverted to her crow form, was sound asleep in her seat. And Yeomyeong…
“…Yeomyeong, are you okay?”
Seti asked, noticing Yeomyeong was deep in thought. Yeomyeong, who had been quietly(?) staring outside, finally turned his head.
“What do you mean by ‘are you okay’?”
“No, it’s just… you looked a bit off. Is it because of what happened at the airport earlier?”
What happened at the airport earlier…
Although Yeomyeong had blocked the assassination attempt, he hadn’t been able to greet Darulma. It was because the sniper’s head had exploded on its own.
If he had stepped forward and said he was the one who had twisted the person’s arm, he would have been accused of being the one who exploded the sniper’s head.
If the police had arrived and started investigating, even Darulma wouldn’t be able to defend him either. But…
“That’s fine. It’s not like we’re on such bad terms that a delayed greeting would cause a problem.”
“Then what’s the matter?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer immediately but paused for a moment, tapping his lips with his fist before replying in a voice so small only Seti could hear.
“I made eye contact with a strange person back there.”
“A strange person?”
“I’m not sure exactly, but you know the feeling, right? The kind of person you can sense strength from just by making eye contact.”
“Like the Knight Order Captain or Demerond?”
“Yeah, like them.”
“…”
For such a person to have been at the same airport at that moment? It was too coincidental to be a coincidence.
“Do you think that person is the one who was targeting Darulma?”
“Maybe? He didn’t seem like a mage, but… it wasn’t a coincidence that he was there.”
“Hmm…”
Seti stared at Yeomyeong’s face for a moment, then spoke gently.
“Let’s be as careful as possible when rescuing the Saintess’ mother this time. We shouldn’t get caught up in another big incident.”
Yeomyeong nodded in agreement, but Neti, sitting in the front seat, suddenly shouted.
“The one who needs to be careful, hic! Isn’t you, brother-in-law! It’s the Saintess, ugh!”
As if to prove her point, the entire rental car jolted violently.
Yeomyeong jolted from his seat, causing Corvus, who had been sleeping, to hit her head on the floor.
Blaring horns and curses followed.
Finally, unable to endure it any longer, everyone turned to look at the Saintess. She glanced at the rearview mirror and defended herself.
“That bastard cut me off first… It’s not my fault…”
A brief silence ensued. After feeling the weight of everyone’s stares on her, the Saintess finally muttered in a subdued voice.
“I’m sorry… I’ll drive safely…”
But even as she said that, she didn’t slow down. Watching her, Yeomyeong resolved never to let her take the wheel again.
* * *
Chicago wasn’t by the sea, but with Lake Michigan stretching across an area nearly half the size of South Korea, the city had a shoreline comparable to a coastal town.
And along that shoreline were countless docks filled with ships, vehicles, and trains, one of which was Navy Pier.
However, Navy Pier was different from the other docks. Instead of cargo cranes, it had an amusement park; instead of container storage, there were restaurants; passenger ships came and went instead of cargo ships.
Yes, Navy Pier was a tourist destination—a place of leisure.
The Ferris wheel, with a distant Dimensional Portal visible beyond it, was one of Chicago’s most iconic landmarks—needless to say, it spoke for itself.
However, that was precisely why it was so baffling. Why on earth would the KGB imprison Moryne here?
Even hiding in plain sight had its limits.
What were they thinking, keeping someone captive in a place visited by nearly nine million tourists annually…?
Just then, a stern police officer’s voice interrupted Yeomyeong’s thoughts.
“Drive properly next time. If I catch you again, I won’t let it slide.”
“Yes, sir! Thank you for your hard work, officer.”
Through the driver’s side window, the traffic cop glared at the Saintess while she, in turn, gave a polite nod.
At the same time, she casually pulled out some cash and handed it over, making it unclear whether she was a Saintess or a ten-year veteran of a biker gang.
…Anyway.
As soon as the motorcycle-riding officer disappeared into the distance, the Saintess turned with a bright smile.
“Alright! We’ve arrived at Navy Pier! So, where to first? A restaurant? Or should we find a hotel first?”
“…”
Seti, Yeomyeong, and even Corvus all stared at her with unimpressed expressions. The Saintess averted her gaze, pretending not to notice.
“…What? What’s wrong?”
“You are seriously… No, never mind.”
Yeomyeong started to say something but decided against it and got out of the car. The rest of the group followed him, climbing out one by one.
Meanwhile, the Saintess mumbled nonsense about how they would still be stuck on the train if they had taken the Chicago subway, or how traffic laws just couldn’t keep up with her.
Then, the group arrived at the Sable Hotel, located at the very end of Navy Pier.
The hotel’s luxurious lobby was eye-catching, but that was all.
As usual, there was no need to look for the best room, so they simply picked an immediately available room and took the keys.
A single room with two queen-sized beds, enough for the four of them—except for Corvus, who had transformed back into a crow.
As soon as they entered the room and unpacked, the group began preparing to search for Moryne.
“I know we’ve come this far, but is there even a plan? Shouldn’t we just wander around and search the likely places…?”
Neti fiddled with her smartphone and GPS device, offering her opinion. Yeomyeong, who was wiping his sword while checking the map, responded.
“It wouldn’t hurt to be cautious, right? We don’t know what will happen if we get caught by the KGB. There might be powerful individuals like Vladimir, who have Holy Relics embedded in their bodies…”
Yeomyeong continued explaining, then paused, gathering the smartphone that Neti had prepared before speaking again.
“…So, the ones who will search for Moryne are me, Seti, and Neti. The three of us will go together.”
“Huh?! Why?!”
The Saintess, who had been looking at the amusement park outside, turned around in surprise. Yeomyeong beat her to it before she could say anything.
“The KGB can see through the Blood Tears illusion.”
“…?”
“And with ordinary disguises, you can’t hide that white hair and eye patch. You know that, right?”
“Well, that’s true, but…”
“Saintess, you stay here. As a Beastfolk, Corvus also can’t move around easily, and you’ll be safer if you’re here.”
The Saintess raised her hand as if to argue but then realized she had nothing to say and closed her mouth.
“Neti, it’s dangerous for you too, so let’s limit your wandering until the evening when there are still plenty of people around. Once the sun sets, head back to the hotel.”
Neti didn’t protest much. She just teased, saying, “Are you going to have a night date with unnie?”
Anyway, the group agreed to his plan, and Yeomyeong looked at the Saintess with a somewhat surprised expression.
He had prepared several arguments to persuade her.
“…Saintess, are you okay?”
Before leaving the room, Yeomyeong asked. The Saintess shrugged as if it didn’t matter.
“You’re not saying anything wrong. I’ll be waiting here. If anything happens, contact me. Got it?”
“…?”
Was she really a good daughter, after all?
Thinking he understood why the Saintess had easily agreed to his plan, Yeomyeong left the hotel room.
Right after the sound of his footsteps faded, the Saintess began pulling out a sniper rifle from her bag, which had been left in Yeomyeong’s inventory, and started assembling it.
Corvus, sounding slightly confused, asked.
“…Saintess? Didn’t my apprentice just tell you to stay here?”
“Huh? Of course, I’ll stay in the room. This place is a pretty good position for snipping.”
Corvus stared at her blankly, then asked.
“Did you foresee the future?”
“No…”
“Then why…?”
“Yeomyeong and Seti went out together, didn’t they?”
“…?”
“Think about it. Whenever those two go out together, something always happens. It’s not like this is the first time. At this point, it’s practically predictable.”
Her words were oddly convincing. Corvus opened her beak as if to counter but then just pulled out her staff from the bag.
It was three hours before sunset in Chicago.

 
    

  Chapter 233: There's No City For Trash Mob (4)
* * *
“The view is nice.”
Yeomyeong turned his head to follow Seti’s voice and looked towards the walking path.
First, a warm breeze from the lake brushed against his cheek, followed by the sight of the red-tinted horizon of Lake Michigan, lit by the slanting sunlight.
Seti, who was looking in the same direction, subtly reached out and linked arms with Yeomyeong.
Click.
The perceptive Neti didn’t miss the moment and took a photo.
Though they looked more like tourists than people searching for a missing person, Yeomyeong said nothing and struck a natural pose, ‘pretending’ to be a tourist.
Was it because it felt like a date with Seti? Or perhaps because he couldn’t use his mana in the midst of hundreds of tourists around? No, it wasn’t either of those.
The reason he was pretending like this came from the mouths of the two sisters, who, with sunglasses on, were scanning their surroundings relentlessly.
“Top right, the black tourist with the backpack. Superhuman.”
“Under the row of trees, the elderly man drinking coffee. Mage.”
“In front of the fountain, a little kid dozing off with a young Asian man. Superhuman. The kid is a mage.”
There were mysterious superhumans scattered across Navy Pier.
Yeomyeong hadn’t noticed them when they were heading to the hotel, but as soon as they began their investigation, numerous superhumans became detectable to his senses.
Most of them were superhumans that Yeomyeong’s group could find if they were looking for a particular angle, but… if there were more than ten of them, things would be different.
It was fortunate that Yeomyeong’s group had been hiding their mana. If they had been discovered first, things would have become complicated.
“…Didn’t you say this was a tourist spot? It’s as tight as the facility where we, the sisters, grew up.”
Neti whispered as she drew closer to pretend to show Yeomyeong the photo.
“Could it be because we are in front of the Dimensional Portal?”
Neti said that and glanced northwest, towards the direction of the artificial island with the Dimensional Portal floating above it.
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“Then they should be at the Dimensional Portal itself. Or maybe it’s like the LA Dimensional Portal with a military base hidden nearby…”
Yeomyeong trailed off, but both Neti and Seti nodded as if they had heard the rest of his thought.
The U.S. wasn’t stupid. They wouldn’t hide superhumans, let alone ordinary people, as tourists and scatter them around a popular attraction.
“…Looks like it’s not going to be easy.”
Seti sighed, and Neti grinned as she replied to her sister’s comment.
“Wherever you and brother-in-law go, that’s always how it is.”
“…?”
Instead of Seti, it was Yeomyeong who gave Neti a flick on the forehead, then asked the two of them.
“So, what now?”
Originally, they planned to explore the movie theater and shopping mall at Navy Pier, then sneak around the hotel in the late night…
“I don’t mind. I’ll go wherever you go.”
Neti shrugged her shoulders, but Seti spoke while scanning her surroundings.
“Let’s check everything. We might find something at the shopping mall or the movie theater.”
“…Then let’s hide our mana as much as possible. Don’t forget we’re pretending to be tourists.”
Yeomyeong said that as he took the lead. The three of them headed towards the shopping mall, leaving the gaze of the superhumans who were subtly following them behind.
Following the bustling tourists, they entered the first floor of the shopping mall, where, as expected, there were superhumans hiding their identities.
“…Hey, that burger place looks good.”
Seti pointed to a restaurant while pretending to be as natural as possible.
There was a bald white man serving burgers there, and he, too, was a superhuman hiding his mana.
Not a tourist, but an actual employee?
In other words, this entire facility or the managers of the facility were connected to these superhumans.
Feeling that things were getting messier than expected, Yeomyeong immersed himself in the act.
“Isn’t it still a bit early to eat? Let’s go to a proper restaurant later. How about that?”
“Well, if you want to… but you’re buying dinner tonight?”
“Yes, yes.”
Ignoring Neti, who was frowning at their acting, the group continued to wander around the mall.
It wasn’t a particularly impressive shopping mall, and as expected for a tourist spot, most of the stores were selling jewelry and souvenirs.
The problem was that Yeomyeong had discovered two more hidden superhumans between the stores.
At this point, there was no need to visit the movie theater.
If there was one, it was fine, but with three superhumans disguised as employees, it was almost certain that the Navy Pier managers were up to something.
“This… it’s not just about saving someone or anything like that, is it?”
Neti, who had returned to the walking path, spoke in a slightly scared voice. She kept glancing around, and it was understandable.
Hidden superhumans, twelve to be exact, were like a large mercenary group or a military unit hiding around.
“…What exactly is going on here?”
Seti asked, and Yeomyeong also shook his head, unable to find an answer.
At that moment, his golden eyes, hidden under his sunglasses, caught sight of three men walking among the tourists.
They were dressed in comfortable travel clothes, carrying large bags.
They looked like typical backpackers, but Yeomyeong kept watching them closely. Was it because their hair was an unusual green color for Earth?
No, it was because of the masks hanging from their bags.
The masks weren’t anything special, nor were they well-made—just crude snake masks… something Yeomyeong had seen before.
…Black market?
Puzzled, Yeomyeong didn’t explain to the two sisters but instead checked the smartphone Sancho had given him.
The smartphone had contact information and details about the Chicago black market, as well as information from Kahal Magdu.
Although he had already read the information during the flight to Chicago, Yeomyeong meticulously went over the contents again.
However, no matter how much he checked, the location for the Chicago black market was listed as an underground parking lot near a hotel by the Chicago Canal, not here.
…But maybe Sancho’s information is wrong.
Considering the distance between LA and Chicago, it wasn’t that strange. Or, perhaps the location of the market had changed in the meantime.
Either way, it was worth checking out.
After organizing his thoughts, Yeomyeong turned to Neti.
“Neti, sorry, but you’ll have to head back to the hotel alone.”
“Now? Did you find something?”
“…I’m not sure, but it looks like it could be dangerous.”
No further explanation was needed. Neti nodded quietly.
She left Yeomyeong and Seti with a parting remark, “Have fun on your date. Just don’t do anything too dirty,” before dodging a hit on the forehead and quickly running back to the hotel.
As they watched Neti’s retreating figure, Seti turned to Yeomyeong and asked.
“So, what did you exactly find?”
Yeomyeong gestured toward the three travelers disappearing into the mall and answered.
“…The black market mask.”
* * *
Yeomyeong and Seti followed the three masked travelers back into the mall.
The men were entering the same restaurant where Seti had first spotted the disguised superhuman employee. And, more suspiciously, they exchanged peculiar glances with that employee.
“…Well, that confirms it.”
“It’s too early to jump to conclusions. Let’s watch a little longer.”
With that short exchange, the two entered the restaurant as well, choosing seats with a clear view of the masked men while acting as naturally as possible.
“Would you like to order?”
A regular waiter approached and asked for their order. Yeomyeong pointed at the travelers’ table and replied.
“We’ll have whatever they ordered.”
The waiter glanced at the travelers’ table before confirming.
“Two burger sets with extra chilli cheese fries. That okay?”
“Yeah, we’ll take that.”
As Yeomyeong responded, the waiter returned to the kitchen while the soft glow of the late afternoon sun trickled in through the windows.
The three men who ordered the burger sets weren’t eating. Instead, they were leisurely chatting.
Yeomyeong and Seti pretended not to watch them, making small talk to pass the tim—
“What will you do about the Saintess?”
…Or at least, that was Yeomyeong’s intention.
Seti’s sharp eyes scanned his face.
“Are you just going to keep avoiding her until your revenge is over? Or…”
“…Seti. What are you talking about?”
Yeomyeong cut her off before she could continue. In response, Seti smirked and reached out, gently stroking his cheek.
“I’m only saying this because I don’t mind.”
“…?”
“So, if you’re ignoring the Saintess because of me… you don’t have to. You can return her feelings if you want.”
“…What?”
“What do you think? It’s called confidence in being first.”
The waiter arrived with their burgers before Yeomyeong could process the shocking confession. Seti took a big bite but looked slightly disappointed.
“…This is not as good as I thought. Well, food in tourist spots is always like this.”
“…”
“Are you not eating?”
Snapping out of it, Yeomyeong took a bite as well. Just as she said, it wasn’t anything special.
A moment later, the masked travelers finished their meal and stood up.
They pretended to leave a tip but discreetly handed something to the superhuman waiter.
A rectangular, luxurious piece of paper with elegant golden embossing.
What was that? As Seti narrowed her eyes to decipher its purpose, Yeomyeong spoke.
“…A business card.”
“A business card?”
“I can’t read what it says, but judging by how it looks… yeah.”
Most likely, that was a ticket to the black market.
Having made his decision, Yeomyeong quickly finished his burger, stood up, and started chasing after the travelers.
Seti, who had already finished eating, leisurely followed him with her arms crossed. She continued the conversation from earlier.
“Was what I said really that shocking? I thought you’d like it.”
“…Do we really need to talk about this right now? And what do you mean about ‘like it’—me?”
“Hmm? You’re not?”
Before Yeomyeong could respond, Seti cut him off.
“Once the revenge is done, I want to take my siblings and the Saintess and move beyond the Dimensional Portal to live together.”
“…”
“We could live in Gemini City or Apollo City, but it wouldn’t be bad to go down to the countryside and buy a farm. And… oh, by the way, did you know that polygamy is still legal in the Empire?”
Unsure of what she was talking about, Yeomyeong sighed and replied.
“…Polyandry is legal too.”
“So what? I don’t need any other man.”
“…”
Yeomyeong fell silent, unable to think of a response to Seti’s sudden confession.
He almost conceded, but upon noticing that Seti’s earlobes were turning red, he smiled softly.
So, they were both shy, after all. Yeomyeong gently lowered his crossed arms and held her hand.
The warm sensation of their tightly interlaced fingers melted his heart.
Had they not been tracking the travelers, Yeomyeong might have kissed her right there.
…Anyway.
As their impromptu act(?) of affection deepened a little more, the travelers briefly glanced around before turning into a hallway, disappearing from sight.
It seemed like they were heading toward the bathroom area, so Yeomyeong and Seti decided not to follow immediately but to explore the nearby shops and wait for them to reappear.
They spent some time browsing through souvenirs like faux gemstone necklaces and Chicago White Sox Team T-shirts.
As sunset faded and the time of stars approached, Yeomyeong and Seti realized something was wrong. They headed down the same hallway where the travelers had disappeared into the bathroom.
“…There’s nothing here. It’s like they disappeared into the ground.”
Seti, who had checked both the hallway and the women’s restroom, reported. Yeomyeong, who had checked the men’s restroom, frowned.
“Teleportation?”
“…Would they really use such advanced magic just to go to the black market?”
“Unless they were unexpectedly mages…”
Yeomyeong trailed off, scanning for mana. At that very moment, while checking every crack in the wall and even the smallest speck of dust on the floor…
He discovered a faint magic circle etched across the entire hallway, extending beyond the walls and floor.
“…So, it’s not just a mere black market.”
* * *
Standing before the massive, unidentifiable magic circle, Yeomyeong realized there wasn’t much he could do.
He lacked the magic knowledge to decipher or dispel the circle, and destroying it would mean fighting every superhuman in the Navy Pier.
So, Yeomyeong decided to use a more traditional approach.
Infiltration. To be exact, use an Invisibility Cloak and simply wait in the hallway near the restroom.
The problem with this plan was…
“…This corridor’s narrower than I thought.”
It wasn’t easy hiding under the cloak with Seti.
They had to avoid any regular customers who might walk through the hallway, meaning Yeomyeong and Seti had to stick close together, almost like glue.
“If it’s too hard for you, I can go alone.”
“Who said it’s hard? I’m just saying it’s narrow.”
“…”
“By the way, Yeomyeong? I’ve been thinking for a while… your skin smells really good.”
With a sly grin, Seti buried her nose in the back of his neck, and Yeomyeong had to chant the Heart Sutra in his head.
After reciting the sutra more than ten times from beginning to end…
Finally, a man appeared before the magic circle.
He didn’t seem like a typical tourist; rather, he was dressed as if heading to a high-end restaurant. The man pulled out a piece of paper from his coat—exactly the same kind of business card the travelers had earlier.
…Something’s happening.
Seti, who had been playfully teasing Yeomyeong, now held her breath, watching carefully from under the Invisibility Cloak.
The man ripped the business card.
Ripppppp—
As the business card tore, mana spread through the area around Yeomyeong, Seti, and the man, creating a thin barrier.
It was an invisibility spell that erased the sight of the CCTV, the sound, the dust, and even the presence of people.
Before the spell even ended, the hallway walls creaked open with a sharp sound.
Behind the walls, a narrow yet luxurious white marble staircase appeared, with sparkling lights from below, indicating that it wasn’t too deep.
Let’s follow.
As the man descended the stairs, Yeomyeong and Seti quietly followed, staying close behind him.
“Customer 73. You’re earlier than expected.”
At the bottom of the stairs, they arrived at a large hall.
The spacious room resembled a high-end performance hall, with luxurious seats arranged around a grand stage.
More than ten superhuman security guards were waiting in the hall, which seemed less like a black market and more like…
An auction house?
As if she had thought the same thing, Seti wrote words on Yeomyeong’s palm with her finger.
- Risky, escape? Infiltration?
Yeomyeong quickly wrote his response.
- *Infiltration*.
Having made up their minds, the two of them immediately began walking toward the stage.
Though the invisibility cloak concealed them, their footsteps couldn’t be muffled, so they moved as quietly as possible.
They avoided the guards, walked through the seats, and reached the stage. The person standing on stage turned around and surveyed the audience.
Perhaps there was another entrance elsewhere, as dozens of people were already seated, waiting for the auction to begin.
- The three from earlier… Not visible. There is space. Behind the stage.
Yeomyeong, who had explained with his fingers, proceeded to move behind the stage.
Unlike the glamorous front stage, the back was like a vast warehouse. The problem, however, was with the items stored there.
Inside the glass cases were all sorts of magic items and weapons, along with unrefined elixirs—herbs, entrails, eyeballs—and a variety of potions.
Even Yeomyeong, without specialized knowledge, could immediately tell this was an auction house.
Yet, there were no guards in sight. Perhaps these items were too valuable for regular security? Or maybe…
“Who’s there?”
There was only one guard visible.
Yeomyeong squinted as he saw the person emerging from behind the glass cases.
An East Asian man with a ponytail, exuding a sharp aura like a finely honed sashimi knife.
With mana clearly radiating from him, he was undoubtedly a superhuman. However, the way his hand rested on the katana at his waist was anything but ordinary.
At the very least, he was leagues above the common thugs outside.
- Let’s back off. No signs of KGB or Moryne here.
Yeomyeong said to Seti. Seti, seemingly in agreement, was about to retreat with him. However…
Srrrgggg— The man drew his katana, and a flash of light burst from it.
In an instant, Yeomyeong burst out from beneath the Invisibility Cloak, drew his sword from his inventory, and effortlessly deflected the Sword Aura his opponent had unleashed.
The flying Sword Aura slammed into the warehouse wall and made no sound as it burrowed deep into it—cutting so cleanly, it was as if it had carved the wall itself.
“Oh… An invisibility cloak? I guessed right.”
The man had already unleashed his Sword Aura, even though he wasn’t entirely sure of his target—he was either crazy or extraordinary, or perhaps both.
However, Yeomyeong didn’t care either way. He raised his sword and spoke.
“Wouldn’t it be easier if you just let me go? I didn’t steal anything.”
“Of course not. There’s a reason the ‘No entry for outsiders’ zone exis—”
Before the man could finish his reply, Yeomyeong struck the ground in a surprise attack. He planned to decapitate him before anyone outside noticed.
A red aura surged from Yeomyeong’s blade, and the moment his sword swung down toward the man’s neck, another flash erupted from the katana.
The clash of their Sword Auras, charged with mana, should have caused an explosion of noise, but just before their blades collided, Yeomyeong’s Sword Aura expanded multiple times over.
Like a wave swallowing ordinary ripples, the massive Sword Aura surged forward. The crimson tide engulfed the gleaming arc of the katana—and split the man’s body in two in an instant.
Or it would have.…
However, at the last moment, the man dropped his katana and threw himself backwards.
As Yeomyeong’s sword sliced the katana in half, the man barely managed to roll across the floor, his collar narrowly grazed by the blade.
The keen instinct and skill to evade Yeomyeong’s strike, along with martial arts that allowed him to retreat at speed rivaling the Flying Kick technique—
If they fought properly, Yeomyeong would’ve had trouble, but…
That was all.
Just as the man was about to spring up and shout, Seti, who had positioned herself behind him, aimed a pistol at his temple.
Click.
The cold muzzle of the gun pressed against his face, and the man slowly closed his mouth, which had been wide open, and spoke.
“If you shoot, the guards will come running.”
“Before that, we’ll just escape using the Invisibility Cloak.”
“There are over forty emergency sensors in this auction house. If the alarm goes off, you’ll be trapped like rats in a cage.”
“You talk too much.”
“Let’s go back to the first thing you said.”
“…”
“I’ll let you go—just leave now. Consider it repayment for cutting my sword.”
The words were unclear—whether a threat or a plea—prompting Yeomyeong to lower his sword slightly as he approached the man and spoke.
“I refuse.”
“What?”
“How long do you think it’ll take me to kill all the guards here and everyone outside as well? Five minutes? Ten minutes?”
“…”
The man smiled ambiguously as if imagining what Yeomyeong had just said. He raised both hands over his shoulders and spoke.
“Well, I’d say it’ll take about twenty minutes. This place is close enough for the incompetent Chicago police to arrive in ten minutes. And above all…”
“Above all?”
“The VIPs are waiting outside. I don’t know who you are, but you definitely can’t handle them. Some of them are even congressmen.”
“…”
As Yeomyeong approached the man, without saying a word, he raised his sword. The VIPs and the rest didn’t matter because he could use his invisibility cloak and Blood Tears illusion to handle this matter.
After all, unless there were KGB here, no one would be able to figure out his identi—
At that moment, as if it were a twist of fate, the door at the back of the warehouse opened.
From what seemed like a waiting room for the warehouse manager or the auctioneer, three snake-masked travelers Yeomyeong and Seti had been chasing, along with an elderly man, stepped out of the room.
- What… what’s going on?
- Dokgo’s been taken down?
- Shut up and call security! Call security!
While the three were making a fuss, Yeomyeong and Seti didn’t react at all.
No, they couldn’t because the elderly man who had come out with the travelers was all too familiar.
“Enough, everyone, be quiet.”
The elderly man, who had been looking at Yeomyeong for a moment, raised his hand and shut the mouths of the three travelers.
At that moment, with everyone silenced, the elderly man smiled at Yeomyeong.
“I didn’t expect to run into you here. Dung… no, Yeomyeong.”
Yeomyeong, who had withdrawn his sword that was aimed at Dokgo, lowered his head slightly in respect and answered.
“…I didn’t expect to meet you here either. It’s been… a long time, Mr. Jang Man.”

 
    

  Chapter 234: There's No City For Trash Mob (5)
* * *
After finishing their greetings, Yeomyeong and Jang Man embraced each other in silence.
As confusion appeared on the faces of the three Snake Mask brothers and the katana-wielding man, the old man patted the boy’s back while hugging him.
“You rascal, what have you been up to that you’re here?”
As soon as the hug ended, Jang Man asked. Yeomyeong smiled and replied.
“What about you, sir? Weren’t you retired?”
“Of course, I have retired. I was on my way to find you.”
“Huh? Me?”
Yeomyeong was slightly surprised, and Jang Man placed a hand on his shoulder.
“I got a message from Joseph a few weeks ago.”
“…Ah.”
“How could the kid who, according to the news, was supposed to be at the Academy end up beyond the Dimensional Portal? Since Joseph even swore on his parents’ names, I had no reason to doubt him. So, how could I just sit still?”
Realizing what had happened, Yeomyeong gave a bitter smile.
“…The message was really late.”
“Indeed, way too late. We almost missed each other at the Dimensional Portal.”
Jang Man chuckled, then took a step back to look Yeomyeong up and down.
“You’ve turned into a complete superhuman. The rumors don’t even do you justice.”
Yeomyeong smiled faintly and was about to suggest they go somewhere proper to talk when the ponytailed swordsman cut in.
“Sir, is this guy… perhaps your adopted son?”
Amused, Jang Man’s beard twitched.
“Adopted son? Not quite. I’m more like his godfather.”
Hearing that answer, Dokgo and the three Snake Mask brothers had strange expressions—something between surprise and envy.
Meanwhile, Jang Man gestured for Yeomyeong and Seti to follow him and spoke to the swordsman.
“Dokgo, may we have a word—two, just the three of us? If any auction items were damaged today, I’ll compensate for them.”
“No items were damaged. My sword did break, but… I’ll just consider it the price to spare my life.”
Rising from his seat, Dokgo said that and gave a small bow.
As the three headed out of the warehouse, Dokgo spoke quietly to Yeomyeong from behind.
“…Let’s have a proper match one day, kid.”
“…”
Even if we fight again one day, I think I’ll still win. Yeomyeong swallowed those words, and at that moment, Jang Man patted his shoulder.
“I hope you understand—he is a bit too competitive compared to his actual skill level.”
“…I can hear you, sir.”
Jang Man laughed heartily and headed toward the back door of the warehouse. Yeomyeong and Seti followed behind him. The three Snake Mask brothers and Dokgo, who had been watching, stared blankly at each other for a moment before quietly leaving to prepare for the auction.
The room Yeomyeong entered was, as expected, a waiting room for the auctioneer. A wardrobe, a mirror, a refrigerator, and a small table—just a few necessary items sparsely arranged.
Fortunately, there were plenty of chairs. Jang Man told Seti and Yeomyeong to make themselves comfortable, then took out drinks. With a practiced motion, he placed cups filled with beverages before them, leaned back in his chair, and spoke.
“So, what on earth happened all this time? And who is the one at the Academy now?”
It was a short question, but to answer it, Yeomyeong had to explain his long journey.
Manchuria, the Academy, the Southern Demon Domain, Dreitherial. It was still a long story, even after excluding the parts he couldn’t speak about. And when he specifically mentioned that he had killed the Player and was thrown beyond the Dimensional Portal afterwards, Jang Man kept drinking as if his throat had gone dry.
Finally, after Yeomyeong finished his story, Jang Man summed up his thoughts in a short sentence.
“Your Foreman… that old man surely raised you very well.”
“…”
Yeomyeong smiled to suppress the lump rising in his throat. Jang Man poured a rich, fragrant bourbon whiskey into a glass and continued speaking.
“So, Yeomyeong. Why are you and Miss Seti here?”
“We’re looking for someone.”
“…Someone?”
Perhaps it was an unexpected answer, as a hint of surprise appeared on Jang Man’s face while he lifted his whiskey glass.
“Hmm… So you didn’t come here knowing what kind of place it was?”
“No, we ended up here by chance. I guess that this place is connected to the black market…”
As Yeomyeong said that, Jang Man paused for a moment before explaining.
“…It is true that this place is connected to the black market. The same people run it.”
“…”
“Strictly speaking, this isn’t a market but an auction house. This place is for those people who find the black market too dirty for their liking but still want to buy illegal goods.”
Yeomyeong nodded without surprise. It was more or less the answer he had expected. After all, hadn’t that swordsman mentioned a congressman earlier?
Jang Man took a sip of whiskey and added.
“But we don’t deal with people here. The ones who come here already own plenty of slaves through their wealth or power.”
“Then… is there no place where kidnapped people might be?”
“…Kidnapped?”
“Yes, actually, I came here chasing a kidnapped person. In her last message, she sent me this location.”
“A kidnapping at Navy Pier… Hmm… Do you have any other clues?”
Other clues? He couldn’t mention that it was the Saintess’ mother, so Yeomyeong offered a more direct hint.
“…She was taken by the Soviets.”
Fortunately, that clue seemed to be the key. As soon as Jang Man heard the word “Soviets,” his eyebrows shot up.
“Soviets?”
“Yes, not all of them, but most of them are former KGB agents.”
“Really? Then that kidnapped person… She’s probably on a passenger ship.”
“…A passenger ship?”
Yeomyeong tilted his head at the unexpected answer, and even Seti did the same.
“There are quite a few passenger ships that use Navy Pier as a base, traveling between the Dimensional Portal and Lake Michigan. It’s a better place to hide someone than here. And… about ten days ago, a wealthy man rented an entire passenger ship. That man happens to be from Moscow. I don’t know if he’s KGB or not, but… isn’t it quite a coincidence?”
In the reflection of the whiskey glass, Yeomyeong and Seti exchanged a look that screamed, This is it. Jang Man gave a small smile and emptied his glass.
“From what I know, that man will be attending today’s auction. His ship will probably be docked here as well.”
This was information that no outsider could ever obtain. Yeomyeong bowed his head toward Jang Man.
“…Thank you, sir.”
“No, save your thanks for after this is all over.”
“Pardon?”
Jang Man held out his glass and spoke to the confused Yeomyeong.
“Before boarding that ship, you need to confirm if he’s really the person you’re looking for.”
“…”
“I’ll set things up for you—join the auction yourself. What do you think?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong simply bowed his head and accepted the glass offered by the elder.
* * *
The secret auction house of Navy Pier operated under a strict membership system.
The membership criteria were extremely rigorous; even with immense wealth, one couldn’t join without significant social influence. This was the ironclad rule of the black market manager—ironically, no one knew the true identity of that manager.
And in that sense, Jang Man was quite a special case. He was the only one who could come and go from the auction house without being a member.
A legendary smuggler who had built countless connections while moving between Korea and the U.S. through the three Dimensional Portals since the early days of the Dimensional Portal era deserves such a privilege.
Yeomyeong was well aware of Jang Man’s reputation in the underworld, but he never expected that his name would carry weight even in distant Chicago.
Seti felt the same way and became even more cautious around Jang Man—almost like a daughter-in-law meeting her in-laws for the first time.
Jang Man chuckled as he observed Seti.
“What happened to that fierce young lady who used to greet people with a kick first, without hesitation?”
“…”
Seti didn’t respond, instead poking Yeomyeong’s side for no reason. Even as they donned the masks provided by the auction house and took their seats, she kept at it.
Time passed, enough for Yeomyeong’s side to ache from the constant poking, and by then, most of the auction seats had been filled.
Jang Man, wearing a snake mask, pointed toward the back of the auction house.
“…There, the ones you were looking for just walked in.”
Yeomyeong turned his head and saw four men entering—not through the entrance he had come from, but another one. The only apparent guest among them was a man wearing a star mask, while the other three seemed to be bodyguards, judging by their large builds.
The problem was… one of those bodyguards looked very familiar.
The superhuman known as the Blue Rat—was his name Mortimer? It had been so long that Yeomyeong wasn’t sure, but he vaguely recalled this man. Back in Incheon, alongside Wollard, he had tried to pressure Jang Man—only to have his arm severed by Yeomyeong.
When Yeomyeong turned back, Jang Man asked.
“…Are those the ones you were looking for?”
As soon as Yeomyeong nodded, the Soviet men took seats in the very back. They must have been the final guests, as the lights in the auction seating area dimmed and the stage lit up.
A moment later, security personnel began lifting a massive glass case onto the stage, signaling the start of the auction.
“Welcome to the 87th Illinois VIP Auction!”
As expected, the three brothers in snake masks were the auctioneers. Unlike before, when they had been dressed as travelers, they now wore luxurious and flamboyant ceremonial attire. Each of them took on a specific role—introducing items, displaying them, and conducting the auction itself.
[Our first item is a treasured sword from beyond the Dimensional Portal! This blade, I must say…]
[This grotesque heart comes from the same monster species as the infamous London Beast, and we guarantee its potent medicinal properties…]
[Attention, everyone! This fur scarf is made from the golden clan, the final resistance fighters among the Beastfolk—a genuine artifact…]
[This flower is one of the key ingredients in the elixir that Stalin himself reportedly consumed—introducing the Starburst flower…]
The auction continued, both precious and tedious at the same time.
Yeomyeong kept his senses tuned to the Soviet men seated in the back, but then Seti, sitting beside him, called out in a small voice.
“Yeomyeong, hold on a second.”
“What?”
“Doesn’t that seem familiar to you?”
Seti pointed to the auction stage, something Yeomyeong had been ignoring. A long, rectangular glass case was being brought up, inside of which lay a single elongated black rod—plain, unadorned, and without any decorations.
Neither a weapon nor an artwork, just a simple rod.
[This next item is truly special.]
Strangely enough, the snake mask auctioneer did not open the glass case immediately. Instead, he swept his gaze across the auction house, his deep eyes surveying the crowd beneath the mask.
In the silence, the masked figure confirmed that all eyes were on him, then gave a nod. Taking that as a signal, another snake-masked individual carefully opened the glass case.
Puhuhu—
The moment the glass case opened, a voice echoed from within, sounding almost like an animal laughing. Whether it was the atmosphere of the auction house or something else, the voice carried an eerie quality.
Seti had merely said it felt familiar, but Yeomyeong recognized it instantly.
…The main body of Uragan.
Only then did Yeomyeong recall the map of the Chicago warehouse that Mara had shown him in his mental world. He had completely forgotten about it—who would have thought he’d come across it at this auction?
[Did everyone hear that? This is no trick; that voice came directly from this rod.]
The spotlight focused on the glass case as soon as the snake mask auctioneer said that.
[Behold the radiant form of this rod. This item was discovered in the Dwarven’s mountains at Nine Peaks Mountain. Could it be a dwarven staff? A stake? Or perhaps the body of another weapon?]
The body of another weapon. Upon hearing that keyword, Seti finally realized what the object truly was.
“Yeomyeong, could that be…?”
“Yes. It’s exactly what you’re thinking.”
“…”
As Seti fell silent, the auctioneer continued his speech.
[But the crucial point is what this object is made of! Prepare to be amazed. This item is crafted from pure, 100% bicorn horn! Judging by its size, it must have belonged to a creature at least 200 years old!]
Though the auctioneer’s voice grew more excited, the reaction from the audience was surprisingly lukewarm.
Which, honestly, was understandable. To put it bluntly—what use was it? Virgin detection? That could be done with any other bicorn horn. The people here were so wealthy that it wouldn’t be surprising if they used actual unicorn horns for such purposes.
The auctioneer must have known this as well, for he refrained from overhyping or exaggerating further.
If this had been another auction, he might have thrown in some nonsense about a dwarven princess’ virgin detector, but at a VIP auction, saying such things would only diminish his credibility.
[Well then, let’s start lightly at $110,000.]
Even the starting price was just a fraction of what other items were going for. Though, of course, that amount was still several times the average American’s annual salary…
“Is this something you need to buy?”
Jang Man, who had been watching Yeomyeong and Seti whispering, finally spoke. Yeomyeong nodded.
“…Yes.”
“Do you have the money?”
Seti was the one to respond. She discreetly pulled out an envelope containing checks, which Sancho had given her. At a glance, it held at least $2 million in funds.
Seeing this, Jang Man tilted his head slightly.
“If it’s not enough, I’ll cover the difference.”
And in the next moment, Jang Man casually tapped the armrest of his seat. So that’s why no one had raised their hands—bidding was done by inputting prices through the built-in computers in the seats.
[$120,000! We have a bid for $120,000! Any higher offers?]
Fortunately, no one else seemed interested in bidding higher.
[If there are no other bids, I will begin the 5-second countdown.]
As the auctioneer started counting down, Yeomyeong exhaled in relief.
[Oh… wait a moment! $1.2 million! A bid for $1.2 million!]
Someone had just skyrocketed the price.
Not just a small increase—ten times the price in one go?
While Yeomyeong reeled in surprise and Seti furrowed her brows, Jang Man calmly asked.
“What will you do? The price is likely to rise at least four times more.”
“In that case… would they possibly accept goods instead of money?”
“Physical goods?”
“Gold coins, gold bars, jewels… and dragon bones.”
The wealth that the Player had accumulated in his inventory and the wealth they obtained beyond the Dimensional Portal. Perhaps selling even half of Kahal Magdu’s bones would easily exceed ten million dollars.
However, regretfully, Jang Man shook his head.
“They’ll take gold coins and gold bars, but dragon bones might be a bit difficult. This is an auction house, not a barter exchange.”
“Then…”
“I’ll use my resources then.”
Jang Man, who had spoken up to that point, knocked the handle again. Yeomyeong tried to stop him, but Jang Man waved him off first.
“The foreman is my close friend. His son leaves his home to avenge my friend—how could I possibly be stingy with money?”
Soon after, the auctioneer shouted.
[1.3 million!]
With that shout as a signal, the auction race began. 1.4 million, 2 million, 3 million…
Perhaps not expecting such fierce competition, the auctioneer shouted the prices with a joyful expression.
And by then, those who had been quietly watching also started joining the race.
Why? As Yeomyeong made a confused expression at the suddenly soaring amount, Jang Man spoke.
“They’re probably mistaking it for something with a hidden value.”
“…What if this is just a bait the host threw at the auction?”
“If they were foolish enough to do something like that to VIPs, they wouldn’t even be able to hold an auction near the Dimensional Portal.”
“…”
At his oddly convincing words, Yeomyeong kept his mouth shut. Now that it had started, there was no way to stop it. He could only hope that Jang Man’s pockets were deep enough.
His thoughts seemed to mock him as the auction price soared without end. According to Jang Man, many nouveaux riches from various countries had come today, which might have influenced the rise.
Anyway, when the heated race finally slowed down, the price for Uragan’s main body was…
[8.7 million dollars! Anyone else?]
It was a staggering price just to hear. Even Jang Man, who had followed up to 8.5 million dollars, shook his head at the price.
He could easily cover it by selling some of the dragon bones in his inventory, but… for now, he couldn’t join the bidding.
[8.7 million dollars! Sold!]
Yeomyeong sighed in regret, but in the back of his mind, he was already considering plans to forcefully seize it or trade it for dragon bones.
After all, he had originally planned to steal it, so switching to robbery wouldn’t be such a bad idea.
While Yeomyeong was writing “rob it?” on Seti’s hand with his fingers, the auctioneer, wearing white gloves, seemed to be planning to show multiple angles of the item under the lights, perhaps because of the unexpectedly high price.
The auctioneer lifted the rod with exaggerated gestures, acting seriously.
Or rather, he tried to lift it.
But the auctioneer couldn’t grab the rod. The rod emitted mana when he reached for it, pushing him back.
[Huh?]
While the auctioneer, who had fallen on his bottom, muttered in embarrassment, those in the auction house who could feel mana understood what was happening.
- Successor-type magic item?
- We knew it was made by dwarves, but now it also has a successor too?
- But selling an item that has an owner… Tsk, the quality of today’s items is really…
Over the muttering voices that seemed to be meant for him to hear, the flustered auctioneer was seen calling over other staff members.
“What the… What the hell is this…”
“It was fine until yesterday…”
“Shut u—! This is so stup—! Get it out of here immediately!”
He could hear the angry auctioneer and the restless staff with his superhuman hearing. Yeomyeong realized what had happened and let out a sigh of relief.
Upon seeing that sigh, Jang Man asked.
“What the hell is going on?”
“…It seems that item recognized its owner.”
“Really? Then, could the owner possibly be…?”
Jang Man subtly looked at Yeomyeong, and Yeomyeong quietly nodded.
“Heh, thanks to you, I’ve seen something amusing.”
Whether he genuinely found the grumbling nouveau riche amusing or not, Jang Man chuckled, his beard twitching with laughter.
Yeomyeong hesitated for a moment before subtly reaching for the stage.
He planned to put the rod into his inventory just as it disappeared behind the stage, but Jang Man’s voice stopped him.
“Don’t worry. I’ll get it for a low price.”
“…Pardon?”
“That rod. I’ll get it for you legally.”
“Ah… Thank you, sir.”
Yeomyeong suddenly came to his senses. The purpose of coming here was to confirm the Soviet men and chase after Moryne’s trace, not to steal Uragan’s body.
“What thanks? This old man might not have money, but could he also have no connection? You know, the effort I used to gather connection is supposed to be used for moments like this.”
As Jang Man shrugged and Yeomyeong and Seti smiled, the auctioneer apologized to the guests, bowing repeatedly.
However, once the atmosphere was ruined, it was hard to restore. After a brief disruption, the auction resumed in a chaotic mood.
Some VIPs openly ignored the event or sipped their drinks as if the auctioneer wasn’t even there, but the auctioneer persisted and continued as if believing in something.
[Finally, it’s time for the special item our auction house is proud of.]
[For those of you visiting for the first time, let me explain: the next three items have been certified by experts and are exclusive to this place—you won’t find them anywhere else.]
It was quite a serious tone, and the VIPs stopped pretending and started focusing on the stage. As if waiting for the moment, the lights on the stage brightened.
Five well-dressed security guards brought a large metal box onto the stage.
They cautiously, almost exaggeratedly, unlocked the box. Click, click—the thick first lock was undone, followed by a padlock, and only after going through an iris recognition system did the metal box open.
Whoosh—
With a thick smoke, the box opened and inside appeared…
…Amber?
Commonly called amber, it was a solidified tree resin that forms into a crystal. It was a common item found in jewel shops, and what was in the box was even a half-broken, worn-out piece.
However, for some reason, everyone in the auction house couldn’t take their eyes off the gemstone.
[As some of you might already know, this gemstone… is not just any gemstone.]
An ominous voice, a brief pause.
[This is… Jewel Honey, recovered from the ruins of Margrave’s castle, the site of a nuclear missile strike!]
Jewel Honey? Yeomyeong tilted his head at a term he had never heard, not even in documentaries, but the auctioneer continued.
[Those of you who are quick-witted may have already noticed—this is the missing counterpart to the broken yellow gem embedded in the Margrave’s sword! It is the very gem that symbolizes the legendary superhuman who humiliated France and the U.S., the Margrave Household’s emblem!]
Upon hearing it, it certainly sounded like an extraordinary item. Both historically and culturally.
[Now, let’s start at 5 million!]
However, since it had nothing to do with Yeomyeong, he turned his head toward Jang Man instead of the stage.
“What are they here to buy?”
“Well, I don’t know either. But since they haven’t bought anything yet, they must be aiming for a special item…”
Just then, as if waiting, the Soviet men moved. Yeomyeong’s sharp hearing caught the sound of them tapping the handle.
[15 million dollars! We’ve started with 15 million dollars!]
Unlike the auctioneer’s cheerful voice, Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes.
The KGB is after the Margrave Household’s gemstone? Why?
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* * *
As the auction race began in earnest, the atmosphere heated up.
Some rushed to make calls, while others, with serious faces, were tapping on armrests, and some were calling guards to give orders.
And all of these actions led to one result. The auction price skyrocketed.
[22 million dollars! 22 million is bid!]
Yeomyeong stared in disbelief at the electronic display set up on stage. It was an amount that would take him nearly a thousand years of work as a janitor to accumulate.
Moreover, the auction price kept rising without stopping.
[28 million dollars!]
[31 million! Over 30 million!]
As the price increased, the auctioneer’s voice grew louder. With every word, the snake mask on the auctioneer trembled.
Yeomyeong wondered, What kind of value does that jewel have to be this expensive?—but that thought didn’t last long.
The title “Margrave” had that much value.
He was the greatest hero of Asha, who had fought wars with Earth’s superpowers for years and survived nuclear weapons—a tragic protagonist.
If it was a gemstone symbolizing his bloodline… it could be a treasure as valuable as dragon bones or the World Tree crystal.
Of course, understanding and accepting were two different matters.
[60 million!]
Yeomyeong furrowed his brow as he looked at the gemstone, which now required him to work for two thousand years with his janitor’s salary.
…Capitalism.
At that moment, when he clicked his tongue and shook his head, the Soviets’ mood had changed. More precisely, they stopped tapping on the armrest.
Did they go over their budget?
The sound of gritted teeth could be heard from the nouveaux riches who had joined the race.
Considering the size of the Blue Rat, 60 million dollars didn’t seem like the limit… but maybe they hadn’t fully taken over the Blue Rat?
Whatever the reason, it was good news for Yeomyeong.
If those men couldn’t buy the Honey Jewel, the auction staff wouldn’t have to go to the passenger ship, making it even easier to sneak aboard.
…I’m lucky.
Yeomyeong, now feeling more at ease, kept an eye on the Soviet men.
They seemed unhappy that their plan had gone awry, whispering among themselves. Among them, the one who appeared to be the leader took out his phone and dialed a number.
- *…*
- Sir… We… are lacking…
- Chaos… We’ll end it… Yes… Thank you…
Perhaps aware of the possibility of eavesdroppers, they kept their conversation barely audible.
Were they trying to borrow money? But the Honey Jewel had already surpassed 70 million dollars. At this point, even if they borrowed money, they wouldn’t be able to buy it…
At that moment, one of the Soviets dropped something from his sleeve.
It was a subtle action that even Yeomyeong, who had been watching them, could notice.
Feeling a sense of foreboding, Yeomyeong immediately called Seti.
“…Seti.”
“Yes?”
“Get Mr. Jang Man and escape right now.”
“What? Why—”
Before she could even finish her question, a soft whoosh—mana dust billowed up from beneath the audience seats.
A precursor to an unknown magic.
It wasn’t Stalin’s Pinecone, but the sheer amount of mana pouring out was alarming.
“Go, now!”
As Yeomyeong shouted, Seti grabbed Jang Man and dashed toward the exit.
- What’s going on?
- Magic! It’s magic!
- What the hell are the guards doing?!
And then, chaos erupted. The auctioneer on stage noticed the disturbance and called for the guards, but the magic had already been completed.
Flash—!
A blinding light exploded at the center of the auction hall, forcing everyone to squeeze their eyes shut. The very next moment—
The air split apart, and from within, an arm with sharp claws burst out.
Like drawing back a curtain, the arm slowly pushed aside the space itself, revealing a pair of glowing red eyes gleaming beyond.
Rage, hostility, and… hunger.
The moment the ordinary attendees saw those eyes, they trembled like mice before a predator. Even some of the superhumans, including the guards, swallowed hard at the ominous mana.
However, Yeomyeong immediately recognized the identity of those eyes. He had already seen this mana before—in Manchuria.
…A monster?
At that moment, the Soviet who had started all this shouted out.
“A-a monster! A monster!”
It was an obvious trick but, at the same time, a brilliant strategy. The moment the word “monster” was uttered, panic, chaos, and terror spread throughout the entire auction hall.
- Shit, move!
- Guards! Protect me!
The quick-witted VIPs shot up from their seats and stampeded toward the exits or the nearest guards.
Perhaps reacting to the noise, the monster dropped from the rift in space.
A skeletal, emaciated body. Abnormally long limbs. A grotesque face resembling a monkey’s skull. And in the center of its forehead, a single, gleaming red eye.
The creature that had landed among the seats met the eyes of humans—some staring blankly, others scrambling to flee. Then, without hesitation, it opened its mouth.
“┒┙┎ ─ ┎┕!!”
A horrifying screech, incomprehensible to human ears.
Identical creatures began tumbling out of the rift in droves as if that scream was a signal.
It was a sight straight out of a cheap horror movie—too unreal to be believable. But the piercing mana that scraped against the skin made it undeniably real.
These insane bastards.
Were they seriously unleashing monsters just to get their hands on a mere jewel?
Yeomyeong clenched his fist as he alternated his gaze between Seti, who was carrying Jang Man up the stairs, the Soviets rushing onto the stage, and the creatures tearing into the panicked crowd.
What he pulled from his inventory wasn’t a sword—
- Did you call for me?
A Death Knight. Specifically, the former head of the Dumea Household.
- Finally, you’re taking an interest in our family…
As usual, he was about to start rambling about taking in Yeomyeong as his son-in-law, but his expression soured when he saw the monsters leaping between the seats.
- *Monster? In a place like this?*
Skipping the long explanation, Yeomyeong leapt onto the auction stage and called out.
“Sir, please don’t let those monsters leave this place!”
- Why be so formal, given our relationship?
The Head of the Dumea Household smirked at his own remark before charging toward the monsters.
His sword flashed, cutting through the creatures. With that, Yeomyeong turned his head and activated his Flying Kick technique.
His target—the Soviets grabbing the Honey Jewel on stage.
Stepping lightly across the seats, Yeomyeong soared through the air and landed directly in front of them.
Thud!
The stage floor screamed, and the Soviets’ gazes turned toward Yeomyeong.
“So, you are not commies but petty thieves instead?”
The four “commies”… no, the petty thieves drew their pistols in unison instead of responding.
Yeomyeong didn’t expect an answer anyway. He had only said it to buy time to aim his ice spikes.
Before the gunfire could erupt, dozens of ice spikes rained down above the thieves’ heads.
* * *
The ‘healthy conversation’ assistant of the Blue Rat, Mortimer, gritted his teeth as he dodged the ice spikes.
The damn KGB old men seemed unaware, but Mortimer immediately realized it.
The man drawing a sword right in front of him was no ordinary opponent—he was Cheon Yeomyeong.
Wasn’t this the guy who had been stabbed in the chest and had his arm severed in Incheon? No, he was the ‘son-in-law’ that his Noonim had obviously been favoring.
…What should I do?
Mortimer frowned, worrying about Yeomyeong’s life.
He didn’t know why Yeomyeong had rushed in alone, but including himself, there were four superhumans here, and two of them were KGB agents.
Logically, it was certain that Yeomyeong had rushed into certain death.
…I have to save him.
He was forced to fight because his Noonim was taken hostage, but he couldn’t let his Noonim’s son-in-law die.
If Yeomyeong’s life were in danger because of the KGB agents, he should throw himself into the fray to save him…
Just as Mortimer’s thoughts reached that point, blood splattered on the stage.
However, contrary to his expectations, the one shedding blood was not Yeomyeong.
The thing that fell to the ground was a KGB agent’s right hand, and the man who had lost his arm quickly retreated behind the stage, dodging Yeomyeong’s sword.
…Huh?
Hadn’t he been on the same level as Mortimer when they fought in Incheon? And now, he was taking on not just one, but two KGB agents?
While Mortimer stared in astonishment at the battle, a Sword Aura burst out from Yeomyeong’s sword.
The mana that swelled from the Sword Aura was so intense it seemed like waves crashing in the air.
The KGB agents, sensing the threat of that deadly Sword Aura, instinctively pulled up their own mana and shouted.
“Mortimer! Get the VIP and head back to the ship! Secure the Honey Jewel!”
VIP—the puppet CEO of a company created by selling off the Soviet Union’s legacy.
Mortimer grimaced at the sight of the puppet CEO, who had even secured membership to this auction hall on behalf of the KGB.
Perhaps frightened after witnessing a real battle between superhumans, the man who had looked down on him—the Blue Rat—as nothing more than a KGB lapdog was now scolding him.
“Hurry up! Let’s get to the ship!”
Mortimer was more than happy to comply. He twisted the puppet CEO’s arm and grabbed him by the neck.
“You little rat…keugh!”
Mortimer tightened his grip around the puppet CEO’s neck, then took the Honey Jewel from his pocket before calling over the two KGB agents.
“Old men, stop moving. If you move, this little bastard’s neck and the Honey Jewel will be crushed simultaneously.”
“…”
The two KGB agents, as well as Yeomyeong, stopped and turned to Mortimer. Their eyes filled with a mixture of confusion and disbelief.
“Mortimer, what the hell are you doing? How dare you betray us…”
“Betray you? No, you motherfuckers—I was never your subordinate. My boss is Moryne.”
“…Moryne is in our hands.”
“You won’t even lay a finger on her. I know everything.”
“…”
Regardless of the distorted expressions of the two agents, Mortimer spoke to Yeomyeong.
“You know me, right?”
“…Yes. I do.”
“While I’m holding them off, run. Go find Noonim, her husband, and the Saintess.”
Mortimer spoke with a somewhat dramatic tone, but Yeomyeong didn’t flee. His Sword Aura remained flickering, targeting the flustered KGB agents.
This was what happened when people gained power at a young age…!
Mortimer suppressed his frustration and shouted again.
“These old men… haven’t used… all their power yet! Before.. they use… the Holy Relics, go now!”
The KGB agents’ expressions changed drastically as soon as the word “Holy Relic” left his mouth. They couldn’t afford to let Mortimer talk any longer.
“This is why rats need to be wiped out earlier!”
The two agents simultaneously activated the Holy Relics. An anti-magic field enveloped their bodies, and tentacles or arms sprouted from various places.
In the next moment, the two agents charged at Yeomyeong and Mortimer, clearly intending to kill Mortimer first, regardless of the hostage situation.
“My, way.”
Mortimer, realizing that his plan to sacrifice himself had gone awry, threw the puppet CEO he was holding away.
The agent didn’t even try to catch the puppet CEO, dodging it easily, and quickly closed the distance, bringing his tentacles down on Mortimer.
The tentacles accelerated, tearing through the air, and their Killing Aura pierced the skin.
Mortimer desperately rolled on the floor. As a superhuman, he barely managed to avoid the first strike.
However, the agent had more than one tentacle, and Mortimer shut his eyes tightly, watching the barrage of tentacles descending on him.
He wanted to leave behind some last words, but the severed tongue he’d had since his childhood in the Gulag didn’t allow him to say much.
So, he quietly called out his friend’s name.
“Wol…lard…”
“Wollard is in LA.”
“…?”
What? Mortimer blinked in surprise. Before his eyes, Yeomyeong was standing, crushing a severed tentacle with his back to him.
Did he just throw off one of the agents and save him?
Mortimer felt a mix of surprise and a newfound respect for his Noonim. As expected, her ability to judge people was impeccable.
While he was thinking of his Noonim, Yeomyeong asked again.
“What about Honey Jewel?”
“He…re…”
Mortimer reached into his inner pocket to take out the Honey Jewel, only to realize his pocket was empty. He glared at the KGB agent who had swung the tentacle.
The agent grinned and raised the Honey Jewel.
“Are you looking for this, rat?”
“Damn… bas…tard.”
No matter what Mortimer said, the two agents grinned, the smile of victors. Seeing this, Yeomyeong lowered his sword and spoke.
“Don’t get too excited. You’re all going to die here today.”
“Kid, I acknowledge your skill, but you lack experience.”
The agent who had been fighting Yeomyeong muttered this and pulled a red Pinecone from his pocket.
It was Stalin’s Pinecone, and it seemed to have already been charged as mana swirled around it.
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes. He knew exactly what would happen if that thing detonated in this narrow auction house.
“Heh, for a kid to recognize this… You’re quite interesting, huh.”
“Then, let’s finish this here.”
“We have priorities here. Unfortunately, my curiosity ends here.”
At the same time, he threw the Pinecone above his head.
The Pinecone absorbed the surrounding mana, the agents fled with the puppet CEO and Honey Jewel, the Death Knight and monsters running through the audience seats.
As Yeomyeong watched all of this from the stage, his mind accelerated, urging him to make a choice.
Should he retrieve the Death Knight and chase them, or stop the explosion?
His reasoning urged him to choose the former. What did it have to do with him if the VIPs or guards in the auction house died?
Yeah, once Jang Man and Seti had already escaped, it didn’t matter who died.
However, emotion whispered for him to think of Mortimer, who was behind him.
The Blue Rat who tried to sacrifice himself as soon as he recognized him.
He didn’t know why he did such a reckless thing, but his actions were sincere.
…Sincere.
Having thought that far, Yeomyeong took a short breath and jumped off the stage. Then, he grabbed the Pinecone that had passed the critical point and infused mana into it.
Then I should do this sincerely, too.
Yeomyeong’s mana seized the Pinecone, but the explosion that had already started couldn’t be stopped. However… like other items, he could take ownership.
Just as there was less than a second left before the explosion, Yeomyeong put the Pinecone into his inventory.
Then, he landed back on the stage.
“What… did you… just do?”
Flustered, Mortimer, who witnessed Yeomyeong’s strange act, asked, but Yeomyeong didn’t look back and answered.
“Forget it. Please stop the monsters.”
“And… You?”
“I have to chase after them. To save Moryne.”
“Mory…ne? You should… call her… Mother-in-law—?”
Mortimer’s nonsense didn’t reach Yeomyeong because he was already sprinting across the auction house, heading in the direction the agents had gone.
* * *
“Am I right? My words are right, aren’t they?”
The Saintess, with a sniper rifle resting on the hotel window, said, smiling brightly.
But Neti and Corvus, who had been looking out the window behind her, couldn’t smile.
The scene they had seen in a short time was far from ordinary.
Starting with Seti, who ran out of the shopping mall carrying an old man, the suited men following, and… two old men scattering tentacles from their bodies, running toward the ship.
“Whenever Seti and Yeomyeong are together, an accident happens, I tell you. What a disaster-prone couple.”
The Saintess spoke exaggeratedly as if proving a major mathematical formula.
Corvus awkwardly replied, “Yes, yes—” while Neti muttered in a soulless voice, “Accidents also happen when they’re with you, Saintess.”
…Anyway…
After finishing her fuss, the Saintess immediately blessed the rifle.
“O Red Redox, bestowed Your gun the anger it deserves.”
The Saintess gripped the red rifle and took her shooting stance. At the same time, Corvus raised her staff with her talon and cast a spell over the entire window to suppress the sound.
“O Hilaria’s silence—”
After finishing almost perfect preparation for the sniper shot, Yeomyeong came out of the shopping mall.
He briefly looked around, and upon spotting the two old men running toward the passenger ship, he used his Flying Kick technique.
Seeing that, the Saintess immediately aimed at the two KGB agents…
“Those were KGB tentacles? Eh, they’re not as impressive as I thought.”
With an offhand remark, she pulled the trigger.
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* * *
Beneath the shining night view of Chicago, a 7.62mm bullet fired from a blessed rifle split the darkness.
!
With a gunshot sound so mulled that its direction was untraceable, the KGB agent leading the way collapsed. He dropped the puppet CEO he had been holding with his tentacles and tumbled across the floor.
“Mikhail!”
The agent following behind, startled, protected his neck and head with his tentacles. And again, the following gunshot.
Bang—
He felt the bullet, aimed directly at the neck as it pierced the thick tentacles.
“An ambush…?”
The agent, having located the enemy’s position by the direction the bullet had entered, immediately rolled on the floor. He had seen the muzzle of the gun pointed at him from the hotel window.
However, the sniper’s skill was beyond his expectations. Every single bullet, without exception, pierced his body as he ran.
Blood splattered, and the pain of torn flesh and bone surged, but the KGB agent did not stop.
Unless it was an anti-tank bullet, this was something he could endure. The artificial Holy Relic of Stalin embedded in his body gave him Regeneration ability, allowing him to survive as long as his brain remained intact.
“Cough, damn it!”
Meanwhile, the comrade who had fallen earlier staggered to his feet.
Spitting blood-mixed saliva as he regenerated the hole in his cheek, it seemed that the bullet had passed through the cheek and continued.
“Mikhail, it’s an ambush! Our plan’s exposed!”
The KGB agent shouted as he regenerated his wound. Mikhail, the agent, scowled and looked toward the hotel where the bullets had come from.
“Damn Pindos1 bastards… every time we deal with one, another pops up.”
“It might just be an ordinary person. In this crazy country, any random guy can walk around carrying a rifle—”
Before he could finish his sentence, another bullet flew. This time, it was aimed precisely at his forehead.
Mikhail raised both his arms and tentacles to block the bullet, then looked at his comrade.
“Did you see that? At this range, with that kind of accuracy. If this really was an ordinary person, Sir Beria2 would be crying out from the heavens.”
Mikhail muttered as he pulled out several small metal balls from his pocket. These were the same objects he had secretly scattered at the auction earlier.
The subspace connector that trapped monsters. It was commonly known as Beria’s beads.
Although there was the small issue that once the monsters inside were released, they couldn’t be placed back into the subspace… Mikhail infused mana into the beads and scattered them into the air.
Pssshhhh–!
The beads emitted mana dust, filling the surroundings as if it were snow.
Thanks to the dust blocking the view like smoke grenades, the gunfire aimed at the two KGB agents also ceased.
“Let’s go. We’ll have to remove Moryne’s defense and pass through the Dimensional Portal by tonig—”
At that moment, sparks ignited behind the two of them. The two agents, instinctively or by intuition, rolled on the ground to avoid the sparks.
KABOOM!!!
The explosion followed the sparks, swallowing the mana dust and destroying about half of the Berya’s beads that had just begun to open the subspace.
“Kkh!”
The two agents barely avoided direct hits but couldn’t escape the aftereffects of the explosion. They each clutched their burnt tentacles and arms.
And right after that, a golden-eyed figure emerged from the wreckage of the explosion. He brought his sword down on Mikhail’s head with sparks still flying.
“Какого чёрта?!”3
Mikhail was already swinging his tentacles while cursing. Unlike Vladimir’s, his tentacles were sharp like blades, slicing through the air.
Yeomyeong didn’t dodge but willingly clashed his sword with the tentacles. An explosion erupted as soon as the sword, containing the makeshift Volcanic Tempest, collided with the tentacles.
KABOOM!
The floor tiles shattered, and the tentacles, now charred, scattered around haphazardly.
Despite being makeshift, the power was comparable to a mortar shell. Mikhail, coughing up blood, attempted a counterattack.
He nearly fell backwards as he avoided Yeomyeong’s follow-up strike and then punched his clenched fist of tentacles into Yeomyeong’s chest.
Yeomyeong quickly twisted his upper body and blocked the punch with his sword. At that moment, Mikhail, as if waiting for this, struck with his abdominal tentacles, hitting Yeomyeong.
The strike wasn’t meant to cause damage but to push him back. After the clash of tentacles, Yeomyeong and Mikhail were pushed back about ten steps.
Just then, Mikhail, catching his breath and spitting out blood, steadied himself.
“Explosion martial arts…? What kind of freak are you?”
“Someone with a grudge against you.”
“…A grudge?”
Mikhail frowned as if to say what nonsense this was, then let out a deep sigh to calm himself.
He looked at Yeomyeong with a blank stare.
“Ever since the General Secretary disappeared, I’ve seen countless people like you, pathetic moths who assumed we had weakened and came after us.”
“You talk too much.”
As Yeomyeong raised his sword, Mikhail licked his lips with his tongue. Then, he raised his tentacles, seemingly preparing for another attack.
Suddenly, he raised his hand as though preparing a martial arts stance. Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes.
At that moment, something from the passenger ship aimed at Yeomyeong.
His instincts screamed in warning, and Yeomyeong immediately leaped into the air.
Sshhhrrrk-!
With a chilling gunshot sound, the ground where Yeomyeong had stood became full of holes. No, to be precise, it had been cleaved apart.
The power and speed of the gunfire far surpassed that of any personal firearm.
Amidst the flying debris, Yeomyeong rolled his body, barely managing to evade a single shot with his left hand.
The wound wasn’t just a puncture in the flesh or a hole in the bone. The area where the bullet hit was literally torn apart, leaving no trace.
“Ugh.”
Even Yeomyeong, accustomed to pain, felt dizzy from the impact. But if he stopped here, he’d surely become a sitting duck. So, he activated his Regeneration ability and used his Flying Kick technique to escape.
…A machine gun on a passenger ship, these damn lunatics.
Yeomyeong gritted his teeth as he watched the KGB ghosts retreating toward the passenger ship. He wanted to chase them immediately, but the machine gun targeting him kept firing relentlessly.
Countless shells chased Yeomyeong as he maneuvered evasively using the Flying Kick technique while the shopping mall’s exterior walls and glass shattered like toys. Meanwhile, countless monsters slithered out of the subspace, creeping into reality.
After all this chaos, did they really think they could escape from America? No, surely there’s another way out.
Probably the red Dimensional Portal. Yeomyeong was certain that if he delayed any longer, they would escape, so he changed direction.
At this point, I have to charge straight at the machine gun…
As Yeomyeong thought this, he spotted a crow flying between the hotel and the passenger ship.
Corvus. With the help of Neti’s telekinesis, she remained fixed in the air, using her talon to wield a staff while drawing a large magic circle.
The machine gun on the passenger ship belatedly turned and aimed at her, but before it could fire, countless ice spears fell from the completed magic circle.
Ssssh—!
The ice spears, freezing the air, struck the passenger ship like lightning.
Each spear, large enough to be compared to a stake, showed no mercy. They simply fell, obeying gravity and mana, crashing down one after another.
After several seconds of relentless ice bombardment, all that remained was the upper part of the passenger ship, which turned into an ice porcupine, and the destroyed machine gun turret.
“Hurry up!”
Seeing the machine gun completely disabled, Corvus shouted loudly, and by that time, Yeomyeong had already sprinted toward the passenger ship.
* * *
At the entrance of the hotel, far away from where the fight was unfolding, Seti bit her lower lip as she watched Yeomyeong’s battle.
Was she worried Yeomyeong would get hurt? No, her belief in Yeomyeong’s abilities was absolute.
What she was concerned about was the battle itself, which had escalated far beyond her expectations.
Monsters, Volcanic Temptest, and even a machine gun.
And not just anywhere, but right on the Chicago shores, where the Dimensional Portal was just ahead.
After causing this chaos, it wouldn’t be long before the police arrived—along with the superhumans responsible for maintaining order, the so-called ‘heroes,’ swarming in like a hive of wasps.
They had to finish this as quickly as possible. No matter what, the fact that Yeomyeong and the Saintess were outside the Academy couldn’t be discovered…
But how?
As Seti’s worry deepened, Jang Man, who had been standing beside her, spoke up.
“Does Yeomyeong always fight like that?”
Fight like that.
There was no need for further explanation, and Seti easily understood what Jang Man meant. Yeomyeong’s fights, where he threw himself at the enemy without regard for his own safety, were not something one saw every day.
She nodded, and when Jang Man saw Yeomyeong boarding the passenger ship, he sighed.
“I advised him to seek cold revenge, but… he’s learned too much emotion from the Foreman to do that.”
Seti didn’t know what advice Jang Man had given Yeomyeong, so she said nothing. Jang Man turned his gaze to Seti.
“Seti, you too must have contributed to that kid’s emotions, didn’t you?”
“…”
“Fierce flames burn brightly, but when there’s nothing left to burn, they consume themselves. Love is like that, and so is revenge.”
His tone seemed almost reproachful. Seti answered with a small but firm response.
“I know that much myself.”
“Then you must also know that charcoal keeps the ember burning longer than firewood. Seti, could you be the hearth for that kid?”
It was an unexpected question, but Seti didn’t flinch—she simply nodded. She had pondered it herself at some point.
“I hope that feeling is genuine.”
Seti didn’t say anything for a while before adjusting her mask and replying.
“It’s not a feeling. It’s resolve.”
“Resolve? Ha, resolve.”
Jang Man stared intently at Seti’s blue eyes through her mask. Then, as if making a decision, he took out his phone, entered a contact, and handed it to Seti.
“What is this…?”
“It’s Maker’s number. She owes me a debt, and if it’s just this one time, she’ll help you cover up the fact that you’re involved in this incident.”
Maker. One of the ten strongest superhumans in the world and a member of the American Big Three.
To use such a rare favor on herself and Yeomyeong—Seti bit her lip tightly, overwhelmed by the adult’s kindness, something she had never experienced before.
“…Thank you.”
“No need for thanks. Next time… go to the Foreman’s grave with Yeomyeong and have a drink with him.”
With Jang Man’s emotional voice as the last thing she heard, Seti pressed the call button on the phone.
* * *
Clink!
Yeomyeong broke through the passenger ship’s window and took a deep breath.
Then, in the dimly lit corridor of the ship, he closed his eyes and spread his mana, scanning the entire ship.
It was a highly risky act that could lead to him being detected instead, but he didn’t care.
“If they want to come, they can come.”
Rather than playing hide-and-seek on this vast ship, he found it easier to just let them find him. Yeomyeong thought this as he deliberately expanded his detection range, and before long, he could sense everyone aboard the ship with his heightened senses.
Seven KGB agents, one familiar woman, and an unknown mana.
The familiar woman was probably Moryne and the unknown mana… was it the KGB commander? Or perhaps another outsider?
Either way, it didn’t matter. He had enough power on his side.
Yeomyeong clenched his fist and summoned all the Death Knights from his inventory.
- Is there a fight?
- Oh, a ship?
- Did you find my daughter?
The red-haired Sedidal, the former Vice Captain of the Holy Knights, along with Veladiva, and five other Death Knights, excluding the Head of the Dumea Household.
“…This time, I’ve called you for personal reasons. Would you all fight against the ones on this ship?”
Yeomyeong gave a command, or rather a request, to the Death Knights, who each drew their weapons.
None of the Death Knights refused his request and began drawing in twisted mana.
In particular, the Death Knight wearing a military uniform, sensing the mana from the ship, grinned.
- *KGB! It’s been a while since I tasted commie blood! Hey, Yeomyeong, is it fine if we wreck this whole ship?*
“If necessary.”
The giant woman, Veladiva, seemed pleased with the answer and pulled out her hatchet. Yeomyeong looked at the Death Knights, all ready for battle.
“I have someone to save, so I’ll go ahead. Once you encounter the enemy, you can handle your fight on your own.”
- *Someone to save? A lover?*
“…A friend’s mother.”
- Oh, friendship? Or maybe a mother-in-law? You don’t really have male friends around, so it must be a mother-in-law.
“…”
Yeomyeong ignored Veladiva’s grin and focused his mana on his sword and legs.
Realizing what Yeomyeong was about to do, the spearman clicked his tongue.
- So reckless.
Using that as a signal, Yeomyeong swung his sword toward the corridor’s ceiling. The Sword Aura burst forth, tearing the ceiling apart, and Yeomyeong jumped through the opening.
It was an ignorant way to proceed, ignoring the corridors and stairs, but sometimes, being reckless was the correct answer.
On the upper floor, two KGB agents, waiting with their guns aimed at the stairs, widened their eyes as they saw Yeomyeong rise from the hole in the floor.
“Какого чёр…”
Before they could finish their sentence, the Death Knights, who had followed Yeomyeong up through the hole, rushed in with their weapons drawn.
Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!
The KGB agents immediately raised their guns and began firing, but Yeomyeong saw the Death Knights cut through the magic bullets and moved forward. So, he once again sent his sword aura toward the ceiling.
After climbing to the next floor, he briefly paired the Death Knights with the KGB agents and continued onward.
Yeomyeong broke through three ceilings and, after separating from the five Death Knights, finally reached his destination.
A grand dining hall beneath a vast, dome-like space—adorned with dazzling lights, countless tables, and even a stage for musicians.
There, as he had sensed, Moryne was held captive.
However, her appearance was beyond Yeomyeong’s imagination.
Beneath a translucent golden veil, she sat quietly in a meditative posture.
Yeomyeong hadn’t expected her to be trapped in a cage, but he had thought she would be in a sorry state.
However, she seemed only slightly fatigued and showed no signs of injury. In fact, if he hadn’t known better, he might have mistaken her for being deep in meditation.
“…Moryne?”
When Yeomyeong called her name, Moryne, who had been just beyond the veil, slowly opened her eyes. As soon as she saw Yeomyeong, she furrowed her brows tightly.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“Yes, it’s me.”
“Why are you here?”
“I received a call from Wollard. He said he was coming to rescue you with the Saintess…”
As soon as the word “Saintess” left Yeomyeong’s mouth, Moryne interrupted him in a flustered tone.
“What? My daughter tried to rescue me? Why?”
“…?”
Her tone suggested it was natural for her daughter not to come to her aid. Yeomyeong tilted his head, sensing something was off.
At that moment, an unfamiliar voice interrupted the two of them.
“I never expected someone other than the Keeper of Holy Relics to come to rescue Moryne.”
“…”
“This little rat somehow managed to build up some favor. Ah, is it your daughter’s favor?”
As Yeomyeong turned his head, he saw an old man entering the dining hall, flanked by Mikhail and the KGB agent he had just fought outside the passenger ship.
With his neatly combed-back hair and impeccable suit, the old man resembled a Cold War-era politician. Realizing just how eerily accurate that impression was, Yeomyeong tightened his grip on his sword.
“Who are… you? You’re not a Blood Tears illusion, are you?”
“Oh, you recognize my face?”
The old man smiled genuinely as if pleased.
Meanwhile, the two KGB agents who had been beside him began to move, positioning themselves to surround Yeomyeong, but his focus remained entirely on the old man.
“…Kim Philby.”
A legendary British KGB spy who concealed his true identity and rose to the head of MI6, secretly selling countless classified intel to the Soviet Union.
The man, who was thought to have died with the disappearance of Stalin, dramatically bowed his waist toward Yeomyeong
“There are hardly any young people in this era who remember me… It’s an honor. The Dragon Liberator.”
“…”
“And unfortunately, it seems you’ll have to die here today.”
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	1. Said in Russian, an ethnic slur derogatory for an American, a Yank. It's military slang among Russian peacekeepers in Bosnia and Kosovo, firstly against American soldiers and then against any American. Borrowed from Greek.
	2. Lavrentiy Pavlovich Beria was a Soviet politician and one of the longest-serving and most influential of Joseph Stalin's secret police chiefs, serving as head of the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs from 1938 to 1946, during the country's involvement in the Second World War.
	3. Russian for What the Hell
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* * *
The Cold War era, when the world was divided into two ideologies and each pointing their guns at one another.
Some intellectuals and high-ranking officials chose to act as spies, not for their homeland but for the “homeland of ideology,” the Soviet Union.
Kim Philby was the most famous among those high-ranking spies.
A double agent and traitor—he pretended to extract Soviet information but infiltrated MI6 and the CIA, leaking top-secret information to the Soviets.
As a hero of the people, he was awarded the Order of Lenin by Stalin for his role in the Albanian and Air Conditioning Revolutions and earned the title of Soviet hero.
However, no matter what title he was called or how history judged this man, Yeomyeong didn’t care.
Like the Cold War and the Soviet Union, Kim Philby was just a page in the history book that had passed.
…At least, that was what he thought.
“Unfortunately, you will have to die here today.”
However, the old man in front of him, who threw off his suit jacket, was far removed from the past.
The Order of Lenin on his chest and the tremendous mana flowing from it proved that this was the present.
“Yeomyeong, I’m fine. You should run. Even if it’s you, you can’t fight three KGB agents at once. It’s insane.”
Despite Moryne’s words from within the golden barrier, Yeomyeong held his sword.
After all, he would have to face the KGB sooner or later. He wasn’t about to miss his chance now.
Perhaps understanding Yeomyeong’s thoughts, Kim Philby smiled nostalgically.
“You’re a brave young man. It’s really rare to see someone like you these days… How regrettable.”
He said this while drawing a peculiar gun from his waist.
The reddish mana metal-coated gun looked like a compact double-barreled shotgun that could be fired with one hand, but interestingly, there was a small additional barrel between the two shotgun barrels.
A weapon that combines the functions of a shotgun and a pistol, commonly known as a combination gun.
Kim Philby aimed the gun at Yeomyeong.
“How about joining us? You’ll not only save your life but gain even greater glory—”
“Talk about succession after the federation is restored.”
As Yeomyeong cut him off, Kim Philby narrowed his eyes slightly, seemingly caught off guard.
“…You know quite a lot, don’t you?”
“I heard it from the commies. You’re not the only double agent.”
A response that simultaneously stabbed at his rejection and his background as a double agent.
Kim Philby seemed at a loss for words and let out a short laugh, swallowing a breath.
After laughing for a while, Kim Philby wiped the smile off his face and looked at Yeomyeong with cold eyes.
A brief silence ensued.
Just as the footsteps of the KGB surrounding Yeomyeong came to a halt, the eerie growling of the demonic monster outside the passenger ship lingered like background noise.
It was at that moment that Kim Philby pulled the trigger.
The buckshot flew through the air, and two KGB agents swung their tendrils as they closed in on him from behind.
In the next moment, Yeomyeong swung the sword—not at the oncoming buckshot but at Mikhail and the KGB agent behind him, who extended their blade-like tendrils.
As he swung his sword, sparks flew, and the air trembled.
It wasn’t a mere makeshift attempt but an all-out Volcanic Tempest.
“?!”
The two KGB agents, who had just been thinking about the makeshift Volcanic Tempest, were shocked as they felt the mana erupting from Yeomyeong’s sword.
However, both KGB agents, being seasoned warriors, quickly overcame their shock. Their actions were faster than their surprise.
They withdrew their tentacles to protect their heads and the Holy Relic. Of course, they couldn’t be faster than the explosion that had already begun.
KABOOOMM!!!!
The explosion, created for revenge, swallowed the entire space—the floor and walls of the restaurant, and even the walls of the passenger ship beyond.
Tables and chairs crashed to the ground, and the view of Lake Michigan was visible through the large hole left by the explosion.
However, the two KGB agents caught in the explosion were nowhere to be found. They were either reduced to ashes or had fallen from the passenger ship.
Either way, Kim Philby ‘couldn’t’ care.
The moment he saw the red aura swirling around Yeomyeong’s body, his attention was entirely focused on Yeomyeong.
“Dzhugashvili?”
* * *
Let’s rewind time slightly to another location.
On a towering skyscraper overlooking Lake Michigan in Chicago, a massive man was gazing down at the chaotic Navy Pier below.
Hundreds of monsters spilling from Beria’s beads, guards wielding martial arts and magic to protect the VIPs, and monsters rushing toward hotels and the city…
The man watched for a while, then emptied his glass filled with Illinois Mountain wine before speaking.
“Hamilton, look at that. The monsters released by the Soviets and the superhumans ignoring the masses for the sake of the wealthy… Doesn’t this scene remind you of the Cold War movies we used to watch in our youth?”
“My generation doesn’t watch such outdated propaganda films.”
“Then you should watch it now. You’ll understand what kind of film it is.”
Only then did the young dwarf, named Hamilton, look up. He briefly glanced at the scene unfolding below before speaking indifferently.
“It’s the kind of spectacle the press and politicians will enjoy.”
“You’re so cold. Not a shred of romanticism.”
“However, it’s the truth. The ghosts of the Soviets terrorizing Chicago—this is a headline that no one can ignore. Plus, if some civilians die, politicians will swarm to the scene.”
He spoke flatly as if he had predicted the swarm of politicians like flies to manure.
“If people are going to die, I hope at least a thousand of them do. Maybe then the CIA director would finally come to his senses instead of being too busy kissing the prophet’s ass.”
The dwarf said, grabbing the wine bottle and filling the man’s empty glass.
As the wine from the land of freedom, not that French crap, filled the glass, the man spoke.
“A thousand, you say? Well, if we just kill the hotel guests, that’s about the number we’ll reach.”
“It’s not a sight I’d want to see.”
“But you will. No matter how gruesome it is, one can’t turn a blind eye to the things they’ve caused.”
“I am the one who caused it? It wasn’t me who passed the information to the KGB, it was the—”
At that moment, an explosion erupted from the side of the passenger ship docked at Navy Pier.
Due to the distance, they couldn’t hear the explosion, but the swaying ship and the large hole in its side showed that it was no minor blast.
The dwarf shook his head in disbelief.
“The Soviets really don’t know moderation. Explosions on a passenger ship?”
“That wasn’t the KGB.”
“What?”
“A third party… Ha! This is why I love America.”
The dwarf furrowed his brow as if questioning the nonsense but then realized the man was staring at the hotel entrance and followed his gaze.
At the hotel entrance, monsters were pouring in, being fought off by three unknown girls, a crow, and an undead wielding a sword.
Their presence starkly contrasted with the auction house guards who were busy escorting VIPs to safety.
“Superhumans protecting civilians… Might as well call them Saintess. Or are they just some rookies from a heroes production company?”
The dwarf sneered, but the man did not answer.
He only smiled as if he had found something more amusing. He then checked a message on his phone.
[Maker is heading to Chicago.]
* * *
Kim Philby muttered in confusion as he watched the Killing Aura fill the restaurant.
“How…?”
“Of course, I learned it from your General Secretary.”
“Are you for real?”
Despite knowing it couldn’t be true, Kim Philby had to ask.
How could this person be such a complete Dzhugashvili?
After the Soviet Union collapsed, only a few Dzhugashvilis survived, and those had fled through Dimensional Portals.
His head was spinning, and as his confusion deepened, Yeomyeong spoke while regenerating the wounds caused by the shotgun.
“If it’s true, are you planning to surrender now?”
“…”
Kim Philby remained silent for a moment before glancing between the Order of Lenin embedded in his chest and Yeomyeong.
“No, I’ll change the priority of my plan.”
“Priority?”
“Instead of anything else… I’ll dissect you first and use your body as a sacrifice for his return.”
The moment they finished talking, the two resumed fighting. The shotgun screamed, and Yeomyeong parried the flying steel pellet with his Sword Aura.
As they closed the distance, gunfire and sword clashed. Steel collided with steel, and mana collided with mana, making the air tremble.
Kim Philby’s gun moved like a small dagger.
The difference from a dagger was that each time the barrel was aimed, it roared with a thunk- and spewed shotgun fire—and that bullets poured endlessly from that small gun.
Thunk! Thunk! Thunk—!
Following the sound of shotgun fire, the restaurant was torn apart. Yeomyeong dodged the barrels, thrusting, slashing, and occasionally using the Flying Kick technique to counterattack.
However, no valid strikes landed. Kim Philby’s skill, his physicality with the gleaming Order of Lenin, was faster and stronger than Yeomyeong had anticipated.
In terms of pure physical ability alone… they were on par with, if not superior to, Yeomyeong, who fought using Dzhugashvili.
Thunk—!
Eventually, Yeomyeong allowed a shotgun pellet to hit his chest. The goddamn endless shotgun seemed to have some magic treatment as it pierced his flesh and bones without resistance.
Sspp, his punctured lungs contracted, causing internal bleeding.
The pain shooting from his chest wasn’t light, but Yeomyeong used the recoil of the shot to regain his stance.
Kim Philby didn’t chase after him. Instead, he maintained the exact distance of the shotgun’s range and stared at him as if waiting to see Yeomyeong’s next attack.
Ptoo! Yeomyeong spat out the blood rising from his regenerated lungs and spoke.
“For an old man over 100, you have quite a lot of energy.”
“For a Soviet hero, age is just proof of ability, Rookie.”
“It’s not skill. It’s thanks to that fake Holy Relic.”
“Fake Holy Relic?”
When Yeomyeong pointed to the Order of Lenin embedded in his chest, Kim Philby’s face twisted into a grimace, like that of a demon.
“You only learned Dzhugashvili but know nothing about the ideology behind it. How pathetic.”
He proudly displayed the Order of Lenin embedded in his chest as he continued speaking.
“This medal is more genuine than anything in this world. The will of the people and the will of the General Secretary contained within it was the proof.”
“…”
Yeomyeong shuddered at the madness in his voice. It was a madness he had often felt from the Korean shepherds.
“Today, I will use you, the one who learned Dzhugashvili and held the Blood Tear Key, as a sacrifice to widely announce the will of the homeland on this land!”
The moment Kim Philby shouted, sparks erupted from Yeomyeong’s sword. A quick, yet weak makeshift Volcanic Tempest.
As if waiting for the moment, the old man fired the shotgun while escaping the blast radius. The flying steel pellets tore through the explosion’s flames, and the red stars engraved on them were nothing short of eerie. Yeomyeong rolled low across the ground, narrowly avoiding the deadly projectiles.
And the close combat continued.
The shot and the Volcanic Tempest intertwined, coming one after the other. Even with superhuman regeneration, a single strike could mean life or death.
Neither of them showed any mercy or hesitation towards the other.
Bang, bang! The restaurant floor couldn’t withstand their clash, screaming as the structure shook, but it was merely another opportunity to look for a weakness in each other.
“Fate is truly cruel. How could it allow someone like you to master both Dzhugashvili and Blood Tear Key at the same time when we have longed for that power, that symbol so much?”
Kim Philby shouted, attempting to kick Yeomyeong’s groin. It wasn’t an attempt to crush it seriously but a momentary attack for a brief opening.
Even while swinging his sword, Yeomyeong lifted his knee to block the man’s foot, but the immense shock to his knee forced him to stagger.
A feint?
At that moment, three gun barrels were aimed at his chest.
But this time, the fire didn’t come from the shotgun. Instead, it came from a smaller barrel between the two larger barrels.
From the barrel where a regular combination gun would have fired a pistol round, an ominous dark red light flickered instead.
It’s dangerous.
Yeomyeong’s instincts screamed, and he clenched his teeth, twisting his body.
Immediately, a red flash erupted from the barrel.
!!!
The sound of a gunshot or a shotgun was not heard, but a strange sound reverberated as something red pierced Yeomyeong’s chest.
Yeomyeong barely managed to twist his body to avoid the heart.
“Kugh!”
The wound left by the bullet did not heal. It throbbed as if poisoned, continuously bleeding.
The Dzhugashvili Killing Aura surged into the wound, but rather than healing, it only stopped the spreading pain.
So, this was his countermeasure against Dzhugashvili.
Yeomyeong gritted his teeth again, looking at the barrel aimed at him, and pulled an assault rifle from his inventory.
It was the very gun he had taken from Vladimir.
“That gun?!”
Kim Philby’s eyes widened in surprise as he saw the weapon. As a brief gap appeared, Yeomyeong immediately pulled the trigger.
- Rat-atat-tat-tat-tat—
Yeomyeong’s shooting skills were far from good, to say the least. Rather than precise aiming, it was more like a scattered assault, with bullets ricocheting off nearby tables and chairs.
However, knowing the power of the magic bullets, Philby lowered his gun and switched to defense. Thanks to that, Yeomyeong gained a brief moment of opportunity.
And just as the groin kick earlier had given Philby an opportunity, this brief moment also gave Yeomyeong a chance.
Yeomyeong unleased his telekinetic power and “threw” his sword, aiming for the Order of Lenin pinned to Philby’s chest.
Realizing his sword was made of solid mana metal, Philby immediately began firing at it.
No matter how powerful Yeomyeong’s telekinetic power was, it was impossible to maintain the sword’s speed against the barrage of buckshot, and Philby managed to catch it in mid-air.
“Losing your sword… is the shame for a swordsman… Ugh?!”
The moment he shouted in victory, Yeomyeong used telekinesis to grab both of his shoulders.
Of course, the anti-magic field emanating from his body easily dispersed the telekinesis. No matter how powerful Yeomyeong’s mana was, lifting Philby into the air or strangling him was impossible.
The best she could do was use telekinesis like a rope to close the distance between them.
And that was enough. Yeomyeong pulled him forward with telekinesis, closing the gap in an instant—so close that he could feel Philby’s breath.
Then, he slammed his forehead straight into his face.
“Guh!”
His skull, propelled by momentum, crashed between Philby’s nose and philtrum. He tried to create distance somehow, but Yeomyeong refused to release the telekinetic grip.
“You, crazy basta—Gah!”
Another headbutt.
Philby’s nose broke, and though he tried to raise his gun, Yeomyeong was faster, pinning him down in a mounted position.
Blood dripped from his forehead, but he didn’t care. Pressing down on Philby’s torso, he threw a punch.
A punch imbued with the True Intention of the Surging Wave technique. No fancy techniques. Just surging wave mana against mana, flesh against flesh.
Philby wasn’t one to back down. He let go of his gun and swung a fist at Yeomyeong’s face.
Heavy impacts followed—flesh tearing, blood spraying, bones cracking.
However, neither of them stopped.
It was less a battle of superhumans and more a brutal brawl to see who would fall first—at the same time, it was also a contest between Dzhugashvili and the Order of Lenin, testing whose Regeneration ability would hold out longer.
In that restaurant, now stained red with Killing Aura, the two legacies of the Soviet Union battered each other.
There was no ideology here. No doctrine, and even less an ideal. Just like the power struggles within the Communist Party and Stalin’s purges.
And the result was no different.
The Order of Lenin stopped first, and Dzhugashvili was the last one standing.
“Kuh… you crazy… bastard…”
Philby gasped for breath, his face mangled beyond what his regeneration ability could handle. He twitched, sprawled out, and was barely able to even lift his fist.
“…The crazy one is your General Secretary.”
In contrast, Yeomyeong looked barely different from before the fight. The hole in his chest still refused to heal, but the other wounds had already closed after absorbing Killing Aura.
If one of those bullets had hit his heart or head and suppressed regeneration, he would have been the one lying on the ground.
“…”
Remembering that, Yeomyeong’s first move was to pick up the strange combination gun.
Then, he retrieved the Mountain Tear from where it had rolled on the floor, placed it into his inventory, and finally turned his gaze toward Moryne, who had been watching the fight.
“…”
Moryne’s face showed faint shock as if she hadn’t expected Yeomyeong to win.
“It’s time to come out. The Saintess is outside.”
Wiping the blood from his face, Yeomyeong spoke, prompting Moryne to respond in a slightly flustered voice.
“Uh… I’m sorry, Yeomyeong, but I can’t undo this barrier.”
“…Pardon? Why not?”
“Once it’s deployed, it stays up for a whole month….”
Moryne trailed off, avoiding eye contact. Yeomyeong frowned.
“…Is it some kind of Holy Relic?”
“No, this is a magic item unrelated to the gods. More precisely, it’s a legacy— the First Hero’s magic item.”
“…”
The First Hero? Yeomyeong recalled the story told by the orc, Balagu, whom he had met in the Demon Domain.
The hero who held back the Demon King and left behind descendants among all races…
“…The racial egalitarian?”
“The racial egalitarian? He… ah.”
Moryne coughed lightly as if she had finally understood Yeomyeong’s roundabout phrasing.
“You should discuss such blasphemous opinions with my daughter instead. In any case, I won’t be able to leave this place for the next twenty days or so. Could you either move this entire barrier somewhere else or toss it under the lake below the ship?”
“…”
“If the barrier disperses underwater, I can—wait, Yeomyeong?”
Yeomyeong had stopped responding and instead approached the golden barrier.
“Hold on a second…”
He placed his hand on the surface, wondering if it might be possible to store it in his inventory.
Despite its solid appearance, the golden barrier felt soft, like foam, yielding gently to his touch.
And then…
[44th Generation]
[Ownership transfer confirmed by bloodline.]
[Would you like to expel the current user?]
A strangely familiar voice echoed inside his mind.
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* * *
[Would you like to expel the current user?]

The magic item asked again, but Yeomyeong said nothing. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that he couldn’t speak.
The voice ringing in his head was unmistakably familiar, as if he had heard it somewhere before. And the possibility that he might be of the Hero’s bloodline weighed heavily on his lips, keeping him silent.
A heavy confusion, followed by even heavier silence, lingered for a moment.
[Input time exceeded]
[Magic will be reset according to priority.]

As the magic item spoke on its own, the golden barrier that surrounded Moryne began to be sucked into Yeomyeong’s hand.
In the time it took for a blink, the golden barrier swirled with a whoosh, compressed, and transformed into a thin golden bracelet.
It was thinner than most guitar strings yet intricately engraved with branches and leaves along its surface.
Yeomyeong held the bracelet and looked at Moryne. She gazed back at him, not just startled but with the expression of someone who had realized something she was never meant to know.
“Moryne, is this item right now… to me—”
Before Yeomyeong could finish his sentence, Moryne quickly placed her finger on his lips.
“Shh, say no more. Whatever this magic item told you, don’t tell anyone else. Do you understand?”
The seriousness in Moryne’s eyes was so intense that Yeomyeong couldn’t bring himself to ask why.
Only after Yeomyeong nodded in silence did she remove her hand from his lips. She glanced at the fallen Kim Philby, then spoke in a low voice.
“No matter what the magic item said, keep it to yourself until you’re able to handle your bloodline or until you meet the Margrave. And, of course, don’t tell my daughter or Seti. Understood?”
“…Margrave?”
“The original owner of that magic item was the Margrave. He gave it to the previous Saintess, and the previous Saintess gave it to me.”
“…”
“I don’t know how you came to inherit that bloodline, but know that the blood running through your veins could attract many enemies.”
Yeomyeong’s head became a whirlwind of confusion. Who would have thought he would uncover the secret of his birth here, of all places? And what was this about the Hero’s bloodline?
Suddenly, a memory from when he was inside the King of the Undead’s mental world resurfaced— the words about his age being over 4,000 years.
What about his age if he was actually from the Hero bloodline?
“Moryne, do you happen to know how many generations removed the Margrave is from the Hero’s bloodline?”
It was an unexpected question, but Moryne answered seriously.
“I’m not well-versed in the generations of the Hero’s bloodline, but the Margrave is the 52nd head of the Household. However, I haven’t tracked every instance where the title was passed down to brothers or cousins, so I can’t provide the exact number.”
That meant the Margrave could be around the 40th generation or, at most, around the 30th generation removed. Could his real father be the Margrave? But then, what about the 4,000 years?
- *Kyaaaaackkk!*
Just as Yeomyeong was lost in thought, the sound of a monster’s howl echoed from outside the passenger ship.
…I can think about this later after the fight is over.
Shaking off his thoughts, Yeomyeong immediately spread his mana across the ship.
Pure mana, resembling that of the World Tree, spread through the shattered walls and corridors, dominating the space.
Soon, Yeomyeong gained control of the passenger ship, sensing the ongoing battles on each floor.
Among the Death Knights he had left behind on the ship, three had already secured victories.
Veladiva, the former vice-captain of the Holy Knights, and the American soldier.
The other two were chasing the fleeing KGB agents down the corridor.
They’re fighting well.
He had expected at least one or two of the Death Knights to lose, but they performed better than anticipated.
Perhaps the KGB agents below had been weak?
Either way, it was fortunate for him. If the Death Knights could secure a victory, he could then focus on helping the Saintess…
At that moment, Yeomyeong’s senses caught mana fluctuation around the fallen Kim Philby.
Had he already started regenerating from his wounds?
Yeomyeong immediately turned his head, and saw a huge red Dimensional Portal opening above Kim Philby’s head, large enough to rival a bathtub.
Soon after, tentacles began emerging from the portal, wrapping around Kim Philby’s battered body.
It was a scene that needed no explanation, and without a word, Yeomyeong unleashed his telekinetic power.
Having lost his anti-magic field, Kim Philby was helplessly seized by the telekinesis.
Yet, Yeomyeong didn’t stop there—he swung his arm back, pulling out even those creatures beyond the Dimensional Portal.
“Ugh!”
Through the red Dimensional Portal, two KGB agents, who had been swept up by the Volcanic Tempest earlier, were half-visible.
They appeared to have barely survived the Volcanic Tempest, with their limbs charred black. Instead of arms, they were using tentacles to pull Kim Philby.
Seeing the Red Dimensional Portal open meant that they had risked their lives to draw on the last of their mana.
“Where do you think—”
Maintaining his telekinetic hold with one hand, Yeomyeong pulled out his submachine gun with the other and opened fire.
Tat-tat-tat-tat!
Bullets pierced through the tentacles, and the KGB agents were also hit with bullets in various parts of their bodies.
However, despite vomiting blood, they did not close the Dimensional Portal.
Instead, they coughed up blood and glared at Yeomyeong, moving their tentacles to pull out the Holy Relic embedded in their bodies and crush them.
Holy Relics? What are they trying to do?
The next moment, the Dimensional Portal grew wider and began spewing water in a violent surge.
With the telekinetic force disrupted, the dining hall floor was soaked with an enormous amount of water.
Amidst this chaos, Yeomyeong drew his sword and charged toward the agents, realizing what was happening on the other side of the portal.
The KGB agents, who had fallen outside the passenger ship, had connected a portal to Lake Michigan.
It was an improvised move no one could have anticipated, and the outcome was certain.
They had not missed the brief moment when Yeomyeong cut off his telekinetic power. It seemed easier for them to move against the flow of water than to face his telekinesis, and they easily grabbed Kim Philby, disappearing through the portal.
When Yeomyeong reached the spot where Philby had been, the Dimensional Portal had already closed. All that was left was the lake water flooding the place.
I’ve been tricked.
Of course, he wasn’t going to let them get away just like that. Yeomyeong knelt and placed his hands on the ship’s floor, then warned Moryne.
“Don’t be surprised if you suddenly fall into the water.”
* * *
“What?”
Before Moryne could even ask what he was going to do, Yeomyeong “put” the entire passenger ship into his inventory.
The next moment, mana was swiftly absorbed, and everything that had been supporting beneath his feet disappeared.
Just like that, gravity filled the void left by the disappearing passenger ship.
As always, gravity didn’t like things that were high up.
The unclaimed debris, the Death Knights, the KGB agents, and Moryne all began to plummet into Lake Michigan.
With the wind striking his face in the rapid descent, Yeomyeong spotted two KGB agents swimming while holding Kim Philby.
They stared in shock at the empty space where the passenger ship had been, only snapping back to their senses when they saw Yeomyeong.
“Ебать!1”
The first to react, an agent named Mikhail, released Kim Philby and leaped upwards over the lake. He pulled out the Holy Relic embedded in his body and shouted.
“Mission failed! All survivors! Open a Dimensional Portal at point 9!”
His loud voice resonated throughout Navy Pier.
At the sound of a voice loud enough to make even the monsters rushing toward the hotel turn back, the falling KGB agents began opening a Dimensional Portal beneath their feet.
Most of them were barely large enough for a person to enter, while a few had to cut off limbs to squeeze themselves through the gates.
And Mikhail—he shoved the Holy Relic he had pulled from his body into his mouth and swallowed it.
That was beyond mere madness. The Holy Relic inside his stomach began berserk, infusing his body with mana.
“Fucking bastard!”
Mikhail’s body, with tendrils flailing, began to swell twice, even three times its size—like an overinflated balloon on the verge of bursting.
It was clearly a self-destructive attack to create a gap for a counterattack. Rather than engaging with it, Yeomyeong shifted his trajectory in mid-air.
“What!?”
Combining ice spikes with the Flying Kick technique, Yeomyeong got out of Mikhail’s tentacle range and threw himself toward Kim Philby.
As his body accelerated under gravity and the red aura of his sword flared, the Order of Lenin embedded in Kim Philby’s chest gleamed brightly.
The light pushed between Yeomyeong and Kim Philby, narrowly preventing his sword from cutting Philby’s neck.
Dragging Philby away, the KGB agent seized the moment and once again pulled out the Holy Relic to devour it.
Mana erupted alongside the Holy Relic’s rampage. He scraped together every last bit of mana to open a red Dimensional Portal.
However, the Dimensional Portal turned out to be much smaller than he had expected. He would have to squeeze in to take Kim Philby with hi—
Splash!
At that moment, Yeomyeong shot out of the lake.
Charging forward while freezing the ground beneath his feet, he resembled an enraged polar bear.
“Fucking monster…”
The KGB agent, desperately trying to force himself into the Dimensional Portal before Yeomyeong reached them, didn’t care if Kim Philby’s limbs broke. Escape was the priority.
As the two agents were about to disappear through the shrinking portal…
Boom—!!!
The shockwave of a makeshift Volcanic Tempest struck the Dimensional Portal.
Following the explosion’s shockwave, the river surged, and chunks of flesh fell onto the lake.
Among them were the head of an agent who had been pulling Kim Philby in and a chunk of flesh that seemed to belong to Kim Philby himself.
The Dimensional Portal… was no longer visible. It seemed to have barely closed. Did he survive after getting through? No matter how strong the regeneration ability of the medal was, it seemed unlikely he would have made it out alive in this situation.
However, in movies, people always survive when this happens.
“Tch.”
Yeomyeong clicked his tongue and looked around the lake.
There were no surviving KGB agents to be seen, whether they had fled through the Dimensional Portal or not.
Floating on the lake were the agents’ severed limbs, bodies, and the Death Knights, who were glaring at him.
- This gun isn’t waterproof.
As the American soldier Death Knight muttered to himself, Yeomyeong collected him and the bodies into his inventory before searching for Moryne. Where had she gone this time?
…Well, she’s probably fine.
Just as Yeomyeong thought this and was about to leap up to Navy Pier, Moryne peeked her head out from beneath his feet.
Had she been underwater this whole time? Yeomyeong created an ice foothold to help her get up and asked.
“What were you doing down there?”
Climbing onto the foothold, Moryne shook her head and then handed something to Yeomyeong.
“I grabbed this because it fell into the lake.”
What she handed over was a small box resembling a jewelry case, and Yeomyeong, after checking the contents inside, let out a slight laugh.
Inside the jewelry box was a half piece of amber that glowed like gold.
It was the Honey Jewel that the KGB agents had been after, belonging to the Margrave Household.
* * *
At the same time, at the entrance of the Navy Pier Hotel, where monsters were gathering.
“Damn it, I’m out of bullets!”
The Saintess shouted from behind an ice barrier blocking the hotel lobby on the first floor.
It was because she had relied on Yeomyeong’s inventory, entrusting all her magazines to him. Or perhaps it was the endless swarm of monsters that continued to appear despite her firing over 200 rounds.
“Use my pistol!”
Neti, who was stopping monsters climbing the walls with telekinesis on the second floor, threw a pistol to the lobby and shouted. It was just a 12-round pistol, but it was better than nothing.
“Red Redox… Ah, seriously! Enhancement Blessing!”
There wasn’t time to pray. Corvus and Seti were pushing the monsters back at the hotel entrance, but even with two pairs of hands, it was impossible to stop ten monsters.
Monsters jumping over the barrier after dodging the two of them seemed endless, and each time, the Saintess had to put a bullet into the forehead of the monster.
Bang!
It was a hastily said prayer, but fortunately, Red Redox gave a blessing.
The red-enhanced bullet pierced the monster’s mouth and turned its brain into mush, preventing it from attacking the Saintess.
Eleven bullets left.
The Saintess stepped on the head of the fallen monster and peered over the barrier to check the situation at the hotel entrance.
Beyond the scene where the crow, the girl, and a single Death Knight were holding off hundreds of monsters, superhumans running away in haste could be seen.
She didn’t know what kind of superhumans there were in this tiny resort, but no one was helping.
They all ignored the monsters rushing into the hotel, some even using others as bait while fleeing.
Among them were those fleeing while carrying or dragging people dressed in luxurious clothing, though they didn’t look good either.
Are they only trying to save the rich?
Bang!
The Saintess shot through the head of the monster approaching the hotel after dodging Seti’s attack.
This wasn’t the Manchurian plains right next to Siberia, so what on earth was going on?
She wanted Yeomyeong to help right away, but seeing the explosion on the passenger ship earlier, it seemed like his situation wasn’t any easier.
…Is he angry because of Mom?
Was it because she didn’t tell Yeomyeong that her mom had a defensive magic item? The back of her head felt itchy.
Of course, she had her excuses.
The former Saintess had secretly handed down the magic item to her mother, and she couldn’t just go around telling anyone about it…
But no matter how she tried to justify it, Yeomyeong probably wouldn’t buy the excuse. He would surely flick her forehead and scold her, saying, What a filial daughter.
…I’ll just pretend I don’t know.
After finishing such a shameless(?) thought, the Saintess turned her gaze toward the passenger ship.
The next moment, she blinked under her blindfold without realizing it. The passenger ship that had been there just a moment ago was nowhere to be seen.
“…What the hell?”
It seemed like Corvus was also flustered as she stopped her magic, which was unlike her. The monsters, seizing the opportunity, began charging at the barrier.
There were over 15 of them.
With just 10 bullets left in her magazine, it was impossible to take them all down, but the Saintess straightened her back and slightly tilted her body, taking a shooting stance instead of fleeing.
And then, she fired.
Bang!
Following the sound of her gunshot, two monsters charging towards her collapsed simultaneously. The one leaping forward had its belly pierced, while the one behind it had its head penetrated.
It was a miracle created by almost divine shooting skills and blessed bullets, and the Saintess repeated such miracles several times more.
By the time the magazine was emptied, fifteen monster corpses were lying in front of her.
It was a record, if anything, but the Saintess couldn’t be happy. Damn monsters, there were still a few more climbing over the barrier.
“…Ah, seriously.”
Should she escape? However, the moment the monsters entered the hotel, it would become a slaughterhouse.
So, there was only one answer. The Saintess held the pistol upside down and cast a blessing on her body.
“Wouldn’t it be better to escape?”
When the Saintess awkwardly took a combat stance, the old man sitting in the lobby asked. He was the old man with the snake mask that Seti had brought from the auction.
“You should run now! Don’t get involved and end up having to bury yourself!”
The old man sighed and picked up a shovel lying on the lobby floor. It was the shovel left behind by the hotel’s garden manager.
“What are you doing?”
“Well, if I’m going to die anyway, I might as well fight.”
“There’s no need for that. Just put down that useless shovel and escape!”
“…I’m old already. I can’t just owe my life to children twice a day. I’ll be a meat shield for you.”
“…”
Old people, seriously! The Saintess blocked the old man’s path and glared at the monsters.
“Stop being stubborn! If I tell you to retreat, then retreat! And don’t call me to your funeral later. Even if you paid me billions in dollars, it wouldn’t be enough for me to officiate your funeral!”
“…Heh.”
Fortunately, the Saintess’ words seemed to have worked, as the old man didn’t insist any longer. The Saintess let out a sigh of relief and took a combat stance.
If she focused, she could handle one or tw—
At that moment, the necks of the monsters charging at her simultaneously snapped. It was a telekinesis power different from Neti’s, one specialized in fine control.
“Yeomyeong?”
The Saintess looked toward the direction the telekinesis came from, or rather, she looked up at the sky. There, Yeomyeong descended from the hotel’s barrier.
Thud.
As soon as Yeomyeong landed on the ground, the Saintess opened her arms wide to embrace him but then noticed her mother on his back and stopped in her tracks.
“…Did my daughter really come to save me?”
Moryne’s voice trembled, clearly moved. The Saintess briefly closed her mouth, then tightly hugged her mother after she had stepped down from Yeomyeong’s back.
“I’m so glad you’re safe, Mom.”
Despite her earlier shameless(?) thoughts, the Saintess’ words were somewhat sincere.
Even if she had already known her mother was safe, what daughter would be okay to see her mom being kidnapped?
Of course, her inner compass still pointed towards selfish desires. While patting her mother’s back, she glanced at Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong smiled faintly as he watched the two of them. Fortunately, it seemed he hadn’t noticed her selfish thoughts.
As the Saintess let out a sigh in her mind, Yeomyeong suddenly turned his head and nodded to the old man with the snake mask.
“Are you okay, sir? Is there anywhere you’re hurt?”
“No, I’m fine. Seti and this young lady… have been taking good care of me.”
The old man with the snake mask said while looking at the Saintess. Under the mask, his sharp eyes, worn down by the storms of life, scanned the Saintess.
His eyes were similar to those of the Patriarch, but they looked even more weathered by the world.
The Saintess, still hugging her mother, asked Yeomyeong.
“Uhm… Yeomyeong? Who’s that?”
“That’s Mr. Jang Man, the friend of the Foreman who raised me.”
What? Then he was like his godfather. The Saintess felt a cold sweat break out as she recalled the harsh words she had just thrown at the elder.
As a chill ran down her spine, Jang Man took off his mask and spoke.
“It might be funny to only introduce myself now, but my name is Jang Man. I’m the old man who’s like the godfather to this child.”
“…”
The Saintess laughed. She naturally released her embrace from her mother and bowed to Jang Man, still laughing.
Although she mentally kicked the imaginary blanket, fortunately, only Yeomyeong seemed to have noticed.
* * *
“Enough with the greetings. Hurry up and help!”
Corvus shouted, waving her staff in the sky.
The apprentice, now seemingly snapping out of it, jumped over the ice barrier and headed toward the monsters.
The apprentice, who had fallen in a large arc, was the first to crush the monster’s head with the Flying Kick technique.
Then, with the monster’s neck buried beneath its body, he used the recoil to accelerate again and swung his sword.
Following the trajectory of the crescent moon, the monsters were sliced in half. Beneath the night view of Chicago, the scene of blood and intestines pouring out was eerily beautiful.
- You’re late. If you were any later, I’d have almost died again!
The Head of the Dumea Household, who had been facing hundreds of monsters alone, and Corvus both laughed and concentrated their attacks in the opposite direction of Yeomyeong.
As the fragile balance that had been maintained between the swarming monsters finally broke, the rest was a ruthless slaughter.
Monsters were crushed by telekinesis force, impaled by ice spears, sliced by the sword, and frozen by ice storms.
The monsters collapsed under the combined power of swords and magic. Even Seti, who had been supporting Corvus and the Head of the Dumea Household from behind, had nothing to do.
Though the number of monsters was still overwhelming, the tide of battle had clearly turned in their favor.
Finding some breathing room, Seti wiped the blood and sweat from her forehead and called out to Yeomyeong.
“Yeomyeong, you don’t have to overexert yourself.”
“What? Why?”
Yeomyeong, who had been twisting the necks of two monsters with telekinesis power, turned to look at Seti.
“We should finish off the monsters as quickly as possible and get out of here.”
They had to avoid getting caught by the police. Even though they had saved civilians from the monsters, carrying fake IDs meant they were no different from criminals in the eyes of the law.
As Yeomyeong thought about this, he was about to call for other Death Knights to finish the job faster.
However, Seti quietly approached and stopped him from opening his inventory.
“You don’t have to worry too much about time. Mr. Jang Man already called someone for help.”
“…Mr. Jang Man?”
Before Yeomyeong could ask what that meant…
- WEE-OOO WEE-OOO
A loud siren echoed between the Chicago buildings. The sluggish Chicago police had finally arrived.
“Apprentice, what should we do?”
Corvus, who had been fighting in her crow form rather than her Beastfolk form to avoid detection, also spotted the police car and asked Yeomyeong.
The best course of action was to run, but the direction the police were coming from was directly opposite the hotel. If they withdrew now, it would be as if they were throwing the hotel to the monsters.
Of course, Yeomyeong and his team were under no obligation to save the hotel’s guests. Their actions had only been motivated by goodwill.
“Still, since we’ve already saved them, it’d be right to help a little longer until the police get closer, then escape…”
Yeomyeong’s words were cut short. From across the city, a powerful mana wave was approaching.
The source of the wave was a small light aircraft. The problem was that its speed far exceeded that of a typical light plane. It was nearly the speed of a missile.
“Could it be… is that the person Mr. Jang Man was talking about?”
“I think it’s probably them.”
Before Yeomyeong could respond, the light aircraft spotted the Navy Pier and changed its course.
A sharp descending curve. It wasn’t a landing but an angle close to a crash.
The destination was in front of the hotel, on the path where the monsters were gathered.
“This crazy—”
As Corvus flapped her wings and Yeomyeong grabbed Seti and threw himself back, the plane crashed into a group of monsters, causing a massive explosion.
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  Chapter 239: There's No City For Trash Mob (10)
* * *
“…First monsters, now a kamikaze. I’ve seen all sorts of bizarre things since coming to America.”
Looking at the wreckage of the light aircraft burning along with the monster in the flames, Corvus spoke with a frown.
Kamikaze? Unable to think of a rebuttal, Yeomyeong smiled bitterly and got up from the ground. Then, the first thing he did was look for the head of the Dumea Household.
I hope he’s not under the wreckage.
Just as Yeomyeong scanned for the old Death Knight, a sly voice came from behind him.
- I almost died again.
Yeomyeong turned around to see the Death Knight, drenched in water, wringing out his clothes. He wondered where the old man had been, and it turned out he had jumped into the lake before everyone else.
“…How’s your body?”
- My body has always been uncomfortable since I died. But more importantly, what’s a kamikaze?
“Kamikaze? It’s a word in Japanese that means ‘divine wind’… During the Pacific War, it referred to the Japanese planes that carried bombs and self-destructed…”
As Yeomyeong’s explanation started to lengthen, the Head of Dumea waved his hand dismissively.
- Was that the history of the Earth? No need to explain more.
“…”
-  And in times like this, it’s better to make a light joke instead of such serious explanations. That’s how you become popular with women...
At that point, the Head of Dumea stopped talking when he noticed Seti, who had subtly lifted her head next to Yeomyeong.
A brief silence ensued.
Just as the flames from the wrecked aircraft began to tint Yeomyeong’s face red, the Head of Dumea broke the silence.
- Can you put me back into your subspace before it gets more awkward?
Yeomyeong agreed and did so willingly. After the Head of Dumea vanished, Seti turned her gaze toward the flames.
The still-living monsters, instead of fleeing, circled around the burning light aircraft, exuding hostility toward something inside.
Is there someone still inside?
Before Yeomyeong could finish his thought, the broken parts of the aircraft began to float up.
The floating wreckage of the aircraft stretched, shrank, and merged as if it were liquid, gradually transforming into a completely different shape.
- Kkung! Kkung!
Sensing something, the monsters began to roar, and the transformation of the steel continued for a while.
Finally, when the transformation was complete, both Corvus and Yeomyeong frowned at the sight.
What rose from the flames was a massive… chainsaw, comparable to a two-story building.
“…America.”
Corvus sighed as she spoke, just as the chainsaw roared to life with a terrifying engine sound.
As if held by an invisible giant, the chainsaw rose into the air and immediately struck the monsters from above.
Ziiing—!
The engine sound swallowed the monsters’ screams. Corvus quickly conjured an ice barrier to block the flying blood and flesh.
As the barrier turned red, the monsters’ pitiful screams and the chainsaw’s engine sound harmonized beyond the barrier. It was like intense rock music.
And after a short while, once the engine sound completely stopped, Yeomyeong finally spoke.
“…What kind of person did you call here?”
Seti, looking a bit awkward, replied.
“…Maker.”
“Maker? The Maker from the Big Three?”
As soon as Seti nodded, Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow.
If it was Maker, that meant one of America’s three great superhumans, commonly called the Big Three, alongside Alpha One. In terms of reputation alone, it was nearly on par with the Holy Sword.
Having someone like that come to help should have been a reason to celebrate, but Yeomyeong couldn’t feel purely happy.
After all, the city where she was active was New York—at least 1,000 km away from here.
What kind of connection did she have with Mr. Jang Man to travel such a vast distance in an instant?
Fortunately, Yeomyeong didn’t have to wonder for long. Just as he and Seti were dusting themselves off and getting up, Maker jumped over the ice barrier.
However, Maker’s appearance when she landed gently on the ground… was a bit unusual.
A bathrobe barely covered her dark skin, revealing glimpses of a leopard-print bikini underneath.
Half-loose false eyelashes, as if hurriedly put together, and even bare feet.
The middle-aged Black woman, who looked as if she had just run out of a swimming pool, spoke in a calm voice that contrasted with her appearance.
“I came at Mocha Dick’s request. Where is Mocha Dick?”
The serious demeanor he had seen on TV. Only then did Yeomyeong fully accept that this middle-aged woman before him was indeed Maker.
But what? Mocha Dick?
“…Wait, is Mr. Jang Man’s nickname Mocha Dick?”
Unlike Yeomyeong, who only thought this to himself, Seti mumbled it in a small voice.
Yeomyeong covered it up with a cough and then turned to Maker.
“First, thank you for your help. Maker, Mr. Jang Man is over at that hotel—”
Before he could even finish speaking, Maker dashed off toward the hotel.
As Yeomyeong—and even Corvus—watched her back in stunned silence, Seti once again spoke up.
“That person… feels familiar somehow…”
Corvus and Yeomyeong both simultaneously thought of the Saintess. But neither of them bothered to say it out loud.
* * *
With Maker finishing off the remaining monsters, Navy Pier regained its peace.
A peace filled with a destroyed path and piles of monster corpses.
The police, who had been watching blankly, immediately started putting on a show of handling the situation as soon as the news crews arrived, while the reporters eagerly filmed the spectacle, preparing their exclusives.
Meanwhile, the civilians who had been hiding inside the hotel sighed in relief, finally freed from their tension.
Some of them were excitedly thinking about uploading the battle footage they had taken on their smartphones to the Internet.
Unfortunately for them, their videos never made it online.
Before the police could even set up a perimeter around the hotel, something invisible had already swept through the rooms, smashing all of their smartphones.
…Anyway, once all the annoying cleanup was done, Yeomyeong and the others were finally able to gather back in the hotel room.
“Instead of getting any thanks for saving them, all we got was a bunch of trouble.”
Neti grumbled as she pulled off her invisibility cloak.
She clenched her fists in frustration, furious at the hotel guests who had been busy recording footage of them risking their lives to save those people—only to try to spread it without permission.
“That’s how good deeds usually are. Hard, inefficient, and full of encounters with terrible people…”
The one who responded to Neti was Maker. Sitting right next to Jang Man, she crossed her long legs and continued.
“Even so, a good deed is still a good deed.”
Her words carried the weight of an experienced superhuman, but Neti simply turned her gaze away instead of being moved.
The way the bikini peeked out from under the bathrobe was just too much for her.
“…On behalf of all the shameless, mannerless idiots here, I’ll say it. Thank you. Because of you, hundreds of people who should’ve died tonight are still alive.”
“…”
“And if you’re worried about today’s footage getting leaked, don’t be. I’ll talk to my manager and get everything copyrighted.”
With that, Maker suddenly held out her hand to Jang Man.
Jang Man casually poured a drink into a glass and placed it right into her hand as if he was already used to it.
“You are still carrying liquor around, huh? Isn’t it time to start taking care of yourself?”
“…A liquor seller only quits drinking when they’re dead.”
“Oh, is that so.”
Maker scoffed and took a sip of her drink. The rich aroma of bourbon whiskey filled the hotel room.
At the edge of that scent, Yeomyeong, who had been watching the two with arms crossed, finally spoke up.
“You two seem really close.”
“Close? Our relationship is way beyond that.”
Unlike the confident declaration from Maker, Jang Man briefly made a disgusted face.
Mr. Jang Man, making a face like that? Yeomyeong, curious, asked.
“I’ve been meaning to ask—why do you call him Mocha Dick?”
“You call him your elder, yet you don’t even know? It’s because of his legendary smuggling days on Chile’s Mocha Isla—”
Before Maker could go on, Jang Man cut in.
“…It’s nothing important. No need to hear about it.”
Yeomyeong didn’t ask any further.
Was it because Jang Man looked embarrassed? No, it didn’t matter who he had been in the past—what mattered was who he was now.
“Now that I think about it, I was supposed to retrieve an item from the auction house. I’ll go get it now.”
But before anyone could stop him, Jang Man used it as an excuse to slip out of the room as if he didn’t want to stay any longer.
Maker started to follow after him but then paused as if she had just remembered something. She turned to Yeomyeong and the others and asked.
“Uh… could I borrow some clothes?”
“…”
Yeomyeong pressed his lips together to stifle a laugh, then pulled out a casual outfit that the Saintess had worn.
However, for some reason, Maker didn’t put it on right away. She glanced back and forth between the outfit and Yeomyeong before hesitantly speaking.
“Is there maybe… a cuter outfit?”
“…”
Feeling his thoughts about the Big Three’s image slightly crumble, Yeomyeong pulled out another outfit. It was something the Player had stored away.
A blue floral dress.
Fortunately, Maker seemed satisfied with it. Without hesitation, she slipped off her robe and put on the dress right in front of Yeomyeong. Then, suddenly, she gathered mana—
Creeeak—
The metal chair in the hotel room was ripped apart and “transformed.”
Just like when she had turned the wreckage of a light aircraft into a chainsaw, the metal chair twisted and morphed at will until it finally settled into a pair of gleaming high heels.
Hastily slipping on the heels, she looked at Yeomyeong and…
“Thanks, Commie boy. I’ll pay you back a thousand times over for the clothes later.”
…With that, she sprinted off in the direction Jang Man had disappeared. As her footsteps faded beyond the door, Neti spoke up.
“…Brother-in-law, that really was the first Black woman to make it into America’s Top 10 superhumans, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Huh… But she’s kinda different from what I saw on TV. I expected someone more…”
As Neti struggled to find the right word, chewing on her lip, Yeomyeong helped her out.
“Tough?”
“Yes! Tough! I thought Maker would be a macho kind of woman. I mean, didn’t she break an actor’s nose last year?”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t know much about celebrity gossip, but he couldn’t agree with the idea that Maker wasn’t tough.
That woman had just crashed a plane into the ground and shredded a monster with a giant chainsaw—if that wasn’t tough, then what was?
The way she acted around Mr. Jang Man was certainly surprising, but it was their own personal business.
Neti was about to say something more when the door swung open, and the rest of their group walked in.
Corvus, disguised (?) as an ordinary crow, as well as Seti, the Saintess, and Moryne, had somehow found time to wash up.
Seti glanced at the half-destroyed metal chair and asked.
“Where’s Mr. Jang Man?”
“…He went to retrieve an item from the auction house. Maker followed after him.”
“I see.”
As the room suddenly became crowded, everyone found a seat on either the beds or the chairs.
The Saintess made a blatant attempt to sit next to Yeomyeong, but Moryne was quicker.
“Yeomyeong, can we talk alone for a moment?”
“…Right now?”
“The sooner, the better.”
The conversation they had started on the passenger ship—about the Hero’s magic item and his bloodline.
Yeomyeong glanced at the puzzled Neti and Seti, giving them a look to say it was nothing urgent, then stood up and followed Moryne out of the room.
* * *
As soon as they stepped into the corridor, Moryne raised her mana and snapped her fingers.
The mana around her and Yeomyeong swirled, and a small barrier that blocked sound materialized.
It was a martial art for sound suppression, a technique Yeomyeong hadn’t had the chance to steal at the academy. He mentally noted how Moryne manipulated her mana, just in case he ever needed to use it himself.
Once the sound was confirmed to be fully blocked, Moryne spoke first.
“Skipping the minor details… Yeomyeong, do you know that the Hero is said to be the founder of the ruling bloodlines of each race?”
“Yes, I know roughly.”
The kings of dwarves, humans, beastfolks, and other races were all said to be of the Hero’s bloodline.
“But that’s kind of like how ancient Greek heroes or kings claimed to be descendants of Zeus, right?”
Yeomyeong’s opinion was valid. A bloodline found in myth continued into the modern era, and it was one of the most common repertoires used by the ruling class to justify their authority.
However, Moryne shook her head.
“It’s different from the Greeks. Unlike Zeus, the Hero was an actual person, and there are magic items to prove his bloodline.”
Magic item to prove his bloodline. Yeomyeong looked down at the thin bracelet on his wrist and nodded.
After a moment to gather her thoughts, Moryne continued.
“…While it’s nearly forgotten in modern times, the Hero’s bloodline is always associated with gold.”
“Gold?”
“The Golden Seal of the Dwarven royal family, the golden clans of the prairie beastfolk, the golden crown of the Emperor…”
“…Wait, wait a second. What about the Margrave? You said the one who owned this magic item before you is the Margrave. But as far as I know, the Margrave’s household crest has nothing to do with gold.”
When Yeomyeong pointed this out, Moryne nodded.
“It’s a common political issue. Just like how there can’t be two suns in the sky, there couldn’t be two bloodlines of the Hero in one empire.”
“…”
“Hence, the Margrave’s household crest doesn’t feature gold, but rather honey, which shines with the same light. Like gold, it never decays, but its value is incomparable.”
It was a behind-the-scenes history that even documentaries didn’t reveal, and it sounded like a convincing tale.
If it were revealed that the Margrave had the Hero’s bloodline, could the current emperor of the empire maintain his position?
The emperor, who had ascended with Stalin’s help after killing his brother, and the Margrave, who was now considered the Hero of this era.
It wouldn’t be strange if the empire split into two and a bloody civil war broke out.
“So, does that mean my bloodline is a danger—?”
“The current emperor is weak, and his children are almost useless. The powerful Margrave can’t have children. So, Yeomyeong… you are currently the most valuable and accessible person among those who carry the Hero’s bloodline. Politically and biologically.”
Biological value? Yeomyeong wanted to ask what that meant, but then he remembered the hidden name behind South Korea’s ‘Sacrificial Lamb Project’—the Artificial Hero Project—and kept silent.
“Do you now understand why you have to keep your bloodline a secret? The US, Europe, Korea, and even the Empire beyond the Dimensional Portal—they’ll either try to woo you or kill you before anyone else can use you.”
“…”
This was messed up. Yeomyeong glanced at the thin bracelet the Hero had left behind and began sorting through his thoughts.
“If it’s just between you and me…”
“There is no such thing as an eternal secret.”
“…”
“Yeomyeong.”
“…Yes?”
“If you want, I can ask the Margrave for help.”
The Margrave? Yeomyeong looked at Moryne in surprise.
“Help? What kind of help exactly…?”
As Yeomyeong’s words trailed off, Moryne spoke firmly.
“All kinds of help—political and physical.”
“…”
“But, you’ll have to return the Honey Jewel.”
The half-Honey Jewel he had acquired at the auction house—the symbol of the Margrave’s household, stolen by Earth.
“The Margrave is a very good person. I can guarantee that he won’t turn his back on his kin who returns his family’s heirloom.”
Yeomyeong paused for a moment. Well, actually, there wasn’t much to worry about.
Who in the world would refuse the help of one of the strongest figures on Earth?
However, Yeomyeong didn’t think the Margrave would help him in his revenge against the South Korean government. That wasn’t necessary either.
As he briefly pondered whether he should refuse, he remembered something Seti had said.
She had suggested living beyond the Dimensional Portal together once the revenge was over.
If they really did go beyond the Portal to live, wouldn’t Margrave’s influence be very helpful?
It didn’t sound like a bad idea. After all, he planned to return the Honey Jewel for a reasonable price anyway.
With that thought in mind, Yeomyeong took the Honey Jewel and handed it over to Moryne.
“Then, I’ll leave it to you.”
“…Thank you for following my judgment.”
Moryne said as she received the Honey Jewel. She carefully tucked it into her clothes and turned to leave.
“Are you leaving right away?”
“If I see my daughter’s face now, I don’t think I can leave.”
There was a deep maternal affection in her words. Yeomyeong nodded, but then he caught her with a question.
“Moryne, wait a moment.”
“What is it?”
“Could you ask the Margrave which generation he is from?”
“Generation?”
“Yes, the magic item said I’m from the 44th generation. If I’m from a higher generation than the Margrave, it might be a bit awkward, don’t you think?”
“If so, how big of an age gap could there be… Don’t worry, it won’t be a problem.”
“…”
“But I’ll ask him about the generations. It’s no big deal.”
“Thank you, Moryne. I’ll see you again next time.”
Yeomyeong gave a final nod, and Moryne, with one last remark, disappeared into the shadows of the corridor.
“Next time, call me ‘Mother-in-law’.”
Their farewell felt surprisingly ordinary, despite Yeomyeong having fought the KGB to save her. He didn’t mind, though—he had repaid his debt to her.
Yeomyeong, briefly staring at the corridor where Moryne had vanished, sighed and grabbed the doorknob of his hotel room.
It had been a long day, and his mind was a mess. He wanted to collapse into Seti’s arms and sleep right then.
Of course, he wasn’t really planning to sleep. At least, not until Mr. Jang Man returned…
- You can’t go!



	What’s the problem with just seeing Ms. Maker’s face for a bit?



	But…!



	Damn, why won’t you shut up? You have no right to stop us!
At that moment, Yeomyeong heard someone arguing with the police downstairs.
There was faint mana in the air, likely mercenaries guarding the property coming up.
They headed straight for the room where his group’s room was, where Maker was staying.
He quickly prepared a Blood Tears illusion as he opened the door.
He needed to disguise himself as one of Maker’s associates, so he had to change his face into something completely unrecognizable, just like the lady from the gukbap restaurant.
However, his thoughts were interrupted.
As he opened the door and stepped inside, he locked eyes with an unexpected figure entering through the window.
A dwarf, struggling to climb up the window with a rope in one hand, his fingers full of rings.
“A-are you Ms. M-Maker’s… uh…. associate?”
The dwarf gasped for breath and said as soon as he saw Yeomyeong’s face concealed by the illusion.
“…”
Yeomyeong scowled and looked around for the Saintess and Seti. They were already hiding under the bed, preparing weapons as though they had predicted the intruder’s arrival.
…Did they think that no one would see them if they did so?
Ignoring the Saintess silently mouthing, “Careful!” Yeomyeong approached the window and grabbed the dwarf’s arm.
“Hah, thank… you… I… I’m… Dungan….Heavy… gasp, gasp… Heavy Industry…
“Darulma Dune.”
“Ah! You… gasp… if you know me… cough… this… this will be… easy… Hah, I’m… in danger… of an assassination…”
Darulma, gasping for air, looked up and saw the Saintess peeking over the bed.
Darulma, seeing the blindfolded Saintess’s face revealed without illusion, forgot to even catch his breath and stared at her in a daze.
“Saintess? Then, could it be…”
As soon as he turned to look at Yeomyeong, Yeomyeong released the Blood Tears illusion that had been covering his face.
“…”
“Long time no see, Darulma. It’s been a while since you gave me that sword at the academy, right?”
“…”
“Ms. Maker is out on business for a while. Would you like something to drink?”
Unable to respond, Darulma blinked. Then, he raised his hand full of rings and slapped his own cheek.
Slap—!
Fortunately, it wasn’t a dream. The pain of the slap felt real as his cheek stung.






 
    

  Chapter 240: Three Horns, Good Connection, Ill-Fated Connection, Dwarf
This world is not a board game, and we are not dice.
『The Last Will of ??』
* * *
Jang Man found the back door to the auction house in the hotel’s underground parking lot, a place the police hadn’t yet discovered.
He opened the sealed door and quietly descended the stairs. The first thing that hit his nose was the smell of blood. It was from the monster corpses piled up in the auction house.
It was a gruesome sight, but Jang Man calmly headed toward the auction house stage.
Leaving footprints in the pools of blood was nothing new to him.
By the time he reached the stage, Maker, who had followed, leaped ahead and landed on the stage first, demonstrating her superhuman physical abilities.
“What is this? I thought you had washed your hands of these things?”
“Washing your hands doesn’t erase past connections.”
“You could have just said you came to visit. That damn pretentiousness…”
Maker muttered, but it didn’t seem like she was truly annoyed. As Jang Man, struggling with his old body, climbed onto the stage and started moving toward the back, she continued talking.
“That commie boy you tried to save—was he someone from your past?”
“…Commie?”
“You didn’t know? The stench of a commie is unmistakable… Well, I suppose only someone who’s fought Demerond would recognize it.”
“…”
As soon as Demerond’s name was mentioned, Jang Man’s steps abruptly stopped. A silence mixed with the stench of blood swept across the stage.
Soon after, Maker spoke with a strange expression.
“Did you really not know?”
“…Because I didn’t need to know.”
Jang Man added in a flat tone.
“And how a young person chooses to live is their own choice.”
“You really sound like an old man.”
“Well, that’s because I really am old.”
“Oh, old? I still remember you saving those little kids who were about to end up on the dinner table—Mocha Dick, how can you say something like that?”
At that moment, Jang Man, who was heading toward the back of the stage, interrupted Maker’s words.
“That darn Mocha Dick. Call it Moby Dick or at least the Whale of Mocha Island! Don’t bring up such embarrassing things in front of the kids!”
As soon as he raised his voice, Maker chuckled as if she had been waiting for it.
“You still have that same temper, even if you’re old.”
Jang Man almost shouted again but instead closed his mouth and walked toward the exhibition room behind the stage.
He was no longer a smuggler, and the person in front of him was no longer a young girl who had nearly lost her liver.
Anyway, the back of the stage was also filled with monster corpses. If there was any consolation, it was the presence of a familiar face.
“…Dokgo, you managed to survive, huh.”
Amidst the shattered glass exhibits, a swordsman with a pony-tailed hairstyle sat on a monster’s corpse, using it as a chair.
“I’m glad to see you’re safe, sir.”
Dokgo, looking exhausted, took a breath and gazed at Jang Man, and then at Maker, who followed behind.
“Your connections never cease to surprise me.”
“No need for flattery. Where are the three brothers?”
Without answering, Dokgo pointed toward a door at the back of the exhibit. The waiting room where he had taken Yeomyeong inside for a talk.
“Are the three grown adults locked themselves in a room, crying like babies?”
As soon as Jang Man spoke, the waiting room door swung open as if on cue, and a man wearing a snake mask poked his head out.
“Please say we’re cleaning up the mess. Right now, the youngest is still dealing with Representative Gwen’s tantrum—”
The snake mask stopped mid-sentence as soon as he noticed Maker standing behind Jang Man with her arms crossed.
After a brief silence, he carefully asked.
“Sir, was it you who brought Ms. Maker here?”
“Yeah.”
The one who answered wasn’t Jang Man—it was Maker herself. The masked man quickly turned his head and shouted into the waiting room.
“Hey, youngest! It wasn’t that bitch who called for Maker—it was the Mr. Jang Man!”
“What the fuck?”
Immediately, another snake-masked man, holding a phone, poked his head out.
As he squinted at both Maker and his phone, the call abruptly disconnected.
The two snack-masked brothers exchanged dumbfounded looks.
“That bitch Gwen is seriously…”
“See? I told you all politicians are con artists.”
As the snake mask brothers cursed about being tricked by the congresswoman, Jang Man stood in front of a glass display case.
Inside, a black rod lay peacefully.
“This item… If it’s alright, would you sell it to me?”
Jang Man pointed at the rod as he spoke, but the masked man waved his hands dismissively.
“Sell it? Sir, just take it.”
“I’m not one to refuse a freebie, but… Are you sure? It looked pretty expensive.”
“We have enough discretion for things like this.”
Well then—Jang Man opened the glass case and picked up the rod.
A brief surge of mana pulsed through it, but since Jang Man wasn’t superhuman, he had no trouble holding it.
With no wrapping, he tucked the rod under his arm and began walking out of the auction house. Maker narrowed her eyes and followed him.
“What’s that? What are you gonna use it for?”
“I don’t know. I’m just getting it because someone needs it.”
That commie boy again… Maker crossed her arms and grumbled.
“…Doing something you didn’t even do back in your whale days. That’s some dedication. Who is he? Is he your secret love child from Korea or something?”
“If I had a son like that, I’d be overjoyed… But he wouldn’t have been that decent if I had raised him.”
“…”
Watching Jang Man’s heavy back, Maker pursed her lips before suddenly reaching out to snatch the rod.
…Or, rather, she tried to snatch it.
However, the moment her hand touched the rod, an ear-splitting shriek erupted from it.
[Filthy maiden, how dare you lay a hand on me?! Get lost!!!]
Everyone, including Jang Man and those in the backstage area, turned to stare at her and the rod.
Maker asked in a slightly stunned voice.
“This thing… Don’t tell me it’s a Bicorn’s horn?”
However, no one answered her question. The silence was confirmation enough.
“Oh, for fuck’s—!”
While she trembled with rage, Jang Man simply shook his head and continued on his way.
As she was about to follow him, Maker suddenly stopped, turned around, and glared at the masked brothers.
“If word about what just happened gets out, it won’t matter who leaked it—you’re all dead. Understood?”
Faced with the overwhelming killing intent in her voice, Dokgo and the masked brothers could only nod in silent agreement.
* * *
At the same time, in a hotel room at Navy Pier.
Darulma realized that Yeomyeong and the Saintess before him were not a dream. Only after drinking two glasses of water was he finally able to speak.
“Saintess, what exactly are you doing here?”
The Saintess, who had been listening, shrugged her shoulders.
“Before asking such a question, shouldn’t you explain why you came through the window first?”
“…”
It was a reasonable point. Lost for words, Darulma took another sip of water before slowly speaking.
“I… I heard Maker is in Chicago, so I came to ask for personal help.”
“Help? What kind of help?”
“Well, it’s about security… it’s a little bit—”
“If it’s security, you have the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, don’t you?”
“The Sonjuk Mercenary Group is part of a corporation; they’re not my private army.”
Before the Saintess could ask whether that wasn’t the same thing, Yeomyeong interrupted.
“Did someone from the same company commission the assassination?”
Unlike the Saintess, who tilted her head as if she didn’t understand, Darulma widened his eyes as if he had seen a ghost.
“How did you…?”
“You almost got assassinated at the airport, right? If you then request personal security from the Big Three… well, it’s pretty obvious.”
“Wait a minute, how did you know I almost got assassinated at the airport? The media covered it all up!”
Yeomyeong explained everything as if it were no big secret, recounting what had happened at Midway Airport.
From watching(?) Darulma got into an altercation with the security to breaking the assassin’s arm and saving him.
After a brief but detailed explanation, Darulma tried to calm his racing heart by brushing his beard.
“I owe you my life, then. So, um… did you also burst the assassin’s head?”
“That wasn’t me. I don’t even know that kind of magic, and I had no reason to do it.”
“…”
Darulma stared into space for a moment as if calculating something before letting out a sigh.
“Then, it means there was an accomplice in the same place… An accomplice who could burst a head from a long distance. Damn it, Yeomyeong. You’re right. Someone from the company’s executives is targeting me.”
“…But isn’t Dungan Heavy Industries a family business? Would you guys really kill each other?”
As Neti, who had been rolling around on the bed, interrupted, Darulma looked troubled.
He was about to drink another glass of water but noticed the whiskey left by Jang Man and took a sip instead.
The dwarf, having emptied half the bottle of whiskey in one go, spoke in a slightly deflated voice.
“Sometimes, the hatred in the family runs deeper than the hatred towards others.”
A statement full of meaning.
“This seems like it will be a long story. Is that okay?”
As Darulma said this and took another drink, Neti, sensing the atmosphere, locked the hotel door.
As soon as the lock echoed, the dwarf opened his mouth.
* * *
As everyone knows, the beginning of Dungan Heavy Industries was the Dune Clan, who fled Earth first to escape Stalin.
They swore vengeance as they watched their homeland bathed in red and their kins dragged off to the gulags.
However, revenge required power, and money was the power currency in the United States to which they had fled.
Dollars, the most powerful force, stronger than mana, could buy more weapons and soldiers!
The head of the Dune Clan, realizing the power of money, ignored their kin’s foolish suggestion to gather soldiers and march to the Soviet Union. Instead, they built factories.
And they made everything they could and sold whatever they could—from toothbrushes to spaceship parts.
Dungan Heavy Industries grew rapidly. While the fuel of vengeance played a part, the title “the foreign race that hates Stalin” was crucial.
[Why did the dwarves join the Free World? It’s to criticize the cruel Stalin and Communism!]
[In a land where even a foreign race can work hard and become rich, the land of opportunity and conscience, America!]
[American-style capitalism and democracy are the hope of the world, Daral Dune’s White House fundraising speech.]
The U.S. government actively used them. Articles were published, they were invited to the White House, and sometimes they were used for elections.
Of course, the propaganda was just that—propaganda. The life of the dwarves in America was far from happy.
They were outsiders. They had no citizenship, no right to vote, and in some Southern states, they couldn’t even use the bus.
Terms like “halfling,” “furball,” and “Otherworldly Jews” were coined during this time, but Dungan Heavy Industries didn’t care.
In fact, they actively used that discrimination to sell products, lobby, and support the U.S. military.
However, when they had finally gained enough power to become one of the top 20 global companies, Stalin disappeared.
It was unbelievable, and they didn’t believe it. Could the Commie Demon King disappear so easily?
The Dune Clan sent exploration teams to Siberia more than any other nation.
And, more certainly than anyone else… they proved that Stalin had vanished.
With no direction for their vengeance, it eventually turned toward the Soviet Union.
If Stalin was gone, they thought, they would at least hunt down the communists.
But just like how the Hellenistic empire fractured after Alexander the Great died, after Stalin’s disappearance, the Soviet Union fell apart, split, and died.
Figures like Beria and Yevgeny tried to claim the mantle of the second Stalin… but they only proved that no one could replace him.
Who said it? Vengeance was futile. But unfulfilled vengeance was painful.
How many humiliations did we endure for revenge? How much sweat and how much blood did we swallow?
The dwarves of Dungan Heavy Industries fell into despair.
And only then did they look back at the path they had walked.
A path with no honor, no pride, and not even a trace of revenge left.
Their fellow countrymen in the homeland extended their hands but also pointed fingers, calling them the family that fled first.
Americans never considered them fellow citizens.
The wealth they had built up turned into envy instead of respect, and the hard-won voting rights became a target for attacks from dumb politicians.
Their dream of returning to their homeland with Stalin’s head and dollars was gone without a trace.
All that remained was a name and pride that had rotted beneath the dollars.
Realizing that, the head of the clan went mad instead of facing reality.
One day, the deluded head of the clan claimed that Stalin was the modern-day demon king.
Stalin hadn’t disappeared; he had just hidden in another dimension, building up his strength, and Dungan Heavy Industries was preparing weapons for the hero who would someday face the returning demon king…
“Pfft!”
Darulma stopped speaking because Yeomyeong suddenly spit out the water he was drinking.
He coughed, struggling for breath as if something had gone down the wrong way.
“What’s wrong all of a sudden?”
Seti and the Saintess stood up together and patted his back, and only then did Yeomyeong shake his head as if it were nothing.
“…Are you really okay?”
Darulma asked in a worried voice. Yeomyeong waved his hand lightly and took another sip of water.
A moment of silence returned, and the dwarf resumed his story.
…Even in his madness, the head of the clan was still the head of the clan.
No one among his kin could stop him from pouring money into dimensional research or stacking weapons in warehouses.
It continued even after he stepped down as chairman and the company transitioned to collective leadership.
To be honest, “turning a blind eye” would be a more accurate description. After all, “wasting” that amount of money was trivial for Dungan Heavy Industries.
The problem was the young dwarves—the third generation, who were born in America, raised with American education, and ate American food.
They couldn’t understand why the clan head clung to a long-dead Stalin or why the Elders and leaders tolerated such behavior.
The taunt to return to our homeland and establish a new dwarven royal family was one of the mild ones.
The more radical ones argued that they should wipe out the leaders entirely and actively jump into American politics.
More rights for dwarves! Punishment for racial discrimination!
However, no matter what the younger generation said, the first generation who were running the company didn’t care much.
The loudest voices among the third generation were still just rookies who hadn’t even made it to executive positions.
The real problem was people like Darulma—the second generation.
Unlike the first generation, they didn’t hold a deep-seated hatred for Stalin, but unlike the third generation, they didn’t love America either.
As a representative of the second generation, Darulma had no choice but to bear pressure from both directions.
The Elders demanded he uphold tradition, while the young urged reform.
It was nothing to boast about, but Darulma took pride in having successfully mediated the conflict between two generations all his life.
But…
Everything changed with the Manchurian Incident.
Except for the family head, who was already informed of the situation, most Elders regarded Darulma, who had arbitrarily handed over the Golden Seal to Yeomyeong, as a “madman who had been blinded by money and destroying the tradition.”
Meanwhile, it didn’t mean that the younger generation supported him either.
Seeing Darulma antagonizing the Korean government by helping Yeomyeong, the third generation regarded him as an “anti-business traditionalist.”
How could he sacrifice the massive Korean market for some unknown mercenary?
Darulma argued it was for his connections with the Saintess. However, when it was revealed internally that he had given away World Tree’s crystal and Mountain Tear to that same mercenary, all his justifications crumbled.
By the time the Saintess fired a sniper rifle in Dreitherial, Darulma had become a public enemy among his own kin.
The head of the clan and a few loyal elders still stood by his side, but his remaining real support was the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
The problem was the Sonjuk Mercenary Group had recently gotten tangled up with the CIA, making it difficult for them to act.
If Captain Kwon Mongjoo hadn’t given up his vacation to personally guard him, he probably would have…
“An assassination attempt at the airport. By my own kin, no less.”
“…”
When Darulma finished speaking, silence fell over the room.
Yeomyeong, in particular, was at a loss for words.
Was it because of Stalin? No, because most of the misunderstandings surrounding Darulma were directly related to him.
From the Manchurian Incident to the CIA… There wasn’t a single thing he wasn’t involved in.
And yet, Darulma bowed his head to him.
“It’s shameful, but this is why I haven’t been able to connect you with an elixir merchant until now. No one wants to do business with me anymore.”
A sigh, a sip of alcohol, and a careful glance.
Darulma raised his head again, meeting Yeomyeong’s frustrated gaze.
“If you’re feeling responsible, don’t.”
“…Darulma.”
“From the World Tree’s crystal to today… I have never once regretted investing in you. So don’t regret either.”
Risk is part of investment—unlike the insults from the younger dwarves, his words carried the true mindset of a businessman.
And to some extent, they held the weight of truth.
Had the dragon destroyed Manchuria as fate intended, Darulma’s future would have been even bleaker.
However, that was that, and this was this.
Regardless of fate’s responsibility, Yeomyeong had no intention of turning a blind eye to the misfortune of the dwarf who had shown him goodwill.
“Darulma, is there anything I can do to help?”
“You already saved my life—what more could I possibly ask for? Ah, though… if by any chance you’re on good terms with Maker, could you relay a request? I’ll pay any price—just one week of personal security…”
“…I’m sorry, but Maker is here on another request. She probably won’t be able to take yours, Darulma.”
Yeomyeong trailed off and glanced at Seti and Corvus.
His expression silently asked, ‘Can I do as I wish about this?’ and the two responded in their own ways—one with a shrug, the other by clicking her beak shut.
Watching this, the Saintess jabbed Yeomyeong in the side as if to say, ‘Why aren’t you asking me?’ But he ignored her and met Darulma’s gaze.
“Darulma, I might not be as good as Maker, but I can protect you.”
“Yeomyeong, you…”
“It’s just a week, right? After everything between us, can’t I at least do that much for you?”
Whether it was unexpected or overwhelming, Darulma’s eyes grew misty.
“…But my pursuers aren’t ordinary. Superhuman assassins, criminals… I may even have to face all of Dungan Heavy Industries.”
“What? That’s a bit…”
The Saintess tried to interject, but Neti, ever perceptive, clamped a hand over her mouth.
Yeomyeong shot Neti a quick thumbs-up before continuing.
“I expected as much. And given that you specified one week, you must have a way to turn things around, don’t you?”
“…A way to turn things around? Well, yes, there is. However, it’s not foolproof. There’s always a risk of failure.”
“That’s how all investments work, isn’t it? You knew that when you invested in me.”
“…”
Whether out of gratitude or disbelief, Darulma turned away, seemingly choking up. Yeomyeong simply patted his shoulder.
When the conversation was about to conclude on that heartwarming note, suddenly, a bright light burst from the Saintess’ pocket.
Darulma flinched in surprise, but the rest of the group, including Neti, who was still covering the Saintess’ mouth, remained unfazed.
The Saintess pushed Neti’s hand away and shouted.
“I-I didn’t do anything!”
“…”
“I’m telling the truth! In my pocket, there’s—”
Just as she reached for her pocket in protest, the light coalesced into the shape of an animal.
A majestic, snow-white unicorn with a single proud horn on its forehead.
[Maiden! Run away at once!]
For the first time since Manchuria, the Handle of Uragan materialized, screeching at the top of its lungs.
[Flee before the filth corrupts you!]
“What? Filth?”
[There is no time to explain! Take that maiden Neti and leave this room immediately!]
The Saintess gaped in disbelief at the nonsense, but Seti and Yeomyeong understood at once.
“…Looks like Mr. Jang Man is back already.”

 
    

  Chapter 241: Three Horns, Good Connection, Ill-Fated Connection, Dwarf (2)
* * *
A little while earlier, in the hotel lobby at Navy Pier.
Jang Man frowned as he saw the lobby filled with police, reporters, and various unidentified riffraff.
- Everyone, move back! If you cross this line, we will open fire!



	This isn’t even an accident zone, why are you blocking it!?



	Guarantee freedom of the press!
It was a chaotic scene, like a flea market where everyone was shouting.
Jang Man, already with a headache just thinking about trying to get through that crowd, glanced at Maker, who had followed him wearing a snake mask.
“I guess we should split up here.”
“…What?”
“We shouldn’t stay together and attract unnecessary attention.”
Maker scowled at this suggestion.
“Do you know how long it’s been since we last met?”
“About three years?”
“Three years, huh? More like it’s the first time since your retirement!”
She shouted, but Jang Man seemed to have a ‘so what?’ attitude.
Maker was about to shout again but stopped herself as if realizing something and grabbed the stair railing.
“We just need to not be seen, right?”
Before Jang Man could reply, she ripped the entire stair railing off.
With a grinding noise, the broken railing started to disassemble and reassemble itself, following Maker’s mana.
It wasn’t anything as grand as a chainsaw; it was just a bunch of tiny metal shards, almost like scales.
The problem was that there were hundreds of these shards.
“This doesn’t seem to be the best way to confront the media.”
Jang Man predicted what was coming, and when he spoke, Maker scoffed.
“Do you know how much money our company pours into the media? If they can’t stop this, they deserve to die.”
In the next moment, hundreds of metal shards flew across the lobby beyond the stairs.
Followed by screams, shouts, the sound of glass breaking, and desperate calls from police looking for Maker.
But Maker didn’t care and proceeded to push everyone in the lobby out of the hotel.
“It’s good now, right?”
Maker said as soon as the lobby was completely empty. Jang Man nodded with a sigh.
Of course, using the central elevator in the now-open lobby was out of the question. The two climbed the stairs hidden by the walls.
As they climbed, Maker continued to try to convince Jang Man to come to New York.
She talked about her penthouse, the surrounding restaurants, and such, while climbing for a while.
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Maker.”
At the top of the last stair, a man bowed toward her.
He wore a police uniform with a bulletproof vest, but the uniform clearly seemed like a disguise.
No cop in the world would exude mana and look down on Maker like that.
“Who the hell are you?”
Maker stepped in front of Jang Man and asked, and the man in the police uniform raised his hands above his head as if he had no intention to fight.
“Could you kindly ask your companion to step aside for a moment? We have something very important to discuss.”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“…”
“Stop the nonsense and reveal who you really are.”
Maker growled while gripping the stair railing, and the man’s expression turned awkward.
When he looked back at Jang Man, Jang Man nonchalantly spoke.
“Why is the FBI here?”
Maker didn’t ask how Jang Man, who wasn’t even a superhuman, figured it out.
The sharp instincts of a smuggler who had lived for decades were keener than any superhuman senses.
“…You’re quite perceptive.”
The man admitted his identity without hesitation. Maker sneered, displeased.
“Isn’t it because your acting skill is a bit lacking?”
“…”
Instead of taking the provocation, the FBI agent silently pulled a piece of paper out from inside his bulletproof vest and handed it to Maker.
“You have been assigned a highly classified mission, Ms. Maker.”
The paper had writing and signatures visible only to those who had learned a specific type of mana. When Maker read it, her brow furrowed deeply.
“The Church of the Apocalypse…? In LA?”
“Not just there. At least 12 states have Church branches.”
After fiddling with the paper for a moment, Maker glanced at Jang Man and added.
“Is this really something I have to do? Where’s Alpha One?”
“Alpha One is carrying out another classified mission related to that matter.”
“…Dammit.”
Maker crumpled the paper and chewed it up.
The FBI agent frowned at her childish behavior, but Maker turned to Jang Man and extended her hand.
“…?”
Jang Man looked from her hand to her face as if questioning what she had done, and she swallowed the paper before answering.
“Give me your number.”
“My number? You already know my number…”
“That’s your business number. Give me your personal number. You won’t contact me again if we part ways like this.”
“…”
Jang Man forced a smile. He guessed Maker’s intention by saying such a thing in front of the FBI.
He’s a friend of mine. Don’t you dare to stir things up.
Touched by her consideration, Jang Man decided to offer something better instead of just his number.
“Hey, Federal Agent.”
“…What?”
“No matter how urgent your mission is, don’t you think it’s fine to grab a bite before she goes?”
While the FBI agent’s expression hardened, Maker’s face brightened.
“What’s not fine about it? If I’m fine with it, then it’s fine.”
“Ms. Maker, this mission is time-sensitive…”
The FBI agent tried to refuse, but Jang Man cut him off.
“If it’s that urgent, she definitely shouldn’t go on an empty stomach. Didn’t you see the battle signs outside the hotel? If you exert energy, you need to replenish your calories.”
“…”
“Well, if you’re still uneasy, could you recommend a good restaurant?”
Maker finally understood Jang Man’s plan. He agreed to her request and, at the same time, got the FBI’s attention away from Yeomyeong and his group.
She was happy to go along with his suggestion.
“Alright, let’s go. I’m hungry.”
The FBI agent was about to protest but simply nodded. He was the lowest-rank agent with no say in the matter.
“…There’s a 24-hour Mexican restaurant in the city. I’ll take you there.”
As the FBI agent began descending the stairs, Jang Man placed the black staff he was holding against the stair wall.
The next moment, Maker secretly ripped the stair railing off and created a box that fit the black stick perfectly, without the agent noticing.
Then the box opened and took in the stick.
She could have just thrown it, but unfortunately, she couldn’t grab the damn stick herself.
When the FBI agent glanced up at Maker and Jang Man, the box had already flown into Yeomyeong’s room.
“Did I do it well?”
Maker dusted off her hands and asked. Jang Man silently nodded and looked up the stairs.
It was a parting he had been used to, yet his steps felt a little heavier.
* * *
Thud!!
A loud sound echoed as something collided with the hotel door.
Yeomyeong, who had been waiting for Mr. Jang Man, and the others, who had been focused on the unicorn, were startled by the noise and looked toward the door.
[She’s here! She’s come! Pure maidens! Quickly, break the window and escape! You must not be here!!]
The unicorn thrashed around in a seizure, but Seti opened the locked door and checked outside.
However, neither Jang Man nor Maker was visible. Instead, a long metal box was left alone on the floor.
Seti bent down to pick up the box, reading the carefully engraved letters on it.
[FBI, Surveillance, We, bought, time, you too, leave, as quickly as possible.]
Immediately, Seti grabbed the box, locked the door, and handed it to Yeomyeong.
“…We only received help from Mr. Jang Man, but couldn’t even properly say goodbye.”
“We could go to visit him later.”
Yeomyeong said that, but he couldn’t hide his regret.
Deep in thought, he stared at the box for a while before gathering mana on his fingers and crushing the letters.
[O Master! Throw that cursed thing away immediately! Do it! Now! ]
Ignoring the unicorn’s convulsions, Yeomyeong slowly opened the lid. The moment the black stick, which had been peacefully sleeping inside the box, appeared…
[Finally.]
A captivating voice filled the air as smoke rose from the stick.
In stark contrast to the blinding light of the unicorn, the smoke twisted in a dirty, dark purple haze.
The smoke rose toward the ceiling and began to take form.
Long legs, a sleek neck and body, a wet seagrass-like long mane… and two ominous curved horns sprout from it.
The bicorn that appeared from the smoke looked like a beautiful sculpture made by an artist. Everyone, including Darulma, was captivated by her, and the bicorn quietly surveyed the group.
The first person she noticed was Neti, prompting her to click her tongue. Then, she turned to the Saintess with a look of disgust.
“What the hell?!”
The Saintess drew her revolver in anger, but the bicorn was faster, opening her mouth toward Darulma.
[Old and tired dwarf. You’re not my master, are you? If you are, I’ll set Uragan, that old man’s grave on fire.]
Darulma couldn’t respond, merely blinking at Yeomyeong as if asking, What the hell is going on?
The bicorn turned her head, following Darulma’s gaze, and…
[Ah!]
She looked at Seti, her jaw dropping in surprise. Yeomyeong, who was next to Seti, frowned slightly in disbelief.
[No way! Ma Uragan, that fool’s words were true!]
Calling out the name of the weapon maker, the bicorn leaned toward Seti.
Despite being made of smoke, she panted, thoroughly inspecting Seti’s face.
[Her hair is like silk, her eyes are jewels! A treasure of the ages that could captivate both men and women alike…!]
“…”
[Are you my master? Oh, please say yes. No, never mind! Even if you’re not my master, it doesn’t matter. Take me now, and you will gain the power of the Queen of the Bicorns!]
Seti let out a bitter smile at the barrage of temptations. Turning slightly, she saw Yeomyeong glaring at the bicorn with an annoyed expression.
[Don’t hesitate, hurry! If we unite, you can experience pleasures only gods could feel—]
Yeomyeong slapped the box shut with a loud noise.
The purple smoke scattered, and the bicorn’s form vanished. Yeomyeong held the rattling box in silence for a moment.
And just as Neti, having grasped the situation, burst into loud laughter, Yeomyeong opened the box again.
[How dare you!!]
The bicorn screamed as she leaped out of the box. She immediately glared at Yeomyeong, who was holding the box.
[?]
A question mark appeared above the bicorn’s head as if she had seen something she shouldn’t have.
[What is this…?]
She reacted completely differently than when she saw Seti. Yeomyeong spoke bluntly.
“Unfortunately, I’m your master.”
[My master?]
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong used telekinesis to pull the Handle of Uragan from the Saintess’ pocket.
As soon as Yeomyeong grabbed the handle, the unicorn’s muffled screams could be heard.
[O Master! It’s not too late! Throw away that demonic monster-like bitch! I will never combine with her…!]
Yeomyeong forcefully silenced the unicorn and waved the handle at the bicorn as proof of being the owner of the weapon Urgan left.
The bicorn tilted her head back and said.
[That can’t be. Uragan… would never give ownership of the weapon to someone like you.]
What was she talking about? As Yeomyeong pondered whether to forcefully overpower her, Seti interjected.
“Why do you think that?”
[Because this guy is… a commie?]
“…?”
[This weapon is for the future hero. Why would such a weapon be given to a commie like him?]
At the mention of the word “commie,” Neti couldn’t hold in her laughter again.
Corvus snapped her beak to stifle her laughter, and the Saintess shook her head.
As Seti chuckled as well, Yeomyeong sighed and said.
“…I’m not related to commie. In fact, I’m more of an enemy to commie.”
[Ha! You can deceive others, but not the Queen of the Bicorns. The martial arts in your body and the smell you give off, all point to one person. Joseph Stalin!]
“…”
[You vile creature who worships Marx as a god! This Queen of the Bicorns curses you! From now on, for eternity! You shall suffer from impotence like Stalin! You will never be able to satisfy any woman again!]
The bicorn shouted, then blew out a puff of smoke. As the dense smoke surrounded Yeomyeong, the unicorn’s horn emitted a protective barrier.
This meant it wasn’t just a joke but a real curse.
Unable to think of anything to say, Yeomyeong pulled the stick out of the box. Since communication was impossible, he simply planned to subdue the bicorn by force…
Before that, Seti pulled out a hammer from her waist. It was a grim-looking weapon, stained with the blood of the monster she had killed earlier.
[O Treasure?]
The bicorn seemed to sense something ominous and recoiled. With a slightly angry face, Seti infused mana into the hammer.
“We don’t have time, so let’s just hit it 100 times.”






 
    

  Chapter 242: Three Horns, Good Connection, Ill-Fated Connection, Dwarf (3)
* * *
Ma Uragan was the greatest craftsman in the Uragan Clan and one of the few geniuses in the dwarves’ long history.
However, like all geniuses, he was a somewhat odd dwarf.
He preferred the kitchen over the forge, and enjoyed interacting with foreign races more than with his own kind.
Was it because of these oddities? The moment the Dimensional Portal opened, he absorbed the knowledge from Earth as if he had been waiting for it.
Religion, history, art, philosophy…
Ironically, among the items that came from Earth, the one he was most fascinated with was Marx.
He even wrote a book called [Marx’s Complete Translations], which was published throughout Asha, so what more can be said?
The fact that people across the dimension still call Marx “Maks” was largely thanks to his translation.
Anyway, his interest in Marx naturally led him to adopt a pro-Soviet stance.
Due to his strange friendliness towards Stalin, Ma Uragan was able to exchange letters with key figures in the Soviet Union. Some of the letters he sent played a crucial role in the early Cold War, helping the Soviets gain the upper hand.
For example, he gave Sergei Korolev ideas for piloted spacecraft and taught Marshal Voroshilov methods for training superhumans.
However, the most letters he exchanged were with Stalin.
Rumor has it that Ma Uragan and Stalin exchanged personal, secretive letters, as though they were comrades who transcended dimensions.
Since they were personal letters, very few details had been revealed. While some had been uncovered, only a handful were made known.
Even so, the last letter exchanged between the two became a legend among the surviving dwarves, and its contents were as follows:
The day after Stalin declared the dwarves as animals and ordered his army to act against them, Ma Uragan sent him a one-line letter:
- How can I kill you?
The letter Stalin received was replied to with the following:
- Don’t ask something you already know.
No one could confirm whether this story was true or a baseless myth created by survivors.
The original letter was already buried under mustard gas, and since both Stalin and Ma Uragan were no longer of this world, we could never confirm the truth.
What we do know is that after receiving the reply from Stalin, Ma Uragan locked himself in his workshop and began crafting a weapon ‘for a hero,’ using the flesh and souls of his friends as materials.
The handle was made from the horn of the Unicorn Prince.
The body was crafted from the horn of the Bicorn Queen.
The pommel was made from the tear pearl of the sea dragon.
And…
* * *
[Stop! I give up! Please, stop!]
At the moment the 72nd hammer strike landed, the body of Uragan declared surrender.
In fact, she had managed to endure up to the 60th strike easily, but things took a turn when the Saintess joined in and blessed Seti’s hammer.
The sacred and glowing blessing of retribution struck the bicorn’s very soul, causing her to shed spiritual tears as she repented her sins (?).
While she still clearly didn’t want to acknowledge Yeomyeong as her master, there was nothing the bicorn could do in the face of the wrathful violence wielded by the two girls.
…Well, anyway.
After the brief commotion, the group decided to leave the hotel immediately.
There were reporters, police, and even the FBI nearby. It was best to leave Navy Pier as soon as possible.
The decision was quick, and the action was even quicker.
The group headed to the hotel parking lot after having packed most of their belongings into the inventory and erased all traces.
For some reason, the reporters and police in the lobby were all outside the hotel, so Yeomyeong was able to reach the parking lot without drawing any attention.
However, the problem was that the rental car they had used to get to the hotel had been crushed under a monster’s foot.
As they debated whether they would have to leave Navy Pier on foot, Darulma cautiously spoke up.
“Everyone can ride in my car. It’s a bit cramped for six people, though.”
As Darulma said, his car was indeed cramped.
It was already a tight four-person luxury sedan, but the seats were all modified specifically for dwarves.
Once Darulma took the driver’s seat, there was hardly any room left in the other seats.
While Corvus, who could shrink to the size of an ordinary crow, didn’t mind much, one of Yeomyeong, Seti, Neti, or the Saintess would have to sit on someone else’s lap.
Everyone subtly avoided eye contact, but the Saintess was the first to shout.
“I’ll sit on Yeomyeong’s lap!”
Of course, none of the group members agreed to fulfill her personal desire.
Ignoring the Saintess threaten to drive the car herself, the four of them decided the seating arrangement by drawing lots.
In the end, Yeomyeong ended up sitting on the Saintess’ lap.
The Saintess protested, asking if this was really fair, but there was no turning back once the lot was drawn.
Fortunately, her complaints didn’t last long when she realized that by letting Yeomyeong sit on her lap, she could touch his stomach under the pretense of fastening the seatbelt.
[What the hell happened while I was getting hit? When did a priest like her learn to use blessings?]
The bicorn muttered in disbelief at the sight, but they all kept silent since no one could tell her that it was the Saintess.
The car left Chicago and drove down a remote road, continuing until they reached their destination.
* * *
The city’s nightscape blurred as they drove onto an outskirt road where darkness-laden trees swayed instead of streetlights.
Darulma stopped the car and looked at Yeomyeong.
“I did as you asked and brought us far from the city… but what now?”
“First, let’s erase our traces.”
Erase? How? While Darulma blinked in confusion, the entire group stepped out of the car.
Yeomyeong extended his hand toward Darulma, who had hesitantly followed them out.
“Darulma, I’ll be taking temporary ownership of this car.”
“Ownership? If you need the keys, I can give them to yo—”
“No, keep the keys. The ownership I’m talking about is something like this.”
With that, Yeomyeong infused a small amount of mana into the car. It wasn’t much different from simple mana detection, and nothing changed outward.
However, the moment Yeomyeong lightly clenched his fist, the car disappeared without a trace.
The inventory’s retrieval ability.
Darulma’s eyes widened in shock at the vanishing vehicle, but Yeomyeong immediately began pulling out clothes from his inventory.
Three sets of high-mobility women’s casual wear, one set of men’s clothing Seti bought in LA, and one set of dwarf worker’s attire.
The dwarf clothes were one of the things that the Player had stored, likely collected while dealing with a corpse, given how filthy they were.
After distributing the clothes, Yeomyeong retrieved the invisibility cloak and spoke.
“It’s not quite a changing room, but we can take turns changing behind the cloak. Who wants to go first?”
Seti chuckled and said.
“Instead of going through the hassle, why don’t you and Darulma just close your eyes?”
It was a joke meant to lighten the mood. Yeomyeong played along, draping the cloak over her head.
“Even if I close my eyes, the moon can still see.”
“…”
Everyone except Seti stared at Yeomyeong with cringed expressions. Corvus even covered her face with her wings as if she couldn’t bear to watch.
“Bicorn has already corrupted my apprentice.”
The reaction was colder than expected. Yeomyeong scratched his cheek awkwardly.
“No, I was just trying to lighten the mood…”
“If you try to ‘lighten the mood’ one more time, I’ll spit sugar out of my beak.”
“…”
Sensing their chance, both the bicorn and the unicorn opened their mouths to speak, but before they could, Yeomyeong shut them up with mana.
Watching this, the Saintess and Netti smiled simultaneously. With that, the tension eased, and the group quickly changed into their new clothes.
After stowing the old clothes and any lingering traces into his inventory, Yeomyeong called out to Darulma.
“Darulma, from now on, your opinion is the most important.”
“My opinion? About what?”
“You said we could turn the situation around in a week, right? Do we have to be in Chicago for that, or can we do it from another city?”
Darulma suddenly realized—his answer would determine the group’s next move.
If they needed to stay in Chicago, they would return there. If not, they could head somewhere else, like St. Louis.
For safety, leaving Chicago was the smarter choice.
With the vastness of the United States, they could stay ahead of their pursuers for months if they deliberately crossed state lines.
However…
Darulma fell silent for a moment before looking up at Yeomyeong and answering.
“In a week, there’s a Bloodline meeting at the headquarters of Dungan Heavy Industries. And as you know, our company’s headquarters is…”
“In Chicago.”
“Leaving for another city and then returning in time would be difficult. I also need to meet with certain people within the week, and the Bloodline factions targeting me will surely block any routes leading back to Chicago.”
That meant they had to remain inside Chicago for the next seven days.
Finishing his explanation, Darulma tugged at his beard, thinking. If Yeomyeong decided they should part ways here, he would understand.
It was the obvious conclusion. As much as he had helped Yeomyeong, it wasn’t as if he expected him to risk his life.
However, Yeomyeong said it in the same calm voice as before.
“Is that so? Then let’s hurry back to Chicago.”
“…”
So easily? Without any negotiation?
While Darulma was left speechless, Yeomyeong’s group started discussing their plans.
- Let’s use the Flying Kick technique to get somewhere suitable. Yeomyeong will take care of Darulma and the Saintess, while Neti and I will…



	Since the darkest place is under the lamp, how about we rent a hotel room open—



	What about disguising ourselves as tourists and wandering around for the whole week? Brother-in-law, I think this one is…



	The entertainment district might not be bad either. Didn’t we send that necromancer, what’s her name again, Dilla, the—?
Darulma, who had been left out of the conversation, stared blankly at the back of Yeomyeong’s group.
Noticing Darulma’s state, the Saintess stepped back and removed herself from the group’s conversation. She approached him and spoke.
“Are you touched?”
“I’m more surprised than touched.”
“Why? Are you surprised that we’re helping you without any gain?”
Darulma nodded without hesitation, having been caught right in the heart of the matter.
“This situation is extremely dangerous. Helping me might cause you serious harm, or worst-case scenario, even death.”
“But you’ll definitely repay us, won’t you?”
The Saintess spoke as she made a gesture similar to a circle with her thumb and index finger. Darulma shook his head.
“I know that you’re not helping me just for money. Even if my competitors offered more, Yeomyeong-gun wouldn’t betray me.”
The Saintess didn’t answer. She just quietly watched Yeomyeong and Seti as they finalized their plans.
Following her gaze, Darulma spoke up.
“Is there some kind of reward I don’t know about?”
“A reward?”
“Perhaps the Five Gods have promised you heaven in return for helping this thick-headed dwarf…”
Realizing how nonsensical that sounded, Darulma trailed off.
It seemed the Saintess thought the same as a small smile tugged at her lips.
“Gods don’t move the world in such a manner.”
“…Yes, I suppose that’s true. But I can’t think of another reason.”
“You could just think of it as goodwill. Is it really necessary to know why?”
“Goodwill for a merchant is as uncertain as uncertainty itself. Ah, I don’t mean to say I don’t trust you two. I just… want to understand. Why would you go this far for someone like me?”
As he said this, Darulma recalled the first thing he had given Yeomyeong—the World Tree’s Crystal.
It was a bribe meant to be delivered to the old men of the Holy Nation via the Saintess, but a series of events led him to nearly lose it before he decided to give it to Yeomyeong.
Was there goodwill in that process? Not at all.
The only thing that existed was a clumsy investment toward the Saintess and Yeomyeong’s future.
The other favors he had given Yeomyeong were similar—Korean government, the Golden Seal, the Mountain Tear, and so on.
Once sunk costs were incurred, the investment couldn’t be stopped… that was all it was.
No matter how objectively he thought about it, he couldn’t come up with a reason to deserve such goodwill.
Could it be that Yeomyeong was just a fool? However, Darulma had seen Yeomyeong, and he was far from the type to be taken advantage of. He might be quite affectionate, but when it was necessary, he would sever ties with people harshly.
Then why?
While Darulma’s thoughts deepened, the Saintess spoke in a lower voice.
“Hmm… think about it this way. What if, thanks to you, millions of lives were saved?”
“…Pardon?”
“What if, because you helped me cross the Dimensional Portal, the future where millions of people would have died was changed… wouldn’t this kind of goodwill be deserved in return?”
Darulma was about to ask if that was some kind of metaphor or joke, but the Saintess’ voice was far too serious.
Because I helped the Saintess, millions were saved?
The mere thought made his beard twitch. Darulma grabbed his beard and opened his mouth.
“Even if that’s true, it’s just the butterfly effect. It’s not something I should be praised for. Just like no one asks the butterfly to pay for the damages after causing a storm.”
The Saintess didn’t expect such a rebuttal, so she fell silent.
A few moments later, she drew a revolver and spoke again.
“…Do you want to keep talking nonsense after we’ve offered help?”
“…”
“Don’t get all gloomy wondering if you deserve this help, okay? Just think, ‘oh wow, Yeomyeong is such a kind person! Oh, the Saintess just happens to have business in Chicago!’ Huh? Instead of whining, shouldn’t you be thinking about how to repay this favor?”
Click! The sound of the revolver being loaded echoed.
“Answer me!”
“…Yes, Saintess. I’ll stay sharp.”
With that, Darulma stepped back slightly, distancing himself from the Saintess. Not long after, the strategy meeting concluded.
Yeomyeong’s expression was not bad, suggesting that they had come up with a solid plan.
In contrast, Neti—whose name was a little strange—looked somewhat terrified, but Darulma only understood the meaning behind her expression after hearing Yeomyeong’s plan.
The plan that Yeomyeong and Seti presented was far from what he had expected.
“Darulma, do you know the saying, ‘The best defense is a good offense?’”
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f* * *
Attack before the assassin arrived.
After hearing Yeomyeong’s audacious and ambitious plan, Darulma calmly pointed out two problems.
First, he didn’t know which of his resentful relatives had sent the assassin.
Second, more importantly, the process of attacking the other relatives might expose Yeomyeong’s identity.
Especially since Yeomyeong used eye-catching martial arts, such as the Comet Sword.
Even if there was a substitute at the academy, it was inevitable that his identity would be revealed.
“You don’t need to become a criminal to help me.”
It was a reasonable objection, but the group’s reaction was lukewarm.
Yeomyeong didn’t care about becoming a criminal—No, more than that, he had the attitude that it was impossible for him to be caught.
As Darulma’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion, Yeomyeong silently demonstrated a new martial art.
With just a slight mana infusion, Yeomyeong cloaked his face in Blood Tears Illusion.
With a simple gesture, he swapped his face for that of an unfamiliar middle-aged man. Yeomyeong smiled slightly and spoke.
“How is it?”
“…”
“Unless the KGB arrives, my identity won’t be exposed.”
The KGB had been long gone from this city, so, in fact, there was no one who could recognize him.
“And you said you don’t know who sent the assassin, right? That’s not a problem.”
“Not a problem?”
“Yes, we can just raid all the relatives who dislike Darulma.”
“…?”
What kind of crazy talk was this? Raid all of them? Darulma blinked, unable to think of a response, and Yeomyeong added on.
“I’ll say it again: the best defense is a good offense, especially in this situation.”
“Do you know what kind of protection my relatives have? The executive-ranking ones have built fortresses with their wealth…”
At that moment, the Saintess interrupted Darulma’s words.
“Those bodyguards are just a few superhumans.”
“Just a few?”
“Unless they mobilize a whole military unit, Yeomyeong won’t get hurt, so there’s no need to worry.”
Darulma, who didn’t know how much Yeomyeong’s strength had increased since Manchuria, found this somewhat absurd.
Yeomyeong’s power was at that level? Did that even make sense?
As Darulma’s head spun, Yeomyeong spoke.
“Don’t worry too much, just trust me. Let’s see if they can even send an assassin to you while they’re being attacked.”
Despite the terrifying content, Yeomyeong’s voice was neither confident nor arrogant.
It was the calm tone of someone stating what they were certain they could do.
It was a voice only someone who trusted their own abilities could use, and Darulma, with his long experience, was convinced that Yeomyeong wasn’t lying.
The hesitation didn’t last long. After confirming the strength of Yeomyeong’s group, Darulma nodded at him.
“…I’ll trust your plan this time.”
* * *
The Dungan Group was a massive conglomerate with ‘Dungan Heavy Industries Holdings Co., Ltd.’ as its parent company.
All the executives, except for an ‘external advisor,’ were dwarves, but not all of them were part of the Dune clan.
Dungan Heavy Industries absorbed many dwarf refugees during its growth process.
Among them were survivors from famous clans like the Pagalda and Uragan clans.
Therefore, following the tradition in the Nine Peaks Mountain, the Dune clan granted duties and corresponding rights to all the clans.
To put it in more modern terms, the heads or elders of each clan became the CEOs managing the subsidiaries.
For example, the Pagalda clan operated a subsidiary for medical devices.
In other words, the executive meetings were similar to the clan meetings of the old kingdom, and to explain this meeting structure in more detail…
“…Ahem.”
Darulma, who had been writing on paper, stopped his pen.
The reason was Yeomyeong’s voice, which echoed in his ears, saying, “Keep it short, just summarize it.”
Of course, Yeomyeong didn’t actually say that, but upon reflection, making Yeomyeong read a long explanation would just be a nuisance.
“Tch, I’ll have to rewrite it.”
Darulma crumpled up the paper he was using and began drawing a table on a new sheet.
A table with more straightforward and more intuitive content.
[Chicago Dimensional Portal Distribution Management]
[Responsible Elder: Gadabal Dune]
[Location: Michigan Island, 6th Street]
[Ally]
[Dungan Robotics]
[Responsible Elder: Muban Dune]
[Location: Reagan Building, 23rd Floor Office]
[Enemy]
[Dungan Medical Devices]
[President: Hal Pagalda]
[Location: West Barker Building, 50th Floor Office]
[Enemy]
[Dungan Maritime Transportation]
[President: Godul Hilin]
[Location: Legacy Columbus Building, Top Floor]
[Enemy…]
……
[Uragan Workshop] [Neutral]
[Dungan Barley Food Innovation Research Institute] [Enemy]
[Dungan Displays] [Enemy]
[Hilin Materials Research Institute] [Enemy]
[Dungan Smartphones] [Dissolving Due to Financial Troubles]
……
[Dungan Complex Energy]
[President: Hamilton Dune]
[Location: Chicago Spire, 108th Floor Office]
[Enemy]
……
After filling the paper with the list of Dungan Heavy Industries’ subsidiaries and their locations, Darulma finally put down his pen.
He looked down at the paper for a moment, then let out a deep sigh.
In the first sigh, doubt crept in: “Is this the right thing?”
In the second sigh, regret followed: “How could I be this unlucky with people?”
And with the last sigh, frustration and anger, a sense of injustice, all came rushing in.
He sighed until his chest felt empty, then rubbed his face with dry hands.
He desperately wanted a drink, but getting alcohol in his current location was impossible.
A 24-hour McDonald’s in the center of Chicago.
This place, a haven for homeless people and night owls, smelled only of thick French fry oil.
Hmph, Darulma wiped his nose, glanced around the store, grabbed the list of names, and stood up. He then sat down at the table where his companion had been waiting.
“Sorry to keep you waiting.”
As Darulma bowed his head, everyone in the group waved it off as if it was no big deal.
“We didn’t wait that long. Look, we haven’t even finished the fries yet.”
A girl named Neti said that as she pointed at the pile of fries on the table.
Darulma didn’t point out that the Saintess had ordered far too many fries for them, and that was why so much was left.
Instead, he pushed the tray of fries aside and placed a paper with a list on the table.
“This is the list of subsidiaries in Chicago and the locations of the elders.”
“Wow, these subsidiaries… It’s like an octopus, no doubt.”
The Saintess muttered in a voice that could either be admiration or sarcasm as she looked over the densely packed list. Compared to that, Yeomyeong gave a slightly regretful expression.
“There’s only one true ally.”
“As I said before, unless they’re related to the head of the clan, everyone else dislikes me.”
“…”
Darulma avoided the sympathetic looks from the group and chewed on a piece of innocent fries.
Meanwhile, Seti and her sister started adding details to the attack plan as they reviewed the list.
Whenever Seti pointed out a location, Neti would check the surrounding area on her phone, and they would repeatedly draw routes on a travel map, creating something that looked like an attack route.
“For this building, we can attack and then escape through the canal…”
“For the Barley Research Institute, we can go down through the underground road and use the invisibility cloak. That way, we can minimize vehicle damage…”
“No, no. Don’t worry about property damage, at least. The conglomerates can handle that on their own.”
“Is that so? Then let’s just destroy everything and jump to the neighboring building.”
The two girls exchanged ideas that sounded like they were terrorists planning an attack.
The travel map on the table was filled with tightly packed lines and writing like a spider’s web.
It still needed more modifications, but it looked like a solid plan, even as a rough draft.
When Seti rolled the map up to hand it to Yeomyeong, the Saintess leaned on the table and spoke up.
“Alright, the attack preparation is mostly done, so let’s discuss the next issue.”
“The next issue?”
Was there more to discuss? Hearing the Saintess speak so seriously, Darulma nervously put down his fries.
When everyone’s attention turned to the Saintess, she spoke in a low voice.
“Let’s draw lots to decide who will support Yeomyeong and who will protect Darulma.”
“…”
Darulma was confused by her words, but the Saintess countered when everyone, including Yeomyeong, shook their heads.
“What? Is that wrong? There’s no need to stick together like this.”
Though her selfishness was clear, she wasn’t entirely wrong. Even if Yeomyeong would draw attention with the attack, someone would still need to protect Darulma.
And since only one person was needed to help Yeomyeong, the Saintess quickly grabbed four fries of equal length and made four lots.
Seti, Neti, the Saintess, and Corvus.
Being the adult, Corvus stepped out of the lot drawing while the three girls either picked indifferently, with interest, or while praying.
And the result was…
“Brother-in-law, just trust me.”
The winner of the drawing was Neti.
The Saintess chewed on the lot she had drawn, looking as if the sky had fallen. In the end, she consoled herself with the thought that it had been a while since she last spent time with Seti alone.
Of course, the bicorn horn hanging from Seti’s waist was utterly shocked.
[Beware, O Treasure. The look in that filthy maiden’s eyes is… creepy.]
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* * *
Yeomyeong greeted the morning on the hard chair at McDonald’s.
The morning sunlight warming the window, the sound of the part-timers mopping, a stiff neck, and the exhaustion that flowed down from Seti’s eyelashes as she slept.
Yeomyeong looked at the sleeping companions, quietly got up, and went outside.
The morning in Chicago, with cars driving around and sunlight spreading between tall buildings, seemed more chaotic than lively.
Exhausted salarymen, truck drivers lined up in front of McDonald’s, homeless people just waking up, vendors carrying heavy loads…
Watching all of this, Yeomyeong sat down on a bench next to McDonald’s. His back felt damp, perhaps from the mixture of car exhaust and the morning dew.
Damp silence, loneliness in the crowd, and the flapping of early-rising birds’ wings.
Just as Yeomyeong made eye contact with the birds gathered on the utility pole, a familiar crow landed next to him on the bench.
“Did you sleep well?”
“Yes, well, I’m used to sleeping in places like this… What about you, Corvus?”
Corvus did not answer.
Instead, she briefly looked at the rising sun, then slowly opened her beak.
“Are you alright?”
“…What do you mean?”
“Everything.”
Yeomyeong wasn’t sure what she meant, but he didn’t ask again.
She was probably about to give some tactical advice. Corvus remained silent as if sorting her thoughts, and Yeomyeong patiently waited for her to speak.
A short silence followed.
When a passing truck honked loudly, Corvus finally spoke.
“I think… this plan is a bit rushed.”
“…”
“The idea of an indiscriminate attack is uncharacteristic of you, apprentice.”
“Yes, that’s true, but…”
Yeomyeong was about to argue that it was the most rational approach. However, Corvus interrupted as if she had already predicted his response.
“Mana and the mind are inseparable. Martial arts follow both the body and the mind. Conversely, the mind and body cannot escape the influence of martial arts.”
“…”
“You should already know this well. Don’t you?”
The gleaming crow’s eyes turned to Yeomyeong.
“Perhaps my concern is unwarranted. But think back on the martial arts you’ve learned after crossing the Dimensional Portal.”
Yeomyeong said nothing, recalling all the martial arts—Blood Tears Illusion, Dzhugashvili, and Volcanic Tempest. Corvus continued speaking.
“What teachings did you receive from Demerond that day?”
It was then that Yeomyeong finally spoke.
“…He taught me how to make my life itself as the True Intention.”
Even though he tried to put it in a roundabout way, Corvus immediately found the hidden meaning.
“So, Demerond’s True Intention was hatred, was it?”
“…”
“The Soviet martial arts, which prioritize combat over mental cultivation, the Knight Order Captain’s Volcanic Tempest, fueled by vengeance, and Demerond’s hatred… Yeomyeong, do you remember what I told you when I saw you intoxicated by your Killing Aura?”
Whenever there’s Killing Aura in your head, I’ll beat you until that Killing Aura fades away.
Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter smile and responded.
“Yes, I remember.”
“That promise is still valid.”
One bitter smile, one moment of doubt about himself.
Yeomyeong couldn’t bring himself to say, “There’s no need to worry.” With quick steps, Corvus sat on Yeomyeong’s shoulder and spread her small wings.
She patted Yeomyeong’s head and continued speaking.
“Yeomyeong, I won’t criticize you for what martial arts you learn or the choices you make. But…”
At that moment, sunlight streamed through the buildings, casting long shadows behind the bench.
“Whether the water is clear or dirty, you’ll die the same if you fall into it. What’s important is… not falling into the water. Do you understand?”
“Corvus, I…”
“Oho! Your teacher hasn’t finished speaking yet.”
Yeomyeong couldn’t hold back a laugh. Corvus also made a soft chuckle and continued.
“Apprentice, have you ever properly rested since crossing the Dimensional Portal?”
“Well…”
Yeomyeong trailed off. He tried to recall, but he hadn’t truly rested even once.
Since crossing the Dimensional Portal—no, since dying and coming back to life—he had always been preparing for or fighting battles.
“I’ve kept quiet because I didn’t know your goal, but now I must speak.”
“…?”
“Apprentice, I’ve seen countless people who burned themselves out. We are not coal, and we cannot become it. No matter how brightly you burn your life, all that remains is twisted remnants of yourself, not a handful of ash.”
Yeomyeong said nothing. It seemed that Corvus wasn’t expecting a response anyway, as she continued speaking.
“I think, what you need is a break.”
A break. It felt strangely unfamiliar.
“So make a promise with me. When this is over, you will return to the Academy.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond immediately. He didn’t say, “How was I supposed to know what would happen in between?” either.
The brief moment of contemplation was followed by a shorter silence.
After enough time to gather his thoughts, Yeomyeong answered Corvus.
“…Yes, I promise.”
Corvus smiled brightly and removed her wings from Yeomyeong’s head. A few black feathers fell through his hair.
“Well then, I’ll stop nagging. Now, I’ll give you a lesson… no, a reward.”
“A reward? It’s not… the kind of reward I’m thinking of, right?”
Yeomyeong leaned back slightly, and Corvus raised her wings to tap his forehead.
“Apprentice, why are you starting to resemble the Saintess more and more?”
“…That’s quite harsh to say.”
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”
“…”
“Anyway, take this.”
Corvus rummaged through her wings with her beak, pulling out a rolled-up piece of paper.
The crumpled paper, which had been written overnight, was filled with mana, and its level was extraordinary.
“What is this?”
“This is a magic you need to learn in order to calm your mind. You are a crossroad seeker, but you’ve been focusing too much on martial arts all this time, haven’t you?”
Yeomyeong unrolled the paper slightly.
Inside was an explanation regarding a complex magic circle and technique. The magic, sleeping within the paper, would immediately manifest once infused with Yeomyeong’s mana.
It was something that could be called a temporary magic item without any issue.
Before Yeomyeong could express his gratitude, Corvus cut him off.
“Now, go on.”
“…You won’t stop me, will you?”
“Would you not go if I stopped you?”
“…No.”
Hearing that response, the crow let out a loud caw and opened her beak to laugh.
“I knew you’d say that. I won’t stop you, so go ahead and run wild. Just try not to kill anyone.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Good. Then I’ll have to take care of the Saintess and Seti, right?”
“And Darulma?”
“That dwarf… well, if I have some spare time, I’ll look after him.”
With Corvus throwing in one last joke, Yeomyeong felt a little lighter as he stood up.
He covered his face with a new illusion, then gave a slight bow toward Corvus.
“I’ll be back soon.”
“I hope you come back in one piece.”
There was no more farewell. This wasn’t a parting, after all.
Yeomyeong silently turned and walked away from McDonald’s. A little while later, Neti, who had been eating breakfast on the first floor of McDonald’s, hurried to catch up with him.
“Brother-in-law, you should eat breakfast before you go!”
Neti ran while spilling fries, and Yeomyeong briefly looked back.
Corvus quietly watched their backs as they moved further away.
She continued watching until the two figures disappeared completely into the crowd of commuters and between the tightly packed buildings.
* * *
Hal Pagalda was a frugal dwarf.
Despite the enormous wealth he earned from running the ‘Dungan Medical Devices’ industry, he always wore cheap clothes and ate inexpensive food.
He believed that since many of his kin were still eating barley porridge in the ghettos beyond the Dimensional Portal, he couldn’t afford to indulge in luxury.
And because of this simplicity, Hal Pagalda criticized Darulma Dune.
Wearing twelve rings was something he could tolerate, considering it was just youthful(?) impulsiveness.
But for the sake of a worthless mercenary, he had ruined relations with Korea? That was something he could not forgive.
Dungan Medical Devices had worked so hard to break into the Korean market, and its profits could feed so many of their kin!
Darulma claimed it was a necessary investment, but Hal didn’t believe that a mere mercenary, instead of monsters like Holy Sword or Maker, could ever be worth more than the Korean market.
“In the end, Darulma wasn’t someone who could inherit the family business.”
Hal said while chewing on a hot dog, a surprisingly modest breakfast for a high-ranking corporate executive.
In contrast, his bodyguard, who had little in common with such modesty, quickly devoured his hot dog and responded.
“What are you talking about all of a sudden?”
“Darulma will be removed from his position at the next board meeting.”
The bodyguard, who had been about to eat another hot dog, froze for a moment.
That was understandable, as he had entered Dungan Heavy Industries thanks to Darulma’s connections.
“Then what about our mercenary group…”
“Should I tell you in person what it’s like to be treated like a dog without a master?”
The blunt words made his bodyguard—no, the temporary bodyguard, Tian Lin— scowled.
“But Dungan Heavy Industries will need a force to handle things.”
“That force doesn’t have to be your group.”
“…?”
Hal wiped mustard off his beard and spoke. Tian Lin, who had lost his appetite, put down his hot dog and sighed.
“Why are you telling me this?”
“…I’ve come to like you after traveling with you these past few days.”
“…?”
“What do you think? Want to come under me? If it’s the Sonjuk Mercenary Group, I’m willing to take everyone in.”
As far as scouting offers go, this one was pretty absurd. Tian Lin shook his head and responded.
“I appreciate the consideration, but… did you really have to bring this up over breakfast?”
“There are too many ears at the company to talk about this. Besides, the meal’s on me.”
“…”
He had no real argument against that.
Tian Lin picked at his remaining hot dog for a moment before finally speaking, just as a middle-aged man entered the shop.
“I hope you don’t hate Darulma too much.”
“Why? Are you sticking up for your former boss?”
“That’s part of it… but the incident in Manchuria wasn’t Darulma’s fault. To put it bluntly, there’s a lot we can’t talk about.”
“You mean things like the Dragon Liberator or the Golden Seal?”
As Tian Lin hesitantly nodded, Hal Pagalda scoffed.
“Every secret comes with a price. If you decide to keep it from the executives, then you have to pay for it.”
“…”
“But don’t worry too much. Darulma won’t be killed. He’ll just be removed from running the company for now and be stuck taking care of the clan head until he passes away.”
“And taking us in… is that also part of the plan?”
“Well, you have to pay back the cost of those elixirs you took, don’t you?”
Tian Lin shook his head, thinking about the tangled mess of corporate politics.
If things went exactly as Hal Pagalda said, the situation might not be too bad for either Darulma or the mercenary group.
However, that was only if everything went according to Hal’s plan.
“…Instead of all this, could you support Darulma just this once?”
“I feel like I’ve already given you the same answer ten times.”
“Then please, make it an eleventh.”
“I refuse.”
After that brief exchange, Tian Lin sighed deeply instead of pressing further.
He knew that this situation was only happening because Hal Pagalda had shown some consideration toward the Sonjuk Mercenary Group.
So, he tried a different approach. He appealed to sentiment.
“Darulma might die.”
Perhaps recalling the recent assassination attempt, Hal’s face stiffened slightly as he replied.
“That’s possible. But that’s just his fate.”
“Still, he’s your relative. You’re being too cruel.”
“Being rich—being an executive of a family-run corporation—means carrying the weight of your bloodline.”
“…”
“And by that same logic… Darulma might end up killing all of us.”
“Darulma? Him?”
Tian Lin let out a short laugh at the idea of the nouveau riche dwarf committing murder, but Hal’s voice remained firm.
“No matter what anyone says, he carries the clan head’s blood. That head is the first one who abandoned Nine Peaks Mountain the moment he realized he had no chance of winning!”
“…”
“Blood doesn’t lie. Especially not a dwarf’s blood! Darulma will find another way. Do you think I’m paying you to be my bodyguard for nothing?”
At that moment, Tian Lin’s expression hardened. Was it because he couldn’t understand the dwarves’ obsession with blood ties?
No. It was because the middle-aged man who had entered earlier had suddenly stood up and was now approaching their table.
“Hold it right there.”
Tian Lin immediately rose to shield Hal, his mana flaring in response.
“What do you want?”
The stranger didn’t even bother concealing his own mana as he glanced between Tian Lin and the dwarf.
Feeling a deep sense of unease, Tian Lin reached for his gun—just as the man finally spoke.
“Are you Hal Pagalda from the Dungan Medical Devices?”
The voice somehow sounded threatening. Tian Lin stepped between the stranger and the dwarf, blocking his path.
“I asked you—what do you want?”
At that moment, half of the middle-aged man’s face subtly shifted. No, to be more precise, the illusion concealing it unraveled for the briefest moment—so brief that only Tian Lin could catch it—a familiar face flashed before his eyes.
Yeomyeong…?
The golden eyes winked at him—the face of a boy Tian Lin could never forget.
However, why was Yeomyeong, whom he had parted ways with so suddenly in Gemini City, here in Chicago? And why was he hiding his face from Hal?
As Tian Lin’s mind raced to piece things together, a heat haze began to radiate from Yeomyeong’s body.
The haze was so intense that it dyed the entire shop red.
Unlike Tian Lin, who instinctively backed away from the unknown haze, Hal recognized it instantly and screamed.
“D-Dzhugashvili! It’s Dzhugashvili!”
A scream-like voice that one would never expect to come from an old dwarf like Hal Palganda.
Tian Lin glanced between the two, trying to grasp what was happening, when Hal suddenly began trembling uncontrollably, backing away.
“T-Tian Lin! Shoot him! Shoot that damn commie bastard right now!”
At that moment, Yeomyeong abruptly swung his fist at Tian Lin.
It carried an immense amount of mana, yet moved so slowly that even an ordinary person could see it coming.
That was when Tian Lin understood the situation.
They say words can bring things into existence… So Darulma really sent him, huh?
In the next instant, he smoothly stepped back, dodging Yeomyeong’s fist.
!!!
A tremendous surge of mana erupted from where the fist had passed. The impact was powerful enough to shatter the shop and send the dwarf flying.
“Aaaaaargh!”
Snatching the screaming Hal out of midair, Tian Lin immediately bolted out of the wrecked shop.
He had initially planned to stall for time in battle, but the sheer force behind Yeomyeong’s punch far exceeded his expectations.
That wasn’t just for show…
No way that he was actually trying to kill him, right? If that were the case, he wouldn’t have revealed his face—
Before he could finish the thought, Yeomyeong came crashing through the shattered storefront.
The illusion on his face was now streaked with bloody tears, merging with the ominous red haze around him, making him look as terrifying as a crazed killer in a movie.
Ah. That’s my cue to run.
Seeing the menacing expression on Yeomyeong’s face as he charged, Tian Lin didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Hal and sprinted.
“F-Faster! Run faster, damn it!”
And as the dwarf clung to him, screaming, the car between them flipped over, and the windows shattered with a crash.
As if an unseen force was ripping everything apart.
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* * *
Crack! Crack! Crack!
Following the crimson haze, the asphalt tore apart, and cars were sent flying. It was an unreal sight, but for the fleeing dwarf, it was anything but.
“Run! Tian Lin! Run faster!”
The sight reminded the old dwarf of Gulag.
In that hellish cold, filled with inhuman experiments, the most terrifying part had been those monsters who committed murder under the guise of ‘training.’
Dzhugashvili? O Five Gods…
Hanging onto Tian Lin, Hal Pagalda felt a tightness in his chest.
A haze so thick that his face was barely visible—this wasn’t some rookie who had only learned Dzhugashvili.
It was the perfected version of Dzhugashvili, something you wouldn’t even see in Siberia.
“Goddamn it.”
As the distance between them closed, Tian Lin stopped and set the dwarf down on the ground.
Before Hal could say anything, Tian Lin raised his gun and shouted.
“Turn around and run now. If we keep going like this, we’ll both get caught.”
“Tian Lin, you…!”
“Hurry! We don’t have time!”
Trembling, Hal turned and began to run. Shortly after, he heard screams from citizens and the sound of gunfire.
Bang!
He wanted to look back, but his neck wouldn’t turn. The fear that had been festering in his chest for years screamed at him to just keep running.
As Hal moved further away from the scene, Tian Lin fired his gun at Yeomyeong, who had closed the gap. He purposely missed, but the bullet that cut through the haze still looked fairly convincing.
Well, anyway.…
“Is this really okay?”
Tian Lin asked as he dodged the haze. Looking at the destruction Yeomyeong had caused as he had run, the damage seemed astronomical.
“Don’t worry too much. No one’s dead.”
There might have been some injuries from the broken glass or people being thrown around in the cars, but no fatalities.
“Really? But doesn’t that make the reality feel a bit off? It’s hard to believe there’d be no casualties from something this hug—”
Tian Lin trailed off as he fired his magic and gun in quick succession. Even though he was thinking about realism, actually killing someone for the sake of it felt wrong.
However, Yeomyeong’s next response was utterly ridiculous.
“If a Superhuman on an escort mission were severely wounded, wouldn’t that be enough for reality?”
“…What? This bastard?”
Tian Lin hurriedly prepared for an ice shield, but Yeomyeong was already performing the Flying Kick technique on him.
“I’m sorry.”
“Damn it, I’m gonna have Darulma write me a blank check…! Ugh!”
Boom—! With the sound of leather bursting, Tian Lin’s body was sent soaring into the air.
His body slammed into an electric pole and bounced off, then fell into a nearby supermarket’s fruit basket.
Among the pile of oranges, his limbs hung limply, looking almost as if he were dead.
…Did I kick him too hard?
While Yeomyeong was feeling a slight sense of guilt amidst the haze, the citizens who had been watching from afar began to scream and run away.
It was a stronger reaction than expected. To make matters worse, the sound of police sirens could be heard from afar.
Yeomyeong realized it was time to retreat and made the haze even thicker.
The haze was so thick that the inside could not be seen from the outside.
Brave citizens, or those with good cameras, kept their eyes on the haze, wondering what might pop out of it.
Finally, when the police arrived and surrounded the haze…
There was nothing inside the haze, which was being scattered by the wind.
It was as if it had been empty from the very beginning.
* * *
Chicago-style hot dogs were a little unusual.
The thickly sliced tomatoes and beef sausage were somewhat understandable, but not using ketchup and putting a whole pickle on it?
Is this really delicious? The shop’s rating was good, though…
Neti, half worried and half excited, took a bite of the hot dog. The next moment, stars sparkled above her head.
She had been wondering why such a rich dwarf ate hot dogs for breakfast, so it was because of the taste?
After chewing on the hot dog for a while, Neti suddenly felt someone watching her and looked up.
“…”
Beneath the invisibility cloak, Yeomyeong was looking down at her with only his head floating in the air.
“Is it good?”
Neti quietly nodded. Yeomyeong grinned.
“I’m glad it suits your taste.”
Only then did Neti realize that this hot dog was her brother-in-law’s breakfast. She swallowed the last bit of the hot dog that remained in her mouth, then cautiously offered the half-eaten one.
“…Would you like some?”
Yeomyeong looked down at Neti, who was rounding her eyes like a guilty puppy, and reached out to ruffle her short bob.
“It’s fine. I’ll just have an early lunch.”
“…”
Ignoring Neti screaming inside, Yeomyeong took off the cloak and turned his head.
From the rooftop of the building where he stood, he could see the road he and Neti had destroyed.
The road surrounded by police and reporters was chaotic, almost like a battlefield, but as expected, there were no major casualties or fatalities.
The only person being carried away by an ambulance was Tian Lin.
He would probably need at least a week of recovery. Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter smile, feeling sorry but thinking that it was a relief that it ended like this.
If things had gone according to plan, both the escort and the dwarf would have been in the hospital for at least a month.
Who would have guessed that the first target’s escort would be Tian Lin? It was an unexpected development, but thanks to his participation in the act, Yeomyeong was able to leave a stronger impression with less damage.
Now that the dwarf who survived recognized Dzhugashvili, there would likely be some internal chaos within the Dungan.
Thinking that far, Yeomyeong pulled out a map to check the next target.
“Are we going to the next one right away?”
Neti, who had finished her hot dog, peeked her head out to check the map pages.
Yeomyeong pointed at the closest and furthest locations on the map and said.
“It’s more efficient to hit them all on the first day… let’s go fast today.”
Fast? Neti felt a slight anxiety and asked.
“…How many places are you planning to attack today, brother-in-law?”
“Half?”
“Uh… are you saying that just getting started means we’re already halfway done?”
“No?”
“…”
“We’ll have other things to do starting tomorrow… so we should strike when security is weakest. Isn’t that right?”
It was a logical statement, so Neti couldn’t argue.
As she began to feel certain she would have a tough day ahead, Yeomyeong stepped up to the rooftop railing and said.
“Shall we go now? If we’re going to have lunch, we need to attack at least three more before then.”
“…”
Could it be that he was upset because she stole his hot dog? With that silly thought as Neti’s last, the two of them each donned their invisibility cloaks and unleashed the Flying Kick technique.
* * *
[Breaking news. Moments ago, an unidentified superhuman carried out a terrorist attack on North Kimball Avenue…]
[It appears that the target was Hal Pagalda, the president of Dungan Medical Devices. Fortunately, Pagalda was saved thanks to the heroic sacrifice of his bodyguard…]
[Attacking a dwarf in broad daylight — this isn’t an assassination. It’s terrorism! Clearly, it’s the work of a racist Republican…]
[Governor Alton has stated that this incident must not hinder city development and that security around the Dimensional Portal will be reinforced…]
The Saintess sighed heavily as she flipped through the TV channels.
She had been hoping to catch a glimpse of Yeomyeong, but all she saw on the screen were politicians, news anchors, and a blurry red haze.
After flipping through a few more channels, she threw the remote aside and turned her head.
At the top floor of a business hotel where both the Dimensional Portal and downtown Chicago were visible through the window…
This place, lavish from its view to its decor, was where Seti had brought the group right after Yeomyeong left.
It was supposedly the perfect spot for Corvus to set up her magic circle and an excellent sniper point.
It sounded good at first, but the problem was the cost.
Renting the place for just a week cost as much as buying a house on the outskirts of Chicago.
Darulma and the Saintess had suggested staying at a regular hotel to save money, but Seti had flatly rejected the idea.
- That decision is for the one with the money to make.
Having discarded all his resources to avoid being tracked, Darulma had no cards left to play, and the Saintess was broke(?) to begin with. Hence, they both had to bow their heads before Seti’s wallet.
Even their last hope, Corvus, didn’t care where they stayed, so there was no one to stop Seti.
…Anyway, the Saintess crossed the room, as lavish as the temple of Ulthvatish, and approached Seti.
She was leaning against the large marble dining table, writing something that looked like a schedule. The Saintess grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and sat across from her.
“What are you doing?”
The Saintess asked casually. Seti didn’t even glance at her as she replied.
“Just reviewing the rest of the plan.”
“…Isn’t Yeomyeong the one who is supposed to handle the surprise on the dwarf?”
“There’s more to worry about than just that. Like tracking the necromancers, finding a craftsman to handle the dragon’s heart, and…”
“…And?”
At that moment, Seti slowly raised her head. Her blue eyes stared intently at the Saintess’ face as if she were assessing something.
“What? Is there something on my face?”
“…”
“Um… it’s kind of… embarrassing…when you look at me like that.”
As the Saintess instinctively averted her gaze from Seti’s eyes, the unicorn in her pocket spoke up.
[O Maiden, please pull yourself together!]
Seti paused for a moment before pushing aside the schedule and turning her attention to the map.
“Saintess.”
“Huh?”
“You’ve been too obvious lately.”
“…Obvious? About what?”
“It’s like your head is filled with thoughts of building snowmen with Yeomyeong in the snowfield.”
Pffft—! The Saintess spat out the water she had been drinking upon hearing the unexpected remark.
Water splashed onto the map, but Seti still kept her gaze on it, continuing her words.
“What will you do if someone recognizes you as the Saintess? You should stay hidden until at least the revenge is finished.”
“Uh… Seti? Hold on a second, I don’t understand how we got into this conversation all of a sudden…?”
“Oh, so? Why don’t you clear out all the nonsense in your head first before speaking?”
“…”
Unable to answer, the Saintess simply opened and closed her mouth. Seti, gazing into her blindfolded eyes, then added.
“I won’t stop you, so no need to rush it.”
“S-Seti…”
As she trailed off, the Saintess’ mind belatedly processed what Seti had said.
“What? You’re not going to stop me?”
“Why? Would you not do it if I stopped you?”
“…”
The Saintess’ mind worked desperately to interpret Seti’s words. After confirming about ten times that there was only one meaning hidden within, she took a deep breath.
[O Maiden, please cherish your chastity and be aware of your position… Ugh! Ugh!]
The Saintess covered the unicorn’s mouth as it screamed, then approached Seti with her arms wide open.
“Seti…!”
“What, why?”
“…Thank you.”
As the Saintess tried to embrace Seti, Seti immediately let go of the map and grabbed the body of Uragan, which was lying on the table, and swung it at the Saintess.
Whack, whack! Perhaps the bicorn also had her mouth shut, as it let out scream-like sounds every time it hit the Saintess.
It was probably mumbling something about a “dirty maiden” or something similar.
Soon after, the unicorn also realized the true meaning of the conversation between the two girls and began to shine.
Suddenly, the hotel’s top floor was filled with smoke and light that erupted from the two of them. Darulma, quietly watching them, let out exclamation that was not exactly an exclamation.
“To drive both the unicorn and bicorn crazy at the same time… Only the Saintess could pull off something like that.”
Corvus, who had been drawing a magic circle on the floor with feathers, followed Darulma’s gaze and looked at the Saintess and Seti.
And when the Saintess finally embraced Seti, she clicked her tongue, worrying about the future of her apprentice who wasn’t here.
“It’s already come to this before it even started… Tch, it’s clear my apprentice’s path ahead will be full of suffering.”
* * *
At the time when Chicago was soaked in the sunset, a virtual meeting was being held on the secret server of Dungan Heavy Industries.
A secret meeting that only the young third-generation dwarves and a select few executives could access.
Since it was a secret meeting, there were only twelve seats available on the server.
Beep—
As the empty server page flickered, the sound of someone logging in echoed.
As soon as the light turned on at the seat labeled [1], other numbers also began to light up one after another.
2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11…
Nine seats were quickly filled, but no matter how long they waited, the remaining three seats remained empty.
In the heavy silence, No. 1 was the first to turn on the microphone.
[7, 10, and 12 got taken out?]
As soon as the electronically altered voice echoed, No. 11 turned on the microphone.
[In just one day? Is that all our security is worth?]
Then, No. 2 jumped in.
[There were no issues with security.]
[No issues, yet this is what happened? Cut the crap and increase the security starting today!]
[It’s impossible. A dwarf walking around with a bunch of superhuman bodyguards in the middle of Chicago? That would give the Republicans an excuse to attack us.]
[Cut the damn politic talks! Our people are being attacked, and you want us to sit back and do nothing?!]
As No. 11 and No. 2 raised their voices, No. 1 stepped in to mediate.
[Enough.]
No. 1 seemed to be the host of the meeting. As soon as he intervened, both of them fell silent.
After a brief pause, No. 1 spoke again.
[We’re not here to blame anyone. We’re here to discuss countermeasures. Please share your thoughts.]
After a short silence, No. 3 turned on the microphone.
[According to Hal Pagalda’s testimony and other materials, the attacker is a Dzhugashvili.]
As soon as the word “Dzhugashvili” was mentioned, everyone turned on their microphones and shouted.
[Dzhugashvili? Nonsense!]
[There are plenty of martial arts that emit a red aura. How can we tell it’s them?]
[Yeah, and Hal isn’t even a superhuman!]
[He was in the Gulag. There’s no way he’d mistake a Dzhugashvili!]
[Damn it, why are we still talking about the bygone Soviet era? Is there a clan head in this server or something?]
They kept arguing for a while. After the noise settled down, No. 1 turned on the microphone again.
[Those cursed beings should have gone extinct.]
No one else but the head of the clan himself made sure of that when he was still sane.
[There is a dwarf who saw them personally.]
Then No. 9, who had previously called it nonsense, turned on the microphone.
[I saw it with my own eyes. I saw it with my own eyes… the clan head showered Moscow’s politicians and the nomenklatura with huge sums of money, drove the Dzhugashvili into the Siberian underground labyrinth, sealed all exits, and buried them.]
It was the clan head’s revenge—trapping deranged, Killing Aura-fueled serial killers in a labyrinth, forcing them to hunt and devour each other until none remained.
Then, No. 1 spoke.
[Are you sure all the Dzhugashvili trapped in the underground labyrinth are dead?]
[I’m certain. We monitored the entrance for 11 years. In all that time, not a single Dzhugashvili escaped the labyrinth.]
No. 9 spoke with confidence, but the other dwarves imagined a different scenario.
[…So you didn’t monitor it after 11 years?]
[Of course not. What creature could survive 11 years underground without water?]
[Dzhugashvili aren’t living creatures. They are monsters that feed on Killing Aura.]
[Enough with the unscientific talk. Let’s get back to reality. If the one attacking us… is the last survivor, what should we do from now on?]
At that moment, all the dwarves in the meeting had the same thought.
Mugo or Godok.
An evil sorcery from Earth—placing deadly venomous insects and reptiles into a single jar, letting them devour one another, and then infusing the last surviving creature with a powerful curse.
If the surviving Dzhugashvili was such a being…
[For something like that, are there really almost no casualties? Sure, there are many injured dwarves, but…]
No. 5 spoke uneasily, but the other dwarves were already lost in their own imaginations.
[It ended with injuries today, but what about tomorrow? Dzhugashvili can’t control themselves!]
[Exactly! Once that monster tastes blood, all of Chicago will be dyed red!]
[This isn’t something that ends with a mere attack. I’m telling you, we need to increase our security right now!]
Once again, the noise continued, and once again, it was No. 1 who brought order to the chaos.
[Enough. Enough. Please listen to me.]
As the meeting page quieted down again, No. 1 displayed some data.
Starting with Jose Aginaldo, the One-Man Army, followed by Holy Sword, Maker, Browning, Alpha One, the Magic Tower Master… a list of at least the top 30 superhumans in the world.
[This is what I think. Increasing security recklessly will only make us fodder for Dzhugashvili. We need to summon a superhuman who can take it down in one blow.]
[Then how about Holy Sword? The Australian government requested cooperation with our company this time…]
[Do you think those greedy descendants of convicts will just give us Holy Sword without demanding something in return? They’ll surely ask for core technology or shares! Instead of Australia, let’s request help from the federal government. Preferably someone from the Big Three, like Alpha One or Browning!]
[They’re both redneck dumbhead bastard! I’d rather ask the governor to mobilize the state guard!]
[Calling Alpha One a redneck is a misunderstanding. He’s just… well, blunt.]
[If he’s blunt twice, he’ll beat every homosexual in this country to dea—huh?]
Just as No. 11 and No. 2 started raising their voices again, a strange sound came from No. 11’s microphone, which was trying to say something sarcastic.
Crash! The sound of glass shattering and something landing.
[You… son of a bitch… this is… bulletproof glass… Aaaagh!]
Soon after, the dwarf’s scream shook the microphone.
The sound of things breaking and shattering continued, and finally… a strange human voice was heard.
[Are twelve of you… the Dungan Heavy Industries’s inner circle?]
The dwarves didn’t answer. Some hurriedly exited the meeting program, while others swallowed nervously and watched the microphone.
The tension remained taut for a brief moment.
With only No. 1 and No. 5 left on the meeting screen, No. 1 turned on the microphone.
[Who the hell are you?]
It was a blunt but sincere question.
The person holding No. 11’s microphone, Yeomyeong, answered playfully.
[Someone with ties to the clan head’s bloodline.]
A statement half mixed with truth and lies.
It was meant as a taunt, but the response that came back was a bit odd.
[You are… as I thought? Huh, alright, then how about making a deal with me?]
What the hell was this bastard? Yeomyeong frowned while holding the microphone.
[A deal? What kind of deal?]
[Join forces with us. Then I’ll help you locate the clan head and kill his direct bloodline.]
At that moment, Yeomyeong instinctively realized that the dwarf beyond mic 1 was the true mastermind behind all the incidents.
This guy… was the real culprit targeting Darulma.
[…Let’s stop playing games. A deal is about exchanging what both parties need. Even without the information you provide, I can take revenge on the Dune clan alone.]
Yeomyeong tried to imitate the Eastern Count Palatine’s tone and voice as much as possible.
Fortunately, it seemed to work, as No. 1 cautiously responded.
[Whoa, whoa, don’t get me wrong. This is just the down payment. If you really sever the direct bloodline of the Dune clan, I’ll give you something even better.]
[Something better?]
[Life after revenge.]
[…]
Did he take Yeomyeong’s silence as silent approval? In a tone that suggested he was making an irresistible offer, the dwarf lowered his voice.
[A new identity, immense wealth… and even a new world for people like us. How does that sound?]
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* * *
A New World.
The moment those words came out of that bastard’s mouth, Yeomyeong read the familiar emotion behind them.
A determination that couldn’t be hidden, even with a manipulated voice.
It was the same kind of emotion he had felt from the Dragon in Manchuria, who cried for revenge, from the Player begging for his lives, and from the Eastern Count Palatine’s voice who had once cried for revolution.
…What is this guy up to?
Yeomyeong paused for a moment, looking at the screen, then grabbed the microphone.
With a sense of wanting to get some information that could help identify the person, he began the conversation.
“I’m drawn to the idea of a new life and money… but this ‘new world’ sounds highly suspicious.”
[Suspicious?]
“I’ve already experienced a ‘new world’ plenty of times. Workers of all nations, unite… all power to the people… but in the end, only the heads change and nothing new really happens.”
Upon hearing this, No. 1 laughed, perhaps thinking it was a joke.
[Ah, right, that makes sense. It’s a reasonable doubt. But don’t worry. We have nothing to do with such outdated political games.]
“Outdated political games?”
The way he criticized communism was quite sharp. No. 1 stopped laughing and lowered his voice.
[We don’t cling to revolutions or votes in a petty way. Our goal is not politics but changing reality.]
“…Reality?”
[The world we live in right now has been manipulated by someone. We are following an incomprehensible script for an unfathomable purpose.]
“…”
At that moment, Yeomyeong instinctively thought of the word fate. Of course, he hid his true feelings and said something entirely different.
“…Ah, so you’re one of those conspiracy theorists. Let me guess. You’re going to tell me that Jews and dwarves control everything behind the scenes?”
[I know you won’t believe it. I understand. But if you see the truth and the evidence we’ve gathered, you’ll realize how twisted this world really is, and how noble our purpose is…]
A noble purpose, huh? Does that involve assassinating their own relative? Yeomyeong swallowed the sarcasm that rose up to the tip of his tongue and remained silent.
He had thought it was just an internal power struggle within a conglomerate, but the truth was far beyond his imagination.
Of course, it could just be lies spouted by No. 1 over the screen…
For some reason, though, most of what he said gave Yeomyeong a sense of foreboding that it was true.
…This isn’t something I can judge alone.
He needed to hear Darulma’s opinion before deciding anything for certain.
With that thought, Yeomyeong stood up and tried to turn off the microphone.
Or, rather, he meant to.
But the moment he placed his hand on the microphone, something sharp pierced through his senses and rapidly approached.
Yeomyeong grabbed the microphone and spoke.
“You’ve been stalling.”
[Aren’t we the same? Didn’t you test me as well?]
“…I was at least a little sincere.”
[A little? That’s disappointing. I was completely sincere.]
“…”
[Unfortunately, our conversation ends here. Let’s share our real intentions after you’re captured.]
After saying that, No. 1 terminated the connection on his own terms.
The last remaining participant, No, 5, flickered as if about to speak, but soon disconnected as well.
Feeling as though he’d been outplayed, Yeomyeong put down the microphone and turned to identify what was approaching.
Thwop-thwop
Beyond the shattered bulletproof glass, something soared through the Chicago night, accompanied by the deafening roar of blades grinding the sky.
“…A helicopter?”
And not just any helicopter — an attack helicopter bristling with weapons, far beyond a simple medical or transport chopper.
— Beep.
The moment its targeting system locked onto him, Yeomyeong grabbed the unconscious dwarf, No. 11, and hurled him backward before diving under the bulletproof glass.
* * *
On the outskirts of Chicago, Samuel Dune’s Mansion.
Thwop-thwop—
The helicopter’s propellers ceaselessly sliced through the night sky, spewing gusts of wind, while its matte-finished body drew a straight line toward Samuel Dune’s mansion.
More precisely, it was targeting the hole in the bulletproof glass that Yeomyeong had breached.
Outside the mansion wall, Neti looked up at the helicopter and bit her lip.
An attack helicopter? These guys are completely out of their minds.
No matter how far on the outskirts of the city they were, deploying military-grade weapons like that was well beyond reasonable.
The sight of rockets loaded onto the wings made it clear that this wasn’t a mere transport mission.
What the hell was going on? Was this some kind of warzone?
This wasn’t something a single company could orchestrate. If military weapons were being used around a city of millions, politicians and the media would have erupted in outrage.
Neti’s mind swirled with questions, but before she could find answers, Yeomyeong leaped through the broken bulletproof glass.
Then came the deafening sound of the machine gun fire.
Drrrrrrrrr—!
The chain gun mounted beneath the helicopter’s long nose began firing.
Each round was a 30mm high-explosive shell, deadly enough to be compared to a grenade.
These terrifying shells, capable of shredding even a superhuman’s bones and flesh, filled the air with ear-splitting noise, turning the dwarf’s mansion into a perforated mess.
Shattered bulletproof glass, crumbling concrete, and Yeomyeong narrowly dodging the barrage.
It looked like something straight out of an action movie, but Neti couldn’t feel any joy over Yeomyeong’s performance.
She knew this helicopter wasn’t the end of the danger.
Just as she predicted, the side door of the helicopter opened, and two figures in combat gear leapt down to the ground.
They landed without a ladder, from the height of the hovering helicopter, clearly superhumans.
Neti chewed on her lip as she watched the two superhumans head in the direction Yeomyeong had gone.
What should I do?
Should I ask Corvus and my sister for help? Even if they drive, it would take them at least 30 minutes to get here. Rejected.
Join the fight? Without any weapons, I’d be more of a hindrance than help. Rejected.
Running away was never an option from the start. In the end, the only thing she could do was…
…Look for an opportunity to cause a distraction.
Once she made her decision, Neti immediately threw on her invisibility cloak.
Praying for her brother-in-law’s safety, she scaled the mansion’s wall.
* * *
Yeomyeong scowled as he fled to the mansion’s poolside.
He could sense two intruders closing in on him.
Judging by their movements, they’re at least above the ordinary mercenary superhumans.
If there was any silver lining, it was that the helicopter hadn’t swooped in for immediate backup; instead, it seemed content to watch the fight unfold.
Rolling his shoulders, Yeomyeong pulled out Vladimir’s submachine gun and his sword from his inventory.
The Mountain Tear he frequently used carried the risk of being recognized by enemies, so the sword in Yeomyeong’s hand was a cheap iron blade hoarded by the Player.
Taking a deep breath, Yeomyeong adjusted himself to the sensation of the unfamiliar sword.
Mana surged through his entire body, stretching his nerves taut. Moments later, Dzhugashvili’s Killing Aura swelled from within.
A brief preparation — and then came the gunfire.
Rat-tat-tat-tat!
As soon as Yeomyeong’s submachine gun roared, one of the approaching superhumans rolled to the ground.
Judging from the masked face, thick bulletproof vest, he was definitely a professional.
Judging the situation in an instant, Yeomyeong rolled as well. The other intruder, approaching from a different angle, had already pulled the trigger at his back.
The second superhuman’s marksmanship was sharper than Yeomyeong expected. The bullets, unmistakably enchanted, pierced through Dzhugashvili’s shimmering heat haze, barely grazing his eyes.
For a brief second, his vision blurred red.
However, Yeomyeong didn’t need his eyes — he fired back on instinct.
Sparks flashed over the swimming pool, bullets punched through bulletproof vests, and dark liquid splattered everywhere.
Both sides bled from each other’s shots before simultaneously diving behind nearby cover.
Yeomyeong reloaded his last magazine of enchanted bullets. The two intruders exchanged glances and lobbed grenades toward his cover.
Ping—
The moment he heard the safety pin pop, Yeomyeong rolled away. A heartbeat later, the grenade exploded just inches from where he had been.
As he rolled, another hail of bullets rained down on him.
Gritting his teeth through the pain of gunfire tearing through his body, he scrambled behind a stone pillar near the pool.
Tch…
Whatever enchantment was on their bullets, it hurt badly.
They were likely using it to capture him alive. Spitting out blood-tinged saliva, Yeomyeong peeked over his cover to check on the approaching duo.
They were aiming their guns while talking into a comm device.
2-on-1 wasn’t enough— they were clearly calling for helicopter backup.
…I can’t drag this out any longer.
He considered relying solely on Dzhugashvili to keep his identity secret, but there was no guarantee these two were the last of them.
If he got stingy, he’d just bleed more. The faster he ended this, the better.
With his mind made up, Yeomyeong conjured ice spikes and flung them forward, rising from his cover to fire his gun at the same time.
The intruders flinched at the sudden use of magic. Surprised but composed, they returned fire.
Rat-tat-tat-tat!
Amid the exploding flames and shards of ice, three superhumans fought tooth and nail for survival.
However, it was clear that the two intruders were the ones firing more bullets. Yeomyeong had his ice spikes, but they were no match for a professional’s marksmanship.
Yeomyeong knew this. That was why he focused on obstructing their vision.
So preoccupied with shooting down the ice spikes and Yeomyeong himself, they failed to notice the glow of his sword heating to a deep red.
By the time they sensed something was off, Yeomyeong’s red-hot iron blade was already slicing through the air.
In that instant, the two intruders calmly ceased fire, one pulling out a dagger, the other channeling mana into his rifle.
They all but dared him — Go ahead, show us what that Sword Aura can do.
However, Yeomyeong’s target wasn’t them.
The mana-infused sword and the Sword Aura struck not the intruders, but the water-filled swimming pool slightly ahead.
BOOM—!
The water from the swimming pool burst out, creating a massive wave. The current was strong enough to throw even a full-grown adult off balance, but that was all.
This amount of water had no effect on superhumans. It was only their clothes and guns that got wet.
Wait, their clothes got wet?
At that moment, the two superhumans sensed something was wrong just as Yeomyeong began freezing the entire swimming pool.
Sss—! As the cold spread, the two superhumans tried to retreat, but the freezing air had already covered their clothes and weapons.
In the face of the powerful frost that even a Death Knight couldn’t withstand, the two superhumans had no choice but to become ice sculptures.
Let’s finish this.
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong approached the two frozen superhumans and swung his sword.
The blade flashed, aiming for a quick, painless strike to their necks — two heads fell to the ground.
However, the blood spilling from their severed necks was oddly tinted.
…Black?
Frowning at the anomaly, Yeomyeong lifted one of the heads and removed the mask.
…
And the moment he uncovered what was beneath, Yeomyeong was at a loss for words.
Beneath the mask wasn’t a human head, but something smooth and white, like an eggshell, coated in ceramic.
Cyborg…? Undead? No, I can still feel the mana of a living creature…
Yeomyeong, absentmindedly inspecting the head, stopped upon hearing the approaching helicopter. Then, after storing the two corpses and the head in his inventory, he began gathering mana.
He wasn’t sure how much of his magic would be effective against the helicopter, but he thought he might be able to replicate the ancient battle mages’ tactic of combining mana for ice spears and telekinesis to fight back.
But as if mocking his thoughts, the helicopter stopped outside the range of his ice spear and telekinesis.
Even when the helicopter first opened fire with its cannon, it had been prepared to shoot from outside the range of a mage’s magic.
Who are they and what the hell are they doing?
As Yeomyeong cursed inwardly, the helicopter’s rocket pods aimed at him, and then…
Oh, come on.
It unleashed a barrage of rockets.
!!!!
The rockets fired from the pods rained down above Yeomyeong’s head, like arrows from an expert marksman.
Unlike the cannon, there was no guarantee he could dodge the blast radius of the rockets, so Yeomyeong raised his hands in response.
His right hand wielded telekinesis, and his left held an ice spear.
First, his mana surged, creating a massive telekinetic dome.
The telekinetic field spread wide and caught the incoming rockets, halting them in mid-air.
It only held for about two seconds, but it was enough time for an ice spear to strike the rockets before they could reach him.
Boom, boom, boom!!!
An unrealistic sight where a single person blocking dozens of rockets.
Even seasoned battle mages would have marveled at this spectacle, but beads of sweat were already rolling down Yeomyeong’s forehead.
His right hand, which held the telekinetic dome, was trembling, and his eyes were bloodshot from focusing on the rockets.
At last, when the last rocket exploded in mid-air and the helicopter’s pods emptied out, the helicopter suddenly turned and began fleeing.
“…?”
Yeomyeong, stunned at the sight of the retreating helicopter, quickly followed it with his Flying Kick technique.
You’re just going to shoot rockets and cannon and then run away?!
Gritting his teeth, Yeomyeong chased after the helicopter. As if to shake him off, the helicopter soared upward above the mansion.
It began climbing and circling the mansion, clearly trying to gain altitude and escape the area.
The problem was that Yeomyeong had no way of stopping it.
It was impossible to stop the helicopter unless he risked exposing his identity by firing the Comet Sword. He had no choice but to let it go.
Or so he thought.
But at the next moment, the helicopter suddenly halted mid-air.
“Brother-in-law! I got it!”
It was Neti’s telekinesis that had stopped the helicopter from the mansion’s rooftop. With both hands pulling the helicopter downward, she called out to Yeomyeong below.
“I can’t hold it for long! Hurry!”
The helicopter couldn’t detect Neti, hidden under her transparent cloak, but it realized there was a mage nearby. In response, it swiveled its cannon and began firing wildly in all directions.
!!!!
The cannon, capable of firing 600 rounds per minute, turned the surroundings into chaos. Bullets sprayed dangerously close to where Neti was hiding.
Just when it seemed like Neti would be caught in the gunfire…
Thud!
Yeomyeong landed squarely on the helicopter’s cockpit windshield.
The pilot, just like the superhumans from earlier, was a bizarre creature covered in white ceramic. The moment it saw Yeomyeong, it let go of the control stick and reached for its pistol.
However the piston never fired. Yeomyeong’s telekinesis twisted its neck with a sickening crack.
As the pilot’s lifeless body went limp, the helicopter immediately began to plummet.
“Uh… huh?!”
Neti gasped in shock from below, but Yeomyeong calmly infused the helicopter with his mana.
Just before it could crash into the mansion’s rooftop…
Having gained ownership, Yeomyeong clenched his hand and stored the helicopter in his inventory.
As he gracefully landed on the rooftop alone, Neti, who had squeezed her eyes shut in fear, cautiously opened them.
Her pale blue eyes, slightly lighter than Seti’s, were filled with a mix of relief and surprise.
“Um… did you put it in your subspace like last time?”
“Yeah. That was close.”
Yeomyeong approached Neti and gently patted her head.
“Thanks, Neti. If it weren’t for you, I would’ve let it slip away.”
“Eyyy, come on. You did all the hard work. I just played support, doing what a good support does.”
Despite her words, the pleased expression on Neti’s face suggested she didn’t mind the praise. After a few more kind words, Yeomyeong carefully helped her to her feet. It was time to head back.
“Shall we go?”
Yeomyeong glanced down from the rooftop, but Neti remained still, fidgeting as if she had something to say.
“…What’s wrong?”
“Brother-in-law, you can take the helicopter out again, right?”
“Well, I could… but why?”
“It’s just… can I try flying it? Just once?”
“…”
“I swear on my sister’s name, I won’t crash it. I’m seriously confident.”
As Yeomyeong stared into Neti’s expectant eyes, he wondered what Seti would do in this situation.
After a brief moment of thought, he naturally walked up to Neti and flicked her forehead.
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* * *
In the end, there was no instance where the two people took a helicopter back.
Thanks to the reasonable explanation that they needed to move covertly and the physical persuasion(?) on her forehead, Neti gave up on her desire to fly the helicopter.
Whether it was the persuasion or the explanation that moved her heart, only Neti’s reddened forehead knew.
Anyway, Yeomyeong felt his steps growing heavier as they returned to the accommodation.
It was because of the certainty that this incident was not just a conglomerate’s internal power struggle but involved a more complex conspiracy.
An organization that could deploy helicopters and mysterious egg ghosts.
Modern weapons, especially attack helicopters, were not things that a mere thug or mercenary group could use.
Purchasing, managing, and using them all required immense administrative power and money.
Moreover, it wasn’t Africa or South America, but one of the three major cities in the United States.
Was it a coincidence that the thought of the Korean government’s shepherds came to mind? Maybe the mastermind behind this was the U.S. government.
There was no evidence yet, but if by any chance the U.S. government was truly involved…
It would be wise for Darulma and Yeomyeong to back off from this situation.
“Uh, brother-in-law? Would you like to have dinner?”
Yeomyeong turned his head at Neti’s sudden question.
She was gleaming with excitement, looking at the shining Chicago-style pizza restaurant sign and her phone, likely a famous restaurant she found on the internet.
“I’m not really hungry yet…”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to refuse, Neti grabbed his arm tightly.
“Oh come on, don’t say that. You’ve had a hard day, right? If you don’t eat now, you’ll get sick, you know!”
Realizing that Neti was trying to cheer him up, Yeomyeong smiled faintly.
It was a small but sincere feeling.
Only then did Yeomyeong, pretending to give in, say as he was dragged along.
“Is that so? Well then, let’s get a few to-go. Seti must be waiting for us.”
“Shall we? I’m not sure if they’ll be able to pack it, but let’s go first!”
You can’t order a pizza to take home? Yeomyeong tilted his head as he followed Neti.
Only after entering the shop did he understand why she thought it would be difficult to order takeaway.
The pizza the customers were eating was a bit… no, it was quite different from the pizza he knew.
First of all, the thickness of the pizza was almost as big as a rice bowl. It was more like a meat pie made of cheese and tomato sauce than a pizza.
And judging by the overwhelming sausage smell, it seemed there was more than just cheese in the pizza.
“How is it, brother-in-law? It’s Chicago-style deep-dish pizza.”
“…The visual is as shocking as a Chicago-style hot dog.”
When she recalled the hot dog with a huge cucumber pickle, Neti subtly avoided his gaze.
“…That hot dog was actually pretty good, so the pizza might be the same.”
“Well, you’ll only know after you try it.”
The two of them chatted back and forth as they approached the counter.
“Welcome! This is Baba Pizza Grill!”
The person who greeted them was a woman who looked to be around thirty. Neti first asked if they could take the pizza to-go.
After hearing that all the menu items could be packed for to-go, she immediately started ordering pizzas.
“Two basic deep-dish pizzas, two mushroom deep-dishes, two with extra sausage, two stuffed, one avocado deep-dish, and five colas, please… and also…”
Without even looking at the menu, Neti listed off the pizza names.
The store owner smiled brightly as if she had hit the jackpot while taking the order, adding that it would take some time to bake and offering complimentary coffee while they waited.
After paying the hefty pizza bill, Yeomyeong sat down at a corner table and asked Neti.
“How are we supposed to eat that much… No, more importantly, how are we supposed to carry it?”
“…Maybe put it in your subspace, brother-in-law?”
“…”
Yeomyeong debated whether he should smack Neti’s forehead one more time but ended up just laughing.
After all, she had helped him all day to ambush the dwarves—he could at least buy her some pizza.
Thinking that it was lucky it was just pizza, Yeomyeong quietly waited with Neti.
The glittering night view outside, the rich aroma of cheese and tomato filling the shop, and the jazz flowing from the old speakers created a peaceful moment.
Watching the kitchen, Neti suddenly spoke.
“Looks like this place is run by a married couple.”
Just as she said, the woman who took their order at the counter and a man were bustling around in the kitchen.
Their perfectly synchronized movements made them seem like a couple with great chemistry.
“It’s nice to see, don’t you think?”
“…Yeah, it is.”
How beautiful are the humans who sweat and work hard every day—Yeomyeong nodded, recalling a poem that Deokbae-hyung used to recite.
Then, in the next moment, Neti poked his side and asked.
“Brother-in-law, what do you think about running a restaurant with my sister in the future?”
“…”
“I think the Holy Nation would be a great location. We could open a Korean restaurant in an alley with a view of the Five Gods Temple and put up a sign at the entrance that says, ‘The Saintess’s Favorite Spot!’”
“…Neti?”
“But actually, the Saintess’s real goal isn’t the food—she’s coming to see you… Ow!”
Yeomyeong could no longer hold back and flicked Neti on the forehead. Even though he didn’t put much force into it, Neti dramatically grabbed her forehead.
“Why did you hit me?! That was a pretty realistic idea!”
“…Want me to hit you again?”
“…No.”
Yeomyeong sighed at the silly joke while Neti rubbed her forehead.
However, she couldn’t keep her mouth shut for long.
“By the way, doesn’t that lady owner look familiar?”
“…”
Yeomyeong couldn’t immediately deny it. He also found the woman’s face oddly familiar.
She resembled someone… but where had he seen her before?
Just then, Neti clapped her hands as if she had realized something.
“Ah! She looks like Auntie Ava!”
“…Ava?”
“You know, the janitor lady from the first-year academy building. Wow, now that I think about it, they look almost like sisters! Should we ask if they’re related?”
Neti made a fuss, but Yeomyeong gazed at the shop owner with slightly narrowed eyes.
Auntie Ava… She had been a spy from a secret society who infiltrated the academy.
Yeomyeong recalled the incidents at the academy for a moment before answering Neti.
“No, let’s not bring it up.”
“Huh? Why… Oh, right. We’re keeping our identities hidden.”
Neti nodded in understanding on her own. Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied it, simply committing the store’s address to memory.
* * *
“Welcome, apprentice and my other apprentice’s younger sister.”
Corvus flew toward them as soon as Yeomyeong and Neti crossed the ornate lodging’s threshold under their invisibility cloaks.
Neti pouted, disappointed that her plan to sneak up on her sister had failed, but Yeomyeong simply nodded toward Corvus.
“You’ve certainly made quite the scene today. The news is filled with nothing but stories about you, apprentice. You even have a new nickname already.”
“…A nickname?”
“The Red Star of Chicago. A news anchor who doesn’t even know what Dzhugashvili is came up with it. Fascinating, isn’t it?”
“Red Star? Pfft! What kind of nickname is that…!”
Neti burst out laughing, finding it amusing. With nothing to say, Yeomyeong swallowed a bitter smile and stepped inside.
Beneath the extravagant and luxurious penthouse interior lay a space filled with dozens of hidden magic circles.
As Yeomyeong stepped into the place Seti had spent a fortune on—and Corvus had worked hard to protect—he was immediately greeted by Seti and the Saintess.
“Yeomyeong! Good work!”
Unlike the Saintess, who waved her hand with a knowing smile, Seti looked slightly drained as she lifted her hand.
Lastly, Darulma greeted Yeomyeong with a slightly nervous expression because what Yeomyeong had done today had far exceeded his imagination.
Who would expect him to attack over ten executives in a single day?
The boy had already proven himself impressive in Manchuria, but this level was entirely different.
What in the world did he learn at the academy? Did he somehow obtain a legendary relic from the first headmaster?
As Darulma was lost in thought, Yeomyeong walked to the dining table and pulled out the pizzas.
“Anyone up for a meal?”
Despite being stored in the inventory, the pizza was still steaming, filling the air with the rich scent of tomato.
The problem was… the sheer amount of it.
“…Why did you buy so much?”
As Seti rejoiced, Yeomyeong shrugged and gestured toward Neti, who was taking off her coat.
Realizing what had happened, Seti’s delicate brow twitched—Neti was definitely getting a flick on the forehead later.
Meanwhile, Darulma approached the table with a broad grin.
“Oh, deep-dish pizza! It’s Chicago’s specialty!”
He pulled out a plastic fork from one of the boxes and immediately scooped up a piece, stuffing it into his mouth.
Then, without a word, he began devouring the pizza at an alarming speed. Even Yeomyeong had to comment.
“Well, at least it was worth buying.”
He had been worried no one would eat it, but thankfully, everyone seemed to enjoy it—Seti and even the Saintess.
As Yeomyeong watched them eat, he picked up a slice for himself, but Corvus murmured before he could take a bite.
“…Come to think of it, everyone has been starving all day.”
“You haven’t eaten? Why?”
“We couldn’t even order room service because of that dwarf fellow, and it’s not like we have someone who knows how to cook here. And as for the Saintess’ cooking… well, you’ll find out for yourself someday.”
“…”
Realizing his group’s unexpected weakness(?), Yeomyeong smirked. Luckily, the pizza was more than enough to feed them all.
“…This is too greasy.”
“Here, have some hot sauce and cola, Saintess.”
“Pass me the jalapeños.”
“The one with mushrooms tastes the best.”
“What kind of fruit is…this avocado thing?”
“Darulma, eat more neatly. Can’t you see Corvus eating without spilling a single crumb with her beak?”
“But Saintess, I have a beard…”
“Ah! The cheese spilled out!”
And so, what could be described as either a heartwarming or chaotic meal continued.
Before they knew it, everyone had finished eating and was pulling out jelly and ice cream for dessert. Darulma leaned back in his chair.
After swallowing the last bite of pizza, he looked up at Yeomyeong.
“Though it’s a bit late, I’m glad you’re back safely. And really, thank you.”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer right away. He paused for a moment, silently tapping his fingers on the table.
After sensing the group’s growing curiosity, Yeomyeong slowly spoke up.
“Darulma, about that… there’s a bit of a problem.”
“A problem? What kind of problem? Did they discover your identity?”
At Seti’s question, Yeomyeong began to explain the situation he’d carefully organized in his mind.
The 11th dwarf, Dungan Heavy Industries’ inner circle secret meeting, the first dwarf, and the helicopter and Superhumans sent after him.
Even though Yeomyeong had summarized the situation, it went on for quite a while. When he finished, the group fell silent.
After a moment, Darulma spoke up, still sounding skeptical.
“…They sent a helicopter? Is that really true?”
“Yes, I’m not sure of the model, but it was definitely a military attack helicopt—”
At that moment, Neti interjected.
“The model was an AH-64 Apache. The manufacturer’s mark showed it was an old model made by McDonnell Aircraft. Except for the cockpit being modified for a single pilot, it was almost identical to the ones the U.S. military used.”
Both Darulma and Yeomyeong stared at Neti, slightly surprised. Feeling a bit embarrassed from the attention, Neti hid her face behind the pizza tray and added.
“You didn’t ask earlier…”
“…”
Yeomyeong turned his attention back to Darulma.
“Darulma, I think the helicopter is evidence that someone from the outside is involved. By the way, does Dungan Heavy Industries deal with military-grade weapons?”
“No, why would the government ask us to produce national defense weapons? They don’t even buy our dwarf-made smartphones.”
As Darulma said that, he clenched his fist.
He didn’t express it in words, but he had realized that this situation was far more dangerous than he had imagined.
After a moment, he arrived at a conclusion similar to Yeomyeong’s.
“Could it be the government…?”
Even after voicing the thought, he seemed unwilling to believe it, covering his lips with his fist.
A brief but heavy silence passed between the empty pizza trays
Darulma sighed, as if he had come to some conclusion.
“No, no way. It can’t be the government.”
His tone was closer to certainty than doubt, so Seti asked why.
“Why do you think so? After all, the Republican presidential candidate is saying they’ll strip voting rights from foreign races. Maybe the U.S. government is trying to take control of Dungan Heavy Industries…”
“That’s exactly the reason.”
“…What?”
“Do you know who the major backer of that candidate is?”
“…”
“Up until last month, it was Texas oil companies. But from this month onward, it’s the Stalin Statue Demolition Association.”
The group exchanged confused glances, wondering what this was about. Darulma quickly added.
“…The Stalin Statue Demolition Association is our clan head’s company. And they are also the fifth largest donor to the Republican Party.”
Yeomyeong, suddenly hearing such a political backstory, took a sip of cola to quench his thirst.
“So… could it be from the Democratic side?”
“No way. The mayor of Chicago is a Democrat, and we couldn’t afford to neglect them. Our Dungan Heavy Industries is the second-largest donor to the Democratic candidate.”
At this point, Neti raised her hand to ask a follow-up question.
“But… wouldn’t the government still target you guys? To squeeze out more money or something?”
“No, that can’t be. We’ve already squeezed every last penny to give to the US government and the two parties. In other words, even if we change our heads, the amount we give won’t change. On the contrary, as the company became unstable, the money only decreased.”
Ultimately, it meant that the U.S. government hadn’t intervened this time. Yeomyeong felt relieved, but he could sense the situation growing more complicated.
“Then… their identity is even more unclear. Those who can send a helicopter at night without the US government’s knowledge.”
An organization of the same level or even more powerful than KGB members who armed a passenger ship with a cannon was operating in the shadows.
“The United States…”
Corvus shook her head, and the Saintess was contemplating whether to use Foresight when Yeomyeong took out a severed head from his inventory.
“It seems this is the only clue to track them.”
The head, covered in smooth ceramic like an eggshell, making it impossible to tell whether it was undead or human.
As the head suddenly appeared, Darulma was startled, but Seti calmly examined the head Yeomyeong had taken out.
So, she raised a hammer and aimed it at the ceramic.
“You said there are two of these, right?”
“…Yeah.”
“Then let’s break one.”
As soon as Yeomyeong nodded, Seti struck with the hammer.
Clang! The hammer, wielded without mana, struck the eggshell head, but the ceramic didn’t even get a scratch.
“This is no ordinary object.”
Seti then raised her mana and swung the hammer. Crack! Only then did the thick ceramic crack open, revealing what was inside.
What was visible through the broken ceramic…
“Ugh—”
Seeing Darulma gag, Yeomyeong felt sorry. Maybe he shouldn’t have shown it after eating.
It couldn’t be helped. Inside the ceramic was a mass of flesh that couldn’t be recognized, tangled with circuit chips and wires.
The visual was straight out of a cheap B-grade horror movie.
“No way. Is this the brain?”
Neti, guessing the flesh’s identity, grimaced and pulled her head back. The Saintess also found it disgusting and subtly turned her head away.
But Corvus stretched out her foot, pulled the flesh and circuit board out of the head, examined them closely, and casually muttered.
“This… is not a brain. It looks more like cultured meat.”
“…Cultured meat?”
“Meat artificially produced in a laboratory. Let’s see…”
Corvus fiddled with the flesh, then, as if realizing something, stuffed the circuit chips and wires back into the ceramic head.
“I’ll say it again, it’s definitely not a brain. The texture is too different. Based on the feel and smell… it seems like a cultured liver.”
Yeomyeong didn’t ask how she knew that. Corvus was a Beastfolk who had lived for a long time.
A Beastfolk who had likely seen thousands, even tens of thousands, of human and Beastfolks corpses.
“A liver… I don’t understand why it would be a liver of all things.”
Corvus wiped her foot off as she spoke. Yeomyeong stared at the head in silence for a moment before putting it back into his inventory.
“…Could it be some kind of undead?”
“I don’t know beyond this myself. But if there’s one certain thing, it’s that whoever made this is far from normal.”
“…”
As Yeomyeong and Seti silently thought of the Shepherd, Corvus opened her beak to speak.
“You’re the only one here who’s fought against this thing. How was its combat ability? Anything strange?”
“…Until I cut off its head, I just thought it was an exceptionally strong superhuman.”
Another silence followed.
Neti discreetly sipped her cola, and the Saintess snatched it from her and drank it. Only after that much time had passed did Yeomyeong speak again.
“Darulma, what will you do? If you decide to stop here and run away, I’ll do my best to help you.”
Caught off guard by the sudden question, Darulma couldn’t answer immediately. He simply stared at the spot where the egg-head had been moments ago and let out a deep sigh.
“No, I won’t run away. Dungan Heavy Industries was built with my clan’s blood, and Chicago is my hometown. Abandoning my homeland should only be done once in my lifetime.”
“…”
“I know it’s shameless, but will you help me, Yeomyeong?”
The heir of a clan who had first fled their homeland to escape Stalin now bowed his head to the successor of the Golden Seal.
Yeomyeong looked down at Darulma for a moment, then nodded.
“Save the bowing for after this is over.”
“Haah, you really are…”
Darulma trailed off in an emotional voice. Yeomyeong shook his head.
“Our only clue is this egg-headed thing, so first, let’s find someone who might know what it is.”
“Someone who might know?”
In the meantime, realizing what Yeomyeong meant, Seti pulled out a map depicting the landscape of Chicago and spread it wide over an empty pizza box.
Marked on it were red circles along the Chicago waterways and numbers provided by Kahal Magdu.
“…Not a doctor, but an alchemist who knows the human body well.
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* * *
At the moment when the city wind blowing between the buildings meets the sea breeze coming from Lake Michigan.
Yeomyeong was the first to wake up and quietly stretched his body. He did two stretches and one deep breath, and finally, massaged his stiff shoulders before heading to the kitchen to start cleaning up the pile of empty pizza boxes on the dining table.
Sipping on a glass of flat cola, he finished cleaning up and quietly left the penthouse, heading into the city.
It was because there were barely any ingredients in the fridge. In fact, to put it more accurately, he was absolutely sick of meals consisting of McDonald’s and pizza.
No matter how good American food was, as a Korean person, he needed something spicy from time to time.
For that, going to a nearby Korean grocery store would’ve been ideal—but no such place would be open in the city at dawn.
He wandered around the streets for quite a while, but the only place he could find was a 24-hour organic grocery store.
“Excuse me, you there, sir!”
A woman’s unfamiliar voice stopped Yeomyeong just as he was about to step into the store.
Wondering what now, he turned his head to find a woman dressed in a suit thrusting a microphone toward him.
“Would you mind answering a quick interview?”
A reporter? Judging by the cameraman standing behind her, it seemed like they were filming for a morning news segment.
“No, I don’t have time.”
As Yeomyeong tried to ignore her and walk past, the reporter desperately blocked his path and raised her voice.
“Just one! Just one question, please! I’m begging you!”
He wanted to say, “Go find someone else,” but unfortunately, no other customers were entering the store—just him.
“…Make it quick, I’m busy.”
As soon as Yeomyeong said that, the reporter beamed and adjusted her outfit. Standing beside him, she turned to face the camera and spoke.
“Just yesterday, terrorist attacks occurred across the city, carried out by the Red Star. As a citizen of Chicago, a city where the Democratic Party is strong, what are your thoughts?”
“…”
The Democratic Party? What kind of nonsense was this?
Yeomyeong had to try hard to suppress a scowl. It made him appear as if he were considering his response, and the reporter seized the moment to continue speaking.
“Is he really a racist, as the Democratic Party claims? Or is he a hero trying to reclaim American jobs from the dwarves?”
“Uh… well, that’s…”
“Unlike the Democratic Party’s claims, there were hardly any casualties. Would you say that the Red Star is simply protesting against the dwarves’ market invasion?”
It was a textbook leading question. Yeomyeong considered just playing along for a moment, but then he remembered that he was wearing an illusion over his face.
Meaning, even if he pissed them off, he could just cover his face with another illusion and disappear.
“Look, I don’t care about the Democratic Party or any of that.”
Cutting the reporter off before she could go any further, Yeomyeong stared directly into the camera and spoke.
“This is all the media’s fault. You get that?”
“…Excuse me?”
“I mean, just look at the name. ‘Red Star’? What the hell is this Red Star? This isn’t even the Cold War era anymore… This is just straight-up a witch hunt for commies!“
“…”
His tone was like that of the old men discussing politics in the back alley dinner of Incheon.
Before the flustered reporter could say anything else, Yeomyeong kept talking.
“So, if someone has issues with dwarves, they’re automatically a commie? Huh? I ask you, are they automatically a commie? The media, man… These politicians, left or right, are all pocketing dwarf money, but you won’t say a word about that, will you?”
“Hey, w-wait a second…”
Riding the momentum, Yeomyeong even pointed a finger at the camera.
“Huh!? Whether he’s a hero or a terrorist isn’t the point! The least you could do is come up with a proper name! Would you name your own kid like that?!”
The moment he yelled, the reporter frantically signaled the cameraman to cut the feed.
“T-that concludes our interview! Thank you for your input!”
* * *
[I mean, just look at the name. ‘Red Star’? What the hell is this Red Star?]
The Saintess glanced into the kitchen where Yeomyeong was before returning to the TV.
[So, if someone has issues with dwarves, they’re automatically a commie? Huh? I ask you, are they automatically a commie?]
The morning news host forced a smile, trying to mask his bewilderment, while the panelists brushed it off as just another opinion.
It was probably a clip the producer inserted for entertainment.
[The least you could do is come up with a proper name! Would you name your own kid like that?!]
Watching the hurriedly cut footage, the Saintess silently vowed never to tease Yeomyeong by calling him a commie again.
Meanwhile, Neti burst into laughter, watching the same scene.
“Pffft! Hahaha!”
She laughed so hard that she fell off the couch. Corvus snapped her beak shut, Darulma pretended not to notice and sipped his coffee, and Seti stepped on her rolling sister’s stomach.
The morning scene was slightly chaotic and continued until Yeomyeong finished preparing breakfast.
“If you’re eating, come and eat. It’s not much, but here it is.”
Despite his words, the breakfast spread was quite generous—instant noodles, quickly mixed fresh kimchi with chili powder, fried eggs, instant rice, and toasted barley bread with jam for Darulma, who wasn’t used to eating rice.
“Thank you for preparing this.”
The entire group sat around the table, starting their meal with murmurs of appreciation.
No one brought up the morning interview throughout the meal; only the sound of clinking spoons and forks filled the air.
Neti tried to laugh again while looking at Yeomyeong’s Blood Tears illusion-covered face, but each time, Seti pinched her side to stop her.
…Well, in any case.
As the meal neared its end, Seti spoke up.
“When are we going to find the alchemist?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he split the last fried egg in half, placing one piece each into Neti’s and the Saintess’ bowls. Then, he set his chopsticks down and replied.
“Let’s go right away.”
“…Right away?”
“Why wait until nighttime? It’s not like we have all the time in the world. Might as well go early.”
Seti, who had assumed they’d be attacking the alchemist at night, tilted her head slightly.
Now that she thought about it, there wasn’t really a reason to fight the alchemist.
After all, they were going as customers, bringing money and information. Why had she automatically assumed there’d be a fight?
“I mean, that’s true, but…”
Seti trailed off.
For some reason, a bad feeling—or rather, a certainty—that they’d end up brawling with the alchemist sent a chill down her spine.
“…This won’t do. I’m coming too.”
As soon as she said that, the Saintess eagerly raised her hand.
“Me too! I want to go, too!”
Yeomyeong didn’t refuse them. Seeing that, Neti tactfully went to wash the dishes, while the other three grabbed their weapons along with their dessert.
Two cups of coffee, one ice cream, hundreds of rifle rounds tightly packed into magazines, and a dozen grenades.
“…Are we going to war?”
Yeomyeong muttered, but the Saintess ignored him and stuffed more weapons into her backpack.
Was she utterly fed up with running low on ammo?
Finally, once the Saintess was practically fully armed, the group was able to set out.
* * *
Chicago Canal was deeply intertwined with Chicago’s history. It stretched through the city and connected to the massive Illinois-Michigan Canal, running hundreds of kilometers to the Mississippi River.
Having long served as a key logistic route for the Central United States, it had naturally created various profits. But after the Dimensional Portal opened, the expression “a river flowing with milk and honey” would have been an understatement.
And where there was milk and honey… there were always pests drawn to it.
The emergence of a black market around the Chicago Canal was inevitable.
In true American fashion, Chicago’s black market was massive to the point it dwarfed the Incheon black market Yeomyeong and Seti had seen before.
Not only were potions and treasures from the Dimensional Portal traded here, but even drugs and weapons meant to cross the Portal were funneled through Chicago’s black market.
To exaggerate a little, the Chicago black market was the place where you could get anything available in the U.S.
“…For such a place, the entrance is kinda lame.”
The Saintess, backpack stuffed with bullets, frowned at a taco shop with an “Open” sign hanging outside.
“Why? Does it seem off?”
“I mean, shouldn’t the entrance to a black market be, like, inside a trendy bar or nightclub or something?”
It was her first time at a black market, and she clearly had some strange expectations.
Compared to her, Yeomyeong and Seti—who remembered the run-down entrance to Incheon’s black market—walked toward the taco shop without much thought.
“Some are like that. But those places don’t open this early.”
“Huh, is that so?”
Following them inside, the Saintess found the taco shop bustling with customers enjoying their breakfast or lunch.
“Welcome to Dali Taco! How many in your party?”
“Three. We’d like to eat in the basement.”
Eating in the basement—Yeomyeong responded with the password Sancho had given him. The server’s eyes flickered with recognition.
He quickly scanned the three, disguised as middle-aged ladies and a middle-aged man.
“…Uh, sir? Sorry, but we don’t have a basement in this restaurant.”
Instead of replying, Yeomyeong swiftly grabbed the server’s pen. Before the man could react, he stabbed his own finger with it, drawing blood.
“…”
The small wound rapidly healed before their eyes—undeniable proof of a superhuman.
The server, retrieving his pen, glanced around before speaking reluctantly.
“Do you have an invitation?”
“No one said we needed one.”
“Well… things have been a bit tense in the city lately. It’s hard to get in without one.”
“Where can we get an invitation?”
“Sorry. That’s not something I handle.”
As he tried to escape, Yeomyeong threw out a casual remark.
“I wonder if anyone in this place has an invitation?”
“…”
“Feels like at least one person does. What do you think?”
It was a blatant threat. The server looked back at Yeomyeong with a troubled expression.
“I wouldn’t recommend that. Unless you want to end up on a blacklist.”
At that moment, instead of Yeomyeong, the Saintess silently set her backpack down on the ground.
Zip—she unzipped it and, without a word, pulled out a grenade.
Her movements were so natural that it looked as if she were simply taking out a water bottle.
One, two, three, four, five… By the time a small pile of grenades had formed at her feet and the server was staring blankly at her, he finally snapped out of it and spoke.
“… At the left end of the building, behind the kitchen, there’s a staircase leading underground.”
“What about the invitation?”
“…You’re a superhuman, so you’ll probably find the entrance just fine without one. Now, could you please put those dangerous things away?”
Only then did the Saintess start putting the grenades back into her bag. Taking her time, she slowly packed them up—except for one.
She placed it in the server’s hand.
“Here. A tip.”
Ignoring the server’s “What a lunatic…?” expression, the three of them headed for the stairs.
The staircase leading to the black market was disguised as a basement fridge, concealed by the same kind of magic circle they had seen at the auction house.
Of course, this one was far weaker, so they could break through just by pushing against it.
“Good thing the threat worked… but what if someone else had seen you?”
As they descended, Yeomyeong asked the Saintess. She just shrugged.
“That’s his problem.”
“…”
“We could just change our faces and use another entrance.”
Seti looked at her with a mix of admiration and horror. Perhaps still holding onto some semblance of common sense, the Saintess whistled and turned her gaze away.
Before long, they quickly reached the end of the stairs, arriving at a passage that resembled a sewer.
“…Did they carve out a waterway in the underground canal? This place is massive.”
Just as Seti pointed out, a river of water from the Chicago River flowed through the center of the passage. Following this would lead them to enter the black market.
“Guess we’re in for a long walk.”
The Saintess refused Yeomyeong’s offer to carry her backpack and trudged along. As they walked, they spotted occasional stairways leading to other entrances and glimpsed other black market patrons.
“…Everyone’s wearing masks. Is that a rule or something?”
Glancing at the other customers, the Saintess asked. Yeomyeong answered without stopping.
“Not a rule, just an unspoken custom. It’s not exactly the kind of place where you’d want to show your face, after all.”
I see—the Saintess nodded.
“…Then, should we wear masks too?”
It seemed unnecessary because they were already using Blood Tears Illusion to disguise themselves. But standing out by being the only ones without masks was also a bit unsettling.
“Can you use the illusion for that too? Then… I want a hawk mask. Give me a hawk mask.”
Yeomyeong obliged, adding a new illusion. While at it, he recreated the masks they had used in Incheon for Seti and himself.
A hawk, a black dog, and the sun.
Now masked, the three naturally blended into the crowd as they walked through the waterway.
Contrary to their expectations, reaching the black market entrance didn’t take long.
The entrance resembled the underground bunker doors they had seen in Dreitherial. A massive, nearly five-meter-thick iron gate blocked the passage.
The only difference was the armed guards stationed everywhere.
Did they repurpose a bunker?
Or maybe it had been a military base. Either way, it was clear that the black market’s creators were no ordinary civilians.
The same was true for the Navy Pier auction house and now this place—someone in the government had to be involved.
As Yeomyeong stepped inside, the Saintess let out an impressed whistle.
“Oh…”
It was understandable. The Chicago black market looked nothing like they had expected from the outside.
Underneath a perfectly arranged glass ceiling stretched a massive road, wide open.
On either side of the road, there were various shops and stalls lined up, creating a scene more reminiscent of a shopping mall than a market.
Compared to the Incheon black market, which had felt like an ordinary street market, this place truly gave off the vibe of a “business hub.”
“…This might actually be easier than I thought.”
Yeomyeong muttered as he crossed the hallway. In a place this organized, he felt that the transaction could proceed without much issue…
How far did they walk while he was lost in these relaxed thoughts?
Even though the Saintess lingered around, checking out all sorts of strange items, they arrived at their destination surprisingly quickly.
It didn’t look so much like an alchemist’s workshop as it seemed more like a small hospital building.
There were people in line outside the entrance, all wearing masks, and from the length of the line, it seemed like there were at least dozens of them.
Moreover, the people in the front looked ragged, indicating that they had probably been waiting for several days.
“…Should we cut in line?”
The Saintess casually spoke without a shred of conscience. Yeomyeong shook his head as he took out his phone.
“Let’s try calling first.”
“I don’t think they’ll answer now. We’ve already called them over ten times while we were on our way.”
Despite Seti’s suggestion, Yeomyeong entered the number left by Kahal Magdu once more.
He hoped it might connect, thinking that perhaps inside the black market, the phone might work…
Beep- beep- beep-
As expected, the number didn’t connect. Kahal Magdu probably hadn’t left it with the intention of messing with him. This meant the person on the other end wasn’t picking up…
“Cut in line? You in?”
The Saintess repeated her suggestion, and Seti added.
“Let’s just break down the door and get in.”
“Breaking and entering is a crime.”
“The whole black market is illegal.”
That was true. Realizing this, the Saintess released the safety on her gun as they approached the workshop’s entrance.
The people waiting in line glanced at the three of them, and just as Seti was about to start channeling her mana…
Suddenly, the door to the workshop opened, and a man, fully cloaked in a robe from head to toe, stepped out.
- He’s out!



	Damn it. Get out of the way! I’m first! I’ve been waiting here for a week!



	Not him! Sell it to me! I'll pay whatever amount you want.
The people in line didn’t even notice Yeomyeong and his group. They all rushed toward the robed man.
Just before the massive crowd reached the door, the man pulled something out from his sleeve and threw it above the heads of the people.
A plastic bag filled with pink powder.
Whatever was inside the bag, as soon as the people saw it, they all turned toward it, scrambling for the bag.
- Get away! This is mine! 



	Dammit, you still won’t let this go?!



	Aah! My arm! My arm!
The number of bags was far fewer than the number of people in line, and the lack of supplies quickly led to violence.
Fists were thrown, and a fight broke out over the bags.
Punches, kicks, people tripping, grabbing, biting… it was total chaos, so much so that even the mobilized guards were horrified.
Amidst this chaos, the robed man turned his head toward Yeomyeong’s group. From beneath his heavily cloaked hood, a chilling voice echoed.
[Please come in, Dragon Slayer who killed Kahal Magdu. The master is waiting for you.]






 
    

  Chapter 249: Three Horns, Good Connection, Ill-Fated Connection, Dwarf (10)
* * *
The inside of the workshop resembled a hospital just as much as its exterior did.
Pristine white hallways, tightly shut patient rooms, and the sharp smell of medicine…
It was impossible to tell whether they had taken over an actual hospital or simply remodeled the place to look like one.
Either way, one thing was certain—the owner of this place had an extreme case of obsessive cleanliness.
…Not even a speck of dust.
Yeomyeong clicked his tongue as he looked around the hallway. Others might not notice, but as someone who had once worked as a janitor, he knew exactly how much effort it took to maintain this level of cleanliness.
This wasn’t just a matter of sweeping and wiping frequently.
To prevent dust from settling in wall crevices or grease from accumulating on door handles required nothing short of an abnormal level of obsession.
[Is something wrong?]
The robed man, who was leading the way, asked when he noticed Yeomyeong constantly looking around.
“It’s nothing. I was just surprised by how clean it is.”
Perhaps taking it as a compliment, the robed man let out a small chuckle.
[An alchemist’s skill is directly tied to cleanliness. It is an age-old tradition that dates back even before the Magic Tower was established in Hilaria.]
His statement sounded rather old-fashioned for what was essentially praise for his master. In an era where “alchemist” was practically synonymous with “pharmaceutical company employee,” the mention of tradition felt a little out of place.
“How do you manage the cleaning? It doesn’t seem like you’re using traditional methods.”
Yeomyeong asked as he noted the lack of broom or mop marks anywhere.
[You have sharp eyes. My master does not use traditional cleaning methods. Instead, she employs a special technique.]
“…A special technique.”
Yeomyeong closed his mouth. He didn’t know what that technique was, but he was certain it wasn’t something an ordinary janitor would typically use.
Anyway, as they continued walking, each hiding their own thoughts…
The robed man finally stopped in front of an iron door, located deep within the workshop. If this were a regular hospital, this would be where the consultation rooms were.
[Please wait here a moment. My master is in preparation.]
“…Preparation? Preparing for what?”
This time, it was the Saintess who spoke. She had remained silent ever since they entered the workshop, but now, she glanced between the door and the robed man with a suspicious look.
[You are an important guest. We do not simply receive such a guest without proper preparation.]
As if on cue, sounds began to emerge from beyond the door.
Something crashing, shattering, breaking apart.
It sounded like absolute chaos, but fortunately, the noise didn’t last long.
After about the same amount of time it would take the Saintess to bless a grenade and a gun, the door let out a creaking sound and slowly opened.
The view beyond the door was no different from the hallway—spotlessly white, without a single speck of dust.
The problem was that the space beyond the door was completely empty. There was no sign of the things that had made the earlier noise, and more importantly, not even a trace of the supposed master, the alchemist.
“What the hell?”
Just as the Saintess turned her head in confusion, her senses suddenly twisted.
Her vision warped slightly to the left and right, a sour strawberry scent tickled her nose, a sickly sweet taste flooded her mouth as if she had bitten into a lump of sugar, and even though Yeomyeong was right beside her, his footsteps sounded distant and muffled…
Upon looking over and seeing Seti stagger as well, the Saintess gritted her teeth.
She couldn’t believe this. After coming this far… It turned out to be a trap.
Instinctively, she tried to pull out her gun and fire, but before she could, Yeomyeong’s hand covered hers.
“Wait a moment, just take a break.”
For some reason, Yeomyeong’s voice pierced through the distorted senses and reached her. It felt as if, even in the midst of this distortion, he was perfectly fine.
This might have been a hallucination caused by the distortion, but Saintess obediently lowered her gun.
She trusted Yeomyeong and trusted her belief in him.
Of course, she didn’t forget to throw in one last remark.
“…The hospitality here is really shitty.”
* * *
The moment he stepped into the room, Yeomyeong could sense two things—the drug dispersed in the air, and the magic circle secretly at work.
Neither of them was a perilous trap, but the smell of the drug he had been inhaling as he walked through the corridor was a problem.
Was the smell poisonous from the start?
As if proving its meticulousness, the poison and magic worked in synergy, rushing through his blood vessels in an instant and intoxicating his entire nervous system.
If anyone other than Yeomyeong had been here, it would have been a sharp attack that would have been quite difficult to handle.
However, the one here was Yeomyeong.
He was so accustomed to having his senses cursed while fighting necromancers that he had learned to manipulate his own blood vessels with Blood Flow Acceleration.
His body detoxified the poison as it was being absorbed.
Soon after, a woman standing in the middle of a pure white room appeared in his sight.
Was she just out of college? The woman wore a white lab coat and had unrealistic deep pink hair and pink eyes.
“Already detoxified? Impressive. You are indeed a monster who killed Magdu.”
Yeomyeong couldn’t answer because he realized that the Saintess had suddenly raised a gun and aimed it at her own foot.
It was a situation where she could easily hurt herself.
No matter what the pink-haired woman was babbling, Yeomyeong first stopped the Saintess. Despite her senses being distorted, she unexpectedly followed his words without resistance.
She remained silent until the end, though.
“…The hospitality here is really shitty.”
At that, the pink-haired alchemist let out a small laugh.
“Is that your companion? That woman’s a piece of work, too. Almost like the previous Sain—”
Before she could finish her sentence, Yeomyeong drew a sword from his inventory and swung it.
Puhak— Her left ankle was severed, and blood splattered. It was in exactly the same spot as where the Saintess had planned to aim.
Despite losing her balance and collapsing to the ground, the alchemist still spoke with a grin.
“Oh, did I upset you? Sorry. But I think I can afford a little prank on the one who killed my frie—”
This time, it was the right ankle.
“Your temper… Well, you already know it’s not a deadly poiso—”
Next was the left arm. Her pristine white lab coat turned bright red before she finally shut her mouth.
The air was thick with the stench of blood.
After he carefully held and laid the two girls, who were in a state of confusion, down on the ground, the alchemist spoke again.
“Again, it’s just a prank. The poison will naturally detoxify in 10 minutes.”
“I don’t feel like playing around with someone like you.”
“…Is that so? It seems like we get along pretty well, especially when it comes to cleaning. But let’s not jump to conclusions just yet.”
The alchemist said that and picked up her severed left arm, which was lying on the floor.
She placed the arm on her shoulder, and as blood gushed out, the wound began to regenerate at a rapid speed.
It wasn’t as fast as the KGB’s Holy Relics or Dzhugashvili, but it was still beyond ordinary regeneration.
After regenerating her severed ankles in the same way, the alchemist dusted herself off and stood up.
“So then. Sir? Should I show you the evidence that you killed Magdu?”
Evidence? When Yeomyeong remained silent and just stared at her, she added.
“The number you called right in front of the workshop. That number was for Magdu alone. It swore to keep it until the day it died.”
“…”
“The fact that you have that number means… Magdu is dead, and it left it to you. Simple deduction, isn’t it?”
Yeomyeong shook the blood from his sword and responded.
“Did you call me Dragon Slayer earlier just to test me?”
The words were spoken by the robed man at the entrance. The alchemist shrugged, confirming his suspicion.
“There have been people tracking that number recently. It won’t hurt to be more careful, right?”
People tracking the number? Yeomyeong naturally thought of Sancho. Had he been traced back already?
Well, they weren’t a proper information guild, and expecting such finesse from a Knight Order that was now partly a gang was asking too much.
Regardless of Yeomyeong’s thoughts, the alchemist continued speaking.
“When you didn’t react much to the Dragon Slayer remark, I was sure. You killed Magdu and received this number from him. How is that possible? What exactly happened?”
Instead of explaining that Magdu’s physical demise and his soul’s end were different, Yeomyeong pulled a dragon’s heart from his inventory and said.
“Magdu died like the way Magdu would. That’s all.”
It was a short summary, but more than enough. Nothing could serve as better proof than the massive dragon’s heart in his hand.
“Like Magdu… That blockhead really died like a blockhead it is, huh? Ha, you must be strong enough for it to acknowledge you.”
The alchemist reached out and gently ran her hand over the dragon’s heart, as if mourning a lost friend.
Yeomyeong didn’t stop her. He didn’t know what kind of connection she had with Magdu, but he could at least give her time to grieve.
After she had enough time for mourning, the alchemist turned to Yeomyeong.
“What do you want me to do with this heart? What did Magdu tell you?”
“It said you would help me implant the dragon’s heart into my stomach.”
“…What?”
Her face twisted instantly as if something was terribly wrong with what he had said.
“Magdu’s heart is practically a factory producing twisted mana. You’re not even a necromancer—why implant it in your stomach? No, more importantly, why not just make it into a potion?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong showed her. He chanted the spell Magdu had left him, and his hand ignited, releasing a blue ghost fire.
“Tuskegee’s Ghost Fire? You are a necromancer? No, that’s not it…”
The mana of the World Tree, sleeping within his veins, flared up along with the ghost fire, which consumed his entire right hand.
Realizing something, the alchemist clapped her hands and immediately grabbed Yeomyeong’s left wrist.
Then, she abruptly infused mana into him to inspect his blood vessels. It was very rude that losing her head wouldn’t have been surprising if it had been any other superhuman instead of Yeomyeong.
After examining his blood vessels, her expression hardened.
“What the hell are you? Are you the World Tree’s husband or something?”
“…”
“There’s a limit to how much elixir one can take. Your veins are stuffed full of World Tree mana. Do you even know how much this is worth? Like this, you can’t even drink a common folk herb potion, let alone handle a dragon’s heart.”
In other words, his body was so saturated with elixirs that, to take in more, he would have to change his physical form entirely.
Yeomyeong didn’t deny it. He was well aware of his condition.
“Implant the heart in your stomach to extract twisted mana, and at the same time, increase your total mana capacity in a way that doesn’t rely on elixirs… Definitely sounds like something a power-obsessed dragon would come up with.”
Saying that, the alchemist released Yeomyeong’s wrist and stood up.
“Alright. I’ll help. But it’s going to be expensive.”
“A fee? You’re putting a price on a friend’s final request?”
“A friend is a friend, and a job is a job. You know what I’ve learned after living this long? Never do what you’re good at for free.”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t reply and instead turned his head to check on the Saintess and Seti.
Just as the alchemist had said, the two were slowly recovering from their sensory distortion.
That was a relief. If she had lied, there would’ve been no stomach transplant—just her death.
Looking back at the alchemist, Yeomyeong spoke.
“I’ll pay whatever the fee is. And one more thing—I have a personal request.”
“A request? Just in case you forgot, you can’t take any more elixirs.”
“Not an elixir. It’s about artificial lifeforms.”
“…Artificial lifeforms?”
As the saying goes, showing something once was better than a hundred words. Once again, Yeomyeong immediately took out the Egg Ghost from his inventory.
With a soft thud, the hollow egg-shaped head and the headless body fell onto the pristine white floor.
“Holy Molly…”
The alchemist examined the hollowed-out skull with an intrigued expression. When she retrieved the circuit chip and the cultivated liver inside, she let out a short exclamation of admiration.
“This… This is incredible. The fusion of cutting-edge Earth technology and alchemy… I never even imagined something like this.”
“Is that all you figured out?”
“No, no. I’ll need to study the circuit chip and the flesh in detail. This brain-like piece of meat is probably—”
“Not a brain. It’s a cultivated liver.”
“…A liver??”
The alchemist, her face full of shock, examined the flesh again before furrowing her brows.
“If you eat a superhuman’s liver, you’ll become a superhuman… Earthians really love their superstitions.”
Clicking her tongue, she called out to the robed man waiting outside the door.
“Take this to Room 1.”
[Understood.]
“And don’t even think about tasting it. Toss it straight into the tank. We don’t know if it’ll come back to life.”
[…]
Looking slightly frightened, the robed man quickly gathered the Egg Ghost’s corpse and hurried out of the room.
Watching him disappear down the pristine white corridor, the alchemist spoke again.
“I won’t charge you for that. Honestly, I’d pay you to let me research it because it’s interesting.”
“Do as you like.”
“Why are you so fickle? Come on, let’s act like adults, shall we?”
Unable to see through his Blood Tears Illusion, the alchemist seemed to have mistaken Yeomyeong for a middle-aged man.
It was only natural. Not only was the illusion powerful, but she likely hadn’t even considered that there could be another disguise beneath the mask.
“Come to think of it, we haven’t introduced ourselves yet.”
The alchemist opened the conversation, staring intently at Yeomyeong, expecting him to introduce himself first. However, he coolly replied.
“The one who brings it up goes first.”
“You… aren’t very popular with women, are you?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer. Instead, he looked at the two girls still recovering from their poisoning—Seti and the Saintess, both wearing the faces of middle-aged people.
Realizing her mistake, the alchemist corrected herself.
“Let me rephrase that. You’re not very popular with young women, are you?”
“…”
How did someone like this end up as Kahal Magdu’s friend? Wouldn’t it make more sense if she was best buds with Mara instead?
Regardless of Yeomyeong’s doubts, the alchemist cleared her throat and introduced herself.
“I am the last true alchemist of this era, the master of all cochineal insects—Rashik.”
* * *
Her introduction was exaggerated and absurd, but Yeomyeong didn’t laugh.
More precisely, he couldn’t laugh.
The moment he heard the name Rashik, a certain alias struck his mind like lightning.
The Maggot Princess.
An enemy of the “protagonist” from the author’s notes in the Academy.
In the story, the Maggot Princess appears on the first day of the protagonist’s second year.
A terrorist who poisoned the entire Academy—voted by readers as the worst villain.
She even tried to drug the heroine right in front of the protagonist, ruining their relationship.
…
Encountering someone directly tied to fate for the first time in a while, Yeomyeong hesitated to speak.
Should he kill her here? But was it right to kill someone for a fate that hadn’t yet come to pass?
As he wrestled with his unsettling thoughts, Rashik spoke again.
“Hey? I gave you my name. Now it’s your turn.”
“…”
Yeomyeong clenched and unclenched his fist as he stared into those unreal pink eyes.
The distance was so short that it wouldn’t even take a second to draw his sword from the inventory and slash her neck.
Truth and lies, future and present, all swirled in his mind in that brief instant.
However…
Yeomyeong has no intention of expressing that concern through his sword. He had no intention of surrendering to fate, nor would he spill blood over a future that had yet to arrive.
Clenching his fist, he finally spoke.
“My name is Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…?”
Rashik’s expression twisted slightly. It was a name she knew well.
“…The Dragon Liberator? No, wait, he’s just a student. Are you a namesake? It must be a hassle to have the same name as someone famous.”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t bother correcting her misunderstanding. Let her think what she wanted.
“By the way, do you have an alias or anything? Earthians love that stuff, don’t they? One-Man Army, Star Entrails, that kind of thing.”
“I don’t.”
“The one who has killed Kahal Magdu has no title? That’s kind of shocking. Or… is that just how the world works?”
Mumbling to herself, Rashik pulled out a notebook and pen from her bloodstained lab coat. The notebook was pristine, untouched by blood—perhaps thanks to a good lining.
“Alright then, Cheon Yeomyeong? Let’s settle the bill. Material costs will be significant. Transportation fees… eh, everything’s from the black market anyway, so that’s fine.”
Rashik suddenly shifted gears, scribbling down calculations.
Something about Starbloom Flowers, something about King’s Peak…
Writing down item after item and their prices, she finally tore out the densely filled page and handed it to Yeomyeong.
He took the paper and read it without objection. He had come prepared to empty his entire fortune—yet surprisingly, the cost wasn’t as high as he expected.
However, at the very bottom, one phrase caught his eye: [Labor Fee Not Included].
“…Labor fee?”
“Oh, that. It’s practically free.”
“Didn’t you say you never do what you’re good at for free?”
“I said practically free. Not completely free.”
After shaking her finger in response to him, Rashik beckoned him closer with a mysterious expression.
“You… must have come from a good lineage, huh?”
“What?”
“If Magdu acknowledged you that much, you can’t be just any ordinary superhuman. And judging by how much of the World Tree’s fragment you’ve consumed, you must be rich too, huh?”
“…”
Could she be asking for blood? Yeomyeong furrowed his brows slightly but thought he could spare that much.
However, the next words that came out of Rashik’s mouth were far beyond what he had expected.
“As a fee for my work, I need… exactly 30ml of your semen. Not more, not less. How about it?”
“…?”
What? Semen? Yeomyeong furrowed his brows in disgust as he scanned the price list, and just as their eyes met, Rashik looked at him confidently.
Bang!
A bullet flew from behind Yeomyeong and pierced Rashik’s thigh.
“Arrghhh!”
Unlike Yeomyeong’s clean cuts, the blessed bullet that pierced Rashik’s thigh caused her to roll on the floor, clutching the wound.
Wounds inflicted by a blessed weapon couldn’t be regenerated immediately. Yeomyeong, remembering the Maggot Princess’s weakness, turned his head indifferently.
As expected, the Saintess, who still hadn’t recovered from the poison, was blowing on the revolver’s muzzle.
When their eyes met, the Saintess shrugged her trembling shoulders and said.
“You know, right? I’ve got that sickness.”
“…The kind of sickness where you want to shoot someone every time you see a bastard?”
“Yeah, I think it’s incurable.”
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* * *
Unable to heal the wound, Rashik, who had her femoral artery pierced, screamed in a mix of curses, calling her a mad priest.
The Saintess responded by raising her middle finger, and the Alchemist, cursing profusely, took out a large syringe and stabbed it into her thigh.
As the red liquid in the syringe entered her veins, the bleeding quickly stopped. It was likely a mixture of a military-grade rapid hemostatic agent and a healing potion.
“Ugh… A bullet blessed by Mordak? What kind of crazy woman are you?”
“No matter how crazy I am, it wouldn’t be crazier than a certain madwoman would poison her guest right off the bat.”
As Rashik growled, the Saintess lightly retorted. The Alchemist glared at the Saintess with her pink eyes flashing.
“No, this situation is different! I poisoned you for safety reasons, but you just—”
Unfortunately for Rashik, her words didn’t go any further. The Saintess casually fiddled with the safety pin of a grenade.
The gesture clearly warned that if Rashik kept talking, she’d be blown up.
Yeomyeong chuckled in disbelief and approached Seti, who had just opened her eyes.
“Are you okay?”
“…?”
Seti stared at Yeomyeong blankly, then reached out as if checking something and lightly touched his face.
Her hands, though calloused, were delicate and beautiful, brushing across his forehead, nose, and cheek in succession.
“…I had a nightmare.”
“A nightmare?”
Was it not just the poison? Should he use an antidote now? Yeomyeong had that thought, but before he could act, Seti suddenly stood up.
Both the Saintess, who still hadn’t detoxified, and Rashik, who was glaring at the grenade, were stunned as she moved.
“What? How did you detox?”
Just as the Alchemist had said, Seti had finished detoxifying and casually flipped her disheveled hair back.
Cracking her neck, she clenched her fists and strode toward Rashik.
Sensing something was wrong, Rashik stammered out a defense.
“U-um… I didn’t poison you with bad intentio—”
“That’s fine. The way the world works, right? The one who gets hit is the one who’s at fault.”
Cutting off the Alchemist’s words, Seti hesitated for a moment, then asked in a soft voice.
“…You sell drugs, don’t you? The drug peddler who turns everything into strawberry-flavored medicine.”
Drug peddler. That was one of the most insulting things you could call an Alchemist, and Rashik couldn’t deny it.
Seti’s cold, menacing gaze from above was enough to make anyone shudder.
“W-well… I do make medicine for the money…”
Rashik desperately gave Yeomyeong a pleading glance, silently asking for help.
However, Yeomyeong was more curious as to why Seti was suddenly acting this way, and he thought Rashik had it coming. So, he just folded his arms and watched Seti handle it.
Then, Seti picked up a hammer… No, realizing it was too much, she pulled out the bicorn’s horn and said.
“So, you sell aphrodisiacs, too?”
“…A-aphrodisiac?”
“It doesn’t matter what you call it. Stimulants, Viagra… You made it, right?”
“…”
Rashik blinked, looking as tense as a soldier facing a minefield, before cautiously answering.
“That’s something any alchemist can make. I made it too, but I haven’t sold it yet…’
As soon as she mentioned making it, Seti swung the bicorn’s horn.
Rashik recoiled in horror, but the flash of lightning from the body of Uragan struck her forehead without missing.
Thwack! With a crisp sound, Rashik’s vision was drowned in darkness.
* * *
Rashik groggily opened her eyes through the pain of a terrible headache.
If she wasn’t a mage with body modifications, she would’ve been certain her skull had cracked from the blow.
“Ugh…”
She couldn’t move her tongue properly from the impact. She struggled to reach into her pocket for a recovery syringe.
But no matter how much she searched, the syringe was nowhere to be found. Where had it gone?
As she was about to get up, irritated, someone placed the syringe in her hand.
She automatically assumed it was her subordinate who had tactfully handed it to her.
Rashik immediately jabbed the syringe into her arm. The special recovery drug swiftly flowed through her veins, clearing her head a bit.
“Ugh…”
After a brief moment, the effects of the medicine began to push the headache away, and she finally managed to open her eyes.
And the first thing she saw wasn’t her damned subordinate or the clean workshop she maintained.
“…?”
It was a nightmare-like golden pair of eyes.
What? She had definitely been on Earth, hadn’t she? Rashik rubbed her eyes in shock.
Through her slightly clearer vision, she saw a familiar young man sitting in the laboratory chair, looking down at her.
“Um… Who are you?”
The young man didn’t answer but lightly touched his own face. Suddenly, the familiar sun mask she had encountered before, along with the middle-aged face hidden beneath it, flashed into her mind.
“…”
The man who killed Magdu.
The man restored his face to the youthful one from before, as if it had always been his original face, before speaking.
“How’s your head?”
“Ugh… Of course, it fucking hurts.”
“…”
“But more importantly, what the hell was that? How can you change your face like that? You can create a mask and a face illusion at the same time?”
The young man with the golden eyes, Yeomyeong, replied with a cryptic “trade secret.”
Rashik, who was about to curse him out, suddenly remembered what happened just before she passed out.
“…Were the other two women’s faces fake too?”
“See for yourself.”
Yeomyeong said, then turned his head slightly to the back. Rashik unconsciously followed his gaze.
She saw two young girls wandering around her beloved secret workshop, filled with experimental tools, alchemical materials, and a large refrigerator.
In front of the potion fridge, a girl wearing an eye patch was rifling through potions, while a black-haired girl with a list of ingredients was pulling out alchemical materials from the reagent fridge.
Rashik stared blankly at the scene of her workshop being raided. It felt unreal.
The first visitor to her workshop—a place she had never allowed anyone to enter—was a thief?
“…What the hell? How did you get in here?”
This workshop was nothing less than a secret warehouse hidden deep beneath the hospital building, concealed through layers upon layers. Even the exterior, designed to resemble a hospital, was all part of the effort to keep this place hidden…
Yeomyeong answered casually as if it were no big deal.
“I found a filthy area. Figured it was a secret passage.”
“You found it by tracing the remnants? Are you some kind of janitor? What is this… Ah, whatever. Let’s say you found the passage by accident, but how did you open the door?”
“I have a master key.”
Rashik’s expression twisted as she threw the empty syringe at Yeomyeong and muttered.
“If you don’t want to tell me, just say so. What’s with the ‘master key’ nonsense?”
Yeomyeong caught the empty syringe but neither confirmed nor denied it.
He just sat heavily in his chair, quietly keeping company with her until the two girls finished ransacking the workshop.
“So, why did you ask for that?”
“That?”
“…Labor fee.”
Yeomyeong made a gentle attempt at a roundabout way of saying it, but Rashik openly spoke the word.
“Ah, semen? There’s no big reason. I was just thinking of trying to make a homunculus.”
“…?”
Yeomyeong had already expected this answer, but hearing it directly still felt different. He frowned.
“What’s so surprising? It’s no different from sperm donation that Earthians do all the time.”
“Are you crazy?”
“Oh, are you one of those people who care about bloodlines or family? It’s quite surprising. In an era where all sorts of mutts are running wild.”
“…”
“French spies stealing the semen of famous mages, fallen nobles selling themselves on Earth to breed…”
Rashik’s blunt, almost vulgar words made Yeomyeong shake his head. He had always felt uncomfortable having these kinds of conversations with women.
“People aren’t livestock, don’t use something like ‘breed’…”
“But it’s true, isn’t it? If you’re not from that eunuch Margrave or royalty’s bloodline, then you’re a mixed breed. Even the Saintess of the Five Gods is also half-breed.”
Bang!
A bullet barely grazed Rashik’s pink hair.
If it had been just a finger-width further right, it would have pierced her head.
“FUCK! This crazy bitch seri—”
Just as Rashik was about to shout, she locked eyes with the girl wearing a blindfold and immediately shut her mouth.
She didn’t notice when she only saw the girl’s side profile, but facing her head-on, she was now certain. The crazy gunslinger standing before her was…
“…Saintess?”
“Yep, I’m the Saintess. Now, say it again. What’s wrong with mixed breeds or mongrels?”
“…”
In front of her stood the Saintess who ran away from the academy. The girl had shot her and even threatened her with a grenade.
Rashik’s mind, struggling to process the surreal situation, belatedly caught the important realization.
“…Dragon Liberator, so you are that Cheon Yeomyeong?”
Looking back at Yeomyeong, she spoke, and he shrugged lightly.
A silent confirmation.
Rashik glanced between the Saintess and Yeomyeong before leaning in slightly and whispering into his ear.
“I’m glad you’re younger than I thought. No matter what, younger ones work better. I’ll take just half of what I originally asked for, 15ml.”
“…”
At that moment, Yeomyeong almost regretted revealing his face. However, it wasn’t time for regret yet.
Regret could come later after all the carefully prepared talks had completely fallen apart.
He took a deep breath, watching the Saintess rummaging through the workshop again, and then said.
“Sorry, but you’re not getting even a single hair from me.”
“Not a single hair? Why? Do you have a wife or something like that?”
“Yeah.”
The straightforward answer made Seti and the Saintess flinch and look at Yeomyeong simultaneously, unable to hide their admiration and embarrassment.
In contrast, Rashik’s reaction was not dramatic. She sat cross-legged, resting her elbows on her knees and propping her chin as she spoke.
“Oh, is that so? In that case… I’ll take money for it. No more, no less, just exactly ten million dollars.”
“…”
“Since you all took my potions and materials without permission, the freshness has decreased, so you’ll also need to compensate for that.”
The price was steep for a sample of semen, but Yeomyeong didn’t get angry. He simply quietly pulled out Mountain Tear from his inventory.
A sword forged with blood and hatred by dwarven artisans.
Seeing the mustard-colored gleam of the blade, Rashik smirked and said.
“Violence? I’m sorry, but that won’t work anymore. I’m the only alchemist who can implant the dragon’s heart imbued with twisted mana, and you can’t kill me.”
Rashik might have been speaking confidently, but Yeomyeong stared intently into her pink eyes and replied.
“Do you know what decides whether an encounter becomes a good or ill-fated connection?”
“…Who knows.”
“The answer is people. People decide whether it’s a good or ill-fated connection.”
“…”
Rashik narrowed her eyes at the sudden philosophical question.
“This sword symbolizes the good connection the dwarves gave me.”
At the mention of dwarves, Rashik examined the sword again. Moments later, she swallowed down the shock rising to the tip of her chin. A sword made entirely of mana metal—so ten million dollars wasn’t just nonsense.
Yeomyeong gently stroked the sword’s blade and continued.
“This sword carries the dwarves’ thirst for revenge against the communists and Stalin. It’s obvious, but they hope that their connection with me will lead to vengeance.”
“…They’re putting that much meaning into a sword? They are truly such a shrewd race.”
Despite her words, there was something in Rashik’s eyes that betrayed an emotion she couldn’t hide.
The sincerity behind revealing the sword and his original face had sparked some expectation in her.
Yeomyeong didn’t know if that emotion was the one he wanted, so he paused for a brief moment.
A short silence.
Before the silence could stretch further, Yeomyeong spoke the final words he had prepared.
“Try tying your connection to me.”
“…”
“Maggot Princess.”
Rashik didn’t laugh, nor did she seem flustered. She just glared at Yeomyeong with a ferociously contorted face.
“…Who the hell are you, really?”
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Apprentice, do you know what’s the first thing to do when you need to correct something wrong?
Is it to find what’s wrong?
No, it’s to admit that something is wrong.
『Excerpt from the British Museum Collection - Stele for a Young Dragon』
* * *
All progress comes with sacrifice.
In her memory, there was a sign at the entrance of the Tuskegee Institute that read this motto.
She wasn’t sure whether the motto reflected the research director’s dark sense of humor or was a candid confession of reality.
However, the research director perished in flames under the dragon’s hatred, and the motto remained only in her memory.
* * *
The first memory she could recall was the giant surgical saw coming toward her.
Her body, numb from anesthesia, didn’t feel any pain, but sometimes, there were things more terrifying than pain.
She could easily tell the surgical saw was cutting into her abdomen.
However, she didn’t realize that her liver, deep inside her belly, was being replaced with that of a giant, monstrous insect.
Soon after, a rejection reaction caused her nerves and heart to go into spasms. The researchers performing the surgery injected hormones as if it were nothing.
Then, once her gallbladder was replaced by that of the monster’s, her young body stopped resisting.
Please save me.
The researchers predicted that the substitute organs would give her the abilities of the monster.
Please save me.
If the results were good, they could mass-produce superhumans ahead of the commies.
Please save me.
The doctor wearing glasses inserted a syringe into her neck and said.
No, you have to survive.
She didn’t understand what that meant, so she kept thinking.
What does surviving mean?
And she kept thinking even after they sealed her split-open belly and placed her into a tank full of stabilizers.
* * *
She was a princess.
A princess because she was the only successful experiment amidst countless failures. Yet, she was a princess, not a queen, because the result was far from satisfactory.
The maggot princess.
That was the first name she received.
* * *
The first murder she remembered was a battle with another test subject. Unlike her, this one had limbs replaced instead of organs.
He was a perfected subject, able to strike with his claws even from 10 meters away, but he wasn’t a superhuman. His claws were meaningless in front of a swarm of maggots covering her body.
As he wheezed, the director in a white lab coat approached.
She said she couldn’t do it, even before being given an order.
The director didn’t heed her plea. After all, every progress requires sacrifice.
There was no such thing as an inevitable sacrifice. If success was not achieved, it simply meant there had not been enough sacrifice.
* * *
She didn’t know what a “commie” was.
She simply thought it was like calling a dark-skinned person “blackie”—that it referred to people with red skin.
But whatever a “commie” was, she hated them. Because whenever they succeeded at something, the research facility went into chaos.
They sent a human to outer space first. They created the first Earthian superhuman. First, first, first…
Those Soviet bastards have obtained the regenerative abilities of the monsters.
Thus, she had become a failure.
* * *
She survived until puberty.
The reason was simple—they had invested too much time and resources to discard her.
However, she only avoided being discarded, yet she no longer held value to them.
Even the researchers who regularly extracted her bile ignored her now. The facility’s attention had already shifted to another princess—a pearl-colored egg, far larger than a human body, incomparably more beautiful than the filthy floors of the research facility.
The Egg Princess.
* * *
She loved her new sister. She had to—otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to endure.
The Egg Princess was the only being in the world she could feel a connection with.
A sister who was pricked with needles and tortured by researchers every day.
She did anything she could for her sister.
She endured the large hose stuck into her stomach to extract bile, and she endured being stabbed for monster tissue samples.
The most memorable effort was fighting the “bad people” who tried to infiltrate and target her sister.
She protected her sister until her body was crushed beyond repair.
The research director was pleased to find her dying, as her maggots had killed a superhuman.
* * * 
After that day, a special lesson was added to her daily routine—assassination with maggots.
The research director told her that if she killed just two high-ranking Soviet officials, they could recover the money invested in her.
And if they secured new funding, they could wake her sleeping sister, he whispered.
She didn’t know what funding or the Soviet Union was, but she readily fell for the research director’s temptation.
Because having her sister be born was a good thing.
* * *
She was given a false identity and sent outside the research facility, but she was still the Maggot Princess.
She killed many people.
Three revolutionaries in Cuba, one politician in Chile, seven reactionaries in Ecuador, three supply officers in Hilaria.
However, the research director did not keep his promise.
The Egg Princess still did not wake. Only the number of needle marks on her smooth shell increased.
* * * 
The memory of that day was drenched in the smell of blood.
The blood of soldiers, the blood of researchers, the blood of test subjects.
A researcher, engulfed by maggots, flailed his arms and cursed her.
You betray the nation that fed and raised you! Aren’t you asham—Aaaagh!
She moved countless maggots to seal his mouth shut. His accusations were meaningless.
She had no nation.
She had only a sister.
Maggots swarmed through the filthy corridors of the research facility. The soldiers, armed with mere guns, were no match.
As she had been taught, she killed, and killed, and killed.
She felt neither guilt nor the satisfaction of revenge.
Every endeavor required sacrifice, and her sister’s right to be born was more important than their right to live.
As soon as she arrived at the central research chamber where her sister was, a voice thundered through the corridor.
Filthy insect bitch, you should’ve been disposed of ages ago.
The Security Chief—the superhuman protector of the facility.
Kill the princess first! Just like the Hive Queen, if you take out the core, the maggots are nothing!
There weren’t just one or two superhumans—there were three. They charged into the swarm of maggots with full confidence.
But she didn’t care.
* * * 
The Maggot Princess crawled along the floor—only her left arm out of her limbs remained.
As her blood trailed across the ground, she looked up at her sister, encased in thick security and experimental equipment.
And she cried.
She cried because she was too late. She cried as she stared at the punctured egg.
She cried for the sister who would never be born. She cried because she was the only one left to mourn a sister who had no form.
You crazy bitch. You did this all just because of a damn egg?
Having burned all the maggots to ashes, the Security Chief ground his teeth as he approached her.
Losing two well-raised superhumans had left him seething with rage.
If I’d known, I would’ve taught you basic science first. Any idiot knows an egg that’s lost its internal nutrients can’t hatch. You stupid bitch.
He stomped on her head, pressing down slowly, as if to let her savor the approach of death.
Instead of fearing death, the Maggot Princess spent her last moments apologizing to her sister.
And she kept apologizing—until the colossal skeletal dragon descended upon the research facility.
* * *
…Pushing aside the scattered memories that surfaced, Rashik stared at Yeomyeong.
How the hell did he know the name “Maggot Princess”? No matter how hard she thought, she couldn’t understand.
Was he someone connected to the Tuskegee research? That couldn’t be. He wasn’t American.
And there was even less of a chance that Kahal Magdu had told him old stories.
Dragons guarded their words as fiercely as their pride.
“…Stop stalling and answer me. Where did you hear the name ‘Maggot Princess’?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer right away.
He quietly looked down at his sword as if organizing his thoughts, then placed a light hand on the blade before speaking.
“Why traditional alchemy, of all things? If you are after money and fame, wouldn’t it have been better to join a modern pharmaceutical company?”
The response had nothing to do with her question, but Rashik couldn’t call it out.
Because the next words that followed stabbed straight into her heart.
“If I had to guess… Kahal Magdu couldn’t revive its daughter through necromancy. After all, something that was never born in the first place can’t be brought back to life.”
“…”
“But with alchemy? Who knows. Just like homunculus can be created from a man’s semen, maybe a new life could be made from a small trace.”
The moment Yeomyeong finished speaking, Rashik instinctively summoned the maggots.
And in the next instant, the countless maggots that had been sleeping for decades beneath the underground black market, below the underground workshop, all awoke at the princess’s call.
Immediately, her long-dormant assassin’s brain kicked into gear. But against the man who had killed Kahal Magdu, she saw no path to victory.
What about assassination? Impossible. As long as the Saintess was present, the poison maggots were nothing more than a swarm of ordinary maggots.
She might be able to leave an indelible wound.
However, in return, everything she had worked for to revive her sister would be reduced to nothing.
“…Fuck.”
Rashik’s fist trembled with rage as she glared at Yeomyeong. Gold flickered in her pink eyes, tainted by the monster’s bile.
Golden eyes—just like those of the unknown swordsman who had tracked her from beyond the Dimensional Portal.
“Your guess is… disgustingly accurate. Should I give you a round of applause?”
“No.”
“…Then let’s go back to the beginning. How exactly did you find out about me?”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong turned slightly to look at the Saintess. What? What about the Saintess?
Rashik’s eyebrows furrowed as Yeomyeong whispered softly.
“The Saintess can see the future.”
“…”
“A year from now, you’ll join forces with the Church of the Apocalypse and raid Lord Howe Academy, introducing yourself as ‘Maggot Princess.’”
What kind of nonsense was this? Rashik licked her lips to cool her overheated mind. However, Yeomyeong continued speaking.
“For the rest of it… I just pieced it together from the way you insist on demanding my semen, the workshop with the homunculus creation equipment, and… this.”
Yeomyeong held up a small notebook—her research journal.
Rashik slightly pulled her head back.
“Did you grope the unconscious woman’s body?”
“…Not me. The Saintess.”
“…”
It was an unbelievable statement, but the world often works in ways that defy belief. After all, wasn’t the Saintess right here stealing?
Yeomyeong cleared his throat quietly and spoke.
“It’s hard to believe, right?”
“…Is my belief even important in this situation?”
“It is. Like I said before, I hope this meeting leads to a good connection.”
Yeomyeong’s tone was soft. It wasn’t the relaxed confidence of a stronger person but the self-assuredness that he could persuade her.
Rashik narrowed her eyes.
Having lived most of her life as a lab rat, assassin, and illegal alchemist, she couldn’t easily believe Yeomyeong’s words.
“Are you really serious with that cringy talk?”
Yeomyeong tilted his eyebrow slightly.
“Cringy, you said? I meant it seriously.”
“…?”
An awkward and somewhat absurd silence ensued.
The silence stretched on, but Rashik couldn’t find any signs of deceit from Yeomyeong.
Was he really sincere? Did such a freak also exist?
“…Just a moment ago, I poisoned you, and you cut off my limbs.”
“That’s right.”
“That’s right? What the hell? Even now, you guys are still robbing my workshop!”
Rashik shouted, and the Saintess, who had been packing potions into sacks, glanced back at her. Her expression was one of indifference.
Yeomyeong shrugged his shoulders.
“I’ll pay you when I leave. We’re just shopping around.”
“…”
“…Really.”
As Yeomyeong said this, he slightly clenched his palm, and a gold coin popped out from between his fingers.
Rashik rubbed her forehead. From start to finish, it felt like she had only been dragged along towards the direction he wanted.
No, could it be that this whole situation was planned from the beginning?
What a shitty situation.
She felt resentful toward Magdu, who left its heart with a guy like this. A damn skeletal dragon who lived however it wanted until it died.
“Ugh, I really don’t get it… Do you seriously trust me?”
“I want to believe.”
Right now, he was saying he didn’t trust her. On the contrary, that statement weighed heavily on Rashik’s heart.
“…Ha.”
With a deep sigh, she stopped the approaching maggots and covered her face with both hands.
“…This is fucked up.”
“…”
“The fact that I’m shaken by all this is so fucked up.” ”
Yeomyeong smiled quietly. Rashik growled as she saw the smile through the gaps in her fingers.
“Hey, how old are you?”
“…What?”
“Don’t Koreans care about age? I’ve probably been around twice as long as you, so why do you keep speaking informally to me?”
“…”
“Don’t talk informally and call me ‘big sister,’ damn it.”
Looking at Yeomyeong, who blinked in disbelief, Rashik was finally sure she had delivered a successful blow.
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* * *
Beyond the Dimensional Portal, like all of Asha’s technologies, traditional alchemy had been broken down and absorbed into modern science.
Biology, organic chemistry, pharmacy, pharmacology…
Among these, the most commonly utilized field was, without a doubt, pharmaceuticals.
Bio-pharmaceutical companies were so desperate to recruit alchemists that the term “modern alchemist” had become synonymous with “pharmaceutical company employee.”
So, what were those who still called themselves traditional alchemists in this era called?
“…Don’t you think calling me a drug peddler is a bit harsh?”
Rashik spoke while sorting through the potions the Saintess had shopped(?) for. It seemed she was still bitter about Seti calling her a drug peddler before she passed out.
“Then what should I call you? An illegal liquid medicine manufacturer?”
At that moment, Seti responded as she placed down a large sack.
Unlike the potions the Saintess had eagerly gathered, Seti’s sack contained medicinal herbs and samples needed for Yeomyeong’s procedures.
“Or should I call you a drug dealer?”
There was a sharp edge to her words. Did she resent being poisoned that much? Rashik averted her gaze and tried to explain.
“No, I’m not a drug dealer. Who do you think you’re calling a junkie?”
“You didn’t sell drugs?”
“…I did, but you can’t even call what I make drugs. It’s less addictive than cigarettes or alcohol, you know?”
Yeomyeong frowned at the ridiculous excuse. The line of people waiting at the workshop’s entrance came to mind.
The Saintess, seemingly thinking of the same thing, spun her revolver and sneered.
“So those people lined up in front of your workshop weren’t there for drugs, but for seasoning?”
“Ah, those people? Uh… oh, right. I do sell seasonings, too. Strawberry-flavored additives. I supply the biggest cheesecake and milkshake shops in Chica—”
Rashik trailed off. The three of them were staring at her with identical deadpan expressions.
Realizing she needed a better excuse, Rashik finally spoke the truth.
“…It’s not like I wanted to sell drugs. In a cesspool, those who stay clean become targets. If you want to survive in the black market, you have to get your hands dirty. This is just one of the unspoken rules in this damn place.”
Yeomyeong casually tossed a pouch of gold onto the table and replied.
“So, in the end, it’s all about money.”
“Well, yeah, if you put it like that… isn’t money at the root of most problems in the world?”
Rashik admitted it without hesitation. To create homunculus, she needed money. And as a fugitive and a traditional alchemist being hunted by the government, her ways of making money were extremely limited.
In that short conversation, Yeomyeong understood Rashik’s circumstances. But he neither sympathized with her nor pitied her.
Instead, he proposed a practical solution.
“So, if you had a wealthy sponsor, you’d stop making drugs?”
“…What, are you gonna sponsor me? Sorry, little brother, but no matter how rich you are, it won’t be enough. My research is a bottomless money pit. Unless you can hook me up with a billionaire or something.”
Rashik spoke as if she had already given up. But in contrast, the two girls reacted as if they had just heard an amusing joke or stumbled upon an unexpected solution.
“…?”
What’s with this atmosphere? Rashik tilted her head in confusion. The Saintess, grinning, spoke up.
“That’s actually a pretty good idea. Yeomyeong was supposed to get introduced to an elixir merchant through Darulma anyway, right? Let’s just ask him to take her on exclusively.”
Seti quickly added on.
“In this situation, Darulma won’t refuse, and Rashik is pretty good for a drug peddler… Not bad. I’m all for it.”
Listening quietly to the two of them murmuring among themselves, Rashik furrowed her brows at the word “Darulma.”
“Darulma? Darulma Dune?”
That was really the name of a chaebol dwarf. Rashik asked with half a feeling of disbelief, half a feeling of hope.
“Hey, kid… are you some kind of secret mercenary for the dwarf billionaire? Are you here to catch the Red Star or whatever his name is?”
It was a pretty serious question, but the Saintess burst into laughter. A loud, carefree laugh that was hard to believe came from someone called a Saintess.
* * *
“Twelve special recovery potions, five restorative ointments, five anesthetics, five combat stimulants, eight stabilizers…”
While counting the potions the Saintess had brought, Rashik stopped for a moment when she noticed a cleverly hidden vial.
Inside, a terrifying pink mana swirled around the potion.
The name of the potion was “Elephant,” commonly known as an aphrodisiac.
“…”
Rashik subtly raised her gaze to look at the Saintess. Even though she wore a blindfold, the Saintess was blatantly avoiding her gaze.
…That girl clearly knew what she was buying.
“Seven circulation support potions.”
After quickly passing over the potions, Rashik found another similar one. This time, it was a female-use drug called “Mantis.”
…
Having faced the darker side of the world many times, even Rashik couldn’t help but be shocked. The Saintess was secretly buying aphrodisiacs.
Ah, it turns out I haven’t seen all the darker side of the world.
She tried to ignore the truth. She couldn’t miss the chance to connect with someone who had a real billionaire sponsor and had slain a dragon.
However, seeing how quickly the Saintess packed the vials as fast as she drew a gun, Rashik couldn’t help but rub her temple.
“Is something wrong?”
At that moment, Yeomyeong asked, his expression devoid of any ulterior motives.
“…It’s nothing. It’s just that facing the contradiction between innate animal instincts and social responsibility is messing with my head.”
“…?”
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow, as if to say, “What nonsense is that?” and then changed the subject.
“So, how long will it take to implant the dragon’s heart into my stomach?”
“If you keep not calling me ‘big sister,’ it’ll take about a week. If you call me ‘big sister,’ it’ll take about a day.”
“…”
A brief silence filled in. Just as Yeomyeong was about to say “sis—” in a small voice, Rashik interrupted him.
“A day will be enough. How quickly the heart adapts to the body depends on you.”
“…How long does it usually take?”
“To settle in a heart the size of a thumbnail, about two months?”
“…”
“For a complete heart transplant, since it’s my first time, I’m not exactly sure, but I’d guess about 10 years?”
Ten years. Faced with a much longer time than expected, Yeomyeong showed a slightly disappointed expression. Rashik patted his shoulder and spoke.
“Don’t worry too much. Little brother, ten years will fly by. We’re still young, right?”
“…We?”
It was a short but intense response. Rashik barely resisted the urge to smack Yeomyeong’s head.
She felt ashamed for bringing up the difference in life experience, and besides, if he got a comeback, she’d be the only one at a loss.
Anyway, she glanced back and forth between the Saintess and Seti, who now had a much fuller backpack, before continuing in a very small voice.
“…Little brother, between that scary girl and the Saintess, which one is your ‘this’?”
Rashik said this while clenching her fist and sliding her thumb between her index and middle fingers.
The gesture was so blatant that whispering was meaningless.
Before Yeomyeong could even respond, the Saintess reacted.
“What’s that gesture?? Are you insane?”
Unlike the flustered Saintess, Seti remained indifferent. She silently held a list of ingredients, checking the herbs inside the sack.
The girl took care of Yeomyeong’s matters first while the Saintess gathered medicines. This scene says a lot about the three’s relationships.
The alchemist let out a short exclamation.
“…Little brother, you’re more capable than I thought, huh?”
Yeomyeong responded with a bitter smile. Rashik, reading the mood, stopped teasing and returned to the topic at hand.
“Anyway, when should we do the procedure? If you want, we can do it today…”
“Let’s do it right now.”
It was an immediate answer. Rashik, who hadn’t expected him to be serious about doing it today, instinctively leaned back slightly.
“Uh… right now? You’re not joking?”
“Of course, I’m serious. There’s no reason to delay it.”
“…”
While Rashik blinked, unable to come up with a rebuttal, Seti interjected.
“Uh, no matter how many times I check, we’re short two ingredients—coca leaves and ashes flowers… Both can be found in the black market, right?”
The moment alchemy was brought up, Rashik’s expression changed. She pointed toward the southern part of the black market and said.
“The coca leaves will be sold near the entrance by some South American friends. As for the ashes flowers, you’ll have to go deeper in to buy them. Those are sold by the forest dwellers who crossed through the Dimensional Portal.”
Almost immediately, Yeomyeong placed another pouch of gold coins on the table as payment for the potion and got up from his seat.
“Then I’ll go get them right away. Is there anything else needed for the procedure?”
“…No, the ingredients are all that matter. In the end, my skills will determine the procedure’s success.”
Yeomyeong nodded and turned toward the workshop entrance. Seti and the Saintess also stood up to follow him.
Not expecting things to progress this quickly, Rashik scratched her chin before suddenly remembering something and calling out to Yeomyeong’s retreating back.
“Ah, right! Hey! Little brother!”
“…?”
Yeomyeong turned his head.
“Just in case, don’t get tangled up with any of the other dwarves in the black market.”
“…Other dwarves?”
“Every single one of them! The dwarves in the black market are bad news. Especially the loafer dwarves—those guys are absolute trash. Don’t go thinking they’re anything like Darulma Dune and try to befriend them.”
Loafer dwarves? The phrase sounded somewhat amusing, but Yeomyeong didn’t take it lightly. Rashik’s voice carried genuine concern.
“…You don’t have to worry about that.”
“We’ll be back soon, so get everything ready for the procedure.”
With parting words from Yeomyeong and Seti, and a final “You know what’ll happen if you mess up, right?” gesture from the Saintess, the group left the workshop.

 
    

  Chapter 253: The Road To The Demon King (3)
* * *
Before stepping out of the workshop, Yeomyeong straightened his collar and activated the Blood Tears illusion. Everyone in the group took on the appearance of middle-aged people with masks and exited through the same door they had entered.
However, the line of people that had been waiting outside had gone. Faint traces of blood on the ground and the lingering scent of gunpowder in the air suggested that the guards had finally lost patience with their fighting and hauled them all away.
What was that pink drug about that caused such a scene? There were plenty of places selling drugs on the black market.
Was Rashik’s product just that much better than the competition? Or was the strawberry flavor unexpectedly popular…?
As Yeomyeong pondered these stray thoughts while weaving through the black market, the Saintess suddenly spoke up.
“This feels ominous. Really ominous…”
“What’s ominous? The dwarves?”
Avoid getting involved with the dwarves in the black market. That was the last warning Rashik had given at the workshop.
“Yeah. When someone tells you not to get tangled up in something, you always end up tangled up in it.”
“…There’s a saying that words have power.”
Seti added a casual remark. Yeomyeong smirked and replied.
“We just need to be careful. What’s the worst that could happen from walking around the black market for a bit?”
At that, both girls turned to him with a deadpan expression. Their faces clearly said, “You, of all people, should not be saying that.”
“Come on… Just because things happen often doesn’t mean something will happen every time.”
No matter what Yeomyeong said, the two girls were already convinced that something would happen. One rested her hand on her weapon, while the other cautiously observed their surroundings.
…Do they really have that little faith in me?
Yeomyeong chuckled bitterly but still began quietly drawing mana. After all, there was no harm in being cautious.
As they neared their destination, the number of masked figures moving through the market corridors increased. It seemed they had entered the peak hours of black-market activity.
Without needing to discuss it, the group naturally quickened their pace. It was best to finish their errand before the night crowd flooded the market.
However, the moment they arrived at the shop selling coca leaves, they had no choice but to stop.
Under a sign that read “Jalisco,” about a dozen people in cannabis-patterned masks were staring them down.
Their eyes, visible beyond their masks, were either unfocused or bloodshot, as if they were sick. Yeomyeong immediately recognized that look. It was the gaze of drug addicts.
He had seen enough low-level junkies in the back alleys of Incheon with that kind of gaze to know it instantly.
“Now, what’s this…”
As Yeomyeong opened his mouth, the dozen figures suddenly dispersed into the crowd.
Was it just a misunderstanding? No—rather than vanishing entirely, they stopped at positions that surrounded the corridor, forming a rough encirclement as they slowly advanced toward him.
A normal person might not have noticed, but the encirclement was so obvious that any Superhuman could immediately recognize it.
The Saintess pulled out an automatic pistol equipped with an extra magazine and muttered.
“Well, at least they’re not dwarves?”
“Hey, I told you words have power.”
No sooner had Seti finished speaking than the junkies closing in on them drew small knives from their pockets.
They were simple weapons, almost laughably so, given the presence of armed guards nearby. But the real problem was that those same guards acted as if they didn’t see anything.
Well, what did you expect? It was a black market.
With a sigh, Yeomyeong clenched his fist and channeled the wave from the Surging Wave technique into it. He didn’t even need to draw a weapon—if he shattered a few jaws, the rest would run.
Just then, the figure at the front of the group spoke. Unlike the others, his eyes—though hidden under the mask—seemed relatively clear.
“Hey, you, my friends?”
“I’ve never considered someone who comes at me with a knife a friend.”
“All of humanity is friends, especially in front of a muzzle. Isn’t that right?”
The man gestured toward the guards at the end of the corridor. The armed guards, carrying rifles, didn’t even try to hide that they were on his side, glaring at the group with intense eyes.
Yeomyeong discreetly created an ice spike inside his sleeve and spoke.
“…What do you want to say?”
“What did you do inside that workshop you visited…?”
“Workshop?”
“That alchemist bitch’s workshop. How did you get in? In the past four years… no one other than that bitch’s subordinates has ever entered that place and walked out in one piece. You are the first ones.”
“…”
“If you’ve taken something, share it. If you have information, share it. Maybe that way, we can stay friends.”
Yeomyeong quickly assessed the situation.
The black market corridor was filled with South American traders, the junkies watching over Rashik’s workshop, and the guards backing them up.
Is the South American drug cartel after Rashik’s drugs?
How impressive must Rashik’s product be to draw these kinds of pests? Yeomyeong exchanged a glance with Seti and the Saintess before speaking again.
“Sorry, but I don’t make friends with druggies.”
“Is that so? What a shame.”
The man smirked, and as he drew his knife, the other junkies began tightening the encirclement.
Flashing blades, customers hastily fleeing, Seti and the Saintess pointing their guns at them, and…
The constant sound of footsteps.
“…?”
The heavy footsteps filling the corridor weren’t coming from the junkies. The sounds were far faster and heavier, like the sound of someone running much more quickly than a human could.
The noise was so loud that both Yeomyeong and the junkies turned their heads in unison toward the source.
Beyond the black market corridor, what was charging toward them was…
“You junkie bastards!”
“Zagak! Orsay! Dak! Kobald! Hillil!”
“The black market belongs to America!”
It was a group of dwarves, charging with a massive roar.
As customers scattered to avoid the dwarves swinging clubs and metal pipes, one dwarf had already closed the distance and jumped.
The dwarf leaped high into the air, soaring like a parabola—
“Go die, you taco bastards!”
And then he swung his club down onto the junkies.
* * *
“…Looks like the saying really is true.”
Watching the fight between the junkies and the dwarves in the black market corridor, the Saintess muttered.
No, this wasn’t even a fight. It was one-sided violence.
The reason was the dwarves wielding clubs outnumbered the junkies by at least double.
“Damn, these fucking midgets!”
The junkies frantically swung their knives, but with the dwarves charging in a solid group, they couldn’t hope to stand a chance.
Even when swung by a dwarf, a club was still just a club, and even if the other side was junkies, their blood was still red.
- S-save… Ugh! Ack!
Not long after, the junkies who had collapsed on the floor began to scream in agony, prompting the guards to rush in.
“Stop! Everyone, cease! No more disturbances will be tolerated!”
The guards shouted, but the dwarves paid no attention, continuing to beat the junkies.
- Ack!
And when one of the junkie’s heads got smashed, the guards couldn’t stand it any longer and joined the fray.
“You damn McCol-eating loafer bastards!”
Though they still had some sense left and didn’t shoot, they ran at the dwarves with their truncheons or clubs.
- Damn it, this is why you shouldn’t use taco bastards as guards!



	Go die!



	W-wait! I’ve been hit! In the bones!
Now, the fight that was almost a brawl started, and the corridor turned into complete chaos.
And Yeomyeong and the two girls were swept up into the midst of that chaos.
“Don’t shoot.”
Yeomyeong said as he slammed his fist into a junkie’s jaw, turning to the Saintess. She responded by gripping her pistol backwards and began swinging it like a hammer.
In contrast, Seti swung an actual hammer, targeting only the places on the junkies’ bodies where a single blow could disable them, such as their clavicles and knees.
- You fucking Hispanic illegals! The Chicago black market belongs to Americans!
The dwarves shouted.
- You crazy midget bastards! Why the hell are you Americans?!
The junkies screamed, and the sound of customers taking photos on their phones from a distance filled the air.
The chaotic fight seemed to be drawing to a close soon, likely due to the sheer number of dwarves.
But unfortunately, this was a corridor where South Americans gathered to do business as well.
The junkies, merchants, and just random dumbheads eager to swing weapons saw one of their own getting beaten by the dwarves and joined the fight.
- Yeah, come at us! We’ll turn all you taco bastards into exploded chimichangas!
Blood, screams, gleaming blades, and clubs.
What did Yeomyong say again? “What’s the worst that could happen from walking around the black market for a bit?”
The Saintess teased Yeomyeong while watching the situation spiral even further out of control. Seti even smirked, and Yeomyeong, unable to respond, just silently knocked out the junkies charging at him.
He wanted to retreat, but with the brawl ahead and junkies behind, it wasn’t easy to escape.
Anyway…
The smell of blood and sweat filled the air, and the groans of the fallen junkies and dwarves filled the corridor.
The guards who had been beaten began to raise their rifles.
“You motherless bastards! Hands up, now!”
With a loud click, the safety of the modern automatic rifles was released. Unlike clubs and blades, with these modern firearms, a single finger could kill dozens of dwarves.
The quick-witted dwarves leaped or lifted fallen junkies as shields, but no shots were fired.
Why? Was it a moral hesitation? No, it wasn’t.
It was because of one dwarf who appeared opposite Yeomyeong, exactly at the entrance of the black market corridor.
Wearing thick armor studded with dragon bones and wielding a massive machine gun that was as tall as he was.
This dwarf, whose appearance screamed, ‘I’m a superhuman,’ pointed his finger alternately between his machine gun and the guards’ rifles.
It was a clear message: don’t shoot, or things won’t be fun.
It was a direct and effective threat. The guards almost simultaneously removed their hands from their rifles and retreated.
A brief silence ensued.
The few remaining junkies, barely standing, began to sneak away, following the guards. It was clear that the dwarves had won.
“Oh, this feels quite cool… maybe I should carry a machine gun too.”
The Saintess remarked with admiration, and as she did, Yeomyeong grabbed both girls by the arms and pulled them toward the back of the corridor.
With the fight over, there was no reason to get involved with the dwarves any further.
However, before they could take a few steps back, another dwarf appeared in the direction they were trying to escape.
“Are you three all right?”
The young dwarf, wearing a luxurious suit that resembled Darulma’s, was adorned with over ten necklaces.
Unlike the other dwarves swinging clubs, he spoke in a refined tone.
“I’m sure you must have been quite startled, especially the ladies.”
“…”
“I’m not the representative of the black market, but I apologize for the inconvenience. The South Americans have no respect for the rules of the market… I hope today’s incident will serve as a lesson for them.”
He pretended to be polite, but Yeomyeong sensed the magic hidden behind his smooth tongue.
…A Mage.
Did he sense the mana from the ice spike Yeomyeong created just before the fight, or did he just take an interest in him after seeing his battle skills?
Either way, it was unwelcome, so Yeomyeong replied coldly.
“We’re not interested in any lessons or whatever. So, would you kindly move aside?”
The dwarf exaggeratedly acted surprised and flustered.
“No, no, I can’t let you go like this. Although we are not of the same race, we fought side by side as comrades, didn’t we? To send you off empty-handed would be an insult to our ancestors.”
“…Comrades?”
“Didn’t we beat up those illegal bastards together? Just like how blacks and white people fought together against the Vietnamese commies in Vietnam!”
Yeomyeong tilted his head, wondering what the hell he was talking about.
But it seemed that not only the necklace-adorned dwarf but all the other dwarves shared similar thoughts.
- Hey, look here! These people knocked out dozens of taco bastards with just three of them!



	Whoa!



	Impressive! True patriots!
Even Seti and the Saintess were disgusted by the nonsense coming from the gathering dwarves. What the hell did patriotism have to do with the black market?
Yeomyeong realized that these dwarves were third-generation dwarves who identified more as Americans than as dwarves, and he could now understand why Rashik had warned them to be cautious with them. Dwarves intoxicated by twisted patriotism were always dangerous.
“Sorry, but we just got caught up in the fight. We didn’t fight looking for praise or rewards.”
Yeomyeong tried to pass by the necklace-laden dwarf, but the dwarf persistently blocked their way.
“Please, don’t be like that… Allow us to repay you in some way.”
“…”
“Would you have dinner with us? I swear on all our ancestors and the Golden Seal, you will surely enjoy it.”
Yeomyeong was about to refuse again when Seti lightly poked him in the side. Then, she wrote something with her fingers.
Accept the invitation.
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow at Seti. She added more this time.
This dwarf, target. Dungan Heavy Industries, executive.
An executive? What was a chaebol affiliate CEO doing in the black market?
As a question mark appeared over Yeomyeong’s head, the necklace-wearing dwarf removed his mask and added.
“Ah, if you’re doubting my identity, there’s no need to worry. My name is Hamilton Dune. I hold the prestigious position of CEO at Dungan Complex Energy.”
“…”
The moment Yeomyeong heard his name, he swallowed the rising mana.
Hamilton Dune. He was the only third-generation dwarf to rise to an executive position and a prime suspect in the assassination attempt on Darulma.






 
    

  Chapter 254: The Road To The Demon King (4)
* * *
The hideout of the dwarf gangsters… no, loafers, was in a conspicuous location.
It was the large bar right next to the central hub where the black market corridors intersected.
The exterior of the bar was so gaudy that it made one frown.
Instead of a signboard, a neon sign shaped like the American Flag was flashing, and at the entrance, dwarves clad in elaborate traditional armor stood guard.
An American flag in the black market, huh?
You couldn’t find a comedy more absurd than this. In the black market, where everyone here committed tax evasion left and right, they claimed to be patriots—Did they just throw their duty to pay taxes into a pot and make soup out of it?
Suppressing the sarcasm rising to his throat, Yeomyeong followed Hamilton Dune and the other dwarves into the bar.
It didn’t seem to be a dwarf-exclusive establishment, as there were humans drinking heavily in various corners.
Additionally, dwarves were playing billiards, eating meals, and customers in all sorts of masks turned the bar into utter chaos.
At that moment, one of the dwarves who had followed Hamilton ran to the center of the bar and shouted.
“Comrades! Today, we have triumphed over those taco bastards!”
The moment the dwarf finished speaking, an explosive cheer erupted.
Was it because they were happy to have beaten up the taco guys? No, it was because of what Hamilton said next.
“Bartender? Sound the drum three times immediately. Put the tab on me.”
The bartender promptly struck the drum adorning the bar table. Boom, boom, boom—each thud of the drum resonated through the bar, amplifying the guests’ cheers.
Hamilton enjoyed the continuous cheers, then glanced at the bewildered Yeomyeong and his companions and explained.
“Back in the days at Nine Peaks Mountain, worker dwarves used to drink during their breaks. And it was this very drum that signaled break time.”
Did the drum sound mean free drinks? Curious, Yeomyeong asked to confirm.
“Since the drum was struck three times, does that mean three free drinks?”
“Correct.”
“Why three drinks specifically? Does the number have some special significance?”
“No, it’s just that one drink feels too little, and two drinks are kind of awkward. So, three it is.”
As soon as Hamilton finished speaking, other dwarves raised their glasses toward him.
“Hamilton! Have a beer here!”
Hamilton downed the offered drink in one go, then waved off those trying to give him another.
“I’ve brought guests today, so I’ll drink with you all later.”
With that, the dwarves scattered to continue drinking on their own, while Hamilton led Yeomyeong and the others to a spacious table in the back of the bar.
From this spot, one could oversee the entire bar, and the large table could seat at least ten people in a row. Apart from Yeomyeong’s group, three dwarves were already seated there.
Once they settled into their seats, Hamilton spoke first.
“If you don’t mind, may I choose the menu?”
The moment Yeomyeong nodded, a server hurried over. Without even glancing at the menu, Hamilton ordered.
“Ten servings of the banquet course. Tell the owner to take special care since we have important guests.”
Watching the server dash toward the kitchen, Yeomyeong once again took in the bar’s scenery.
People pouring drinks as if they feared no tomorrow, trying to forget today. The scent of alcohol, reminiscent of tears. A melancholic jazz band playing on a dimly lit stage in the corner.
Amidst the unfamiliar scenery, Yeomyeong found a familiar sense of Incheon. As he absorbed it all, Seti traced letters on his thigh with her finger.
I, dig, information.
Yeomyeong silently agreed. And then, the Saintess, who had been watching them with curious eyes, raised her own finger and began rubbing Yeomyeong’s thigh in the same manner.
It wasn’t that she had written anything. It was more like a playful gesture as if she was trying to poke at something she couldn’t have, and Yeomyeong swatted the Saintess’s hand.
…Well, anyway.
By the time the dwarves started passing around their glasses, Seti spoke up.
“Mr. Hamilton, thank you for inviting us to this meal.”
“No, no. I should be the one thanking you. Thank you for indulging me.”
Starting with a typical, formal exchange—nothing too special—the conversation between Hamilton and Seti began.
It continued until the banquet course, which was a massive amount of food, filled the table.
* * *
The food at the bar was a strange fusion of barley, that dwarves enjoyed, and American-style dishes.
Pulled pork served with barley bread, steaks topped with fried barley, shakes that strangely smelled like McCol…
What should this be called? American-style dwarf cuisine?
As Yeomyeong chewed on a steak that tasted somewhat like the barley bread he had in Gemini City, he looked around.
Seti, who continued her conversation with Hamilton, had eaten just enough not to be impolite, while the Saintess, surprisingly, seemed to enjoy the food and had eaten quite a lot.
…She’s surprisingly a big eater.
Anyway, thanks to all three of them eating the dwarf-style dishes without any complaints and enjoying it, the atmosphere at the table became quite cheerful.
As glasses passed around a few times, conversations like this began to surface.
“That Red Star guy who suddenly appeared, is he really a communist? If so, then it seems the head of the clan was right…”
At the mention of the head of the clan, Hamilton slightly furrowed his brows, but Seti seized the opportunity to respond.
“What’s so important about whether he’s a communist? What matters is that he’s a criminal who attacked civilians after becoming a superhuman.”
“Haha, as expected from a superhuman—your perspective is so different from an ordinary dwarf like me. But for us dwarves, whether someone’s a commie or not is the most important thing.”
“Why? Because of revenge? But the Soviet Union is already gone, right?”
Whether it was because of Seti’s exaggerated acting or the alcohol, the dwarf started bringing up things he normally wouldn’t have said.
“Our clan head believes Stalin is still alive. Well, he thinks that Stalin, who became the Demon King, will return someday.”
When the keywords “Stalin” and “Demon King” came up, Hamilton’s eyes turned cold. Of course, this glare was only a fleeting moment, but Yeomyeong didn’t miss it.
Seizing the moment, Yeomyeong swallowed the meat he had been chewing and joined the conversation.
“Stalin becoming the Demon King? That’s an interesting story.”
When he showed interest, the dwarf who had first spoken grew excited and responded.
“It’s a famous story within our clan. When the five commies, symbolizing the five points of the red star, come together—then the path to Stalin shall be opened!”
Seti put down her fork casually and spoke.
“…It sounds like a legend. Who came up with that story?”
“It’s something our clan head started saying after his mind started to wander.”
“Ah… clan head?”
Seti’s response clearly indicated that she thought it wasn’t a legend but rather the ramblings of a senile old man.
The dwarf seemed to expect this reaction and, with a slight smile, added.
“But that’s not all. He also said that if the Golden Seal exists, the path to Stalin can be opened even before the five commies gather.”
“…A seal?”
“It’s the symbol of the dwarven royal family. Well, it’s in the hands of some human now. Thanks to that foolish Darulma…”
At that moment, Hamilton, who had been pouring himself a drink, interrupted.
“Galda, that’s enough.”
“…”
“There’s no need to make our guests uncomfortable with our clan affairs.”
His voice was light and joking, but the dwarf called Galda tactfully shut his mouth.
Meanwhile, Yeomyeong gulped down water to suppress his rising shock.
Stalin, Demon King, Five Commies, the Golden Seal…
When they met Stalin by unlocking the Holy Relic’s restrictions with the seal, he clearly said that such tricks should not be used.
…How does the head of the clan even know all this? Was he not actually crazy?
While Yeomyeong swallowed his chilling realization, Seti shifted the topic.
“Still, the future seems worrying. Tough times are coming for the dwarves.”
“Tough times?”
“The Red Star. If that terrorist isn’t actually a commie, then that means he’s a racist who’s pretending to be one just to attack dwarves.”
The dwarves fell into a brief silence, seemingly unsettled by the term “racist.”
Around the time the Saintess discreetly tore off another piece of bread, the dwarf called Galda spoke again.
“I don’t know if that Red Star bastard is a racist or not… but he’ll pay dearly for daring to lay a hand on our kin.”
“He seemed like quite a strong superhuman in the videos.”
“No matter how strong he is, do you really think he compares to our homeland? If the Big Three step in, that kind of bastard is nothing more than a weakling. Right?”
Galda directed his words toward Hamilton. Hamilton, who had been quietly sipping his drink, raised an eyebrow.
“Unfortunately, the Big Three won’t be coming.”
“What? Why? Do you know how much money our company—”
“…They’re busy with an important national mission.”
“Ah, so that’s why Maker came to Navy Pier? Man, even with all that power, they still choose to defend the homeland. They’re true patriots, almost on par with the Saintess.”
“…The Saintess, huh.”
Hamilton clicked his tongue briefly, as if he had some bad impression of her, before continuing.
“Aside from that, we tried calling in the Holy Sword and other famous superhumans, but most of them were unavailable. Seems like money alone isn’t enough to move them.”
That was the internal information Yeomyeong and Seti had been waiting for. However, Galda didn’t continue the conversation any further. He simply smacked his lips in disappointment, and it seemed like the conversation was coming to an end…
Until the Saintess, who had been silently eating, suddenly spoke up.
“So are you just going to sit back and take it? If the terms are right, we could help you.”
“…Terms? What terms are you talking about?”
The Saintess made a circle with her thumb and index finger—a clear gesture symbolizing money.
Hamilton responded with a friendly smile.
“I appreciate the offer, but unfortunately, the company has already hired a mercenary.”
“Mercenary? Come on, you have plenty of money. Why not hire us as well? You’ve already seen our skills. Compared to us, your average mercenary is just a student.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Oh… that’s quite a firm stance. That mercenary you hired must be pretty well-known then?”
“They’ve been gaining a lot of fame recently.”
The Saintess rested her chin on her hand, pretending to be intrigued.
“Fame, huh… Could I possibly hear their names?”
“I’m sorry, but the mercenary contract is confidenti—”
At that moment, the Saintess skillfully interrupted his words.
“Well, I’m not trying to uncover any secrets—I just thought I’d earn my keep for this meal. We’ve both been in this business a long time, and you mentioned the mercenary’s rising fame, right? Half the rookies in this industry are scammers.”
“…”
“Even if a broker vouches for them, it’s best not to trust them. If a rookie gets knocked out, those guys take all the mercenary fees. So… could you just tell us the name? If they’re the real deal, we would’ve heard of them.”
As expected of a religious person, the Saintess’ leading questions were impeccable.
Of course, Hamilton, being a businessman who survived in the harsh world of corporate politics, had some immunity to this kind of leading question.
However, wasn’t this supposed to be a casual conversation between friends over drinks?
As the tension loosened and even the other dwarves looked at him curiously, Hamilton couldn’t hold out any longer.
“It’s a mercenary named Mara. You probably haven’t heard of her. Despite her achievements, she’s not very famous, and her alias isn’t well-known yet…”
Hamilton’s sentence was cut off before it could finish. It was because Yeomyeong interrupted him.
“…Mara? The Sixth Heaven Mara?”
“Huh? How did you know that?”
“…”
Yeomyeong kept his mouth shut for a moment to prevent his calm from slipping and then slowly responded.
“…I know him. That guy’s skills are real.”
“Guy? What do you mean by ‘guy’?”
“…?”
“Mara is a woman.”
The next moment, the Saintess, who had been holding her cup, spat out her McColl.
* * *
Soe Miri walked toward the sky.
She walked through the dream of the World Tree, which was torn, destroyed, and consumed.
She continued for such a long time that even the dream itself seemed distant.
Eventually, she reached a place without wind or air as time passed.
Below her feet, the academy appeared as a tiny dot on the blue sea, and the round horizon sat between darkness and blueness.
In the dark night sky, where stars twinkled, Soe Miri quietly looked down at the Earth.
The first thing that caught her eye was Europe. The land, without a master of fate, was convulsing as it always did, searching for its protagonist.
However, the convulsion was far from enough to overcome the scenario. Soe Miri felt regret.
She slowly turned her head toward another land, prepared for the scenario.
America.
Unlike South America, which was almost a green hell, North America shone with all sorts of resources and mana. But that shine wasn’t perfect. Among the dazzling light, tiny cracks were spreading.
Cracks that the World Tree alone could see.
Upon closer inspection, the dark cracks were spreading across America like a spider’s web.
It wasn’t something that could be prepared in a day or two. Soe Miri carefully watched the cracks.
Then, after a moment, she found where all the cracks converged.
Chicago—the city where that person was now, not the protagonist.
Soe Miri bit her lip. Why, out of all the vast North America, was it Chicago? Why, why exactly there?
Thinking of Yeomyeong made her hands tremble. Should she tell him now? At this rate, he might get caught in those cracks.
Or perhaps, he was already caught.
Either way, it was something the World Tree couldn’t afford. After briefly chewing on her lip, Soe Miri reached a conclusion
She should tell him.
He couldn’t die in a place like that. If he encountered whoever caused those cracks, Yeomyeong would surely die. Now was the time to avoid it.
However, her resolve didn’t lead to action. As she tried to wake from the dream, five stars surrounded her.
『『『『『Shh. It’s not your turn yet.』』』』』
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* * *
The meal ended in a peaceful and harmonious atmosphere.
The dwarves, who enjoyed hosting guests, the abundant American-style table, the lively pub atmosphere, and some useful pieces of information.
Hamilton might have had a different opinion about it, but for Yeomyeong, it was a perfectly satisfactory meal.
After finishing the last dessert to the very last bite, the group stood up.
The talkative dwarf, Galda, suggested going for a second round. Apparently, they hadn’t even tapped into the truly delicious barrels of alcohol yet.
However, Seti, who had already gathered all the necessary information, politely declined.
“Let’s leave this favor for the next time.”
Galda and the dwarves didn’t hide their disappointment. However, since they couldn’t stop the departing guests, they said their goodbyes without protest.
- See you next time.



	May the Five Gods bless you.At that moment, Hamilton Dune spoke again, preventing the group from leaving.
“Oho! What’s this? How could I let my guests leave empty-handed?”
Drawing all eyes on him, he cleared his throat, and a waiter who had been waiting in the back quickly approached, handing Yeomyeong three boxes.
With three people in the group, it seemed logical that there would be three boxes, but Hamilton’s gift was much more thoughtful than Yeomyeong had imagined.
When Yeomyeong opened the boxes, each contained coca leaves, ashes flowers, and a bottle of unmarked liquor.
Hamilton smiled at the surprised expressions of the group.
“Coca leaves and ashes flowers. You mentioned you were looking for them earlier, so I prepared them in advance.”
It was impressive that Hamilton remembered such a passing comment from the meal.
Whether it was simply a gesture of kindness or a calculated move to win favor, either way, it was far from the behavior of an ordinary dwarf.
He is very similar to Darulma in this regard.
Was this what happened when you were related? Yeomyeong thought as he closed the box, and Hamilton added,
“The last box contains a rare liquor from the ancient dwarven royal family, which is unavailable in the market. It’s a precious item, so please enjoy it.”
A royal liquor? After a single scuffle, receiving such a precious gift felt odd. Seti bowed her head slightly.
“We will gratefully accept it.”
“Then, I hope we can meet again sometime.”
With Hamilton’s farewell, Yeomyeong and his group left the pub.
The dwarves watched the three of them disappear down the alley to the black market, each with a smile or a look of regret.
“Three superhumans not listed in the Chicago records… For an accidental meeting, they weren’t bad people, were they?”
As Galda said that, the other dwarves nodded. The performance Seti and the Saintess had put on during the meal seemed to have made quite an impression on them.
But Hamilton was different. He fiddled with more than ten necklaces and said.
“No, it wasn’t an accident.”
“Huh?”
“There is no such thing as coincidence in this world. Everything is fate.”
What was he suddenly talking about? Galda tilted his head in confusion, but Hamilton only watched Yeomyeong’s retreating figure with a strange look in his eyes.
“…And that’s the problem.”
Under the neon lights shaped like the American flag, a deep shadow fell over the young dwarf’s face.
* * 
The group didn’t stop at any other place and immediately returned to Rashik’s workshop.
It was due to a bad premonition (?) that if they dawdled, they’d end up caught up in some kind of trouble.
However, fortunately, nothing major happened while they were on the way to the workshop. Once they arrived, locked the door, and settled in, the Saintess let out a sigh of relief.
“Why are you so late? Did something happen?”
Rashik’s subordinate, who had been waiting at the entrance, asked without realizing the situation. Yeomyeong gave a wry smile toward the man in the robe.
“Various things happened.”
“Master was worried you might have gotten involved with the loafer dwarves.”
“…”
“Seeing that you’re unharmed, it seems you didn’t get involved with the dwarves. Come this way. Master is waiting.”
The man, who made everyone smile wryly, naturally led the way, guiding them to a different, deeper workshop than the one the Saintess and Seti had previously robbed (?).
After how long, they arrived at a door resembling a hospital operating room.
The robbed man knocked on the door, signaling their arrival, then bowed slightly to Yeomyeong and said.
“I hope you’ll become someone who lives up to the name of Magdu.”
With those words, the man turned and walked away. His figure disappeared down the white corridor with an odd air about it.
“What’s with this Magdu? What’s wrong with that man?”
The Saintess frowned, watching the man walk away. In contrast, Yeomyeong just stared at his retreating figure.
The man was probably one of the homunculus that Rashik had created, so it wasn’t odd that he would mention the name of Magdu…
- What are you doing out there?
At that moment, Rashik’s voice came from inside the door, followed by the sound of undoing the lock.
The Saintess quickly opened the door. With a creaking sound, Yeomyeong stepped inside, and the first thing he saw was Rashik dressed meticulously like a disease control worker.
Full-body protective gear, goggles covering her face, a thick gas mask…
However, what really caught his eye was the large chair behind her.
The chair, connected to what appeared to be a medicine dispenser, had pipes hanging from it like vines.
The number of pipes connected to the chair was so many that the entire spacious operating room seemed to be prepared for the sole purpose of this chair.
“This really looks like a mad scientist’s torture room from a comic.”
The Saintess made a short comment, and Rashik, who had been handling the medicine, bristled.
“I made it this way because it’s the most efficient! And I’m not a scientist; I’m an alchemist!”
“Who said otherwise? I’m just making a comment.”
Rashik was about to shout back but instead just clamped her mouth shut. It probably… wasn’t because the Saintess had placed her hand on the handle of her gun.
Why the hell is she the Saintess?
Rashik swallowed her curse and turned to look at Yeomyeong.
“Where are the coca leaves and ashes flowers?”
“Here, take a look.”
Yeomyeong pulled out the box Hamilton had given from his inventory.
Inside the box were still-green leaves and a flower covered in black powder, and when Rashik checked the two items, she smirked slightly.
Coca leaves were easy to find in South America, so there were no surprises there, but the ashes flower was a top-tier item that was hard to come by even on the black market.
“Spent some money, huh? You’re starting off well here.”
As an alchemist who recognized good ingredients, Rashik’s voice was full of excitement. Yeomyeong decided not to mention that these weren’t bought with their own money.
Anyway, after taking the coca leaves and ashes flowers, Rashik placed them in the prepared machine and said.
“I’ve prepared everything, but… are you really going to do it now?”
“Yes. There’s no reason to wait.”
That answer was enough. Yeomyeong looked at the Saintess and Seti’s faces before sitting down in the chair in the center of the room.
“Is it bravery, or are you just young and reckless?”
Rashik muttered as she pulled out a pipe that had been fixed to the chair. The pipe had a large syringe needle at the end.
“Now, take out Magdu’s heart.”
Yeomyeong promptly took the heart out of his inventory and placed it on his lap. The light flowing from the large heart gently illuminated his face.
After briefly looking down at the heart, Rashik aimed the pipe at Yeomyeong’s chest. Then, in a tone much more serious than before, she spoke.
“First, once this procedure starts, you’ll fall into a state of suspended animation for a while.”
“…Suspended animation? Why?”
“To break through the regeneration of the superhuman, this is the only way. If you can endure the pain of your insides being twisted, then we might be able to do it differently.”
At the mention of having the insides twisted in pain, the Saintess frowned, but Yeomyeong nodded calmly.
He knew well that sometimes pain was necessary to obtain something.
Rashik looked down at Yeomyeong’s determined face before inserting the needle of the pipe into the dragon’s heart. The black liquid flowed through the pipe and filled the heart.
“The suspended animation will last until Magdur’s heart settles in your internal organ… Well, I won’t bother explaining further. It’s going to succeed anyway. Understood?”
“…What if it fails?”
When Yeomyeong asked, Rashik raised her head slightly, looking toward the Saintess and Seti.
“If the procedure fails and you die, you won’t be going alone to the afterlife.”
She implied that if the procedure failed and Yeomyeong died, Seti and the Saintess would be the ones to kill her.
As if to prove Rashik’s words, Seti quietly took out her hammer.
Rashik swallowed slightly when she saw the bloody hammer. For some reason, she found that girl more terrifying than the Saintess, who spoke recklessly.
At that moment, the Saintess spoke confidently.
“This procedure will succeed.”
“…I’m the one doing the procedure. Why are you acting so confident, Saintess?”
“Because Yeomyeong and I still have something we haven’t done. Until that’s done, he won’t die.”
“…”
Both Yeomyeong and Seti looked at the Saintess with an awkward yet strange look in their eyes.
The Saintess tilted her head as if she had made a mistake in her words.
“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
“You seriously… No, never mind.”
Yeomyeong was about to say something but chose to stay silent. Maybe it was a good thing that the serious atmosphere had lightened a bit.
“No, seriously, what? Why did you stop mid-sentence?”
Whatever the Saintess said, Rashik, watching the scene, shook her head.
“…You really have it tough.”
“I don’t think it’s tough.”
Hearing the answer, Rashik smirked and inserted the pipe into Yeomyeong’s chest.
“Then you’re the reason.”
“…?”
“Emotions aren’t one-way, they’re mutual.”
Yeomyeong couldn’t respond. The many drugs flowing through the pipe quickly pressed down on his blood vessels and internal organs.
“Have a nice dream. When you wake up, it will all be over.”
 * *
Unfortunately, Yeomyeong’s dream was far from a pleasant one.
When he opened his eyes in the dream, a room that felt both unfamiliar and strangely familiar greeted him.
The ceiling was covered in mold, the floor had a vinyl sheet, and there was a lone old CRT TV…
It resembled the tiny janitor’s quarters where Yeomyeong once lived, though it wasn’t an exact match.
If anything, it felt as if someone had forced a place that looked similar to the one he knew.
What kind of strange dream is this?
Yeomyeong got up from the sticky vinyl floor and looked around. But there were no windows, not even an entrance.
Should he break through the wall with his Comet Sword?
Instinctively, Yeomyeong reached for his weapon from the inventory, only to realize that the inventory wasn’t working.
Well, it was a dream—what kind of inventory would work here?
Yeomyeong knocked on the wall with his bare hands. But the concrete wall felt much thicker than he expected, and only a heavy vibration could be felt.
Judging by the thickness, it could be on par with or even thicker than the underground bunkers of Dreitherial.
Convinced this was just a bizarre dream, Yeomyeong thought about sitting back down on the floor, but his attention was drawn to the crackling old TV.
When he was a child, he watched documentaries on a TV like that every day.
His skewed sense of common knowledge (?) came from those documentaries, but Yeomyeong didn’t mind.
Learning something was always enjoyable. After all, wasn’t that what Confucius said? Learning was a joyous thing.
Lost in the nostalgic thoughts of his childhood, Yeomyeong reached out to the TV and turned the channel.
Click. The screen changed with the sound of old plastic, and Yeomyeong squinted his eyes.
That was because he saw a familiar face on the screen. Not just one, but several.
Jeon Yunseong, the Saintess, Miridith, and Kahal Magdu.
The three of them seemed to be a few years older and were fighting against Kahal Magdu.
The Saintess was shooting a large sniper rifle, aiming for the dragon’s wings flying in the sky, while Miridith was blocking Kahal Magdu’s flame with shining silver magic.
Meanwhile, Jeon Yunseong swung his sword toward Kahal Magdu’s heart in midair.
Soon, the light of a comet flashed from his sword, but Yeomyeong could tell that the light wouldn’t reach Kahal Magdu’s chest.
That was the same for his own Comet Sword.
Flash!
As expected, the Comet Sword couldn’t fully cut through the dragon’s chest. It sliced through five of its ribs, but it couldn’t even leave a scratch on the heart.
Soon, Kahal Magdu let out a loud roar and began preparing a spell. Yeomyeong recognized it immediately—it was the magic that opened the subspace, where it hid its Death Knights.
However, unlike what Yeomyeong knew, the number of Death Knights pouring out of the void was far greater than expected.
A legion filled the sky, darkening it as they descended.
The Death Knights rained down, and the moment they landed, they drew their weapons—aimed straight at the Saintess. Drained from fending off the dragon’s flames, Meridith couldn’t protect her.
- No! ...Tii!
At the same time, Jeon Yunseong screamed from the sky, and a Death Knight’s sword pierced the Saintess’ neck. Yeomyeong quickly changed the channel.
Click.
On the screen, a scene similar to the previous channel was unfolding.
However, this time, the enemy was not Kahal Magdu, but Mara, and the Mara on the screen was several times more powerful than the one Yeomyeong knew.
This time, a hole had appeared in Jeon Yunseong’s chest.
Click, Yeomyeong turned the channel.
The next enemy was Ekatherina. She drove a stake through the Saintess’ chest.
Click.
The next enemy was a monster wearing human skin. Once he finished muttering a strange incantation, Jeon Yunseong’s head exploded like a watermelon.
Click.
The next one was… a giant man wearing a mask.
What was strange was that he was using Dzhugashvili. Due to the poor quality of the TV, Yeomyeong couldn’t tell if the figure was the Eastern Count Palatine or someone else.
But one thing was certain—the bastard was much more brutal than he imagined.
The man, who had withstood the combined attacks of the three, counterattacked by ripping off Jeon Yunseong’s arm and then grabbing his retreating body, tearing it in half.
Like a cheap horror movie, blood and entrails were scattered across the screen. The man, having thrown the body away, grabbed the Saintess’ neck…
Click, Yeomyeong turned the channel.
Fortunately, this time, the screen returned to static.
Yeomyeong pulled his hand away from the CRT TV and swallowed to suppress the unpleasant feeling creeping up his throat.
So this wasn’t just a strange dream but a nightmare? No, it was definitely a nightmare.
Swallowing again, Yeomyeong wiped his face with his palm.
It was a huge shock to repeatedly see people he knew, especially the Saintess, die. It made his heart sink.
He didn’t want to see it again, even in a dream. Annoyed, Yeomyeong kicked the poor CRT TV and sat down on the floor.
Once Rashik’s procedure was done, this nightmare would end, right?
But contrary to that shallow thought, the dream did not end. The disturbing dream continued endlessly, dragging on until his sense of time dulled.
Eventually, unable to take it any longer, Yeomyeong was about to use the Surging Wave technique to destroy the room.
Click.
The CRT TV switched channels on its own.
Yeomyeong turned his head, fearing another scene of the Saintess dying, but the voice coming from the TV was not the Saintess’.
- Ah, ah, microphone test. Microphone test. Can you hear me?
It was a familiar voice that he didn’t expect to hear. Yeomyeong immediately turned his head in surprise.
Beyond the fallen screen, a familiar woman was calmly sitting, staring at the screen.
It was Hong Seti, the girl with the most beautiful blue eyes in the world.
- Hi? To the version of me from a time I don’t know?





 
    

  Chapter 256: The Road To The Demon King (6)
* * *
- Hi? To the version of me from an unknown time?
In a calm, documentary-style screen, Seti was sitting in an old chair as she spoke.
She looked about ten years older than she did now, and despite the years and fatigue etched on her face, she was still beautiful.
- Hey, Ms. Hong Seti? You might be wondering what’s going on, but would you just listen without changing the channel? After all, there’s nothing else to do, right?
Her voice was filled with energy—energy that seemed forced, almost squeezed out.
- Hmm, how’s life these days? Since you’re watching this video, I guess your life’s been pretty messed up, too, huh?
Yeomyeong frowned as he could sense the deep pain hidden beneath Seti’s voice.
- How long did it take to defeat the Skeleton Dragon… hmm, never mind. How much have you lost so far?
Not ‘what’ you’ve lost, but ‘how much’ you’ve lost.
- I don’t know how much you’ve lost, but I can tell you this—it’s not over yet.
“…”
- You realize you've lost most of the things you’ve had only after it’s too late. Like a dream.
Yeomyeong straightened the fallen TV and sat in front of it, making sure not to miss even a moment of Seti on the screen.
- The world, huh… it never goes the way we want it. Right?
Regardless of the content of her words, Seti continued to smile on the screen, as if she couldn’t bear it without that smile.
- And… oh, right. Look at me. I keep rambling when we only have a little time.
“…”
- Sorry, I got a bit emotional... hmm, but the important stuff starts now, so don’t change the channel.
Seti took a deep breath, paused briefly, and then spoke slowly and deliberately.
- Where should I start... Yeah, let’s start with this. Once you graduate from the academy, a hero of our time will appear.
“…Hero?”
Yeomyeong questioned the absurd word, but it didn’t reach Seti on the screen. She kept talking, continuing with what she wanted to say.
- You don’t believe it, right? I understand, I didn’t either.
“…”
- But do you know? Being a hero isn’t really that great. When you actually meet one, they’re trash.
The word “trash” on Seti’s lips had a bitter twist, and her smile was hollow.
- The Nine Peaks Mountain, which was supposed to help the hero, collapsed. The World Tree and the Empire are struggling after getting hit with nuclear bombs. The Magic Tower and heroes who should have passed on their skills? They’re all useless. And then…
Seti trailed off, slightly lifting her head as if she were looking at someone who wasn’t there.
- And... the Saintess and the princess of the World Tree weren’t really on the hero’s side. They liked me, you know.
“…”
- Looking back, it’s a bit strange, isn’t it? I can understand why Miridith accepted my help, but why did the Saintess like me so much? Was it pity? Or maybe admiration? Or maybe… it was because we shared the same last letter in our names?
After saying that, Seti seemed to lose her energy, leaning back against the chair.
- I still don’t know. I didn’t do anything for her… and you didn’t either, right?
Yeomyeong couldn’t answer. Seti didn’t seem to expect an answer either. She, instead, leaned back and wiped her face with her hand.
Soon, she seemed to be hiding her expression, speaking without looking at the screen.
- Back to the hero story… The appearance of the hero means the Demon King will appear.
The Demon King?
- When I talk about the Demon King, I don’t mean some king of monsters from legend or the Church of the Apocalypse’s Ayatollah. If it were something like that, the U.S. military would’ve handled it by now.
“…”
- A Demon King is going to appear—someone so powerful that even the U.S. military couldn't guarantee a victory against him. He’s not just a monster with overwhelming personal strength, but one who commands state authority, economic might, and maybe even divine power. Like… Hitler or Stalin.
Yeomyeong realized that Seti was speaking the truth, and that she had already faced the Demon King once before.
So why was she showing this screen to another version of herself?
Was she trying to give a hint on how to fight the Demon King?
Fortunately or unfortunately, Yeomyeong’s question didn’t last long. Seti soon spoke the answer, looking at the screen.
- You’re wondering why I’m telling you this? The answer is simple. We, no, you... have to become the Demon King.
“What?”
- I’m not joking. You have to grow stronger and become the Demon King. To not lose what you have now, to burn down Korea and avenge your sisters... and to escape the fate that crushes us... Ah, damn it…
At that point, Seti stopped smiling. She grabbed her chest and tightly closed her eyes, as if trying to suppress something eating away at her inside.
- Damn, I can barely give you... a hint... Ugh... How to become... the Demon King...
Her voice, accompanied by a pained groan, caused the screen to shake. Beyond her twisted, contorted image, static noise muffled her voice.
- The ones you killed... Kahal Magdu and the old rulers... The son of the sun and moon... those damned communists... and... from the Third Way... you must... take everything... take everything from them...
Yeomyeong bit his lip as he watched Seti die on the screen. Even though it was a dream, he could clearly taste the blood flowing from his lip.
Eventually, Seti couldn’t finish her sentence and collapsed from the chair.
With a crash, she disappeared from the screen for a long time.
After what felt like an eternity, she crawled back up onto the chair in agony.
She sat precariously on the chair, gasping for air, and spoke.
- Sorry, this is all I can tell you... I can’t convey anything more through this dream... cough cough!
After coughing up a handful of blood, Seti wiped her mouth with a far sadder expression than before.
She stared at the blood on her hand for a moment, contemplating something, before pulling out a revolver from her waist.
The very same revolver once owned by the Saintess.
- What a shitty life. Now, less than a minute left.
With those words, Seti pressed the revolver barrel to her temple.
- Now that it’s come to this, there’s not much to say. I don’t need to tell you not to live like me...
Click. Yeomyeong watched the bolt of the revolver pull back, gripping the TV as if it would shatter.
- Oh, right. If the Saintess is still alive... be nice to her. The tears shed after someone’s death aren’t worth as much as the insults exchanged while they’re alive...
“…Seti.”
Yeomyeong called her name, even though he knew she wouldn’t hear it.
Did she hear him? Seti gave a sorrowful smile.
- And if... you can change fate... keep Neti’s will. Not keeping it... is a regret that will last you a lifetime.
That was the last smile Seti gave. With those words, the TV screen suddenly turned off.
Did she pull the trigger? Or did she leave some final words until the very last moment?
Yeomyeong didn’t know. He didn’t want to know either.
Yeomyeong stood up from his seat, gathering mana in his legs. Then, without hesitation, he lifted his foot—
Crunch!
He stomped on the CRT TV. The broken plastic and glass scattered like blood across the floor.
Alone once again in the dream, Yeomyeong quietly gazed at the ceiling. The light from the tangled, dead bug-filled bulb dimly illuminated his eyes.
The long silence followed by deeper contemplation.
“…Demon King.”
After a brief, almost fleeting moment, Yeomyeong rolled Seti’s words from the future—or past—around on his tongue.
“From the Hero’s bloodline to the Demon King…”
It was a ridiculous story, but Yeomyeong couldn’t bring himself to laugh. After all, an evil god was sealed inside his body—did he really need any more reason?
Likewise, whatever the screen beyond the TV showed, Yeomyeong had no intention of idly watching the deaths of the Saintess and Seti.
He wasn’t the helpless janitor who stood there like an idiot watching his family die.
Yeah, so this narrow little room also wasn’t his anymore.
The room that had protected him no longer existed. All that remained were the past he had to leave behind and the shell he had to break free from.
With a tiny realization—or perhaps a belated one—Yeomyeong clenched his fist.
Soon, mana surged through his veins–the wave from the Surging Wave technique, which Seti had first taught him.
Yeomyeong pulled back his fist, now full of the wave, and then slammed it into the wall.
!!!
As the concrete walls of the tiny room screamed, the dream that had been trapping him began to crack.
* * *
The disgusting, acrid smell of alchemical potions filled the air in the alchemist’s workshop.
Seti chewed on her lower lip. She was trying to hold onto her fading concentration.
Blood dripped down from her torn lip, moistening her tongue, and as her blurry vision cleared, her surroundings came into focus.
She tried not to show her exhaustion by tightening her grip on the hammer in her hand, and then, she slowly opened her mouth.
“Is it almost finished?”
“No, it’ll be done soon.”
The response came from Rashik. She alternated between glancing at the various gauges rising and falling and checking on the sleeping Yeomyeong.
“You said that yesterday.”
“Did I?”
Rashik rubbed her bloodshot eyes. Maybe it was because she’d been running on stimulants, but deep exhaustion clung to her touch.
“Just tell me now. What went wrong?”
“No, nothing is wrong. The procedure is progressing perfectly.”
“You said that yesterday, too.”
“…”
“…You said it would be finished in a day. It’s already been 73 hours.”
“73 hours?”
Rashik, as if unable to believe it, took off her gloves and checked her wristwatch. Seti’s words were true.
It had already been 73 hours and 20 minutes since they began the procedure.
“…Damn it.”
Rashik muttered a curse under her breath, having been so focused that she hadn’t realized the time passing.
Given that so much time had passed, something must have gone terribly wrong, but the readings on the instruments showed no abnormalities.
Of course, that couldn’t be used as an excuse. Reality was reality, and intellectuals always had to deal with reality.
Meeting Seti’s cold, murderous gaze, Rashik tried to come up with an answer.
“It’s probably because the heart is too large, so it’s taking longer. Other than that, everything’s fine, really… You can go sleep if you want.”
Though Rashik said this with concern, Seti didn’t turn her eyes away from her.
She couldn’t trust Rashik. She hadn’t eaten in 73 hours or gone to the bathroom—she wouldn’t even leave now.
And that distrust wasn’t much different from the Saintess’.
“Stop talking nonsense and finish it already.”
The Saintess, who had been awake for 73 hours, was literally in terrible shape. Her hair was a mess, and the thighs she had pinched to stay awake were swollen and puffed up.
But more than anything, the most serious issue was the array of weapons she had laid out.
Not only was she holding a gun in each hand, but she had also set up a tripwire grenade at the entrance.
“…Alright, alright.”
Instead of trying to persuade the two crazy girls, Rashik checked on Yeomyeong’s condition again.
However, no matter how many times she checked, his condition was normal.
His bones, muscles, skin, blood vessels, and even the organ where the dragon’s heart had been placed were functioning normally.
Perhaps he had fallen into a brain-dead state? Rashik checked his brainwaves, but his brain was fine. In fact, it seemed like he might even be dreaming, as occasionally mana-tainted brain waves were being emitted.
What the hell is going on?
Rashik was about to lose her mind. If it was because of a huge mistake on her part, she could understand, but her procedure had been flawless.
If she were to do it again, she couldn’t possibly do it any more perfectly.
“Why…”
She rubbed her eyes. All she could do now was pray, yet the Saintess, the expert in prayer, was aiming her gun at her.
No, it was as if every knowledge she had built up as an alchemist was crumbling.
The broken pride hurt more than the Saintess’ bullets. She was so desperate that she even said this:
“Hey, how about giving a kiss?”
“…What did you say?”
“Well, you know, when a prince kisses someone, the princess wakes up… shit, what the hell am I saying?”
Realizing the misery of her own words, Rashik wiped her face.
After coming this far, this was how she fell. It felt even worse than the days she’d spent eating maggots in the lab.
However, Seti didn’t seem to think the same way. She stood up, avoiding the pipes, and carefully approached Yeomyeong’s side, where he sat.
“Are you really going to do it?”
“I’ll try everything I can.”
Regardless of how absurd Rashik found it, Seti used her pinky finger to touch her torn lip.
A small drop of blood gathered at the tip of her finger.
Instead of a kiss, Seti planned to offer this drop of blood as a sacrifice to Mignium, hoping it would wake Yeomyeong.
However, the way she was wiping her lips with her finger looked like she was preparing for a kiss, and seeing that, the Saintess hurried over to Seti’s side.
“Um… Should I do it too?”
“Do what?”
“…Kiss.”
The next moment, Rashik looked at the two girls with concern—Just a moment ago, you two told me to stop talking nonsense, and now you’re doing this? How the hell are two people supposed to kiss one lips at the same time?
Looking at the Saintess’ rifle in her hands, it seemed more appropriate to bring up the latter question, but…
Unfortunately, someone spoke up first.
“A kiss?”
As if just waking up, following that heavy voice, all three girls turned toward the chair.
“A kiss? Who’s kissing who?”
Yeomyeong’s golden eyes, which hadn’t been seen for 73 hours, stared at them.
Seeing that annoyingly smug gaze, Seti poked his lips with her bloody pinky.
“You don’t need to know.”
* * *
[Boarding announcement: Flight Korean Air 757, heading to Kaesong International Airport, will begin boarding at Gate 3 at 10:30 PM. The boarding deadline is 10 minutes before departure.]
As soon as the stiff voice of the in-flight announcement echoed, Jang Man stood up.
Just as he stretched widely and was about to head toward Gate 3, a woman who was still seated called him back.
“Are you leaving already? There’s still 20 minutes left.”
“There’s only 20 minutes left.”
Upon hearing Jang Man’s reply, Maker, holding her smartphone, pouted her lips.
“…For a retired person, you act like you’re the busiest person in the world.”
“The older you get, the quicker you have to move.”
“Yeah, yeah, you surely have to do that.”
Instead of saying it was because he didn’t want to bother her, who was wearing sunglasses and even a scarf to hide her identity—Jang Man simply smiled faintly.
“You probably have a mountain of things to do too, so there’s no point in wasting time.”
“Even so, I can spare 20 minutes.”
Although she said that, Maker’s phone kept emitting light, and even if it was on mute, the urgent notifications couldn’t be hidden.
Jang Man shook his head and headed for Gate 3 while Maker grumbled and followed him.
“When are you coming to America again?”
“If there’s fate, I’ll come.”
Maker snorted.
“…You really used such an old-fashioned way to say you’ll never come visit again, huh? If that’s the case, at least start answering your calls properly.”
“I don’t want to get involved with the CIA.”
“Damn it.”
After a brief conversation, the two walked side by side.
For a moment, the delicate harmony of their footsteps continued, more so than the conversation.
As Maker was holding her phone, she suddenly stopped in her tracks. Jang Man stopped as well, naturally glancing at her phone.
A black line had been drawn all over a map of the United States.
That map clearly contained classified information that ordinary people weren’t meant to see. However, Jang Man was immediately able to read the black lines—even without meaning to.
The next moment, it was obvious that Maker was going to ask him something.
“Do you… by any chance know what this is?”
Jang Man nodded and answered.
“What did the FBI say about it?”
“They thought it was some kind of magic circle.”
“A magic circle… Yeah, it does look like one.”
“So, you have a different opinion about this? Then, what do you think it is?”
Jang Man paused for a moment. He wasn’t sure if it was okay to answer this.
Finally, just as the announcement for the boarding deadline was repeated.
He sighed before responding.
“As I see it… these black lines are some sort of transport routes.”
“Transport routes?”
Jang Man pointed at the map and explained.
“Most of these black lines are near highways, especially following waterways. There’s no need to place a magic circle in such a crowded place, so I can only explain this as a path for transporting something.”
“…”
It was uncertain, but it was the most plausible explanation. Maker stared at the map for a moment, then asked again.
“Then where to where did they transport something?”
“I can’t tell what exactly was transported from just this map… but I imagine it was something like this.”
Jang Man traced his finger from the bottom-left corner of the map and slowly moved it in a crescent shape toward the right.
From LA to Chicago, and then to Washington and New York.
As Jang Man’s finger passed over the four most important cities in the United States, Maker felt an ominous sense.

 
    

  Chapter 257: Interlude - The Young Katakfoyer's Grief
Everyone else laughed at the idea, but Dilla Katakfoyer thought necromancers and communists were alike.
Was it because of their boldness in using any means necessary, or their cruelty in not seeing people as people? No, not that.
When it came to boldness and cruelty, America was no different. Just look at the Contra affair, or experiments like Project Ultra and Hyper—they were done to their own people.
Were those really more humane than the gulags?
The similarity between necromancers and communists… lay in something more fundamental, more sentimental.
They fought the world with high ideals, only to drag countless people into the pits of hell.
Who said it again? That every attempt to build heaven on Earth always ends in creating hell.
Was it a philosopher from Earth, or perhaps an inscription on a dragon stele?
It was sad but also true.
Even after dragging the gods from the heavens down to this earth, humans still couldn’t create paradise.
* * *
While Yeomyeong was still asleep in the alchemist’s workshop, Dilla Katakfoyer padded through the streets of Chicago.
She looked like an ordinary American citizen with her pale hair dyed blonde and wearing a long dress instead of the usual necromancer garb.
In fact, no one on the street paid her any mind. Only a few homeless people holding out empty bowls, or stray dogs with sharp noses gave her passing glances.
At any rate, Dilla strolled across the street and stopped in front of a large rectangular building in the heart of downtown Chicago.
Striking bronze-green roof and owl statues—this place was known as the Harold Washington Library.
It was not quite on the level of Hilaria’s Grand Library, but still the largest in Central United States.
Dilla Katakfoyer paused to look up at the building before quietly stepping inside.
Tap—
The moment she stepped into the lobby, she sensed a spell flying toward her.
A detection spell, as natural as a CCTV camera.
True to her title as one of the King of Undead’s fingers, she instantly recognized the detection spell and manipulated her own essence.
She hid her twisted necromancer mana and brought forward the small amount of pure mana she had.
And just like that, the foolish detection spell mistook her for an ordinary mage, not a necromancer.
“Hello, Mr. Marvin?”
“You’ve come again.”
In the wide first-floor lobby, a man fiddling with his phone smiled slightly at her greeting.
He seemed kind and polite, but his detection magic was nothing impressive. Then again, maybe that’s why he was stuck guarding the library lobby… at least on the surface.
As Dilla was thinking that, the man—Marvin—spoke again, with a bit of personal interest in his voice.
“Here to study the research papers again today?”
“Yes, I still have a lot I’m curious about.”
After finishing the polite small talk, Dilla tried to move deeper into the library, but Marvin stopped her.
“Um, miss?”
“Yes?”
As if bracing himself, Marvin licked his lips and spoke seriously.
“Would you… maybe like to have dinner with me tonight? There’s a really nice Russian restaurant nearby.”
“…”
Dilla made a deliberately surprised expression, then turned her head shyly as if flustered.
A strange silence fell between them. Just as the middle-aged janitor began eyeing them suspiciously while mopping the floor, Dilla finally responded with a faint smile.
“Sure.”
“If you don’t want to, that’s fine too—wait, what?”
“I said yes. Dinner sounds nice.”
Marvin’s mouth fell open in disbelief—he clearly hadn’t expected it to work.
“Uh, wait… that wasn’t a joke or anything. You’re serious?”
“I’m not the kind of woman who jokes about this sort of thing.”
Dilla’s smile held steady, while Marvin could only gape like a fish out of water, clearly at a loss for words.
Just as silence threatened to settle in again, Dilla reached out and grabbed his wrist.
“Are we just eating dinner?”
“Y-yeah?”
“Don’t you think we should get to know each other a little more before that?”
“Get to know each other? Uh, how?”
It was such an awkward, naive reply. Dilla swallowed a curse internally before responding.
“Well… for starters, would you mind showing me to the reading room?”
“B-but I’m supposed to stay at the front desk…”
“Tsk! Stop babbling and go with her already!”
Before Marvin could finish, the janitor who had been eavesdropping butted in, clearly fed up. He spun his mop handle around dramatically.
That snapped Marvin out of it. He swallowed hard and said.
“Th-then shall we?”
Dilla answered with a smile, and the two walked into the library, earning warm glances from passersby.
But regardless of those silent cheers, Marvin didn’t say a word on the way to the underground reading room where the research papers were kept.
Likewise, Dilla didn’t start a conversation. And since they headed to a place few ever visited, an awkward silence followed them all the way to the door.
How long did that silence stretch?
The moment the thick doors to the underground reading room opened, and they stepped inside, Dilla spoke first.
“Fucking bastard… a dinner? Seriously?”
“P-pardon?”
“Why are you still pretending? Can’t you tell just by looking? You’ve already been busted!”
Whatever she said, Marvin just stared at her in shock.
His eyes seemed to say, How can someone so beautiful talk like that? But Dilla didn’t care. She pulled a dagger from her coat and swung.
The glinting blade traced a crescent in the air, aiming straight for Marvin’s throat.
But Marvin’s body accelerated, slipping out of the blade’s arc with unnatural speed—far beyond what a low-tier mage, especially one who couldn’t even cast proper detection spells, should be capable of.
“…How did you know?”
Marvin asked in a heavy voice. Dilla lowered her dagger and replied.
“When a ghoul like you starts hitting on me that hard, how could I not notice?”
“…”
Ghouls—unlike death knights, who are resurrected superhumans—were ordinary undead forcibly infused with mana to give them a fake consciousness.
In every way, they were a cheaper, weaker version of a death knight. But they had one distinct advantage.
Unlike death knights, who clearly looked like corpses, a well-disguised ghoul could blend in among civilians without raising suspicion.
“Are you with the FBI? Or just a bold little mage?”
Now that his cover was blown, Marvin’s face twisted into something monstrous. Dilla let out a dry chuckle.
“You’re pretty curious for a ghoul, huh? But if you have questions, you should ask your master.”
It was a blatant provocation, and Marvin couldn’t take it anymore. He could always ask questions after turning her into another undead.
“…I hope your liver tastes as sweet as your tongue.”
With those words, Marvin’s arm began to contort with a sickening crack.
Flesh and bone twisted like mud, creating an ominous atmosphere for a moment.
Soon, his hand transformed into that of a monster, with sharp claws and tendons writhing grotesquely between them.
“Finally, I can bring great joy to my master after such a long time!”
Marvin shouted as he lunged at Dilla.
His speed was impressive, though not quite superhuman; fast enough for an average human. Dilla, the fragile mage, was about to be sliced to pieces under his claws.
However, the next moment, Dilla raised her dagger and summoned her twisted mana.
“What!? A necromancer… why…?”
Marvin couldn’t finish his words as Dilla’s incantation came first.
“Corpse Explosion.”
With that, the ghoul’s head burst open with a sound like a watermelon splitting. Blood splattered everywhere, and the uncontrolled body rolled across the floor of the reading room.
Dilla looked down at the limp ghoul’s body and sighed softly.
She had cast the spell with twisted mana, so even a dumb U.S. cop would have caught on to her by now.
“…Coming all this way for a timed attack, what a damn security ghoul.”
She stepped over the pooled, decaying blood and entered deeper into the reading room.
A small gap existed in the corner of the room among the endless rows of shelves, and a single fire extinguisher sat in that gap.
Dilla grabbed the fire extinguisher, put her weight into it, and pushed hard.
Clunk—with the sound of something clicking into place, the fire extinguisher tilted. Immediately, the wall behind it opened, revealing a narrow passage.
It was so tight that even she, being small, had to bend her back to enter.
Inside, the thick smell of dust hit her immediately. As she bent down and entered, the door closing behind her echoed. That should buy her a little time.
Anyway, the endlessly stretching passageway was completely devoid of light. But then again, with no forks or turns—just a single path to follow—that was only to be expected.
However, at that moment, her stomach growled loudly.
“…I should’ve eaten first.”
She muttered under her breath. If only that damn Seti hadn’t given orders at Chicago Airport, she wouldn’t have been starving like this.
For some reason, at this moment, Dilla’s mind drifted to Yeomyeong’s face.
“…I could really go for a sandwich.”
Dilla swallowed as she remembered the homemade sandwiches Yeomyeong used to make.
What on earth did he put in that sandwich? After separating from Yeomyeong’s group, Dilla had eaten plenty of sandwiches, but none had tasted as good as the one he made for her.
He must’ve put something wicked and addictive in it…
As she thought that, she continued through the tunnel for a while.
Before she knew it, she reached the end of the passage, standing in front of an ominous wooden door.
The door was made of wood from trees that had grown nourished by corpses. It was also a magic item that would unleash curses and attack spells if anyone other than a necromancer touched the doorknob.
Of course, being a necromancer, it was no big deal for Dilla.
Screech—
She opened the door and stepped inside, greeted by a vast room.
Countless gold bars, dollars, checks, and even rare corruption stones lay scattered around.
This room was nothing short of a treasure vault for necromancers—and in fact, it was used as one. It held the wealth they had amassed from the eastern United States.
“…Huh.”
Who would’ve thought she’d end up robbing her own comrades’ vault? Dilla shed meaningless tears, typical of a betrayer, as she walked deeper into the room.
Even if she was going to rob the vault, it wouldn’t be today. Today, there was something else she needed to steal…
『The King of the Undead’s Record of Fallen Stars.』
At that moment, an indescribable voice filled the room.
Startled, Dilla flinched and immediately drew her dagger, assuming a combat stance.
“Who’s there?!”
No answer came. Instead, a black shadow pooled in the corner of the room began to writhe and move.
Upon seeing the shadow, Dilla began to recite a spell—or tried to.
However, let alone her tongue, even the mana within her body refused to move.
Just like when Seti had taken control of her.
Could it really be…? Realizing what the shadow might be, Dilla trembled like a leaf. There was nothing else she could do.
『What an amusing book. The dice resisting the game… when even that is also part of the game.』
The shadow casually picked up an old, tattered book lying on the floor.
A book enchanted to change its cover every day so no one could recognize its value.
『That fool must’ve prepared this for the protagonist…』
The shadow opened the book. As the pages rustled, names like Ra, Khepri, and Atum flickered by.
『But in the end, everything is for my Chosen One.』
Dilla couldn’t even ask what that meant. The crushing pressure on her soul had shriveled her lungs, and her heart screamed in pain.
Choking gasps. Blurring vision.
P-please… let me live…
Dilla didn’t want to die like this. There were still so many dreams left unfulfilled, so many efforts she hadn’t even begun.
『Do you wish to live?』
Just as Dilla was on the brink of death, the shadow spoke—and she immediately screamed yes. She wanted to shout that she was only following Seti’s orders to retrieve the record, but her mouth wouldn’t open.
『If you wish to live, then live. You’ve lived this long—what’s the harm in giving you just a little more time?』
She couldn’t tell whether it was mockery or jest, but the moment those words ended, the pressure vanished.
“Gasp… gasp…!”
Dilla collapsed to her knees, gasping for breath. As oxygen filled her lungs, tears and spit streamed down her face in relief.
How long had she simply basked in the act of breathing?
She looked up at the book, still floating in the air, and asked.
“O… O Great One… w-what would you have me do for you?”
『What a perceptive child… which makes it all the more regrettable. If only you’d come a little sooner, you might’ve become the hawk or the tree.』
“Pardon?”
『As you are now, even the eighth role may be too much. For now, just do as you’re told.』
Eighth? She didn’t understand, but she bowed her head.
“…P-please command me. I shall do whatever you wish.”
『Deliver this book to my child. She will know what to do.』
My child. Dilla immediately understood that it meant Seti. She bowed even deeper.
“…I s-shall do so.”
『And one more thing… deliver a message to my Chosen One.』
Dilla didn’t ask who her Chosen One was. She already knew. How many in the world could possibly be worthy of being such a great star selection?
The only thing she needed to know now was what message to deliver.
Just what kind of dreadful proclamation was she about to carry?
Dilla swallowed hard, and at that moment, all the shadows in the room rippled, grinning.
The darkness spoke.
『This world is real—so do as you wish.』

 
    

  Chapter 258: The Road To The Demon King (7)
* * *
The top floor of a skyscraper overlooking Chicago.
Under dazzling, extravagant décor, the floor was lined with intricate magic circles drawn by a crow. It looked like a minefield waiting to be triggered.
A dwarf sitting at a table sighed deeply, six cell phones spread out in front of him.
“…It’s already been four days.”
Darulma Dune, the dwarf who had been discreetly contacting every potential ally he could think of, set down the phone and lit a cigarette.
Click, click—
Whether from anxiety or impatience, his fingers kept slipping, causing the lighter to spark without catching flame.
After a couple of failed attempts, he finally lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply.
A sharp burn traveled from his mouth, down his throat, and into his lungs.
As the nicotine coursed through his bloodstream, Darulma exhaled a long plume of smoke and muttered.
“Are you not even a little worried?”
His voice was directed at the girl quietly sitting on the sofa.
The blue-haired girl, who had been meditating with her eyes closed, slowly opened them.
“Worried? Not really.”
“…”
“My sister and the Saintess went together with him. What could possibly go wrong?”
Her words were not just calm—they were almost too carefree. Yet, Darulma gave her a wry smile because he could see that her hands fidgeted aimlessly, and her toes wouldn’t stop twitching.
Of course, she was more worried than a stranger like him was. Anyone would be after sending their family into danger.
Darulma blamed himself for his inconsideration and exhaled another puff of smoke.
“Naturally, I hope nothing’s happened. I truly do. But still… it’s possible something unexpected occurred.”
“…Unexpected?”
Darulma didn’t respond. After all, there were only a handful of reasons why their group would suddenly lose contact in Chicago.
Neti, too, seemed to grasp what he meant and fell silent.
A brief, heavy silence settled in.
Before it could stretch too long, Darulma spoke up with a contingency plan.
“What if we hired a private investigator to look into it? We’d know what’s going on within a day.”
It was a reasonable suggestion—but the response was a rejection.
“That is not permitted.”
Darulma cast a glance at the large crow reciting a spell atop the magic circle.
“…This is the most practical solution we have.”
“And I repeat, it is not permitted. You want to spend money when even a phone call barely gets through? I absolutely cannot allow it.”
“I get that, but… the Saintess, and Yeomyeong…”
“Enough. Don’t forget why we’re hiding here. Or what my apprentice is risking on your behalf, dwarf.”
The crow’s tone left no room for argument, and Darulma fell silent, unable to push the matter any further.
As the dwarf reached for a second cigarette, Neti, who had been lost in thought, suddenly raised her head.
“Ah! I know what the unexpected problem is!”
“…?”
Darulma and Corvus both turned to Neti, puzzled by her sudden outburst. She sprang up from the sofa and added.
“A woman! I bet it’s some chick again, and she’s already messing with my brother-in-law.”
“…”
What the—was that supposed to be a joke to lighten the mood? Darulma froze, his hand halfway through lighting the cigarette, and stared at her.
However, there wasn’t a hint of humor on Neti’s face. She was dead serious as she went on.
“Like that necromancer chick my sister sent on an errand… I’m telling you, there’s definitely another weirdo woman tagging along this time, too. My girl-senses are never wrong!”
While Darulma squinted at her like she was spouting nonsense, Corvus didn’t even acknowledge the comment.
Well, whatever.
Ignoring Neti, who had now taken to muttering something like Poor Saintess…, Darulma grabbed one of the phones off the table.
It wasn’t about doubting Yeomyeong or the Saintess—it was just about doing what he could for now.
With that thought, he began dialing Delman, the headquarters building manager. No matter what came next, he still had to attend the board meeting…
Just then—clack! Corvus clacked her beak sharply.
“…They’re here.”
There was no need to ask who “they” were.
Darulma dropped the phone and shot to his feet, and Neti—already on her feet—shouted something like “Nevermore!” as she bolted to the entrance.
And just before she could open the door, the front entrance swung open first. Three people stepped inside.
“Unnie!”
Neti rushed forward, arms open to hug Seti and Yeomyeong—but then stopped short.
Whatever they’d been doing for the past four days, her sister looked utterly exhausted, and the Saintess was basically sleepwalking.
However, what truly caught Neti’s eye was the fourth figure at the back—just taking off her hood.
A stunning beauty with unrealistic pink hair and eyes.
“…”
So it really was because of a woman, huh? Neti’s eyes widened as the worry that had only existed in her mind stepped into reality.
Regardless, Seti and the Saintess entered the room while mumbling something like “I’m so sleepy…” and shuffled off like zombies to the bedrooms.
Which meant Yeomyeong was left to handle the introductions.
“We’re back. Sorry we’re late.”
“I don’t mind the late part but… um, who is she exactly?”
“Ah, this is…”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to introduce Rashik, Darulma arrived late at the entrance, eyes wide as he interrupted.
“…That ‘girl-sense’ of yours… might be sharper than I thought.”
* * *
Darulma Dune was a competent dwarf.
Sure, the Elders thought he couldn’t match the clan head, and the youngsters said he’d just been born by grabbing a silver umbilical cord.
Regardless, Darulma Dune was still a competent dwarf.
The fact that things started shifting within just five days of his disappearance was proof enough.
Things had been ruined. And it wasn’t towards a good direction.
Most of the kinfolk blamed it on the “Red Star,” but the dwarves who’d actually seen the “Red Star” firsthand thought differently.
“The reason the elders and the young ones—so different, like water and oil—have managed to avoid open conflict until now… was Darulma.”
Hal Pagalda, an Elder and executive of Dungan Heavy Industries, spoke as he walked down a long underground corridor.
Soon, the stout man following behind him replied.
“So what you’re saying is… Darulma was the finely-tuned lightning rod—good at taking heat from both sides?”
That man was Kwon Mongjoo, captain of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group—personally recruited by Darulma. Even his footsteps radiated menacing mana, the unmistakable mark of a true superhuman.
“Lightning rod, huh? It sounds more intuitive than ‘middle management.’  I like this term.”
“…”
“Anyway, you’re not wrong. Darulma is living proof that even a lightning rod needs to be good at their job.”
It was hard to tell whether that was a compliment or an insult. But Kwon Mongjoo didn’t bother analyzing it.
Apparently, Hal Pagalda wasn’t looking for commentary either—he smoothly shifted the topic.
“Do you know where we’re heading right now, Captain?”
The mercenary didn’t answer right away. Instead, he glanced around.
The underground corridor where he and the old dwarf were walking was a hidden place, deep within a warehouse on the outskirts of Chicago—owned by Dungan Heavy Industries.
What struck him as odd was how much the structure resembled a Cold War-era nuclear launch bunker.
But why would a private company—not a military—have a bunker like this?
After a moment of thought, Kwon Mongjoo gave an honest answer.
“…I’m not sure.”
“Really? Even someone at your level can’t figure it out?”
“If I had to guess from my military experience… I’d say this is a nuclear missile bunker.”
“What? A nuclear missile bunker?”
“It seems like that, judging from the thickness of the concrete and the mana detection-blocking paint on the walls. At this level, it would take a near asymmetrical-force-class superhuman to detect anything.”
“Mana detection-blocking paint? You mean they smeared that absurdly expensive stuff all over this entire corridor…?”
Hal Pagalda swept his eyes around the corridor suspiciously—as if he didn’t know what this place really was either.
That alone made Kwon Mongjoo raise an eyebrow. Did he come here without knowing what this place was?
The old dwarf didn’t answer. Silence settled over the corridor once more, broken only by the echo of their footsteps.
Hal Pagalda stopped in front of the large iron door blocking the corridor. Instead of opening it, he clasped his hands behind his back as if lost in thought for a moment, then turned to Kwon Mongjoo and spoke.
“Captain Kwon. Do you know why I personally requested you as an escort and dragged you all the way out here?”
The sudden question made Kwon Mongjoo pause. He lowered his gaze, thinking.
The reason why he followed Hal Pagalda?
On the surface, he was here to fill in for Tian Lin, the Sonjuk member who had fallen to the Red Star a few days ago.
But having a captain cover for a fallen grunt? That was… not normal.
Anyone could tell there was more going on here.
From Kwon Mongjoo’s analysis, this was a political maneuver.
Hal Pagalda’s gesture—offering to take Darulma’s place as the master of the Sonjuk Mercenary Group—signaled that Darulma had been completely ousted.
However, it seemed there was another reason behind Hal Pagalda’s actions.
“I’m not one for riddles. Just tell me directly. Why did you call for me?”
“You’re the strongest superhuman I can trust and call her.”
“…?”
Kwon Mongjoo, momentarily confused by the statement, fell silent. Hal Pagalda bitterly smiled and placed his hand on the steel door.
“There’s been a hole in our internal ledgers since at least five years ago. At first, I thought it was just the young ones skimming money for their lavish lifestyle, so I ignored it… but the missing funds were massive.”
“…”
“Before going to Manchuria, Darulma had been tracking those funds. And recently, he nearly figured out where they were going… then he disappeared.”
The smell of conspiracy hung in the air—not just any conspiracy, but an enormous one.
“Most of those funds ended up flowing here. Doesn’t that seem odd? A hidden underground bunker that’s been around for years, Darulma’s disappearance, the appearance of the Red Star…”
“So you believe all these events are connected?”
Hal Pagalda nodded. It was too coincidental for him to dismiss it as mere chance.
Kwon Mongjoo drew up mana and asked.
“What is it you want from me?”
“Smash this door. As an elder of this family, I need to see what’s behind it.”
“…Did you not inform anyone else about this?”
“If this gets out, it could lead to the division of the family. Until everything becomes clear, I want to be the only one who knows.”
Kwon Mongjoo didn’t criticize the old dwarf for his stubbornness. He was a mercenary, and a mercenary only followed the orders from his employer.
After taking a deep breath, he conjured a massive flame in both hands—an unknown martial art he’d learned from the now inaccessible Chinese border region.
“Please, step back. It’ll get pretty hot.”
As the flame that had once repelled the dragon flame in Manchuria touched the steel door, a chilling hiss echoed, and the door began to heat up.
Hal Pagalda frowned as he watched the door turn red. The door was heating up but didn’t show any signs of melting.
Well, it was hardly surprising. A fire created by human hands couldn’t melt an alloy door—
Just then, the flame swirling from Kwon Mongjoo’s hands condensed into a single point—a tiny flame at the tip of his index finger.
The captain stretched his finger forward, and the steel door was pierced effortlessly. The door began to emit sparks like a welding torch.
Chiing!
Even so, the door didn’t melt. Instead, it was sliced precisely along the path of the captain’s finger.
After Kwon Mongjoo made a quick circular motion, thud! The cut door fell, leaving a hole just big enough for a dwarf to pass through.
“We’ll go in after the heat cools down.”
Having extinguished the flame, Kwon Mongjoo wiped the sweat from his forehead. Hal realized that the captain was an even stronger superhuman than he had imagined and nodded in acknowledgment.
A short while later, Hal confirmed that the door had cooled to a touchable temperature and stepped inside with a determined expression.
What was waiting for the old dwarf beyond the thick steel door was…
A vast factory.
Automated rails moved, robot arms worked relentlessly, and something was being endlessly produced in the factory.
For the capitalist dwarfs, this sight was all too familiar, but the issue was with what the factory was producing.
“What in the world is this…?”
The nearest mechanical arms grabbed a grotesque lump of flesh moving along the rails and inserted a circuit chip into it.
Bzzzt!
The lump of flesh, now embedded with the chip, twitched and convulsed, spewing something that might have been electricity—or mana—before going limp.
Whatever it was, the mechanical arm pulled the chip back out from the limp flesh and tossed it down a chute labeled “DISPOSAL.”
Squelch. The sound of flesh being discarded sent a chill down their spines.
However, the most disturbing thing of all was that, despite the grotesque scene, there was no smell of blood—no stench of any kind in the factory.
A scent all too familiar and sharp—the kind one would catch in a Gulag laboratory.
No… it can’t be…
Hal Pagalda shook his head violently, trying to drive away the horrifying thought forming in his mind.
“What kind of lunatic would do something like this…?”
Could such madness really have been created by one of his own people? His own kin?
Staggering back in disbelief at the sight, Hal Pagalda bumped into Kwon Mongjoo, who had just entered behind him.
Snapping out of it, Hal bit his lip and said.
“…Captain, until I say otherwise, you are not to speak a word of what you saw here. Understood?”
The captain gave no answer. Sensing something was wrong, Hal turned to look at him—and saw Kwon Mongjoo standing still, eyes closed, ears perked.
“Captain? Is something wrong?”
Just as Hal asked with concern, Kwon Mongjoo suddenly grabbed him.
“Apologies, but you need to get out of here right now.”
“What? Why? What’s happening?”
“…Someone’s approaching this place. Judging by their footsteps, at least ten of them. All of them are superhumans.”
No further explanation was needed.
With Hal still startled, Kwon Mongjoo tossed him through the hole in the steel door, then conjured a massive fireball and hurled it toward the machinery on the far side of the factory.
Hoping the flames would erase all traces of their presence.
Whoosh! As the fire spread to the rails, Kwon Mongjoo squeezed through the door himself.
“Climb on. We’re running.”
As the old dwarf scrambled onto his back, Kwon Mongjoo poured every last ounce of strength into his legs and took off down the underground corridor.

 
    

  Chapter 259: The Road To The Demon King (8)
* * *
Stepping into the lavish interior, Rashik instinctively held her breath. The mana inside was completely different from the outside.
Subtle and deadly—enough to remind her of war zones.
If not for her experience as an assassin, she wouldn’t have noticed its presence at all. Any regular mage who tried to enter would’ve been blown to bits by the minefield-like magic circles laid out at the entrance.
What the hell is this shit?
Even if it was a chaebol’s residence, why the hell did they go this far right from the entrance? Rashik mentally wiped away cold sweat.
In the meantime, Yeomyeong exchanged a few casual greetings—asking how the exhausted dwarf and the girl were doing, whether anything had happened—as he stepped inside.
“Let’s not just stand around the entrance. I’ll introduce this lady—uh, this big sis—inside.”
Rashik obediently followed Yeomyeong into a spacious living room.
The dwarf chatting with Yeomyeong didn’t even glance her way, but the tall, bob-haired girl who had been the first to rush to the entrance earlier gave Rashik a full up-and-down look, eyebrows furrowed.
Like a wife glaring at her husband’s mistress—open hostility, no attempt to hide it.
What’s her deal?
Rashik did her best to avoid the girl’s gaze and stuck close behind Yeomyeong.
Although alchemists were rarely welcomed anywhere, she had never received such a look from anyone.
Well… whatever.
As Darulma took a seat at the large table and Neti tactfully headed toward the kitchen, Yeomyeong bowed respectfully toward a corner of the room.
“I’m back, Teacher.”
The one receiving the greeting was a small crow perched atop a complex magic circle.
A familiar of a mage had set up the circle? Rashik squinted to examine it—but then the crow opened her beak.
“You’ve become quite dashing in just a few days. I’m glad to see that things must have gone well.”
The elegant voice and archaic tone—more reminiscent of a forest witch—were far too refined for any familiar.
Wait, what the fuck. How could a Beastfolk be here?
A Beastfolk. Not an ordinary one but a superhuman Beastfolk, standing on American soil. Even Rashik—who dabbled in the black market as a daily routine—was genuinely shocked.
At this point, Rashik seriously began to wonder if she’d walked into a trap.
If it weren’t for Yeomyeong, who had brought her here, and Darulma standing before her… she would’ve scattered poison and fled the scene without hesitation.
Unaware of her inner turmoil, Yeomyeong began to introduce her to Darulma.
“Let me introduce you. This big sis is the alchemist who implanted the dragon heart into me.”
“An alchemist?”
Seemingly trusting Yeomyeong deeply, Darulma Dune extended a hand without any further questions.
“Pleasure to meet you. I go by Darulma Dune, a dwarf who humbly works for Dungan Heavy Industries.”
A hand adorned with heavy rings—an unmistakable symbol of a dwarf tycoon. Rashik grasped it firmly.
“Hello. I’m Rashik. I run a small alchemy workshop up in the northern side of the black market.”
At the mention of the black market, Darulma’s eyebrows twitched ever so slightly.
“An alchemist from the black market? Then you must be…”
Was her reputation really that far-reaching? All the way to this dwarf magnate?
Rashik straightened her posture slightly, ready to respond with, “Yes, I’m the master of cochineal insects.”
But the name that came out of Darulma’s mouth wasn’t that title—it was another nickname entirely.
“Are you the one they call… Pink Death?”
“…?”
“Ah, apologies if I was mistaken. It’s just that among black market alchemists, that name’s the most well-known. Those pink poisons and drugs are quite… unique, aren’t they?”
“…”
Perhaps it was the mental shock, but Rashik had to tense the muscles in her cheeks just to keep smiling.
Pink Death? Of all the damn nicknames, why did that one have to spread?
She had other titles! The Sage of Chicago, even The Rose-Gold nickname, had a much better ring to it!
Still, Rashik didn’t let her frustration show. She was a professional, and professionals didn’t slip up in front of a money source.
She kept her smile as she shook the dwarf’s hand.
“…Yes. I am Pink Death.”
“Ah, as expected. You’re such an impressive individual.”
The polite exchange continued, and by the time Neti muttered “Pfft… Pink Death…” with a stifled giggle, Yeomyeong took a seat and began to speak.
“Darulma, I brought her here because of the elixir deal you promised me a while back.”
The promise to recommend a reliable elixir supplier—Darulma remembered instantly and caught on to what Yeomyeong was implying.
“So, Lady Pink Death seeks my patronage?”
Rashik immediately nodded.
“Yes, and if possible, I’d like to go beyond patronage—to secure a direct investment.”
“Investment? Investment in what, exactly?”
As expected of a businessman, Darulma’s eyes sharpened the moment he heard the word investment. Rashik answered cautiously.
“I’m working on creating a homunculus. Due to limited funding, I’ve only made a prototype so far. But with proper support, I’m confident I can complete a fully functional homunculus within ten years.”
“A homunculus, within ten years? Huh…”
He trailed off, then wiggled his ring-covered fingers and said.
“So what?”
“…Pardon?”
“How does you making a homunculus in ten years benefit me? Is it marketable? What about the legal issues? What’s your risk management strategy if it fails?”
“…”
“Do you know how many entrepreneurs come to me every year asking for investment? If you’re gonna talk investment, the least you could’ve brought is a business proposal.”
Rashik was caught off guard—this was not how she’d expected the conversation to go. She looked around, unsure what to say.
What was she even supposed to say? Market value? Unless someone was building an army, homunculus weren’t exactly mass-market items.
Her head spinning, Rashik glanced at Yeomyeong with a look that screamed: Stop watching and say something already! Yeomyeong gave a bitter smile and stepped in.
“Darulma, don’t tease her too much. This big sis isn’t that kind of person. And more importantly, I have something to tell you in private.”
Don’t tease her? Rashik turned to see the dwarf grinning ear to ear.
“Ah, forgive me. I tend to get like this whenever someone mentions investments.”
Only after seeing the dwarf light a cigarette with a playful look did Rashik realize it had all been a joke about some kind of power play.
Oh, this motherfucker…
How could he be joking in a situation like this? Then again, she really shouldn’t have been surprised—he shared the same bloodline as those loafer dwarves from the black market. Blood really is thicker than water.
Did she choose the wrong patron? As Rashik began to question her decision, Darulma lit his cigarette and continued.
“I did have a promise with Yeomyeong, and your reputation speaks for itself… If it’s patronage you want, I’ll gladly provide it. And if I request potions from time to time, I’ll even throw in incentives.”
“…!”
As soon as a better offer came up than she’d expected, Rashik’s irritation melted away like snow.
The important part was the incentive offered for potion-making. It wasn’t just about money—it meant gaining the prestige of being known as the one who crafted potions for a chaebol.
Darulma let out a small chuckle as he watched Rashik clench her fists, then tapped the cigarette held between his fingers and spoke.
“But from now on, don’t make or sell drugs. I’d rather not have my face end up on the front page of Fox News.”
“…If that’s what you wish, sir.”
Rashik agreed without hesitation.
After all, she could only produce the drugs while constantly watching out for the South American cartels. Even without Darulma pointing it out, it was something she would’ve gladly abandoned—if only she had stable funding.
But letting it slide here would’ve been something only someone in an inferior position would do. Rashik licked her lips and spoke in a subtle, suggestive tone.
“Still… drugs are one of my main sources of income. If I’m to give them up, could I ask for one more condition?”
“Condition?”
“I’d like access to the traditional dwarven workshop your Dune clan head supposedly built. If that’s on the table, I can give up drugs without any regrets…”
“…Pink Death.”
The moment the words dwarven workshop came out of her mouth, Darulma’s voice dropped.
“Don’t cross the line.”
“…Yes, sir.”
* * *
Right after Rashik’s sponsorship was warmly(?) settled, Yeomyeong shifted the topic without missing a beat.
“Darulma. How have things progressed while I was away?”
By “things,” he meant the string of events leading from the assassination attempt on Darulma to the emergence of the Red Star.
Darulma didn’t respond immediately. He took a long drag from his cigarette as if organizing his thoughts.
A light silence floated along with the smoke.
Only when Neti returned from the kitchen with cola, coffee, and water did Darulma finally speak.
“Good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”
“The good news.”
Darulma glanced at Rashik before answering—asking with his eyes if she could hear this. Yeomyeong gave a slight nod.
“The number of people tailing me has dropped noticeably. Maybe one of the execs you attacked was a suspect in the hit, or maybe the Red Star’s arrival has them too distracted to care about me… Hard to say, but either way, it’s a relief.”
“…Not as good as I was hoping.”
And if that was the good news, the bad news must be truly awful. Yeomyeong took a sip of the cola Neti handed him.
“So what’s the bad news?”
“The execs are way more spooked than we expected.”
“…Spooked? Don’t tell me—they postponed the meeting?”
“No, they’re going ahead with it as planned. Apparently, rescheduling now would make them look like they’re running from the Red Star.”
Yeomyeong tilted his head. If the meeting was proceeding as scheduled, what were they so afraid of?
The answer turned out to be simple.
“Instead, they’ve massively ramped up security. Far more than we anticipated.”
“How much more are we talking about?”
“According to someone I planted in their security team—they’re deploying superhumans. Double digits.”
Double-digit superhumans. The number far exceeded expectations, leading Yeomyeong subtly frowned. Indeed, there really was nothing money couldn’t buy when you threw enough of it around.
“…That’s a lot.”
“And that’s not all. They’re hiring mercenaries, too. If you count the non-superhumans, you’re looking at triple digits minimum. Apparently, the mayor only barely stopped them from going as far as installing top-tier mana-detection missiles meant for superhumans.”
“…”
Darulma stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and looked straight at Yeomyeong.
“Yeomyeong, as you know, I must attend that board meeting. No matter what, I have to be there.”
“…”
“Convincing the security team or sneaking in with an invisibility cloak like we planned—won’t work anymore. We need a new plan.”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer right away. He silently tapped his fingers on the table.
Was it because he didn’t want to help anymore? No, that wasn’t it.
He still didn’t know what exactly Darulma planned to do at that board meeting, but he’d already promised to help him.
A promise made as a friend—one that crossed boundaries of race and age, meant to repay kindness with kindness.
As long as it didn’t interfere with his revenge, Yeomyeong intended to keep that promise.
The issue was how.
Disguise himself as the Red Star again and storm the meeting while Darulma snuck in during the chaos? Impossible.
Charge in head-on? There was no way to guarantee Darulma’s safety if assassins set off bombs or took sniper shots. Rejected.
Maybe if he had the exact security layout—but unless they dropped in from above, infiltration seemed…
At that moment, Rashik, who’d been sitting beside them, spoke hesitantly.
“W-What are you guys even talking about? Board meeting? Assassinations? And what? Red Star?”
Only then did the group finally glance over at Rashik. Her pink eyes darted around, unable to focus.
She looked like someone who just realized for the first time that Yeomyeong was the Red Star.
“…So she wasn’t brought in as part of the operation?”
Darulma clicked his tongue. Yeomyeong just shrugged.
“I figured I’d ask for her help later, if needed.”
“…Later? You mean, as in, after getting sponsored and hearing all the classified info?”
“…”
“You know, despite how you look, you’re quite the scoundrel—no, I mean, you’ve got a real business mindset. Once you graduate from the academy, why not go into business with me? I doubt I’ll find anyone better than you when it comes to cutting labor costs.”
While Darulma’s tone was half-joking, Rashik’s hands were shaking.
She’d spent so much effort hiding from the U.S. government, and now she was wrapped up in some deranged operation like this.
“…L-little brother? Yeomyeong?”
“Yes, big sis.”
“Can I go back to the black market now?”
Yeomyeong chuckled softly.
“Of course you can.”
“…”
“We’ll be heading to the headquarters of Dungan Heavy Industries in two days. You can join us then.”
“…”
This little shit. Rashik had to resist the urge to throw her drink in his face.
She wanted to grab him by the collar—but she had no maggot army, no potent poisons at the moment. And instead, across the room, a Beastfolk mage was glaring at her with deadly eyes.
In the end, all she could do was sigh deeply in resignation… ah, and her sponsorship, too.
“…Yeomyeong, that’s enough.”
Just then, a familiar voice called out from the bedroom.
Creeeak—She rubbed her eyes as she came out of the bedroom, then walked straight over and collapsed into Yeomyeong’s arms, as if falling into him.
“Why’re you up? You should rest longer.”
Yeomyeong hugged her gently as she curled up in his lap. Seti stared at the bedroom door and muttered.
“…The Saintess snores.”
“…”
“Something loud… like a raptor screech…”
As Corvus clicked her beak at the shocking revelation, Seti closed her eyes and buried her face into Yeomyeong’s collarbone before speaking
“So, about crashing the meeting… what kind of plan were you guys working on?”
Out of nowhere, she was asking about infiltration. Yeomyeong patted her back and answered.
“A direct breakthrough, bribing the security team, or infiltration by relying on the Blood Tears illusion to work.”
“…Those are all insane.”
At Seti’s cold critique, both Darulma and Neti flinched and turned their heads, as if they’d been thinking the same thing as Yeomyeong.
Either way, Seti continued softly. She must’ve been really sleepy—her voice stretched out lazily.
“Plans… I already made them all… yawn… So don’t stress about it now… We still have two whole days…”
She already had everything planned out? Darulma scratched his ring with a click.
“Whatever plan you came up with, the situation’s changed. Security at HQ is nothing like it was when you first made your plan.”
That was undeniably true. And with the board meeting just around the corner, checking the layout in advance was as hard as sneaking in on the day of.
Wondering if maybe she had something up her sleeve, Yeomyeong looked down at Seti. She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and mumbled.
“It doesn’t matter… how much… the security increases… yawn… And Darulma… has something else… to practice…”
“Practice?”
“Practicing… not… passing out…”
“What? What does that mean?”
No answer came. Seti had already fallen asleep in Yeomyeong’s arms.
As a chill crept up the dwarf’s nape, only the sound of Neti’s footsteps heading off to record the Saintess’ snoring echoed.

 
    

  Chapter 260: Cat Among The Pigeons
When your ancestors laid the first brick of the Magic Tower, the mages signed a promissory charter guaranteeing the freedom and rights of all non-mages in Hilaria…
(omitted)
Yet today, it is evident that the Magic Tower no longer honors the promises of that charter…
(omitted)
…Therefore, I reject the claim that Hilaria’s granaries are empty! I reject the notion that we have no freedom or flour left to give you! I reject the claim that the vault of freedom held by the mages stands empty!
(omitted)
…Today! Beyond the Dimensional Portal, here in Hilaria! I raise my voice for you!
I will shout, and shout again—for every Earthian who cried out in 1776 Philadelphia and in 1789 Paris!
Freedom! Freedom!
『Excerpt from Air Conditioning Revolutions Archives 00A-012, Speech of Alton Paisa.』
* * *
Inside the cargo plane heading towards Chicago O’Hare International Airport.
After a long time, the eyes that had been closed slowly opened. His pupils were murky like those in an opium den.
“I have been… disconnected… to Kahal’s heart…”
A voice, low and heavy like that of a corpse, echoed through the airplane’s cargo hold. It belonged to the rag-draped man, known to the world as Star Entrails.
“Finally?”
There were other people in the cargo hold besides the Star Entrails. A man and a woman, each with distinct characteristic.
Among them, the girl with short golden hair spoke up.
“…It took that long? If someone had the dragon’s neidan, they should’ve just eaten it right away. What—were they brewing an elixir or something?”
At her mocking words, the Star Entrails raised a hand. His bony, corpse-like hand blocked the airplane’s light, casting a long shadow over his face.
“They didn’t… turn it… into an elixir…”
“Then did they eat it raw? They’ve got quite the appetite, huh.”
“They didn’t eat… it… I… still… can feel Kahal, Magdu’s… subspace…”
“…?”
“Did they… transplant the heart? Who… why… how…?”
His question hung in the air, unanswered. No one cared to respond. And while it wasn’t exactly a reply, the girl sitting across from him let out a sly grin and spoke.
“It seems like fate’s been twisted again, huh?”
“…”
“From Manchuria to Dreitherial, and now to Chicago, where we’re headed… This kind of distortion couldn’t have been caused by the Saintess alone, right?”
The Star Entrails didn’t answer, lowering his hand and slowly pulling up his rags as if trying to hide his face.
“Don’t… speak so carelessly… about fate… especially… in moments like this…”
Despite the criticism, the girl didn’t erase her smile and shrugged her shoulders.
“Why so scared? Don’t be afraid. Lift your head proudly. In times like this, the only thing you can trust is your own strength.”
Whether it was arrogance or sarcasm, it was unclear. Then, a new voice intervened.
“Mara, please don’t speak so recklessly. The Star Entrails is our leader.”
The girl called Mara turned her head at the deep voice. In the corner of the plane, behind the cargo, a massive figure sat quietly, staring at her.
The dim light in the airplane revealed his crimson eyes—filled with sorrow. The sorrow of losing a comrade.
Facing that incongruous sorrow, Mara licked her lips and said.
“What? Are you bothered?”
“…I merely ask for respect.”
“Respect for humans comes from fear, and fear stems from power. In other words, I don’t respect any of you—except Kahal Magdu.”
“…”
“If you’ve got a problem, settle it with a fight.”
The red-eyed giant said nothing. But his hands clenched and unclenched as if he were measuring his fists—clearly irritated.
Then, the Star Entrails spoke up.
“Enough… Mara… Poison Flower… both of you… stop…”
Before anyone could respond, the Star Entrails raised a finger to his lips.
“A vision… has come…”
For a moment, silence fell over the plane. Only the faint drone of the engine rang in their ears. The lights dimmed, and the shadows began to ripple.
Soon after, the murky eyes of the Star Entrails, who had been covering his mouth, grew even murkier.
Smoke began pouring not just from his lips but from his nose and ears as well.
The smoke rose and filled the ceiling of the plane, while the Star Entrails’s gaunt body trembled violently.
Moments later, his eyes slowly returned to focus. He exhaled the last puff of smoke and spoke.
“…The plan… will change.”
“Change? After we came all this way? What did you see this time?”
“Ekatherina… in France… recovered the World Tree’s crystal… I… can’t say… more…”
“Oh, is that so?”
Mara, clearly used to this, ignored the Star Entrails and locked eyes again with the silent giant.
But unlike Mara, still brimming with battlelust, there was no drive in the man’s red eyes.
Deflated, Mara scoffed through her nose.
“So what now? Should we turn the plane around?”
“No… Only me… drop out… of the plan… You two… proceed… assist the dwarves…”
“That’s it? What about stealing the Descent Ritual?”
“No… longer… needed… The next… Demon King… will appear… in Korea…”
The word “Korea” made Mara slightly frowned—memories of Manchuria flooding back.
“Korea, huh… So can I go wild here then?”
“Go wild…? What… do you mean…?”
“I mean, after seeing an American city, I kinda want to try it. Like one in superhero movies—knock over buildings, look down on the screaming civilians.”
At her mischievous tone, the Star Entrails sighed deeply.
“And… what if you… die again…?”
“Well, I’ll come back with a cock. This body’s a damn hassle.”
“God… damn… it…”
The Star Entrails, unable to hold back, cursed under his breath. Mara only burst out laughing, clearly enjoying herself.
And as the tension faded, the giant who had been silent until now quietly joined the conversation.
“May I also act independently?”
“Poison… Flower… you… too…?”
“I want to confirm whether this ‘Red Star’ fellow is the real deal. He might be the fifth.”
“…”
The Star Entrails looked like he was about to object—but at the mention of “the fifth,” he held his tongue and lowered his head. Fortunately, the silence didn’t last long.
“Do… as you will… Just… don’t die…”
The giant bowed his head slightly as if he hadn’t expected to be granted permission. Then Mara suddenly stood up.
“Well then, I’m off first.”
“…”
“So, Poison Flower. What about you? Are you going to crawl to the airport like a coward, or are you jumping with me right here?”
It was a petty provocation—but Poison Flower stood without hesitation. It was not because he took the bait.
After all, if the Star Entrails was heading back anyway, the sooner they turned the plane around, the better.
“Leader, I’ll head out first.”
“…”
The Star Entrails said nothing to Poison Flower, who bowed his head politely.
As silence alone saw them off, the rear door of the plane swung open. Moments later, starting with the blonde girl, the red-eyed giant followed without hesitation, leaping down from the aircraft.
Two days remained until the Dungan Heavy Industries board meeting.
* * *
It was noon, and the sun was casting a red shimmer over Lake Michigan.
The smell of something warm and savory woke the two girls from their deep sleep.
They say that after sleep, food is the next most important thing, don’t they? Having gone three full days without eating while keeping watch over Yeomyeong during the procedure, the two girls got up from their beds and made their way to the kitchen.
“You’re up?”
It was Yeomyeong who greeted them. He was setting a large pot on the table, and the scent wafting from it was far from ordinary.
The Saintess peered curiously into the pot, unsure of the contents, but Seti, being Korean, immediately identified the dish.
“…Chicken porridge?”
“You two haven’t eaten in days. I figured porridge would go down easier than a regular meal.”
Chicken was easy enough to find—but where did he get glutinous rice? Seti didn’t dwell on the question for long. The moment she caught another whiff of the porridge, her stomach growled.
Curiosity could wait. Hunger came first.
“I made plenty, so eat up. Salt and pepper are up to you.”
As soon as the girls sat down, Yeomyeong ladled generous servings into their bowls. Seti took a spoonful—and tears welled in her eyes.
This… was the taste of a mother’s cooking. Even though her own mother had never made this dish.
…Well, whatever.
“Eat slowly, okay? It’s hot. Don’t burn your tongue.”
As he said while pouring them water, the meal stretched out peacefully.
The clinking of spoons and bowls, the rich smell of porridge, and the sunlight peeking through the window.
By the time the Saintess had cleaned two bowls and was working through a third, Yeomyeong finally asked.
“So? How is it? Does it taste alright?”
The two girls just nodded—talking would take time away from eating. Seeing them chew non-stop, Yeomyeong chuckled.
“They’re already awake?”
“Mmm, something smells good.”
“Is that today’s lunch?”
Before long, the others began drifting toward the table—Darulma, Rashik, Corvus, and Neti, one after another…
With four more mouths to feed, the chicken porridge quickly ran out.
With Neti’s cheeky remark—“With cooking skills like yours, you could get married already”—the group wrapped up their meal.
As Yeomyeong brought out drinks for dessert, Seti spoke up.
“Alright, now that we’re full, shall we talk plans?”
Apparently, the chicken porridge wasn’t enough. So the Saintess slurped down a 500mL bottle of cola before peeking up and asking back.
“Plans? What plans?”
“Darulma’s board meeting infiltration.”
“…Do we really need a plan for that? Can’t we just walk in?”
Seti let out a small laugh.
“Exactly. We’re just going to walk in. Not through the front door, of course.”
Whether Darulma frowned at the sense of foreboding or not, Seti simply sipped her coffee and spoke.
“Of course, we’ll need to run a few drills first. Me, Neti, and Darulma will be enough for that.”
The Saintess glanced at Yeomyeong and spoke.
“Really? Then what about me and Yeomyeong? What should we help with?”
“You two… hmm… could you take some pictures?”
“…Pictures?”
As the Saintess asked, Seti brought up a map on her phone screen. She tapped her finger on various locations on the map and said.
“Here, the Willis Tower, Trump Hotel, Vista Tower… these are the seven tallest buildings in Chicago. I need you to take pictures from the tops of these buildings, facing towards the Dungan Heavy Industries HQ building near the Dimensional Portal.”
Just then, Yeomyeong interjected.
“…Pictures from the rooftops of skyscrapers? Why?”
“The angle is important.”
“…”
The angle, huh? Yeomyeong vaguely understood what Seti was planning, but he didn’t question her further. It was for Darulma, after all.
I can’t be scared before we even start.
With that thought, Yeomyeong paused for a moment before turning to the Saintess.
The Saintess’ smile was wide, her face turned up towards the sky. It seemed she was excited about spending the day with Yeomyeong alone.
Then again, her ear was twitching—maybe she had some other, more mischievous plans in mind…
Yeomyeong didn’t mind much. He impulsively patted the Saintess’ head before getting up from the table.
“I’ll get ready then. Saintess? Once you’re ready, let’s go.”
The Saintess, startled by his sudden gesture, grabbed her head and looked at Yeomyeong’s back, then seemed to remember something and turned her gaze.
She wasn’t looking at Yeomyeong anymore. Instead, she was staring at Neti.
“Lil sis! Show me that picture from last time!”
Neti hesitated, wondering which picture, but she quickly pulled out her phone and showed the photo distributed by the Chicago Tourism Board.
The group, including Darulma, gathered around, curious about the photo, but it didn’t seem all that special at first glance.
The Saintess, however, was staring intently at the photo, which showed the tall skyscrapers Seti had pointed out.
But her eyes weren’t focused on the skyscrapers. Instead, she was looking at something else. Amidst the towering buildings, there was a narrow rooftop room overlooking a small cathedral.
It was the same place where she and Yeomyeong had bonded in the foresight she saw in LA.
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* * *
The Saintess’ foresight was a powerful ability.
Just the fact that she could see the future with the clarity of a photograph was enough to draw jealousy and wariness from countless prophets.
However, that didn’t mean her Foresight allowed her to control all outcomes.
After all, the gods merely showed the future—they never taught how to change it the right way.
Just think of the former Saintess.
Didn’t she foresee the Margrave being consumed by nuclear fire?
And her own fate—being imprisoned in the temple for life as punishment for leading the Holy Knights into war without permission?
Perhaps she joined the war in an attempt to change that future.
If that was true, then it was a textbook example of prophecy’s tragedy.
You know, the one—the classic self-fulfilling prophecy—the kind where trying to avoid a grim future ended up causing it.
Taking a step further, maybe Saintess’ Foresight could never change the future in the first place.
Perhaps the one who could truly change the future was someone else entirely, and the Saintess’ Foresight merely served to point out the destination and direction…
* * *
“…You okay?”
Yeomyeong’s concerned voice broke the endless stream of thoughts. The Saintess flinched and looked up.
“W-why? Do I look weird or something?”
“You’ve looked tense for a while now.”
“T-tense? I’m not tense or anything…”
Her voice trailed off. She couldn’t exactly say it was because of the future she saw involving him.
However, Yeomyeong, clearly worried, said she could talk to him if something were wrong. They could always just head back to the hideout, he added.
Maybe it was the dragon’s heart in his stomach, or maybe it was the chicken porridge she ate earlier—but today, Yeomyeong seemed unusually kind.
The Saintess licked her dry lips, parched from nerves.
Looking back now, she wondered—how had she ended up in a relationship like this with the no-name mercenary she’d first met in Manchuria?
Their first meeting had been terrible…
…Well, it’s still better than Mom and Dad, though.
At least she and Yeomyeong hadn’t fought to the point of drawing blood or leaving permanent scars. Sure, they’d pointed guns at each other, but—
…Anyway.
As her thoughts wandered, Yeomyeong suddenly stopped walking.
Wondering what it was, she looked up—only to find a fork in the road ahead. One path led to the southern districts of Chicago, and the other veered off toward the southwest.
“Which way should we go?”
Yeomyeong added that if they kept heading straight south, there would be two skyscrapers—including Trump Tower—and if they took the southwestern route, there would be one more, further out in a roundabout way.
“…Let’s go southwest.”
The Saintess chose without hesitation. That was where the rooftop room she’d seen in her Foresight lay.
Unaware of her sneaky little plan, Yeomyeong nodded obediently and began walking southwest without hesitation.
Following behind him with little, quick steps, the Saintess kept swallowing nervously.
Whether it was due to nerves or blood rushing to her head, the Saintess’ mouth was dry and her earlobes burned with heat.
[O Holy Maiden, please act with dignity! Stop acting like a hormonal middle schooler!]
Ignoring the unicorn’s pleas in her pocket, she matched Yeomyeong’s footsteps for a while.
Finally, the Saintess realized they had arrived at the intersection from her vision.
Beside the American-style two-lane road—lined with flower beds and street trees—stood the Holy Name Cathedral, alone between buildings and storefronts.
The cathedral, especially with its asymmetrical design, was exactly as she had seen in her vision. But there was one problem…
…How do I get to the rooftop room?
The Saintess couldn’t answer the question that had popped into her mind. She couldn’t just tell Yeomyeong to go to a rooftop room owned by someone she didn’t even know.
Nor could she use the vision as an excuse—if anyone asked about it, she wouldn’t have a single thing to say.
What an idiot I am.
The Saintess clutched her head. Why had she been so forgetful? She never should have thought she could just waltz in and go straight to bed with Yeomyeo—
“Saintess, wait a minute.”
“H-huh?”
“See that building over there?”
Yeomyeong suddenly stopped walking and pointed to a relatively small commercial building opposite the Holy Name Cathedral.
The very building with the rooftop room.
“W-why that building?”
“Can we go up to the rooftop there for a second?”
“…”
The Saintess bit her lips tightly and nodded. She didn’t dare open her mouth, for fear she’d let out a high-pitched scream.
With the Saintess’ approval, Yeomyeong entered the building and headed for the rooftop. Fortunately, they weren’t spotted by any staff as they opened the rooftop door.
Creeeak.
The old iron door hinges creaked as they opened, showing signs of recent repairs.
The view beyond the door wasn’t all that different from what the Saintess had expected. On the rooftop, stained with dust and rainwater marks, stood two warehouses—relatively clean—side by side.
So, it’s not a rooftop room but a warehouse.
Well, that was fine. The Saintess lifted her collar and peeked inside.
Her secret underwear from the last time she’d bought some was peeking out. Okay, that was one hurdle cleared.
Now all she had to do was enter the rooftop, or rather the warehouse…
“As expected…”
However, Yeomyeong began inspecting the rooftop floor instead of heading to the warehouse.
“Here it is.”
What was that? The Saintess walked closer and saw Yeomyeong looking down at faint footprints and bloodstains in the dust on the rooftop.
“What’s that?”
“Necromancer’s traces.”
“…What?”
To the dazed Saintess, who asked again absentmindedly, Yeomyeong added briefly: it seemed this was the very place where the necromancers they lost back in LA had crossed through the Dimensional Portal.
“…”
“The asymmetrical cathedral and these bloodstains here… yeah, this has to be the place.”
“…”
“I never thought they’d escape to Chicago. Do you think they have any hidden business here? I haven’t seen anything in the black market, or maybe they’ve already moved to another city…”
The Saintess, who had been watching Yeomyeong muttering his deductions, suddenly tapped his shoulder.
“Yeomyeong?”
“Yeah?”
“Forget the bloodstains. Let’s check that warehouse over there.”
“Alright.”
Yeomyeong snapped a few photos of the rooftop’s remaining traces with his phone, then followed the Saintess to the warehouse.
Of the two warehouses, one was full of stacked items, and the other…
“A break room for staff on duty? Or is it an actual rooftop room…? At the very least, it looks like someone was living here until recently.”
The window overlooking the city, the bed, and the scattered blankets.
Yeomyeong carefully checked the interior, suspecting it might have been managed by the necromancers.
Then, after a short while, he found something.
A business card from the LA club run by the necromancers.
On the back, there were jumbled numbers and letters.
“…It’s an encrypted text. We should check with a dealer later.
Yeomyeong carefully pocketed the card, then walked past the Saintess and headed for the warehouse exit.
He was about to leave.
But suddenly, the Saintess grabbed his neck, and Yeomyeong stopped in his tracks, bewildered, turning around to see her.
“…What?”
“…”
After a brief silence, the Saintess, her face turning red, lowered her head and couldn’t speak for a while. Only when Yeomyeong felt something was off and took a step closer did she finally open her mouth again.
“…Hey.”
“What?”
A deep inhale and a long, nervous sigh. The Saintess desperately tried to get her words out.
“Are you… are you really just going to leave?”
“…?”
Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, and the Saintess couldn’t hold it in anymore and shouted.
“Y-You’re alone in a place like this with a pretty girl like me! Are you really just going to leave?!”
The sudden outburst startled not just Yeomyeong but the Saintess herself.
She looked at him, her mouth opening and closing, her fingers twitching, before biting her lip.
“I saw it in my Foresight in LA, not long ago. You… you and I… here, and… and what’s it called…”
“…That thing?”
“S-snowfield? No, no! That’s not it! Ugh…! The unicorn, and…”
As the Saintess turned red all the way up to her neck, unable to say anything more, a stream of all her strange behaviors from the past flashed through Yeomyeong’s mind.
From suddenly wanting to go save Moryne to this moment in front of him.
His hesitation was brief, and the realization even briefer.
“…”
Guessing what the Saintess had seen in her Foresight, Yeomyeong debated whether to laugh or keep his usual calm expression.
She is not even a middle schooler who is turning red just from foreplay…
After a brief pause, he finally smiled and placed his hand on the Saintess’ bright red cheek. It was warm to the touch.
“Saintess?”
“H-huh…?”
“Are you sure you’re okay with a place like this?”
Yeomyeong took a step closer, narrowing the gap between them, his face drawing nearer and his breath brushing against her skin.
The Saintess, who had been trembling nervously, thinking he was about to kiss her, realized only when she looked into his eyes that his words had a different meaning.
He was asking if she was okay with having her first time in such a place. Yes, that was the Yeomyeong she knew— A person who would care for the tree before picking the fruit.
He was sensitive, picky, and cautious, but when it came to someone he cared about, his kindness knew no bounds.
She knew Yeomyeong like this. So, for that reason,
“I… I don’t care where we are… as long as I’m with you.”
She managed to say, her face too red to even lift it.…
And seeing her so flustered, Yeomyeong burst out laughing—loudly enough that the Saintess, with her head lowered, pouted her lips in protest.
“…Is this funny?”
“It’s not funny, I just like you. That’s all.”
“…”
This guy had turned into a real casanova. Annoyed, the Saintess bumped her head against Yeomyeong’s chest in protest.
After briefly letting her headbutt him, Yeomyeong suddenly lifted her head.
He pressed his lips to her forehead before she could shout, “Again, on the forehead?” He kissed the space between her eyebrows again.
They say the softest part of the human body is the lips. It was true.
Yeomyeong’s lips moved from her forehead to her nose, to the tip of her nose, and then…
The continuing kisses, the connecting breaths, the melting sensations, and finally, the sudden realization.
First kiss is supposed to taste like lemon, they say? This is why you can’t trust romance novels.
“…”
The Saintess stared blankly at Yeomyeong’s retreating lips. She couldn’t gather strength in her body. It felt worse than being shot.
Yeomyeong caught her back as she collapsed, and slowly, as though waltzing, led her to the bed.
The gesture was so familiar that the Saintess didn’t even think to resist. Instead, she asked playfully.
“So, Mr. Cassanova, how many came before me?”
“In real life? Or in my imagination?”
“…”
The unexpected answer made the Saintess laugh uncontrollably. She continued laughing until Yeomyeong laid her down on the old, hard bed.
Finally, when Yeomyeong looked down at her and his gentle hand slowly slipped into her clothes…
Clank—
The warehouse window opened.
“Oh damn it…”
It was a girl with short, golden hair peeking in from the window.
Unlike the androgynous appearance she had months ago in Manchuria, she now faintly looked more feminine.
The girl quickly closed the window and said.
“Sorry, bad timing. Don’t mind me. Continue what you were doing. I’ll come back when you’re done.”
She said it like that, but once a mood was broken, it was not so easily restored—especially when an enemy you’d once fought to the death came back alive.
Yeomyeong carefully rose from the bed, taking a defensive posture, prioritizing the Saintess’ safety.
But…
“You… you bastard!”
The Saintess couldn’t hold back and pulled out her revolver.
Bang!
* * *
The Saintess’ indiscriminate shooting only stopped once the magazine was completely emptied.
There was a brief commotion—startled citizens fled the building at the sound of gunfire, and the police swiftly surrounded the shopping complex—but fortunately, none of the group were caught.
It was thanks to Yeomyeong grabbing the Saintess as she tried to reload and escaped to the rooftop of the Holy Name Cathedral across the street.
Anyway… now hiding inside the cathedral, Yeomyeong ignored the sound of police sirens outside and spoke.
“Mara… why did you come looking for us?”
Mara didn’t answer right away. Probably because the Saintess was aiming her deep-red-blessed gun at her.
She only opened her mouth once Yeomyeong managed to calm the Saintess down.
“Well, it’s not a big deal… I just happened to be in an unfamiliar city and thought I’d look up someone I know.”
“…”
“Also, I was wondering how well you’ve mastered the kungfu you took from me.”
“Mārīcī Divine Arts? I blended that with some other martial arts.”
When Yeomyeong replied without hesitation, Mara grinned.
“Not that one. The others?”
The others? Yeomyeong frowned. Besides the Mārīcī Divine Arts, he hadn’t received any other martial arts from her—unless she meant something he’d stolen.
At that moment, Mara spoke with a meaningful tone.
“I don’t feel any Killing Aura from you…”
“…”
“You’ve perfected Dzhugashvili, haven’t you? The Red Star that made dwarves’ lower body moist—it was you, wasn’t it… urk!”
As Yeomyeong drew his sword from the inventory and swung it, Mara kicked off from the church pew and leaped into the air. The blade narrowly missed, but strands of severed hair and droplets of blood followed in its wake.
“…Still quick to draw your sword, I see.”
Mara said as she brushed the wound on her cheek. It healed rapidly—far faster than back when they met in Manchuria. Clearly, she had grown stronger.
“Keep flapping your lips. You’re dying today anyway.”
“Oh? We’re fighting now?”
Mara hovered near the cathedral ceiling, arms crossed.
“That’s fine by me. If the two of us go wild, we’ll level every building in this area. Just like those superhero movies that came out recently!”
“…”
“Or… we could make a deal. Like we did in Manchuria.”
At that, the Saintess shouted, waving her gun.
“Is backstabbing someone at the end your idea of a deal?!”
“A deal, yes. And that’s why I got killed once, isn’t it?”
“You son of a…”
The Saintess aimed her gun. Mara lay suspended in the air as if to say, “go ahead, shoot.” If not for the police cars waiting outside, she probably would have.
Yeomyeong conjured an ice spike and rose to meet Mara’s eye level, sword dangling in his grip, and spoke.
“Go on, I dare you to open that filthy mouth of yours. If you die this time, I’ll make sure you rot in my mental world for eternity.”
“Ooh, I like that confidence. Very nice. A strong one should always carry themselves with dignity. Honestly, back in Manchuria, you were like a hedgehog.”
Still rambling, Mara flipped her golden hair back and continued.
“You’re involved in the dwarves’ civil war, aren’t you? That Red Star act of yours was part of it.”
“…”
Silent confirmation.
Mara gave a look that said I knew it and paused for a moment.
And then, as if revealing some tremendous secret, she whispered softly.
“Then… do you know the Church is involved in this too?”
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* * *
“…The Church?”
It was the Saintess who responded to Mara’s words. With her hand on the trigger of the revolver dyed red with blessings, she glared at him.
Still floating lazily in midair, Mara replied.
“Not your five petty gods.”
“Five… what? Hey! What did you just say?!”
Ignoring the Saintess yelling and brandishing her gun, Mara looked at Yeomyeong and continued speaking.
“The Church of the Apocalypse. Those cockroach bastards are sniffing around the dwarves’ civil war, looking for scraps to scavenge.”
“…”
Yeomyeong forced himself to keep a calm expression. The dwarves’ civil war? Not just an internal power struggle within a company, but an actual civil war?
It wasn’t a term that could be brushed off as a mere slip of the tongue. Mara’s organization had a prophet who could use a different method to catch glimpses of the future.
Considering they sent an attack helicopter, maybe it’s not that far-fetched…
The real issue was that this was the United States.
A powerful country where not only an organization capable of dispatching attack helicopters existed, but even the dwarven conglomerates could be subdued by something like the state guard.
The reason Yeomyeong had remained calm throughout the series of incidents was because he understood just how powerful the U.S. was.
But now—civil war?
Yeomyeong didn’t ask any further about the civil war. After a brief pause, just as he expected, Mara spoke up first.
“Think of this information as a deposit. Also, as compensation for our last… little conflict. So, what will you do? Want to make a deal?”
“…First, tell me what we’d be trading.”
As Yeomyeong showed interest, the Saintess shouted, “To hell with a deal! Let’s just kill her right now!” Mara flipped her off and replied.
“Let’s join forces for this battle. And at the end, we split whatever’s left nice and friendly. How’s that sound?”
“Sounds exactly like the deal we made in Manchuria.”
Yeomyeong pointed out. Mara grinned.
“Tsk, let’s not get hung up on the past. Things are different now. Different.”
“…”
“Back then, we both wanted the same thing—the dragon. But this time, I’m sure our goals are different. And if we loot the dwarves’ vaults, there’ll be more than enough to go around. Right? Right?”
Her words flowed smooth as silk, but even Mara didn’t sound like she believed her own pitch. Yeomyeong calmly infused his sword with mana and responded.
“…Yeah, things have changed.”
“Oho, see? You get it—”
“I’ve gotten way stronger since then.”
As soon as the words left his mouth, Yeomyeong swung his sword horizontally. The blade, laced with a faint Sword Aura, left a glowing arc in the air as it grazed Mara’s neck.
!
But no blood splattered. Mara had, in that split-second, summoned crimson mana to shield her neck.
Still, the blow hadn’t been absorbed completely—a trickle of blood slipped from the corner of his lips.
“…Whoa.”
Yeomyeong didn’t follow up. He let the sword drop slightly as if to say, “I can take your life whenever I want.”
It was a demeanor befitting the strong, and Mara licked her lips with pleasure. The taste of blood on the tip of her tongue was exquisite.
“This… is worse than I thought. You’re not a genius of the century—you’re the worst kind of monster.”
“…That’s all you’ve got to say?”
As Yeomyeong crooked his head, clearly ready for a fight, Mara responded with the same cheerful grin.
“Nah, let’s change the terms of the deal.”
“…”
“Until this is over, we don’t mess with each other. Helping is optional, but at the very least, let’s agree not to get in each other’s way.”
Yeomyeong answered with a disinterested face.
“And why should I trust you?”
“Am I really that untrustworthy?”
Of course, you are not, you bastard—the Saintess screamed from below. Mara just laughed and ran a hand through her hair.
“You have just not realized that I’m very trustworthy. Tsk, but fine, I’ll give you some proof to earn your trust. I’ll keep all information about you and the Saintess completely confidential—from my organization and the dwarf who hired me. Sound good?”
“Sounds like killing you here and now would be a better deal.”
That was a valid point. Mara stretched in midair as she answered.
“That would be true—if I’d come alone.”
And right then, creeaak—the doors of the cathedral’s chapel swung open, and someone stepped inside.
He was a large man, his entire body wrapped tightly in a coat, yet he had such a faint presence that neither Yeomyeong nor the Saintess sensed his approach.
While the Saintess instinctively stepped back in caution, the man looked at Mara and Yeomyeong floating in the air and spoke.
“Mara. What exactly are you doing here?”
“…Catching up with an old friend.”
“Friend? Someone like you have friends?”
“More than you, asshole.”
While their absurd banter continued, Yeomyeong discreetly analyzed the man. He tried to sense the body hidden beneath the coat, to detect the mana within.
But he felt nothing. Either the man was vastly stronger than Yeomyeong could comprehend, or he had some technique to completely block detection.
Either way, he was clearly as troublesome as Mara—or even Magdu.
…If I want to guarantee the Saintess’ safety, I need to take out at least one of them the moment this starts.
Yeomyeong was about to channel Volcanic Tempest into his sword when the man sighed heavily and spoke.
“Friend, whatever, we had a deal, remember? We have to search for the Red Star first.”
“Oh, did we?”
“Don’t act like you forgot. We made that deal just three hours ago. Mara, please—for once—just follow through. We need to find the Red Star today if we’re going to get a chance to fight.”
As the man finished, Mara turned to Yeomyeong with a grin.
If she outed Yeomyeong right then and there as the Red Star, a fight would erupt immediately.
However, Mara didn’t. Instead, she leaned in and whispered in Yeomyeong’s ear.
“I told you I wouldn’t snitch, didn’t I? See? I also got some sense of loyalty.”
“…”
“So… deal?”
Yeomyeong responded not with words but by grabbing Mara by the scruff of the neck and slamming her toward the cathedral floor.
But instead of crashing, Mara spun midair and landed lightly beside the man.
A perfect landing—but the force of the throw still cracked the cathedral’s marble floor.
The man glanced at Mara’s lightly trembling ankle and asked.
“…Didn’t you say he was your friend?”
“Where I’m from, this is how friends play.”
“…”
Unfazed by the absurdity of her own words, Mara stepped onto an ice spike and floated back up into the air, waving at Yeomyeong.
“We’ll be off now. Catch you later!”
Yeomyeong said nothing. But he didn’t outright refuse the deal. Hence, Mara smiled as she turned away.
As she walked out of the cathedral with the man, something seemed to occur to her. She spun around and shouted to the Saintess.
“Ah, sorry about earlier! But you know it was kind of your fault, too, right? Next time, do that stuff at night! That kind of thing’s meant to happen at night!”
Yeomyeong descended as he shook his head in disbelief. Meanwhile, the previously nervous Saintess furrowed her brows.
“That bastard, seriously!”
* * *
A short while later, in the southern part of downtown Chicago.
With the towering skyscrapers looming above them, Yeomyeong spoke.
“You held back well.”
“…”
“If you’d fired there, the cops would’ve swarmed in.”
He meant it as comfort in his own way, but the Saintess only pouted in silence.
Then, from her soft pink lips came a mixture of resentment, sorrow, embarrassment, and guilt.
“…Sorry.”
“Sorry? For what?”
“…Because of me, you have to let them go without fighting.”
Her voice was barely a whisper, like an ant crawling across the ground, but Yeomyeong, standing right beside her, didn’t miss a word. He let out a small chuckle.
“What? Not at all.”
“…”
The Saintess knew he wasn’t just saying that to make her feel better. There were plenty of reasons Yeomyeong didn’t fight Mara.
The police waiting outside, the surrounding civilians, the upcoming board meeting, Mara’s unknown comrade, etc…
However, what mattered was—she was one of those reasons. Knowing this made her feel like a burden to Yeomyeong, and it pained her.
As if understanding how she felt, Yeomyeong gently patted her shoulder.
“I’m telling you, it’s really not like that.”
The Saintess tried to reply—but her gaze met Yeomyeong’s lips.
And with it, the spark of excitement from before—the memory of their first kiss, quietly tucked away—resurfaced.
Her earlobes flushed red once more.
She quickly looked down at the ground and mumbled.
“Uh… Yeomyeong…”
“Yeah?”
“H-h-how was I?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer right away. His mind scrambled to figure out the subject she’d left out—and once he realized she meant her lips, he finally opened his mouth.
“It was nice.”
“R-really? It didn’t, like, smell weird or feel gross or anything?”
“…”
How was he supposed to put this into words? Sometimes, the Saintess acted like a teenage boy—and this was one of those times.
Yeomyeong considered teasing her like the janitor hyungs used to tease him—but instead, he just took her hand.
An action that said more than a hundred words.
The Saintess’ mouth clamped shut at the sudden contact. And when Yeomyeong interlocked their fingers, she couldn’t even lift her head.
Who knows how long they walked like that, hand in hand?
Just as they arrived at their destination—Vista Tower—the Saintess asked softly.
“Hey… is this how you seduced Seti too?”
Yeomyeong barely held back a burst of laughter and shook his head.
“Nope. She’s the one who seduced me like this.”
Maybe she hadn’t expected that answer—because the Saintess stood there, mouth agape.
“Really?”
“Is there any reason I would lie about something like that?”
“Well, yeah, I guess there’s no reason…”
Trailing off, the Saintess went quiet, lips pressed tight in thought. She stayed that way all the way up the elevator to the observation deck.
And just as Yeomyeong was quietly sneaking away from the observation deck toward the stairs leading to the rooftop, she finally spoke up again.
“…I think Seti made the first move with me, too.”
“…?”
“Back in Superhuman Olympia, she was the one who asked to be friends first. That counts as making the first move, right?”
Yeomyeong didn’t tell the truth that the Korean government had ordered Seti to befriend the Saintess first—or that Seti had held a grudge against her for a while after the Saintess had disqualified her.
Was it because he didn’t want to get between them? No—it was because that was something Seti should say herself.
In any case, the two had reached the rooftop by then. The door was locked, but as soon as Yeomyeong held up the Golden Seal, it clicked open with ease.
Creak— The first thing to greet them was the wind—strong and sharp, the kind that only blows atop skyscrapers.
The Saintess held down her fluttering hair and squeezed Yeomyeong’s hand tightly, while he narrowed his eyes, gazing across the rooftop at Lake Michigan.
In the distance, he could see the island where the Dimensional Portal had opened and just beyond it, the towering headquarters of Dungan Heavy Industries.
It was quite a distance away, but the weather was clear enough that they could even make out the reflection in the building’s windows.
“Why do you think Seti asked for a photo of a place like this?”
The Saintess asked as Yeomyeong pulled out his phone, to which he responded with a shrug.
“She’s scoping out a good launch point.”
“…Launch? How? On a dragon? Or is she gonna ride on Corvus’ back or something?”
Yeomyeong squinted with one eye, estimating the distance between the rooftop and the Dungan Heavy Industries HQ building.
“That’s a decent idea, but… dragons can’t cross the Dimensional Portal, and Corvus can’t do a steep dive like that with someone onboard.”
“Then what?”
“You remember what Seti’s martial art is, right?”
The downward strike with a hammer? The Saintess finally realized what kind of stunt Seti was about to pull—and promptly clamped her mouth shut.
She stared quietly at the Dungan Heavy Industries HQ building for a while, then murmured softly.
“…Poor Darulma.”
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* * *
At the same time, while Yeomyeong was taking photos from the top of the building, Rashik, the Maggot Princess, had descended into the Chicago black market.
Was she headed to her workshop? No, not quite.
I can’t believe this, running errands at my age…
Her footsteps echoed through the corridor of the black market, followed closely by a long, weary sigh.
She was an excellent alchemist—yet the first request after their sponsorship contract wasn’t for a potion, nor an elixir, but… to pick up clothes.
Had Darulma not begged her, she wouldn’t have even bothered listening.
A chaebol or not, the dwarf had been repeatedly passed out and vomiting under a gravity spell—truly a pathetic sight…
At that moment, suddenly, a pair of unfamiliar footsteps pricked her ears.
One light and nimble, the other steady and heavy.
Rashik immediately recognized the footsteps as those of highly experienced superhumans—and she realized they had been tailing her for a while.
Have I been caught?
How? She had dyed her hair with magic and wore a Queen’s Mask to hide her face, just in case.
But regardless of how it happened, the reality of the footsteps closing in behind her was undeniable.
Curling her lip, Rashik gathered mana into her gut.
Let’s see what kind of punks you are.
She was already in a foul mood—this might be a good chance to let off steam. And this place? It was her territory. Her maggots could spring out at a moment’s notice.
Casually, she turned a corner in the black market corridor and waited with her back turned to her pursuers.
Moments later, only one set of footsteps echoed around the corner.
An androgynous-looking girl with short blond hair dressed in men’s clothing.
She wore no mask, standing confidently at a distance—and called out.
“Hi, Princess. Long time no see.”
At the word “Princess,” Rashik’s expression hardened. After all, the people who knew that old title of hers usually fell into one of two groups:
Those she’d already killed—or those who wanted to kill her.
However, surprisingly, the girl before her didn’t belong to either group.
“Wait… you’re not—Mara?”
“I’m sad. You don’t even recognize me anymore?”
“Of course, I don’t, you crazy bas— I mean, you crazy bitch. What? Did you vacation in Thailand or something?”
The insult was half-joke, half-jab, but Mara just grinned and gestured toward the corridor behind her.
A moment later, a huge figure in a long coat stepped into view.
“Long time no see, Maggot.”
“…Poison Flower, too?”
Not just one, but two old rulers had come to Chicago? Were they trying to start a war?
Rashik furrowed her brow as Mara started approaching.
However, Rashik raised a hand to stop her before she could take more than a few steps.
“…Don’t come closer.”
“Rejecting a girl’s hug? You’ve gotten meaner while I was gone.”
Mara raised both hands above her head in a theatrical surrender, but Rashik just scoffed.
“Cut the crap, you psycho. A hug? Just tell me why you’re here.”
“We’ve got business in Chicago… and I was hoping you could help.”
“…Business?”
“We’re looking for someone called the Red Star. Ever heard of them?”
“Nope.”
Instant reply. Rashik didn’t even flinch as she lied. As Mara’s eyes narrowed, Rashik quickly set her maggots in motion.
“What’s this Red Star supposed to be, anyway? A commie? If that’s the case, wouldn’t Poison Flower know more? And you seriously tailed me just to ask that? Kinda rude, don’t you think?”
Following Rashik’s words, the tiles beneath the black market began to rumble. Mara could sense the swarm of maggots writhing just beneath her feet—and turned to look at Poison Flower.
“Told you, didn’t I? There’s no way she’d know. She’s a shut-in who never leaves her workshop or even watches TV—what would she possibly know?”
“….”
As soon as Mara finished, Poison Flower looked back and forth between her and Rashik. After a moment’s silence, he lowered his head with a regretful expression.
“Maggot, sorry to drop in like this. We’re short on time, but once we’re done, we’ll come back to see you again.”
“…We’ll be back in about three days, so prepare some goods!”
Rashik held her tongue as the two who had tailed her left just as suddenly as they came.
And only after their footsteps completely faded into the distance did she call off her maggots.
Of all the people to get tangled up with… they got the old rulers.
She was now certain—the situation was far more serious than she’d imagined. She had to get back to Darulma right away—
Just then, Mara’s voice from above froze her in place.
“Where are you going without buying anything?”
* * *
“…”
Looking up, she saw Mara hanging upside down from the corridor ceiling, looking down at her.
Rashik drew up her mana and scanned the area, but she couldn’t sense Poison Flower. This meant Mara had come to meet her alone.
But why?
Rashik’s question was answered surprisingly quickly. Seeing Rashik’s nervousness, Mara grinned.
“I just realized there’s something I need to talk to you about, just the two of us.”
“Just the two of us, not even Poison Flower?”
Instead of answering, Mara swiftly adjusted her position in the air, leaving Rashik beneath her feet.
“Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“…”
At the mention of Yeomyeong’s name, Rashik flinched internally, her organs trembling, but her face remained expressionless.
“Don’t fucking pretend you don’t know. He killed Kahal, didn’t he?”
“…”
“And you transplanted Kahal’s heart into him, didn’t you? That’s how it happened, right?”
Was this just probing? Or did she know everything? Rashik subtly filled the corridor with maggots as she responded.
“…Magdu died? That’s news to me.”
Mara’s expression was a mix of amusement and derision.
“Rashik, oh, Rashik… you naive princess. Don’t you know me? Would I be asking these questions without proof?”
“…”
“I can tell what you’re worried about, but… I’m not his enemy. I just met him a little ago, interrupted his fun with the Saintess, and made some trades. If you don’t believe me, call him yourself.”
“What did he do with the Saintess…?”
“Kids these days mature way too fast—unlike you.”
“…”
It was probably a joke, but the fact that Mara knew Yeomyeong had gone off alone with the Saintess wasn’t something Rashik could ignore.
At this point, Rashik couldn’t just keep pretending. She subtly moved her maggots, poking up through the tiles, and spoke.
“…If you know who Cheon Yeomyeong is, why did you come to me? Why deceive even Poison Flower? What are you after, Mara?”
“What do you mean, ‘what am I after’? Do I look like the type to do something complicated? I’m just curious, that’s all.”
“…”
“It was Cheon Yeomyeong who killed Kahal in Dreitherial, right? And he’s the one who inherited its dragon’s heart.”
Rashik hesitated a moment, then nodded. Mara giggled knowingly.
“Manchuria, the Academy, Dreitherial, and now Chicago… So it wasn’t the Saintess bending fate after all.”
“…Fate?”
What kind of bullshit was this bastard spouting now?
Rashik scowled, but Mara just babbled on and turned away as if she had no further business.
“Well… this side’s more fun, anyway. At least now I don’t have to listen to the Star Entrails anymore.”
“Huh? Hey, wait! How could you just leave like that?!”
Rashik hurriedly moved her maggots to catch Mara, but the girl had already vanished down the hallway.
All that remained where Mara had floated was a stiff sheet of paper.
Rashik had her maggots retrieve the paper. When she saw the scribbled drawing and words on it, she frowned.
“This motherfucker… Why the fuck did she give me a map of the Academy sewers?”
* * *
When Yeomyeong returned to the hideout, he was greeted by Darulma.
Whatever kind of training he’d been through, Darulma staggered over with dazed eyes and grabbed Yeomyeong’s hand.
“Ye-Yeomyeong… You’re finally back! Please, save me!”
“…Excuse me?”
“If this keeps up, I’ll die! I don’t even know how many times I’ve passed out already! I even puked up the chicken porridge I had for lunch!”
“…”
“N-now I understand why the US military doesn’t use dwarves as pilots. Dwarves should never fly!”
Yeomyeong held back from saying, “But wasn’t the last Dwarf King a Dragon Rider?”
Instead, he silently patted Darulma’s back and looked over at Seti, who was approaching with her arms crossed.
“Just how badly did you push him?”
“…Not that badly.”
Seti replied nonchalantly, but Darulma shouted out.
“Lies! All lies! The Crow Witch spun me around like a blender until she drained every last drop of her mana! This is abuse!”
“…Thanks to that, now you only pass out one out of five times.”
“Is that something you should say here?!”
Darulma’s beard trembled as he clung to Yeomyeong’s hand, and Yeomyeong, pitying the poor dwarf, added quietly.
“One out of five isn’t so bad. Darulma’s not a superhuman, after all.”
“…Well, if you want him to pass out the moment we break into the HQ building and become a useless sack of meat, be my guest.”
“…”
Yeomyeong looked at Darulma, unable to find a rebuttal. The dwarf shook his head wildly.
“I get your concern, I really do—but you don’t need to worry anymore! I told Pink Death to buy a Dwarf-made Type-G suit from the black market. With that on, there’s no way I’ll pass out!”
“…A G-suit?”
That was the anti-gravity pressure suit real fighter pilots wore over their flight suits.
It was perfect for mitigating the pressure exerted on the body, making it an ideal solution for this mission.
But… did G-suits even exist for dwarves who didn’t pilot aircraft, let alone fighter jets?
As Yeomyeong made a slightly baffled expression, Darulma quickly added as if defending himself.
“It’s become a trend among young dwarves lately—to make ultra-realistic military uniforms and costumes, even if they can’t use them!”
“…Yeah, definitely something you’d only find on the black market.”
Yeomyeong gave him a bitter smile. Taking that as a sign that there was no more hope in him, Darulma turned instead to the Saintess who had followed in behind, clinging to her this time.
“Saintess! Please, save me!”
However, the Saintess was far more on Seti’s side than Darulma had expected.
“Aw, Darulma. Just do what Seti says. You’re not gonna die from something like this.”
“…Excuse me?”
“If you get hurt, I’ll heal you. So go on and train some more. I saw things today—if you slack off in training, you’re in big trouble.”
“Saw things? What do you mean? You know how we’re infiltrating…?”
“Tsk-tsk! Come on now, off you go. Time to train.”
The Saintess pushed Darulma on the back. He couldn’t even argue and ended up being dragged back in front of Seti.
Seti looked down at the dismayed dwarf for a moment, then glanced back at the others and asked.
“Have you two eaten yet?”
“…Not yet.”
“There’s pizza on the table—Neti bought it. Let’s eat together.”
“What about Darulma?”
“He’ll just throw it up if he eats now.”
Regardless of Darulma’s despair at that brutally realistic statement, Seti took him by the scruff and headed to Corvus’s room.
The dwarf’s retreating figure looked pitiful—like one of his ancestors being dragged off to the gulag…
…Well, anyway.
Yeomyeong and the Saintess washed their hands and headed to the kitchen.
They sat down across from each other at the table, where a now-cold pizza box waited, and just as they each took a bite—
The two sisters popped out of Corvus’s room and sat between them.
Perhaps worn out from assisting with Darulma’s training, Neti brushed back her slightly damp hair and spoke.
“Welcome back.”
“Thanks for worrying.”
“Nothing happened out there, right?”
“Things…”
Yeomyeong paused mid-bite, then casually popped the slice into his mouth and added.
“Something did happen.”
“We ran into an asshole.”
The Saintess chimed in, and the two began to recount everything over slices of pizza—finding the necromancer’s traces, the cryptic message behind the business card, and their encounter with Mara and her comrade.
Seti didn’t seem too concerned about the necromancer, but her expression turned serious when they got to Mara and her comrade.
“A superhuman who can fly…”
She murmured to herself, then set her pizza down and went off to revise the plan.
Yeomyeong followed to explain how Mara fought, leaving just the Saintess and Neti at the table.
The quiet sounds of them chewing pizza lingered for a bit.
Watching the Saintess devour her fourth slice, Neti finally broke the silence.
“…Saintess, was that really all that happened?”
“What do you mean?”
“Anything else…? Nothing more happened?”
Neti jerked her chin in the direction Yeomyeong had gone. The Saintess swallowed the pizza she’d been chewing and answered confidently.
“Fufufu… Of course, there is.”
“…Oh?”
“You know what? A first kiss doesn’t taste like lemon.”
“Oh…?”
“And you have to be careful when interlocking fingers. If you’re not, you might get hurt from the nails.”
“…?”
At that point, Neti narrowed her eyes, sensing something was off.
“That’s it?”
“…Huh?”
“You left looking like you were about to do something huge… and it just ended with a kiss and holding hands? That’s it?”
“Uh…?”
Only then did the Saintess remember the moment they’d been interrupted by Mara. The memory came crashing back, along with all the emotions she’d felt—joy, excitement, embarrassment, and then…
Rage.
“….”
The Saintess put down her pizza and covered her face with both hands.
It wasn’t clear if she was angry at herself for being satisfied with just a kiss and holding hands, or at Mara for ruining the moment, but her trembling hands betrayed the fury simmering within.
“You were at Trump Tower today. That’s a hotel, right? You really went all the way there just to take pictures?”
“…We had coffee, too.”
“…”
“…”
A brief silence. Neti took a sip of her cola and, still staring at the back of the Saintess’ head, thought to herself:
At this rate, we’ll all die before they even get to the next step… Then again, maybe that’s not a bad outcome for unnie.
She didn’t bother saying it out loud. The silence stretched on, cooling along with the pizza until Yeomyeong and Seti returned to the table.
* * *
The day of the board meeting arrived.
The area in front of the Chicago Dimensional Portal, already always bustling with people and traffic, was now being flooded by an enormous number of mercenaries.
So many had gathered that they spilled past the Dungan Heavy Industries HQ and onto the surrounding roads.
Some of them—maybe even many—were surely those egg-headed abominations.
A force whose strength made the outcome of a battle uncertain.
From atop a towering skyscraper, Yeomyeong counted the mercenaries, then turned and called out to Rashik.
“Miss Pink Death?”
“…You’re doing that on purpose, aren’t you?”
Yeomyeong chuckled and continued.
“Sis, how much have you figured out about the egg-heads?”
“…I haven’t had much time—just a day. But you were right: that brain-like mass was just a liver. The real core is actually the circuit chip.”
“So all we have to do is destroy the chip, right?”
“Probably… But I can’t say for sure. The chip’s structure is insanely complex. I’d need at least a week to analyze it safely, without getting trac—”
Just then, Darulma joined in.
“That is the core. They’re probably controlling it remotely via some kind of signal.”
“…Darulma?”
They turned to see the dwarf in a thick G-suit, completely bundled up with a helmet, looking rather ridiculous.
He glanced between Rashik and Yeomyeong as he spoke.
“I don’t have any solid proof. It’s just… a hunch.”
His tone clearly hinted that he knew more than he let on, but Yeomyeong didn’t press him.
Maybe it had something to do with the reason Darulma had to attend the meeting. The thought passed briefly through Yeomyeong’s mind.
And just then, Seti stepped forward after finishing the preparation.
“Enough with the chit-chat. Get ready—we’ve got twelve minutes until the meeting.”
Seti, who spoke, was in full battle gear.
A massive warhammer that reached up to her chest, a bulletproof vest, grenades dangling from her waist, and potions she’d legitimately (?) bought from Rashik.
She was more heavily armed than most mercenaries heading into a warzone—but what really caught the eye was something else entirely.
A small metal chair was strapped to her back.
Seeing the chair covered in safety belts, Darulma looked up at Seti with a slightly pale face.
“I know it’s late to bring this up, but… is this really the best plan?”
“Unless you’ve got a fighter jet or a dragon lying around, yeah.”
“…”
Both were as out of reach as the stars. As Darulma hung his head in resignation, Neti used telekinesis to lift him into the seat on Seti’s back.
Click!—the belts snapped tight, and the dwarf’s beard was already trembling in fear.
“Yeomyeong, what about you?”
As soon as Seti asked, Yeomyeong gave a small shrug.
“I finished earlier.”
Since most of what he needed was stored in his inventory, he didn’t look much different from usual.
Seti gave him a brief nod and then began the final rundown of the plan.
“We breach in exactly 15 minutes. No matter what, we land on the HQ building no later than 3 minutes into the meeting.”
Wasn’t this more of a bust-in than a landing? Neti wisely kept her mouth shut.
“Neti will use telekinesis to lift me as high as possible, and then I’ll make the jump. The target landing point is the helipad, but if something goes wrong, I might crash through a different floor.”
Yeomyeong estimated the distance to HQ and spoke.
“I’ll be using an invisibility cloak ahead and waiting in the air. Once you land, I’ll drop in right after—same spot.”
Seti nodded.
“Don’t get too confident in the invisibility cloak. Avoid the detection radius. And… if you can, try to land within a minute of me.”
On paper, it sounded simple—but in practice, it was a ridiculously hard plan to pull off.
Then again, sneaking into a building guarded by hundreds of mercenaries was never going to be easy. The company had poured way too much money into it.
With that thought, Yeomyeong silently stared down at the Dungan Heavy Industries HQ.
His hair fluttered briefly in the wind atop the building.
“Mission start.”
Seti raised her hammer.

 
    

  Chapter 264: Cat Among The Pigeons (5)
* * *
As Seti soared upward, carried by her sister’s telekinesis, she drifted into thoughts about the martial arts she’d learned.
The techniques the Korean government taught her and her sisters had all been extreme—both martial arts and magic.
Take Neti, for example. Floating below her right now—she’d never been taught a single offensive magic or martial arts technique.
And Seti herself? Besides the Flying Kick technique fundamentals, everything she’d learned was designed purely for single-point breakthroughs or large-scale massacres.
Thousand Currents Flow. Solar Surge Thunderstrike Technique. Radiant Glass Five-Tracemark Sword, Heavenfall Thunderburst…
She never understood why the Korean government had shaped them this way.
Was it because they saw them as defective products, lacking talent? Or was extremity simply easier to control?
Whatever the reason—one thing was clear.
With the martial arts Korea had taught her, she could never get revenge on Korea.
Hence, she sought another martial art—one that complemented the single-point breakthrough technique she had honed all her life yet surpassed those she had learned in Korea.
Of course, obtaining such techniques was nearly impossible.
Trapped like livestock in a pen the government had built, she had neither the status to become someone’s apprentice nor the money to buy underground scrolls.
But she had time. And even more than that—she had vengeance.
And this vengeance was like her walking stick. Every time she wanted to collapse, it held her up.
Even when the scum in the back alleys of Kaesong betrayed her. Even when the Secret Society stabbed her in the back. Even when she wanted to give up because it all felt impossible…
She endured. Fueled by deeply rooted hatred and a thirst for revenge.
And after braving trial after trial, she finally obtained the martial arts she’d sought all along.
Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike—the Lightning that splits the rainbow. A hammer of vengeance. This martial art was…
As that thought lingered, she finally stopped rising toward the sky.
It meant Neti had reached the highest point she could lift with telekinesis.
Seti glanced below. The rooftop looked small from here—just the right altitude for a drop.
“Huff…”
Taking a deep breath, she raised the warhammer high above her head. The massive weapon—over a meter long—stood like a lightning rod, pointed toward the sky.
Moments later, mana surged, in tune with the True Intention of Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike.
As the hammer absorbed the light, she could feel Darulma clench his eyes shut behind her.
She felt bad for the frightened dwarf, but the mana still wasn’t fully charged. She turned her gaze back toward the sky between herself and the HQ building.
Thanks to the Invisibility Cloak, she couldn’t see him, but Yeomyeong had to be somewhere in that sky.
She silently moved her lips, calling his name.
Yeomyeong.
The first time she whispered his name, a strange irony washed over her—using a martial art she had learned out of vengeance to save someone.
Yeomyeong.
The second time she called his name, memories of past uses of Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike resurfaced.
To save him when he nearly died to the necromancer in Incheon, to protect her classmates and the Saintess at the academy, and now — for the dwarf.
…Looking back, it’s always been because of you.
Yes, it had. After all the deliberation, the answer was always Yeomyeong.
Her only companion in revenge—and the one who showed her a path beyond it.
It wasn’t a particularly funny realization, and it wasn’t a moment suited for laughter—but Seti laughed anyway. Then, gripping the hammer’s handle tightly with both hands, she leaned back.
As her center of gravity tilted with the hammer, Darulma—now facing the ground upside down—let out a panicked gasp.
“Alright, we’re taking off. This is our last chance to take a deep breath.”
With those familiar words she’d spoken countless times during training, Seti also drew in a long breath.
Mana surged into the hammer, now trembling with its overwhelming power.
Tightening her grip on the handle, Seti finished her final trajectory calculations.
The destination: the rooftop of Dungan Heavy Industries HQ. The goal: not a bombardment, not a raid—just a landing.
After going over the plan one last time, she tensed every muscle in her body and slammed the hammer down with all her might, aiming straight for HQ.
* * *
In a lavish room overlooking the Chicago Dimensional Portal.
The Saintess, setting up an anti-materiel sniper rifle reinforced with countless blessings, gazed at a sudden flash in the sky with admiration.
“Wow… Anyone would think that was just lightning.”
Beside her, Corvus—busy preparing perception-distortion and silencing spells—clicked her beak sharply.
“Focus, Saintess.”
“What? Can’t I even admire it? That’s my dear Seti up there…”
“If you don’t focus, you could forever stop at just the kissing stage.”
“…”
She opened her mouth to retort, but nothing clever came out. Resigned, she returned her eye to the scope.
Through the scope, she watched a bolt of lightning strike down—right onto the rooftop helipad.
* * *
Mid-air, Mara watched the incoming strike.
Hidden within the glowing bolt of light was a girl wielding a massive hammer—and clinging to her back, a dwarf.
That dwarf, no doubt, was the same one she’d seen in Manchuria. She couldn’t make out the face, but there weren’t many dwarves in the world who wore that many rings.
So this is how they chose to infiltrate, huh…
Who would expect them to use a powerful martial art like Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike for something this insane? Earthians truly have wild imaginations.
Smirking, Mara watched the girl land safely on the rooftop.
Moments later, her radio crackled with the panicked voices of security personnel.
[This is Security Room 2, Security Room 2. Some mercenaries detected unusual mana activity a moment ago. Did anyone who received the transmission notice any abnormalities?]
So the mercenaries weren’t completely useless, huh? Not that it mattered. They were just background characters.
Mara chuckled and brought the radio to her lips.
“This is Dove 6. Nothing was seen from the sky.”
[Security Room 2, Roger that. Anything else you see?]
“…A cat was prowling around the building earlier. You want reports on things like that, too?”
[No need to report trivial things. Over.]
Shoving the radio back into her pocket, Mara reclined into a comfortable pose midair.
She had been looking forward to watching whatever chaos would unfold—but then, a realization belatedly hit her.
“…Ah, crap. I should’ve brought booze.”
* * *
Flinch.
Hamilton Dune turned his head toward the sky, his skin trembling at the unfamiliar mana resonance.
…Who is that? Don’t tell me—it’s Darulma?
However, his concern didn’t last long. A stern voice yanked him back to reality.
“Then, let’s move to the first agenda item of the 108th Dungan Heavy Industries board meeting.”
As the old dwarf seated at the head of the table made the declaration, every dwarf around the conference table turned their gaze toward him.
One of them even raised a hand to speak.
“Uh, Chairman? Quite a few of the executives still haven’t arrived. Are you sure we shouldn’t wait a little longer?”
“Yes. Out of the 27 executives, including outside advisors, 11 are absent—but I doubt those seats will fill no matter how long we wait.”
With that, the old dwarf—acting as the proxy for the clan head and chairing the meeting—shut down any further objections.
Whether it was due to displeasure with the silence that followed, he stroked his beard and continued.
“Now then, the first agenda is: how much funding should we allocate to candidates from the Republican and Democratic parties? This political matter is tied to our clan’s future, so I urge you all to speak freely.”
Immediately, the executives began chiming in passionately, as if the lack of attendees no longer mattered.
Opinions flew: from claims that Chicago had always been a Democratic stronghold and they should stick with them, to confident assertions that the Republican nutjob would win this time and deserved the support.
…What a joke.
Hamilton Dune clicked his tongue internally.
He knew exactly why they were so fired up about politics—something none of them usually cared about.
They just don’t want to talk about the Red Star or Darulma, huh?
Old fools, blind to reality despite their age.
As the others argued, Hamilton secretly pulled out his phone.
They might delay the inevitable, but they wouldn’t escape it. He’d make sure of that.
Beep—
He pressed the screen and activated the trump card that would blow this meeting to pieces.
[Poison Flower, proceed as planned.]
* * *
“Blaaarggh—!”
Kneeling on the helipad, Darulma vomited violently.
He managed to avoid passing out, but the bile burning up his throat made him feel like death.
Seti, of course, couldn’t care less about how he felt. She pulled him up and said matter-of-factly:
“No time to puke. The sharper mercenaries will have sensed the mana spike. We need to move now.”
“W-Wait! Just a minute—let me catch my—bleaarggh!”
Staring down at the retching dwarf with a flat expression, Seti suddenly grabbed him by the waist.
With superhuman strength, lifting a dwarf was nothing. Holding him like a sack of potatoes, she marched into the headquarters building.
Bzzt—
As befitting a conglomerate HQ, the moment she stepped inside, a wave of unfamiliar magic swept over her.
If the alarms went off now, things would spiral fast.
However, nothing happened. As expected. No security system in its right mind would go off just because the master had arrived.
[Darulma Dune. Identity confirmed. Welcome, the bloodline of the Clan Head.]
All was according to plan. Seti glanced out the window, estimating how much time remained until Yeomyeong. At the earliest, a little over a minute; at most, five.
If she left now, the timing would be perfect.
“Darulma, confirm the meeting room’s location for me one more time.”
“T-Two floors down… in the hall… the biggest door—hurrgh!”
Two floors down—exactly where Seti had memorized. Good. Hoisting Darulma like a sack, she slung him over her shoulder and said:
“I’m running straight to the meeting room. Hold on tight.”
“W-What? Wait, Miss Seti, I—ugh!”
Before Darulma could finish his sentence, Seti launched into her Flying Kick technique.
As she passed, the hallway seemed to narrow with the sound of whirling wind, and as she descended the steep stairs, it felt like they were freefalling.
On their way to the meeting room, a few mercenaries shot them curious glances, but none dared approach or block their path.
Likely because of Darulma. Who would expect a dwarf to infiltrate the dwarf headquarters?
Either way, Seti and Darulma arrived at the meeting room in a flash. A stone door adorned with elegant carvings of dwarves stood before them.
Darulma stood upright and took a deep breath. Ignoring the guards, getting into that room was the most important thing right now.
With lungs still tight from anxiety, Darulma flung open the heavy doors and shouted.
“Apologies for being late!”
When Darulma suddenly entered, the dwarves’ faces split into two reactions—shock and bewilderment.
- D-Darulma?



	Where have you been all this time? What were you up to before showing up here?



	What happened to him? He looks like a wreck!
There was no sign of welcome on anyone’s face. Then again, who would be glad to see a dwarf wrecked by motion sickness and vomiting?
However, Darulma wasn’t embarrassed or discouraged. On the contrary, he stepped forward boldly as if ready to use the sudden attention to his advantage.
“Honored executives and Mr. Chairman! I know I’m in no position to say this, being late and all, but I hereby request a new agenda item!”
His abrupt declaration drew frowns and scowls, but the old dwarf presiding over the meeting remained calm.
“A new agenda? Is it important enough to justify being late?”
“Yes, sir! It may very well decide the future of our entire clan!”
As if waiting for that cue, Darulma raised his voice. The chairman stroked his beard thoughtfully.
“…Well then, go ahead and speak. If your proposal is reasonable, I’ll use my authority as chair to put it to a vote.”
The Chairman’s tone was firm, but Darulma could sense the consideration behind it and bowed respectfully. Wasting no time, he reached into his coat and began distributing ledgers to the dwarves in the room.
A document even Seti and the Yeomyeong hadn’t seen—one containing the clan’s darkest financial secrets.
“Please look closely, everyone! This ledger contains proof that our clan’s wealth has been siphoned off over the years!”
Siphoned off? Who in their right mind would dare? The dwarves in the hall, still skeptical, started going through the ledgers.
Most of the dwarves gathered here were business leaders themselves, and they quickly saw that the flow of funds recorded in the ledger Darulma had distributed was a textbook case of money laundering.
- Who… who the hell did this?



	Damn, they were thorough.



	The money laundering connected to the black market…? Don’t tell me those loafers are involved…?
Finally grasping the seriousness of the situation, many turned their gaze to the youngest dwarf in the room—Hamilton Dune.
However, Hamilton didn’t flinch. He straightened his back and spoke boldly.
“Chairman, may I propose a new agenda item as well?”
“Now? Hamilton, what are you trying to say?”
“I was going to bring it up later, but it seems the culprit has come right to us.”
“Culprit…?”
Was he referring to the embezzler? The dwarves exchanged puzzled glances—but Hamilton’s next words shattered every assumption in the room.
“The man before you—Darulma Dune. He is the one who betrayed us by siding with the Red Star and revealing the locations of our executives.”
“…What?”
Even Seti, who had been quietly observing, was caught off guard—and Darulma looked just as stunned.
But instead of asking how Hamilton knew, Darulma took a step forward and shouted—
“What kind of bullshit is that!? You’re saying I teamed up with the Red Star?”
Hamilton snorted.
“Cousin, you really have the nerve to act innocent now when the evidence is overwhelming?”
Darulma shallowed a bitter laugh.
Evidence? Yeomyeong disguised his face with Blood Tears Illusion and even used the invisibility cloak. What evidence could possibly exist?
But what if… what if he actually does have something?
Darulma glanced sideways at Seti, who was subtly placing a hand on her hammer, and swallowed hard.
If there was real evidence—and if it led to Yeomyeong—then this girl would not hesitate for even a second.
We’re screwed.
Sizing up the situation, Darulma shouted before Seti could make a move. First, he had to see that so-called evidence.
“Evidence? What evidence?! I’m innocent, I tell you!”
Yes—what mattered now was Hamilton’s proof. Darulma was prepared to deny it to the end if it was circumstantial.
“Are you really going to play dumb to the bitter end? Even after seeing this?”
However, what Hamilton presented next was something Darulma hadn’t anticipated in the slightest.
From his belt, Hamilton pulled out a radio transceiver.
He pressed the button, and a chilling voice came from the previously muted device.
[Pigeon 3! Confirming the approach of the red-mana-emitting freak! The Red Star! I repeat! The Red Star is incoming!]
“…”
[He’s heading to the meeting room! Stop him! I said stop him!]
The transmission ended with a burst of gunfire—then, the entire meeting room began to shake. Something—or someone—was climbing up the outer wall.
“…Oh, gods.”
Amidst the eerie thumping, a dwarf could be heard groaning faintly.
CRASH!!
The window shattered, and a massive figure burst into the room.
Though his face was masked and his body wrapped in a long coat, everyone in the room knew who it was.
The crimson haze radiating from his body left no room for doubt.
- R-Red Star…?



	It’s Dzhugashvili! That Killing Aura—it’s really him!



	Where the hell are the mercenaries!?
As the dwarves backed away in fear, giant Dzhugashvili calmly scanned the room.
As soon as his eyes met Darulma’s, he spoke, a twisted smile creeping across his lips — visible even through the mask.
“Darulma Dune.”
“…”
“I’m here to fulfil our contract.”
Instantly, every dwarf—including the chairman—looked back and forth between Darulma and the Red Star.
Could it be true? Was Darulma Dune really the traitor Hamilton claimed? The scene before them left no other logical explanation.
“By the ancestors… How could you, a descendant of the clan head…?”
One of the elders murmured in heartbreak, but Darulma looked at Hamilton, the so-called Red Star, and the terrified elders with incredulous expressions.
“Ah… Elders, I know this might be hard to believe, but I assure you, I’m truly innocent. I swear on my ancestors—I have no connection to that man whatsoever.”
The tone wasn’t just disbelief—it was complete absurdity.
That was a rare attitude for a dwarf to show in front of Dzhugashvili. Red Star spoke with irritation.
“Darulma Dune. Don’t tell me you’re thinking of backing out of our deal now?”
“Deal? What deal are you talking about, exactly?”
This time, it wasn’t Darulma who responded—it was Seti. She tilted her head slightly, her eyes scanning Dzhugashvili from head to toe.
“Hm? Go ahead, tell me. What kind of deal did this dwarf make with you?”
Seti stood unaffected by the Dzhugashvili’s Killing Aura.
Annoyed by her arrogant demeanor, the Red Star exhaled a heavier, more oppressive aura as he spoke.
“Darulma, you really thought you could break the contract just because of this weakling’s protection?”
As soon as he ended his words, the Red Star raised his right hand. The Killing Aura condensed above his hand, glowing brighter under the broken window as the sunlight touched it.
“How tragic. So you’re just another dwarf, after all. Dwarves who only come to their senses when death stares them in the face!”
With those words, his hand came crashing down toward Darulma and Seti.
But just before it landed, a flash of light from outside the window shot down and struck the Red Star’s shoulder.
Puhak!
The Red Star’s right hand was severed, blood splattered across the room, and a new red aura began to fill the space.
In the deafening silence that followed, a second Red Star, drenched in blood, arrived in the meeting room.






 
    

  Chapter 265: Cat Among The Pigeons (6)
* * *
The red Killing Aura consumed the conference room.
The two Dzhugashvilis each hid their face—one behind the Blood Tears illusion, the other behind a mask. They were staring at each other.
Words were unnecessary. The smell of blood replaced the question of who the enemy was, and the sharpened senses answered in its place.
“Hh… huff.”
As the dwarves, crushed by the Killing Aura, gasped for breath, Yeomyeong, who was gripping a sword, slowly began to move his hand.
And then, in the next moment…
“Two Dzhugashvilis…”
With a voice that sounded familiar from one of the dwarves, Yeomyeong shot forward, leaving behind a red afterimage.
The milky white Sword Aura flashed through the red Killing Aura, instinctively cutting through the air.
!!!
In no time, the regenerated hand met the sword with a thunderous clash, sending out a shockwave. Around the two Dzhugashvilis, tables got overturned and shards of shattered glass flew through the hall.
However, the two Red Stars remained still, unmoving. They continued their brute force struggle, locked in the same posture of clashing sword and hand blade.
Creak—
It wasn’t the clashing sound of hand and sword, but the noise of Killing Auras clashing like teeth grinding.
Yeomyeong couldn’t help but feel regret that the weapon in hand was a regular alloy sword, not the Mountain Tear.
But even so, it was still a sword. When Yeomyeong added the Player’s milky-white Sword Aura on top of the Killing Aura, the power balance tipped in his favor.
The blade sliced through Killing Aura, biting into the skin—trembling eyes.
Eventually, the masked Dzhugashvili made the first move in an attempt to turn the tide. But just as he unleashed his Killing Aura to deflect the sword, Yeomyeong — as if he’d been waiting for that exact moment — drove his foot into the man’s abdomen.
Thud!
The sound of a leather drum bursting, and the masked figure crashed through the glass window, falling outside.
If he were a normal person, the height would have been enough to turn him into a flat mess upon hitting the ground.
Yeomyeong dusted off his hands and peered down below the broken window. Sure enough, the man who had fallen was perfectly fine — brushing himself off like nothing had happened.
The oblivious mercenaries pointed their guns and surrounded him, but he paid them no mind and looked up at the headquarters building… more precisely, at Yeomyeong.
You want me to come down? What a funny guy.
Regardless, Yeomyeong didn’t jump down immediately but turned his attention to the dwarves in the conference room.
The dwarves, who should have been conducting the meeting, were now huddled together in fear, pressed against the wall.
The situation had gone awry. Far more than expected.
But then again, when did anything ever go according to plan? Thinking that now things were spiraling, Yeomyeong decided to assert control over the atmosphere…
“Dwarves. Did you think escaping from Siberia was the end of it? Wait here with your necks bared.”
…He said.
The dwarves’ reactions were more than he expected.
Some of them burst into tears, while others fainted while standing up.
They all seem to be of advanced age. Maybe I should have been a little more gentle.
Yeomyeong swallowed his slight regret before leaping down toward the ground.
His act was convincing enough here, Seti and Darulma would handle the rest of the matters here.
Therefore, what he had to do now was…
Thud!
As soon as he landed, a dust cloud burst from the ground.
The masked Dzhugashvili, waiting below, watched as Yeomyeong’s leg regenerated in an instant and spoke.
“…So you really are a Dzhugashvili.”
“So are you.”
Whether or not the surrounding mercenaries raised their guns, the two measured the distance between each other.
Then, it was Yeomyeong who took the first step forward.
The masked Dzhugashvili clenched his fist as he watched Yeomyeong approach.
From Yeomyeong’s gait, his taut muscles, the angle of his lowered sword… he read the swordsmanship hidden in all of it.
Swordsmanship honed through real killing. The masked man concluded as much and raised his fist.
“Who taught you to be a Dzhugashvili?”
Yeomyeong smirked and replied.
“Where else do you learn the technique to kill people? By killing people, obviously.”
Then, a gloomy voice rang out from beneath the mask.
“A natural-born Dzhugashvili? Seriously? You’re calling yourself nothing more than a murderer? After reaching that level— you still have no pride?”
“Hah, an imposter talking about pride? This world never runs out of jokes.”
“…”
As the man fell silent, Yeomyeong continued to close the distance. With each step, a dense red haze rose around him.
And that haze reminded the masked Dzhugashvili of old memories— of comrades driven mad by hunger and despair, chasing after each other’s flesh and blood.
“…You, pride-less killer, call me Poison Flower.”
“Red Star. Well, that’s a cheesy name the pathetic American press came up with.”
As Yeomyeong mocked, Poison Flower adjusted his mask.
“Still, I admit—you have a decent sense of humor. If we had met under different circumstances, maybe you and I could’ve…”
At that moment, Poison Flower instinctively swung his hand to block something.
With a sharp clang, Poison Flower blocked with his Killing Aura, not Yeomyeong’s sword, but a bullet fired by one of the surrounding mercenaries.
“You bastards, what do you think this is, a documentary? You think we’re just background props here?”
A man who appeared to be the leader of the mercenaries shouted. Yeomyeong let out a dry laugh.
“Going toe-to-toe with a Dzhugashvili? That’s not exactly the brightest idea.”
However, Yeomyeong’s words reached no one.
What moved the mercenaries was a scream from the dwarf who hired them.
[Fire! I’ll take responsibility for whatever happens! Kill them! Kill both of them!!]
As soon as the radio blared with the shrill command, the mercenaries took aim at the two, as if they’d been waiting for the go-ahead.
“…How about we postpone our duel until after we deal with them?”
Facing countless gun barrels, Poison Flower suggested. Yeomyeong nodded.
“Alright. I swear not to touch you until these mercenaries are wiped out—in the name of Stalin.”
“…Then I shall invoke the name of the General Secretary as well.”
With that, Yeomyeong and Poison Flower forged a temporary alliance and simultaneously drew upon their Killing Auras.
A red haze so intense it could be seen all the way from Chicago began to rise, and just as the bravest of the mercenaries pulled the trigger…
Bang!
Yeomyeong and Poison Flower kicked off the ground at the same time.
Not toward the surrounding mercenaries—but straight at each other.
* * *
Hamilton Dune frowned at the gunfire echoing from below the window. Mercenaries firing meant the plan had gone awry.
Red Star…
He had expected an attack here today—but to think he’d drop from the sky.
In hindsight, bringing in Poison Flower had turned out to be poison.
“Hamilton. You have yet to present evidence that Red Star is in league with Darulma. Show us the proof.”
Among the terrified dwarves, the chairman, wearing a stern expression, demanded. Hamilton let out a heavy sigh.
“Did you not hear what the Dzhugashvili said just moments ago? Is there any clearer proof than him talking about a contract with Darulma?”
“That’s circumstantial at best. If he had recognized me instead, would that make me the traitor? And come to think of it, the fact that Red Star showed up the moment you accused Darulma is suspicious in itself.”
Hamilton nearly snapped, asking if he could say such a thing with Red Star standing right in front of him—but instead, he took a deep breath.
“I have the messages exchanged between Darulma and Red Star. They’re on a secure USB. If you give me just a moment, I can bring—”
“…Hamilton.”
The one who cut him off was Darulma. He looked at his cousin with an expression close to tears.
“Why are you doing this to me? Do you really want my seat that badly?”
“…Cousin.”
“This cursed seat that only gets you beaten from both sides—if you want it, you can have it. But at least tell me why. What are you plotting? Why have you been embezzling clan funds, and what have you been spending all that money on?”
“…”
It sounded like he was cleverly shifting the accusation of embezzlement onto Hamilton—or perhaps he truly wanted to know.
Maybe it was both. Darulma was that kind of dwarf.
…With that thought, Hamilton let the necklaces around his neck clink softly as he responded.
“Cousin. Is that really what you’re curious about in a moment like this?”
“…Yes, I am. Trying to figure it out is driving me crazy. My proud cousin—how did you end up like this? Just wondering about it tears me apart.”
“…”
Hearing that desperate voice, Hamilton clinked his necklaces again as he thought about where exactly the plan had gone wrong.
Was it from the moment Darulma survived? Or from the moment he arrived at the board meeting with help from some unknown superhuman woman?
…All of it.
Was this fate’s punishment for standing against it? Or was this… fate itself?
Thought upon thought tangled together, and silence stretched in its wake.
By the time the clash between the mercenaries and the two Dzhugashvilis below the building turned into screams, Hamilton finally began to speak — slowly, deliberately.
“Do you know why our last king flew off to Moscow and died like a fool?”
A random question. Every dwarf in the room twisted their face in confusion.
“Do you know why the World Tree still scatters its crystals even after being burned?”
“What? Are you trying to insult ancient history now?”
The chairman snapped at him. Hamilton exploded in response.
“I’m not the one insulting history—you are! You pathetic dwarves, with no will or desire to learn what really happened!”
“….”
“You babble about the great king, yet when Darulma handed over the last relic of that king to some lowly mercenary, you all stayed silent! You disgusting old men…!”
Hamilton stared out over the room, eyes sunken but steady.
“You’ll never understand. What kind of resolve did it take for me to do this? What I’m dreaming of…”
At that, he turned to face Darulma.
“Cousin, I truly hope your choice turns out to be the right one. Because the thought that our people might suffer again — all because you survived — it brings tears to my eyes.”
“…”
The next moment, Seti raised her hammer, as if she couldn’t listen to one more word.
“Save the dog bark for the doghouse, yeah?”
It was a range that put Hamilton, as a mage, at a severe disadvantage.
Seti gathered mana, intending to crush his limbs in a single blow, while Hamilton looked at the hammer and took a deep breath.
As the dwarves, expecting a fight between the two, began slowly backing away…
Hamilton suddenly raised both hands in front of him.
“I confess to the embezzlement and to insulting the elders. I surrender peacefully. In accordance with clan tradition, I ask to be taken into custody.”
“…”
Even Seti, who had been ready to strike, stared at him blankly—so did Darulma. Hamilton, still wearing a stoic expression, added.
“And at the same time, I formally declare that anything that happens from this point forward has absolutely nothing to do with me. Understood?”
…What kind of ominous nonsense was that supposed to mean? Just as Seti’s graceful brow twisted into a frown, the sounds that had been coming in through the shattered window… abruptly stopped.
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* * *
Turn back a little to the moment when Poison Flower and Yeomyeong clashed.
Poison Flower dashed out with a speed unbefitting his massive frame. A thick calf, jutting out from his coat, sliced through the air like a blade, aiming for Yeomyeong’s throat.
“It hasn’t even been ten seconds since you swore on Stalin’s name!”
Yeomyeong swung his sword at the incoming leg and retorted.
“I’ve never even seen that guy’s face.”
“Ha!”
Immediately after, sword and leg collided. A chilling sound followed as their Killing Aura manifested and clashed—and then came the hail of bullets.
Rat-tat-at-ata-ta!
Despite their bodies being riddled with holes, the two Dzhugashvilis didn’t seem to care. They first created distance — and only then did they leap into the crowd of mercenaries.
Their response was swift.
- Hey, you morons! Stop shooting! You’re gonna hit our own!



	Engage with melee weapons!



	Surround them! Surround them!
It wasn’t exactly a military-grade response, but they handled it pretty well for mercenaries who didn’t even know what a Dzhugashvili was.
The problem was this kind of chaos was exactly where a Dzhugashvili could shine the brightest.
Logically, one person couldn’t take on a crowd.
Like the saying, “One hand can’t block ten,” no matter how hard an individual tried, it was impossible to fend off attacks coming from blind spots like the back or sides.
And if the crowd was armed with guns? There was nothing more to say.
But a Dzhugashvili defied that logic. Defense wasn’t necessary. It didn’t matter if bullets pierced their ribs or blades stabbed into their shoulders—they just needed to keep attacking.
Crack!
Yeomyeong slammed the flat of his sword into the jaw of a mercenary aiming a pistol at him.
Right after, another mercenary, seeing his comrade fall, roared in fury and slashed at Yeomyeong’s back.
Though his flesh split and blood spilled, Yeomyeong remained unfazed.
Getting stabbed in the chest, shot in the neck, slashed across the back—it was all meaningless. Unless his entire head was blown off, the Killing Aura enveloping him would keep reviving him over and over.
“No way, what the hell… Isn’t this cheating?”
The mercenary who had stabbed him muttered in disbelief as he watched the wound regenerate instantly—then got knocked out cold by Yeomyeong’s punch.
And into the space left by the fallen mercenary, more surged in.
Yeomyeong struck back at everything his senses picked up. If he heard a sound, he threw a punch; if bullets flew, he kicked toward their source.
One mercenary got knocked out by a hit to the jaw, another retreating with broken limbs…
How much time had passed as he felled mercenary after mercenary like that?
In the heat of battle, the manifested Killing Aura had grown so dense it couldn’t possibly get any thicker.
- Shit, someone gets rid of this red fog!



	It’s even impossible to penetrate with night vision!
The mercenaries were in a panic, unable to even see the comrades right beside them. One wrong move, and they might end up shooting each other.
- Anyone who’s not a superhuman, grab the wounded and fall back!
Still, their experience hadn’t completely abandoned them—they quickly made the call and began to retreat.
The only ones who stayed behind were the superhumans and mages, the ones who could track a Dzhugashvili with mana.
Yeomyeong spat out a mouthful of blood and let the retreating mercenaries go without interference.
Then, Yeomyeong charged at the lone mercenary mage, who was standing tense amidst the red haze.
Or rather, he tried to.
But at that exact moment, a deafening boom pierced through the haze.
!!!
The explosion was so blatant, so thunderous, it could be felt even from a distance.
Did someone toss a grenade? That’s only gonna make things worse.
Yeomyeong abandoned the mage and turned toward the source of the noise.
“Huh?”
But the explosion didn’t come from a grenade. It came from a clash between Poison Flower and a superhuman mercenary.
CRAAACK—!
Mana-infused fists and a military dagger collided, producing a shockwave powerful enough to tear through the haze.
The other mercenaries could barely manage to maintain the encirclement—the fight was just that intense.
One of the mercenaries watching gritted his teeth and shouted.
“Mage! Where the hell are you?! Get over here and back up the captain!”
Was he the Captain of one of the mercenary groups?
Yeomyeong considered ambushing the other mercenaries from behind, but the fight between Poison Flower and the Captain was already nearing its end.
Actually, it had been a one-sided beating. Poison Flower was toying with the nameless captain from the beginning. The outcome was obvious.
“No—!”
With a shrill scream from one of the mercenaries, Poison Flower crushed the Captain’s wrist—the one holding the military dagger.
And then, as the Captain’s posture crumbled, Poison Flower swung his hand blade strike toward his head—
At that moment, Yeomyeong leaped in and kicked Poison Flower in the head. The blow exploded with Killing Aura, sending Poison Flower flying through the air, and Yeomyeong landed just in time to catch the collapsing captain.
“What the hell…?”
The mercenary captain blinked up at Yeomyeong, clearly baffled. His expression asked, Why did you save me? Yeomyeong hoisted him by the collar and asked/
“Name?”
“R-Ricardo…”
“Ricardo, pull your men back. Stay out of this situation, or you’ll end up collecting death benefits.”
“Wait… what?”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. He simply tossed Ricardo backwards toward the rear.
The mercenaries stood stunned as they caught their captain, flung through the air. But Yeomyeong didn’t spare them a glance—he dusted himself off and fixed his eyes on the approaching Poison Flower.
“…Why did you let him live? Don’t tell me… you haven’t killed a single person this whole time?”
“Mercenary is just one of the ways to make a living. Do they need to fight to the death? A decent scrap is enough.”
Poison Flower muttered in disbelief.
“…That doesn’t sound like something a Dzhugashvili would say. Was the story about a naturally born Dzhugashvili a lie?”
Yeomyeong raised his Sword Aura and replied.
“You talk too damn much.”
“…”
Poison Flower’s expression hardened visibly, even behind his mask. He raised a fist and shifted his stance, feet spreading slightly as he spoke.
“I’ll save the questions for after I win then.”
* * *
The moment Poison Flower finished speaking, the two collided with the ground.
Yeomyeong swung his sword first, slicing through the red Killing Aura with a blade wrapped in a milky white sword aura, aiming for Poison Flower’s neck.
Poison Flower didn’t flinch in the slightest. Instead, he accelerated and dove straight into Yeomyeong’s body.
!!!
Elbows and swords collided with a shockwave, sending a gust of air. Their hair and clothes flapped wildly, but neither of them was pushed back.
At this range, it was instinct that told them the first to retreat would be at a disadvantage.
As soon as the shockwave dissipated, they shifted their shoulders, and once again, swords and fists clashed. Yeomyeong’s foot slammed into Poison Flower’s stomach, while Poison Flower’s fist dug into Yeomyeong’s chest.
!
The shock of their internal organs shifting—both of them spat blood, but neither stopped attacking.
Fist, foot, sword, hand blade — the exchange between the two Dzhugashvilis held no mercy, no hint of compassion. Within the intense Killing Auras that felt like they could dissolve souls, they blocked punches, deflected kicks, were pierced by the sword, and slashed by the hand blade…
Each blow was enough to send an average superhuman to their death, yet both were Dzhugashvili.
And this, truly, was the battle of perfected Dzhugashvili. Like souls trapped in a never-ending cycle of combat, their fight continued without end.
Crack—
And then, a fine crack split across Yeomyeong’s sword. Forged from ordinary alloy, it wasn’t built to endure such mana or the sheer force of the shockwaves.
Poison Flower didn’t miss it. The moment he saw the crack in the blade, he shifted the direction of his hand blade and struck at Yeomyeong’s sword.
CLANG!! Unable to withstand the pressure, the sword shattered, scattering metal fragments.
Having lost his sword for the first time in a long while, Yeomyeong swallowed a string of curses and tried to create distance— but Poison Flower had already launched himself forward.
In the next instant, the gap between them closed. They were so close that Yeomyeong’s forearm touched Poison Flower’s before his punch could land
Poison Flower used his momentum to drive his knee up into Yeomyeong’s body while Yeomyeong swung his nearly broken sword.
WHAM! The knee tore through, splashing blood, but it wasn’t enough to sever his leg entirely.
Poison Flower, still using his momentum, swung his elbow and slammed it into Yeomyeong’s head. The sound of shattered teeth echoed in Yeomyeong’s skull.
Yeomyeong’s vision blurred, but he bit down on his lip, holding onto his consciousness.
He swings his fist in a counterattack—blocked. A hand blade strike flies at his side—blocked. A knee was lifted to strike—blocked again.
Another punch, grabbed the arm and—twisted. CRACK! A bone snapped, but it healed as he kicked out, CRACK! His rib got crushed.
Blood splattered. He regenerated. It broke again. He regenerated.
The pain screamed through his nerves, and his brain went white with pain. The only thing moving his limbs was the red Killing Aura and his will to fight.
And again, he countered with fists, knees, kicks, and…
A headbutt.
THUD!
The moment their foreheads collided, both of their movements came to a halt.
And as the shockwave dispersed, the haze slowly settled. Poison Flower and Yeomyeong each took a step back, neither willing to be the first to retreat.
“Your skull… thickness… you’re… superior.”
Poison Flower’s tongue seemed tangled, probably from a concussion. Yeomyeong spat out a mouthful of blood mixed with broken teeth before responding.
“Our close-quarters combat is even.”
A few blinks later, Poison Flower’s wounds regenerated, and he let out a hollow laugh.
“Even, huh? Do you think you would have won if your sword hadn’t broken?”
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, it’s just… you’re way stronger than I expected. It’d take me days if I tried to beat you with just Dzhugashvili skills and martial arts.”
His tone carried the kind of respect that could only form between those who had traded blows.
Poison Flower crossed his arms and replied,
“Huh. Still got another trick up your sleeve? Then you’d better use it now. Nothing’s more frustrating than dying with something left unused.”
Whether it was bravado or a genuine desire for a fair fight, it was unclear—but Poison Flower didn’t charge again. He truly gave Yeomyeong time.
Mara and Magdu were like this, too… these bastards are really…
After briefly checking on the mercenaries who had retreated beyond the haze and the HQ building, Yeomyeong turned his gaze back to Poison Flower.
No more stalling. Let’s end it as quickly as possible. After finishing that thought, Yeomyeong clenched his hand and pulled Vladimir’s submachine gun from his inventory.
“…KGB?”
By the time Poison Flower recognized the gun coated in mana metal and his expression turned blank, the weapon had already begun to roar with fire.
DRRRRRRRRRRRK!!
Dozens of magic bullets tore through the haze, barreling toward Poison Flower. Poison Flower gathered his mana and Killing Aura into his forearms and shielded his head.g
It was a perfect textbook defense. Though the bullets grazed his body, the Dzhugashvili’s regenerative ability would heal the wounds in an instant.
However…
Did he scatter the bullets on purpose?
Seeing the clumsy, almost laughable shooting, Poison Flower immediately braced for the next attack.
What now? Grenade? Shotgun? If it’s KGB, maybe tentacles will shoot o—
Before he could finish his thought, his body tilted. His right leg had been completely severed.
Even for a Dzhugashvili, that kind of severe injury would take several seconds to regenerate.
In that brief moment of imbalance, Yeomyeong swung something invisible and systematically dismembered Poison Flower’s limbs.
An invisible sword? Poison Flower realized what was happening, but it was too late. He fell to the ground like a log.
Just as Poison Flower managed to use his newly regenerated right leg to try and retreat, Yeomyeong was already pointing a gun at his forehead.
The weapon in Yeomyeong’s hand was an unusual one—a short double-barrel shotgun with a third barrel underneath. Poison Flower sighed the moment he recognized the weapon.
“A KGB combination gun…”
“If you already know what this gun is capable of, then that saves us some time.”
The bullet loaded in the third barrel was a regeneration-suppressing round—prepared by Kim Philby to kill Yeomyeong. Even a Dzhugashvili would die if hit in the heart or head.
“Mana-coated gun, sword enchanted with invisibility, and a combination gun…”
Poison Flower slowly raised his regenerated arm over his head and spoke.
“I had my doubts, but… are you the Soviet successor raised by the KGB? Did you attack the dwarves to announce the USSR’s return?”
“…”
Instead of praising that wildly imaginative(?) guess, Yeomyeong simply pressed the gun barrel harder against Poison Flower’s forehead.
“I’m the one asking questions.”
“Heh… go ahead then. I was planning to ask you some if I won, anyway.”
“…”
Why was he so cooperative? Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly.
It was not like he expected something dramatic like “I’d rather die than talk!” — but he did think Poison Flower would put up at least some resistance…
That was when the giant man added.
“You’d better ask quickly. There’s not much time.”
“…What?”
“About a minute left.”
Yeomyeong didn’t ask what he meant. Instead, he quickly got to the point and asked his question.
“How do I get to Stalin? What exactly are the Five Points of the Red Star?”
“…”
Poison Flower gave a slightly surprised expression. It wasn’t clear whether it was because of the word Stalin or because of the Five Points?
He briefly glanced beyond the haze at the Chicago Dimensional Portal, then spoke with a hint of complaint.
“It looks like Kim Philby didn’t tell you anything. So, in the end, you’re just a puppet of the KGB…”
“Cut the nonsense and answer me.”
Poison Flower licked his lips with his tongue, then continued in a very quiet voice.
“The Five Points is from a prophecy. A prophecy that the U.S. government kept hidden.”
“…A prophecy?”
“It says that if five people, who have inherited the Soviet legacy, come together, the path to the star will open. Stalin is waiting at the Kremlin…”
“What?”
What kind of nonsense was this? Before Yeomyeong could ask for an explanation, Poison Flower continued speaking.
“The most orthodox interpretation of this prophecy is Beria’s interpretation. When five superhumans who have mastered Soviet technique to its peak, gather at the Kremlin, a Dimensional Portal leading to the dimension where Stalin disappeared will open.”
“…Five superhumans? The Soviets could gather that many right now, couldn’t they?”
“It’s a different story if they have to master Soviet technique to its absolute peak.”
“…”
“Beria and Demerond, who were already at the top, would take two of the spots, but the remaining three are the problem. Who in the fallen Soviet Union could master its technique? Just studying the Dzhugashvili is enough to make the Moscow government send assassins after you.”
Was it that serious? Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly since he had never used Dzhugashvili openly. And then, he realized something strange in Poison Flower’s words.
…Why is he talking as if Beria is still alive?
Stalin’s right hand, the first and last director of the KGB, couldn’t possibly be ali—Actually, now that he thought about it, it wasn’t impossible.
Wasn’t Kim Philby also at an age where his death wouldn’t be surprising?
After considering this, Yeomyeong simply asked outright.
“…Is Beria alive?”
Poison Flower looked up at Yeomyeong with a bewildered expression as if asking, “Why would you ask that?”
“Would he be dead? He’s not Walter or Vasily… How many vampires did he literally devour? Of course, he’s still alive. I don’t know what he’s doing now, though.”
“…”
Yeomyeong closed his mouth the next moment as the realization hit him a little late.
The Five Points of the Red Star.
If Beria and Demerond had already claimed two of the seats, then the ones to take the remaining spots were obvious— the three who hadn’t succumbed to the Dzhugashvili’s Killing Aura and could wield their own fully.
The Eastern Count Palatine beyond the Dimensional Portal, Poison Flower in front of him, and…
“…Me.”
Unfortunately, that realization didn’t lead to a question.
Just as Yeomyeong was about to say something, something buried in the ground began to emit mana.
Yeomyeong furrowed his brow, sensing that familiar yet loathsome mana.
This is…
The same mana he had felt when the Player summoned it at the Academy.
The corruption stone mana.






 
    

  Chapter 267: Cat Among The Pigeons (8)
* * *
Mara laughed.
Standing above the field soaked by the red Killing Aura, she laughed as she looked down at the poor mercenaries and the two Asuras.
It was a rare spectacle to see two Dzhugashvilis fighting at the same time—and in completely different styles.
Still, if there was one disappointing point, it was that both Yeomyeong and Poison Flower each had a screw loose.
First off, Poison Flower’s fighting style lacked any real force.
He avoided the weak and chased only the strong, like a drunkard afraid of spilling a full glass.
“Every time I see him, I can’t help but think—what a waste.”
Compared to him, Yeomyeong… was far more Dzhugashvili-like.
He charged into a hail of bullets and didn’t dodge flying blades. The way he didn’t care if bones broke or flesh split made for a pretty satisfying sight.
However, Yeomyeong lacked the most important element: the lust for slaughter. Instead of hacking the mercenaries to pieces, he only knocked them out or broke their limbs.
“…What a soft little bastard.”
Mara clicked her tongue in disappointment, but she didn’t step in and ruin the fun. After all, the mercenaries were just appetizers.
The real course hadn’t even started ye—
Bzzzzzz—
At that moment, the phone in her back pocket began to vibrate.
Only one person would call her at a time like this, so Mara answered it cheerfully.
- You damn metrosexual son of a bitch. What the hell are you doing up in the sky?
A gruff male voice exploded through the phone when she hit the answer button. Mara replied while watching Yeomyeong charge at Poison Flower.
“Preparing for a possible ambush. You know, military protocol—perimeter watch? That kind of thing.”
- You think I hired you just to listen to this bullshit?
Mara snickered and glanced over at the ruined dwarf meeting hall. It was in complete chaos, with dwarves yelling over one another.
“Looks like Hamilton’s screwed too… and I don’t think me jumping in now would change anything, right?”
The man on the other end of the line went silent for a moment. After what sounded like a deep inhale—maybe from a cigarette—he spoke.
- The plan’s been blown to hell. All thanks to that commie bastard, the Red Star, or whatever.
“Blown to hell, huh? You’re giving up pretty fast for someone so high up. The Church hasn’t even started moving yet. Hey, since things are already like this, how about stepping in yourself?”
- Save the bullshit for someone who gives a damn. The moment Darulma turned out to be alive, my plan was over. Now… I’ll aim for the next opportunity.
Mara grinned.
“Next? There won’t be a next. The Star Entrails said the Demon King will rise in Korea.”
- Just a few days ago, he said the Demon King would descend in Chicago. Do you think I’d believe some shamanism crap when I don’t even go to church?
“…Shamanism?”
Caught off guard by the unexpected word, Mara burst into laughter—just as Yeomyeong’s sword shattered and the two Dzhugashvilis launched into a brutal close-quarters brawl.
It was a savage fight, with no regard for martial principle—just pure Killing Aura and fists clashing. There was something primal in their battle that also heated her heart.
Maybe I should’ve jumped in too.
Mara smacked her lips with a hint of regret.
“Then I’ll take care of things from here, yeah?”
- Hmph. Wasn’t that our plan from the start?
“Ehh, it’s a bit different. I’m not interested in the Demon King or any of that.”
A sarcastic kind of approval. The man on the other end of the phone clicked his tongue.
- I don’t get it. Why the hell would you throw a cat into a flock of pigeons, risking our own neck? Why do you do something so damn reckless?
“Because… it’s fun?”
The crazy answer met with stunned silence.
The man on the line fell silent for a moment, then chuckled quietly.
- Crazy bastard. But I like that.
This time, it was Mara’s turn to fall silent.
The man spoke again, now in the most cheerful tone since the call began as if he didn’t care at all that his plan had failed.
- If you ever feel like it, come work under me. And bring that Red Star bastard, too, if you can.
With that, the call ended. Mara stared at her phone, bewildered until the gunfire below snapped her back to reality.
Looking down, she saw the battle between Yeomyeong and Poison Flower nearing its end.
Mara expected Poison Flower to lose. In the haze of Killing Aura, Yeomyeong swung something invisible at him—and Poison Flower couldn’t react at all.
If Poison Flower broke his seal here, things might change, but even as his limbs were being cut apart, he still stubbornly refused to unleash it.
What a hopeless idiot…
Only then did Mara begin descending to the ground—not to save Poison Flower, though. If the guy died like this, that would be entertaining in its own way.
But unexpectedly, Yeomyeong didn’t kill Poison Flower. And Poison Flower didn’t run either. Instead, he leaned in and murmured something to Yeomyeong.
Judging from the serious expression on Yeomyeong’s face, Poison Flower must’ve told him an important secret.
Was it camaraderie between fellow Dzhugashvilis? Or had Poison Flower intended to reveal a secret from the very beginning?
Either way, it meant Poison Flower had just betrayed the Star Entrails.
Old rulers, huh? This whole organization’s just full of backstabbing bastards, no matter who you look at.
With that thought, Mara jumped down from the sky.
The ground screamed.
* * *
The first to sense the anomaly was the Keeper of Holy Relics sitting in a hamburger joint in LA.
Just as he quietly bit into a fry, the many Holy Relics he had borrowed(?) without permission all opened their mouths at once.
[Aaaah! Corruption is flowing through this land!]
[But it’s not time yet!]
[There is no order in the way of nature.]
As radiant, multicolored light burst from the Keeper of Holy Relics’ body, the other customers in the shop turned to stare in shock. Especially the mustached man sitting next to him, who swore out loud.
“What the hell, man? Do Holy Knights not learn table manners?!”
However, the Keeper of Holy Relics couldn’t respond. More accurately, he didn’t even hear the curse. His mind was filled only with the voices of the holy relics.
[Still, it’s a relief.]
[This time, we have a die we can roll.]
[But isn’t that against the rules?]
[No! There are no rules without a protagonist!]
Five voices—passionate, explosive, strict, cold, and gentle.
The Keeper of Holy Relics shuddered, having a guess at who those voices belonged to.
What the hell was going on?
But the question didn’t last long. In the next moment, all five voices issued the same command.
[Holy Relics Keeper, we will open the gate. Go into the corruption. Now.]
* * *
At the same time, in Seoul where dawn was just beginning to ripen.
On the bridge once called the Han River Footbridge during the Korean War—now known as the Han River Bridge—a man came to a stop and turned his head.
Across the Han River, where no stars could be seen, toward the U.S.
“…Looks like the Church’s getting impatient.”
A ramble, with no one around to hear.
Still, the man rested his hands on the railing and kept speaking.
“Aside from those preparing the ritual, send as many Shepherds and agents as the corruption stone will allow. We need to see if the protagonist has truly appeared.”
No response came. The man hadn’t expected one. He simply resumed his stroll.
Seoul, where dawn was just beginning to bloom.
It happened on the same bridge that Syngman Rhee had once blown up during the Korean War.
* * *
It’s coming.
That was Yeomyeong’s first thought upon sensing the Corruption Stone mana.
And before another thought could even form, “it” began—with a scream-like tremor.
!!!!
Like a gun salute bursting open, a manhole cover shot up into the sky. Soon, eerie mana erupted from the sewer, pressing down on his skin, and a stench like rotting meat stabbed at his nose.
It was no different from torture. The mercenaries who couldn’t sense mana collapsed, coughing up blood, while even the superhumans staggered, overwhelmed by intense nausea.
Because of that, only a handful—including Yeomyeong—witnessed what happened next.
FLASH!
The Dimensional Portal in Chicago, triggered by the corruption stone mana, blazed with light—so blinding it could have seared everyone’s vision.
But the corrupted stone’s target was never the Dimensional Portal to begin with. The dark, lumpy mana surged upward like a living creature, avoiding the Portal’s light, and soon engulfed the entire artificial island where the Portal hovered.
It all happened in the blink of an eye.
Before Yeomyeong could react, the entire sky and horizon above the island were stained pitch black by the corruption stone’s energy.
…We got played.
The realization came fast. His reaction was even faster. Pressing down harder on the gun aimed at Poison Flower’s forehead, Yeomyeong barked out.
“Poison Flower, explain. Now.”
However, the answer didn’t come from Poison Flower’s mouth. It came from directly above Yeomyeong’s head.
“Obviously, the Church of Apocalypse is doing what the Church of Apocalypse does. Who else makes corruption stones?”
Before Yeomyeong could even look up, Mara dropped down from the sky.
“Want me to explain? But if you interrupt me with ‘summarize it’ or whatever, I’m done right there, got it?”
“…”
When Yeomyeong remained silent, Mara smirked and began her explanation.
“Those Church bastards plan to contaminate this whole artificial island—to create another Siberia. Think about it: what will happen if they pollute one of America’s top three cities, the Great Lakes, and the island with the Portal?”
“…”
“If you ask me, America will be in for a rough time.”
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“Did you forget where we are? This is America. All it takes is the Big Three or the State Guard to show up, and it’s over.”
Mara waved her fingers sharply, cutting back.
“What if they can’t come? Who knows how many minutes it’ll take for the whole island to be corrupted—but the Church’s been planning this for a long time. Long enough to make sure the U.S. won’t step in before it’s done.”
At that, Mara gave Yeomyeong a wink—meant to be playful, but more creepy than cute. Yeomyeong responded with a deep frown.
“But what a coincidence! Turns out there are a few unexpected superhumans here today.”
“…”
“You haven’t forgotten our deal, right? Just the two of us—crush the core of this corruption stone and loot the whole place.”
“…You lunatic. Dream on.”
Yeomyeong shut down Mara’s pitch with one sentence, but instead of looking disappointed, Mara just pointed triumphantly over Yeomyeong’s shoulder.
“That place is the core of the corruption stone. So, do you still gonna keep playing hard to get?”
He was pointing at the headquarters building of Dungan Heavy Industries.
The building—where Seti and Darulma were still trapped—had turned into a massive lump of the corruption stone itself.

 
    

  Chapter 268: How To Confront One's Limits
We awoke from the dream to escape the nightmare.
But reality was a hell worse than the nightmare, and now we seek to awaken from reality itself.
『The One Who Leaks Dreams』
* * *
“Oh… they prepared quite well, huh.”
Mara muttered as she watched the black mana wriggling across the sky.
Following her gaze, Yeomyeong squinted his eyes, also staring at the writhing sky, like a snake’s mouth.
Moments later, the mana that covered the island began dripping down in sticky black droplets, like crude oil.
It wasn’t like rain or a downpour. The droplets fell with a frequency closer to the saliva dripping from a monster’s mouth.
The result was also nothing like a downpour. From a distance, the spots where the droplets fell began to sizzle, followed by blackening.
Seeing this, Yeomyeong spoke.
“We’ve got only a few hours… before this entire artificial island is covered in this filth.”
Mara shrugged her shoulders.
“If those mercenary bastards and the Dimensional Portal garrison put in some effort, we might be able to delay it a bit more.”
As she said, the mercenaries who had been fighting Yeomyeong began gathering around the glowing Dimensional Portal. The truck drivers and garrison—dragged into the chaos without fully understanding it—were now clustered near the gate, keeping watch.
After briefly observing them, Yeomyeong turned his head and looked back at the Dungan Heavy Industries headquarters building.
“Mara, I’m going to honor our deal.”
“Hehe, so we’re going to smash that building together? Like when we fought the dragon?”
Mara’s face lit up with anticipation, but Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, I have no intention of going anywhere with someone like you, let alone fighting while trusting my back on you.”
“Huh?”
“Our deal was to leave each other alone until the job’s done, not to fight side by side.”
With that, Yeomyeong turned and headed toward the Dungan Heavy Industries headquarters building, now a massive lump of corruption stone.
As Yeomyeong’s back grew distant, Mara seemed to realize something and grinned.
“So we’re not allies, but I can fight by your side however I want, right?”
“…”
Yeomyeong, already far away, didn’t respond. Mara quickly followed and spoke again.
“Ah, your skill in playing hard to get is truly… Did you use the same trick to seduce the Saintess?”
Yeomyeong didn’t even look back, but he replied without missing a beat.
“If you say any more bullshit, the deal’s off.”
“…”
Mara was about to tease him again, but seeing Yeomyeong’s serious expression, she closed her mouth.
After a brief silence, their steps continued, and soon, both of their figures disappeared from the island.
Well, they didn’t disappear entirely. After a moment, Mara peeked out from behind a translucent barrier and shouted.
“Hey, Poison Flower! Aren’t you coming?”
“…”
Poison Flower, who had been lying on the ground the whole time, silently watching the two of them whisper among themselves and leave, turned his head with a look of disbelief.
“Mara, are you out of your mind?”
“Of course I’m sane. You think I’m crazy or something?”
“…”
Poison Flower took a deep breath, composed himself, and stood up, brushing off his clothes.
“If the leader finds out about this… we’ll be in serious trouble.”
“Then we just don’t let him find out. Stop whining and come along. I’ll make sure you get a cut, too.”
The mention of getting a share made Poison Flower’s shoulders twitch slightly, but he shook his head.
“Still… traveling with someone we were just fighting? That’s a bit…”
“What does it matter? That guy literally killed me once.”
“…?”
“You didn’t know?”
…How the hell would I know that, you insane bastard?
Poison Flower swallowed the insult that nearly escaped his lips, then pulled his tattered coat together and said.
“…I’ll go.”
* * *
The moment they crossed a certain “barrier” around the building that had turned into a lump of corruption stone, Yeomyeong’s senses shifted, and he found himself transported to an entirely different place.
A city meeting its end.
The entrance to the building that had been right in front of him was gone, replaced by old buildings, streets, and cars with peeling paint, greeting him instead.
Was this like the barrier at the academy’s sewer…
Of course, given the sheer size of the corruption stone, the scale of the barrier was on a completely different level from the one at the Academy.
It wasn’t a movie set level, but more like an entire city had been moved.
Did the people who lived here simply vanish overnight, and after being abandoned for decades, it turned into this?
As Yeomyeong surveyed the city—a place that naturally evoked the word “apocalypse”—he was suddenly struck by a strange sense of familiarity.
While the old signs and the exterior of the buildings were nearly unrecognizable, the overall layout…
“…Los Angeles?”
Why Los Angeles instead of Chicago? Yeomyeong’s question didn’t last long. The moment he took a step forward to get a better look, something faintly appeared in the distance, explaining the mystery.
Yeomyeong immediately focused mana in his eyes. His enhanced vision pierced through the streets and mana barrier, seeing clearly through the haze.
[Dungan Comprehensive Finance]
A strange sign hung above a building that was half merged with corruption stone.
Yeomyeong frowned. Before even considering the corruption stone fusion, it was the company name on the sign that caught his attention.
Dwarves hated being compared to Jews, so they were almost obsessive about avoiding financial industries. Yet, here it was: comprehensive finance?
This was far too detailed to be merely a landscape created by the barrier within the corruption stone.
It’s not Chicago but LA, not Heavy Industries but Comprehensive Finance… this is…
A cold shiver ran down the back of Yeomyeong’s neck, and before something eerie could fully form in his mind…
“That building, I guess, is the barrier’s core?”
Mara, who had returned to his side without Yeomyeong noticing, interrupted his thoughts. When Yeomyeong turned to look, Poison Flower had awkwardly followed, his head bowed.
As Yeomyeong frowned, Mara grinned and spoke.
“If we smash that, everything inside this barrier is ours.”
* * *
Ignoring the two behind him, Yeomyeong began walking deeper into the city. It wasn’t too late to figure out the nature of this place after checking on Seti and Darulma.
And once inside, the cityscape became even more unsettling.
Tables with dried-up meals and forks still in place, glasses and plastic bottles half-filled with crusted-over drinks, and even cars abandoned at gas stations with the nozzle still plugged in.
Everything in sight vividly testified to the exact moment the city died.
Did the people vanish all at once…?
At that moment, something peeked its head out from between the abandoned cars scattered across the road.
Yeomyeong and the two old rulers stopped walking and locked eyes with the figure. Mara tilted her head and asked.
“What the hell is that?”
As soon as she spoke, Yeomyeong was already running, weapon drawn.
“Jeez, that temper.”
Poison Flower and Mara followed Yeomyeong belatedly. As they got closer, the figure came into clearer view.
It was a masked human behind one of the abandoned cars. Wearing the characteristic antique ceremonial robe of the Church of the Apocalypse, it looked like a cultist waiting for them.
The cultist spoke to the approaching Yeomyeong.
“Uninvited ones, ignorant of the truth—you shall all be sacrificed for the end. Join the glorious em—”
Unfortunately, he didn’t get to finish. His neck twisted with a sickening crack mid-sentence.
“Hey! Why’d you kill him? We could’ve asked questions!”
Mara shouted at the sight of the cultist, now dead with his tongue lolling out. Yeomyeong, who had snapped the man’s neck with telekinesis, didn’t even spare her a glance as he replied.
“We don’t have time for truth-or-dare.”
“Yeah, but still, a good intro would’ve been kinda cool…”
“Cut the crap and get ready to fight. This guy’s not the end.”
“…That’s exactly why it’s important! The first! It’s the first! You don’t know that? That’s something that even unicorns know.”
As Mara babbled nonsense, people began quietly emerging from between alleyways and cars.
All of them wore the Church’s white masks and began slowly closing in like they were surrounding the group.
“Uninvited ones, ignorant of the truth—you shall all be sacrificed for the end. Join the glorious emptiness.”
Their voices varied, but every one of them said the exact same words. Mara responded with disinterest.
“What is this, a recording?”
“We are those united in the void.”
This time, too, they answered in perfect unison. Just as Mara frowned, ready to say more, Yeomyeong suddenly leaped high into the air.
From his elevated position, he looked out beyond the street—confirming that the road ahead was packed tight with cultists. He frowned at the sight.
A moment later, he landed back on the ground. Mara asked.
“How many of them are there?”
Yeomyeong estimated the distance between them and the Dungan Hea— no, the Comprehensive Finance building, and replied.
“Rough guess? Tens of thousands.”
But it wasn’t Mara who answered. It was the cultists surrounding them, who all spoke in ear-piercing unison.
“Our number is infinite. I am the legion.”
“Infinite, my ass… What a load of bullshit.”
As Mara sneered, the first cultist—whose neck had been broken—suddenly sprang back to his feet. Twisting his neck back into place, he said.
“My number is infinite. We are the legion.”
“…So they’re zombies?”
“We have transcended death.”
The cultists began to fully encircle the group as they spoke. Some carried guns, others had bombs strapped to their bodies.
Zombie or not, they were clearly a pain to deal with. Just as Mara was about to stretch out and gather mana—
Yeomyeong spoke.
“That’s a waste of time.”
In his hand was a skull staff that Mara had never seen before. Yeomyeong pointed it toward the dense crowd of cultists and began chanting.
“Wait—why the hell is a necromancer here…?”
The cultists’ voices wavered as they realized, too late, what the spell was. Yeomyeong completed it in an instant.
“Corpse Explosion.”
* * *
It was an odd reaction, but when he saw the explosion, what came to Poison Flower’s mind was a cheap B-grade movie.
Blood-tinged blasts, cars flipping down the road, cultists flung through the air…
One at a time. Boom. Boom. Boom!
And as the explosion moved further down the road, it started to catch other things—not human-shaped cultists, but entirely different beings.
Hulking creatures stitched from corpses, beastfolk, monsters with human heads on beast bodies…
They must’ve planned to weaken them with human-shaped bait and finish them off with these grotesque monstrosities in the rear.
But plans were never to be trusted. Especially when you were up against a necromancer who could cast Corpse Explosion on this scale—dozens of times in a row.
“Wow, you’ve learned something interesting, huh.”
The explosions only stopped once the road leading to the Dungan Finance Building was cleared(?).
Mara clapped like she’d just watched a great show. Yeomyeong, the one responsible for the carnage, wiped blood streaming from his nose and mouth.
Of course, such wounds were nothing for someone who had mastered Dzhugashvili. In the blink of an eye, he regenerated and gulped down the blood.
Seeing this, Poison Flower asked in a daze.
“Red Star… what the hell are you? No way the KGB could make a monster like you. How can you fight like that and use magic to this level of mastery…?”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. He just took off running down the cleared street. Watching his retreating back, Poison Flower couldn’t help but think of Kahal Magdu. That overwhelming presence—like something out of a dragon’s legend…
…Wait. A dragon?
“Don’t tell me… he’s the one who ate Kahal Magdu’s heart?”
“Oh, looks like someone’s getting sharper.”
Mara cut him off. Poison Flower looked at him and then back at Yeomyeong with a shocked expression.
After a moment, regaining his composure, Poison Flower wiped his face and said.
“What the hell are you thinking? If we’re not careful, we could summon the Demon King right here and now—”
“That’s not gonna happen. Just enjoy the ride.”
It was such a confident answer. Poison Flower had no idea where this lunatic got her confidence from, but there wasn’t time to wonder.
Something massive was flying toward Yeomyeong from the distance. Its presence was so immense that the cultists from earlier felt like background noise.
A dazzling young man, armed to the teeth with radiant weapons.
He had been a secret even within the Holy Nation… a being that was never supposed to appear in a place like this.
“Oh, that’s Saintess’ father!”
“…”
Poison Flower ignored Mara’s idiotic joke about the Saintess’ virginity and sprinted toward Yeomyeong.

 
    

  Chapter 269: How To Confront One's Limits (2)
* * *
…An illusion?
Yeomyeong frowned as he watched the man soaring toward him between the buildings.
The Keeper of the Holy Relics of the Holy Nation, and the Saintess’ father.
Of all people, why would that elder—who should’ve still been in L.A.—suddenly show up here?
Logically, the most reasonable explanation was that this “Keeper of the Holy Relics” flying toward him was an illusion.
But the dual swords in his hands, the weapons floating behind his back, and the holy blessing radiating from his body… they all felt far too real to be fakes.
After a brief hesitation, he swiftly made his judgment.
Yeomyeong gauged the speed of the incoming figure—then simply decided to ignore him.
If he was a fake, there was no need to waste time. And if he was real, there was no point in getting into a fight right after a corpse explosion.
Besides, Yeomyeong was still masking his face with the Blood Tears illusion. The best option was to stay the course and keep running toward his destination.
- Wait, are you running from your father-in-law? Feeling shy now?!
Mara shouted something ridiculous behind him, but Yeomyeong ignored it and leaped off the road.
He gathered mana in his legs and used the old buildings and structures as footholds to perform the Flying Kick technique.
Leaping. Accelerating. With each leap and burst of speed, walls and windows shattered behind Yeomyeong’s footsteps. Slowly, the distance between him and the Holy Relics Keeper began to widen.
After sprinting like that for a long while, Yeomyeong glanced back to check the gap.
Whether it was because this place made drawing blessings difficult or because the pursuer really was fake, the Holy Relics Keeper’s speed hadn’t increased.
Deciding he didn’t need to worry about it anymore, Yeomyeong turned his focus back to the Dungan Comprehensive Finance building.
First, he had to reach that damn building—only then could something finally—
…?
That was when Yeomyeong’s instincts screamed a warning. Something he couldn’t explain, but so intense it made the hairs on his skin stand up.
Yeomyeong never ignored his instincts. He immediately changed his movement—running along walls instead of leaping, ducking into narrow alleys instead of open spaces…
However, the warning persisted, crawling across his skin—worsening by the second.
Finally, unable to endure the creeping dread, Yeomyeong turned to identify the source.
Thunk!
Something pierced straight through his ankle.
A sniper?
Realizing the nature of the warning too late, Yeomyeong used telekinesis to grab his own body—both to keep from tumbling across the ground due to his speed and to prepare for the inevitable second shot.
Thunk!
As expected, the second bullet tore through the air. It came from the exact opposite direction of the one that had shattered his ankle just moments ago.
“Kuh!”
A hole tore through his chest at the same time as he drew upon Dzhugashvili’s power.
Covering himself in a red haze, Yeomyeong dove into an old commercial building.
Finding the sniper’s location might be impossible—but he could at least buy time to dodge more bullets.
It was a rational decision… but his opponent was far removed from anything rational.
!!!!
Gunshots rang out from every direction at once—north, south, east, west—and bullets slammed into Yeomyeong’s body: thigh, shoulder, neck, ankle.
A sharpshooter?
Yeomyeong shook his head upon recalling the U.S. military’s shooting techniques. A sharpshooter could only turn bullets into guided missiles.
However, the bullets coming at him now were different. These shots were actually “leaping over” space, striking him direc—
Bang!
Another gunshot rang out.
This time, the bullet emerged from behind the wall and came right at Yeomyeong’s face. It wasn’t coming through a window; it literally appeared right in front of him.
The next moment, a bullet the size of a fingertip pierced Yeomyeong’s abdomen, tearing through his insides.
Puhak!
Blood splattered, and flesh ruptured. Yeomyeong fought to suppress the sensation of his guts turning into mush while trying to think of a countermeasure.
However, dodging a bullet traveling faster than the speed of sound, especially one appearing right in front of him, was impossi—
No, wait. He had seen someone catch a bullet right in front of them before.
In the underground of Dreitherial, when Eastern Count Palatine had caught Seti’s bullet with his bare hands.
How was that possible? Even with a superhuman body enhancing his reflexes, a bullet was still a bullet.
Not that he had any method of neutralizing bullets like Demerond or José Aginaldo either.
The only martial art the Eastern Count Palatine practiced was Dzhugashvili, and Dzhugashvili was a martial art that controlled Killing Aura, not one that granted precognitio—
Killing Aura.
Yeomyeong lifted his gaze, taking in the red haze filling the building. The tangible Killing Aura he had manifested.
To him, this haze was nothing more than a disposable tool to replenish mana and a smokescreen to obscure vision. Beyond that, he neither had a reason nor knew any way to use it differently.
But if there were other uses for Killing Aura?
If there were another reason for producing the haze, for example, to extend his senses through the Killing Aura itself—or to manipulate mana through it…
The question didn’t take long to answer, and his actions were swift.
Yeomyeong reversed the usual process of absorbing Killing Aura and turning it into mana—instead, he released his own mana into the gaps between the Killing Aura. It was almost the same method as spreading mana to extend one’s senses, but the key difference was that the target wasn’t empty air but the Killing Aura itself.
Soon, he could feel everything that came into contact with the Killing Aura. It wasn’t quite as sharp as the senses his body directly offered, but it was far more sensitive than simply spreading mana.
Confirming that his assumption was correct, Yeomyeong licked the blood from his lips.
This could work…
And then, as if on cue, the gunshot rang out. This time, the Killing Aura detected it even before his hearing or mana did.
The back of his head. A precise attack aimed at his neck.
Puhak! Blood sprayed from Yeomyeong’s shoulder. He hadn’t been able to catch the bullet. He barely managed to react in time to deflect it toward his shoulder.
However, he had definitely avoided a blow that would have been fatal.
I think I could do it… if I practice a few more times.
Yeomyeong wasn’t sure if his enemies knew he was thinking this, but they generously gave him a life-risking chance to practice.
Bang! A bullet aimed at his balls narrowly missed, grazing his thigh.
Bang! A bullet aimed at his spine, veering off course after passing through his swinging forearm.
Bang! A bullet aimed at his heart, deflected by his palm and sent flying into the ground.
Bang! A bullet aimed at his forehead… he caught it.
Yeomyeong opened his hand, looking down at the bullet. It was stained red with the blood dripping from his torn palm, having been slowed by the force of his hand.
Having accomplished something nearly impossible, Yeomyeong felt a strange sense of achievement as he gripped the bullet tightly.
* * *
Bang!
Yeomyeong caught another bullet aimed at his eyes, using the moment to gauge who his enemy might be.
Who the hell is shooting like this? Is it the Church?
A long-distance bullet leaped? He had never heard of any magic or martial art like that before.
And why bullets, specifically? Was there some kind of restriction?
If one could use spatial leaping this freely, wouldn’t it make more sense to use bombs…
Just then, four neatly shaped boxes tightly bound with tape dropped right in front of Yeomyeong.
A bundle of C4 explosives, triggered remotely.
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong launched himself out of the building.
BOOM—!! The explosion echoed, and his nape burned from the heat. Fortunately, his Killing Aura sense minimized the shrapnel that struck his back.
…They say words have power.
Tumbling across the ground outside the building, Yeomyeong swallowed a mouthful of bloody spit, spread his Killing Aura wide, and leaped.
He meant to get high enough to locate the sniper, but all he saw was a lazily approaching Mara in the distance and the Holy Relic Keeper, who had somehow closed the gap.
“The game of tag ends here, necromancer.”
The Holy Relic Keeper was now close enough for his voice to be heard. He swung two shining swords blessed by the Holy Power, unleashing Sword Aura at Yeomyeong.
No, Sword Aura wasn’t quite the right term.
Though they were fired from swords, they were no different from the blessings infused in the Saintess’ bullets—manifested and weaponized.
Yeomyeong, who had seen what happened to beings struck by such blessed bullets, reflexively drew his sword to block the blessings. And then…
Nothing happened.
The blessings simply passed through Yeomyeong like wind. No impact, no burn, nothing.
“…?”
The Holy Relic Keeper, who had fired them, and Yeomyeong, now falling from the sky, stared at each other in confusion.
Bang!
Suddenly, another bullet materialized mid-air, targeting Yeomyeong’s neck. He reached out to catch it—but this one was different.
It was a massive bullet, at least the size of one from the Saintess’ anti-materiel rifle, if not larger.
Because of that, he managed to catch it but couldn’t stop the sheer kinetic force behind it. The impact sent him crashing into the side of a nearby building.
“Ugh…”
Even though he rolled with the fall, his head was spinning. Without Dzhugashvili’s techniques, his head and body would have been torn apart.
Feeling like utter crap, Yeomyeong stood up, brushing himself off. Just then, the Holy Relic Keeper squinted as he looked up at the building and called out Yeomyeong’s name.
“…Cheon Yeomyeong?”
“…”
Only then did Yeomyeong realize that the recent shot had disrupted the Blood Tears illusion. The Holy Relics Keeper gave a wry smile and spoke.
“Why are you here? No—more importantly, how did you use corpse explosion?”
Unlike their first encounter, his tone was now sharp and demanding. Yeomyeong wiped his face and replied.
“Uh… Well, shouldn’t you be the one answering why you’re here, Holy Relics Keeper?”
“Did you learn to answer a question with a question?”
“I was taught to give proper answers to adults. I just don’t know if the adult in front of me is real or fake.”
The Holy Relics Keeper responded as light radiated from his Holy Relics.
“These Holy Relics, and the will of the Holy Ones within them, prove my identity.”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t point out that the blessings had passed through him without effect.
No matter how resourceful the Church of the Apocalypse was, it was hard to believe they could prepare five Holy Relics imbued with the exact same energy as the blessings used by the Saintess.
Yeomyeong spoke.
“…Holy Relics Keeper, I came here to stop the corruption stone. And the corpse explosion… was simply the most efficient spell to use at that moment.”
“…”
Even though he had spoken the truth, the Relic Keeper’s expression didn’t soften. He scanned Yeomyeong’s body with a furrowed brow.
A brief silence ensued.
Just as Yeomyeong realized that the shooting had stopped ever since they began talking, the Holy Relics Keeper spoke again.
“Dzhugashvili’s Killing Aura, necromancer’s corpse explosion… Why should I believe a word you say?”
Yeomyeong was about to ask what he’d do if he didn’t believe him, but Mara, who had flown in unnoticed, cut in first.
“If you can’t trust the guy who protected your daughter’s virginity, then who can you trust?”
“…?”
“I mean, sure, I did interrupt, but seriously—kid that age managing to stop in the heat of the moment? That’s impressive.”
“…”
“Unlike you, who couldn’t hold it in and did it in prison. Honestly, compared to you, Yeomyeong’s practically a gentleman.”
A cold glare. A chilling atmosphere. And Holy Relics glowing ever more brightly.
Yeomyeong was now absolutely certain—this conversation was over. Once someone mentioned a daughter’s virginity in front of her parents, only a shotgun followed.
“Mara, shut up.”
Poison Flower, who had arrived a bit too late, tried to intervene, but the damage was already done. The Holy Relics Keeper raised two of his Holy Relics and declared.
“Now I understand why God sent me here. We need a more honest conversation—after I subdue you all.”
While Yeomyeong’s lips went dry with tension, Mara grinned.
“Geez, even after he kept her a virgin, you’re flipping out. This is why you shouldn’t deal with people who have daughters—”
Luckily, she didn’t finish that sentence. A bullet from somewhere silenced her right in the mouth.
“What now?”
Mara narrowly dodged the bullet, spun mid-air, and looked toward the direction it came from.
Her gaze landed on a worn-down rooftop, where a man in a suit stood.
He held a rifle and sported an impressive mustache, radiating an intense, commanding presence.
It was only natural—he was one of the U.S. military’s prized superhumans, one of the legendary “Big Three.” Codename: Browning.
While Yeomyeong shivered, realizing this was the man who had been shooting at him all this time, Browning spoke.
“I was trying to provide light support fire, but… hell, I can’t just watch anymore.”
That was support fire?! Yeomyeong blinked in disbelief—Mara looked equally stunned.
“Browning? What the hell are you doing here?”
“I was dragged here while on a mission to capture the Holy Relics Keeper.”
“…”
“And frankly, why I’m here doesn’t even matter. What does matter…”
Browning trailed off, his face now just as furious as the Holy Relics Keeper’s.
What is with this guy now? Yeomyeong rubbed his temple as Browning pulled a shotgun from his subspace—a mana-metal-coated shotgun.
“…is that as a father myself, I can’t stand people like you.”
“…”
Click. Yeomyeong sighed as he saw a magic bullet load into the chamber.
The Holy Relics Keeper and Browning.
Trying to persuade both would take too long. But fighting them? His chances were slim.
…
With tensions sky-high, Yeomyeong glanced at the building tainted by the corruption stone and found his answer—A way to avoid both a fight and wasting time trying to talk.
Just as the Holy Relics Keeper lunged toward Yeomyeong, and Browning aimed his shotgun at Mara…
Yeomyeong clenched his hand and opened his inventory.
What he pulled out wasn’t a weapon, nor a bomb—but two Death Knights.

 
    

  Chapter 270: How To Confront One's Limits (3)
* * *
One fact about the Margrave—France War had never been recorded in history and would never be.
The ones who benefited the most from the war weren’t the French, who suppressed Algerian independence and gained colonies beyond Dimensional Portal, nor Stalin, who swapped out the Emperor of the Imperial in the chaos—it was the necromancers.
The war was both an opportunity and a stroke of luck for the necromancers—who had been nothing more than graveyard looters—to expand their influence enough to be recognized by the United States.
It was the combined result of the rage of the Ashaians, who couldn’t even retrieve their comrades’ bodies as they retreated, and the indifference of Earthians, who didn’t care about barbarian corpses.
Back in those days, corpses were everywhere on the battlefield, and even after stitching them together into carts again and again, countless bodies still remained. It was a time of grim abundance—so much so that no one even spared a glance at the mangled, shredded remains crushed by artillery.
And at the peak of that era—there were special corpses.
Corpses of noble aristocrats and mages, rich in mana.
Under normal circumstances, they wouldn’t have even been able to lay eyes on these corpses, as they were blessed by Mordak, the Black God of Funerals. But this was a war where even holy knights died like stray dogs in the streets. There weren’t even enough priests capable of casting healing miracles—let alone anyone available to perform proper funerals for the dead.
…In any case, necromancers who secured superhuman corpses gladly transformed them into Death Knights.
Freeblade Sedidal, The Head of the Dumea Household, First Commander of the Dukan Mercenaries Group, Freeman Veladiva, and…
Barana Kashi—the former Holy Knight Order Vice Captain two generations ago.
* * *
Back when they were in LA, Yeomyeong asked the Death Knights how it felt to be inside the inventory.
He even offered to place them in traditional necromancer coffins if it was uncomfortable, but the Death Knights waved it off.
They said the inventory’s subspace felt like sleeping in a cozy bed.
It was not as good as roaming freely, of course, but compared to the coffins where necromancers forcibly sealed them, it was practically heaven.
From that perspective, it made perfect sense that Barana Kashi was startled when suddenly summoned out of the inventory.
For him, it was like waking up from bed… only to find himself facing the blinding light of a Holy Relic.
Of course, his surprise didn’t last long. He was a Holy Knight who had devoted body and soul to God his entire life. The light of Holy Relics was more familiar to him than anything.
Facing that light, Barana Kashi instinctively recited a prayer.
[O Ulthvatish, who shines upon the world and shows mercy to all things… have you finally granted me your light?]
And just as the Holy Knight-turned-Death Knight opened his arms to embrace the Holy Relic’s light, the light froze.
Only then did Barana Kashi realize that the Holy Relic had stopped. He slowly raised his head, meeting the gaze of the Holy Knight wielding it—who was staring at him in utter shock.
The man was young, at least by Barana’s standards, and unfamiliar. But judging by the Holy Relics orbiting his body, he was undoubtedly a Holy Knight of high rank.
[Is he a Holy Relics Keeper… or the Captain of the Holy Knight Order?]
When Barana Kashi asked, the Holy Knight muttered something entirely different.
“A Death Knight… made from a Holy Knight?”
[I know I must look appalling. But please don’t judge me too harshly. It’s already shameful enough that I couldn’t return to Mordak.]
“…”
A second later, the Holy Knight’s expression turned fiercer, his gaze shifting to something behind Barana. Barana then remembered Yeomyeong, who had summoned him, and looked back as well.
Yeomyeong let out a sigh—whether of relief or from stress, it was unclear.
His robes were in tatters, as if he had just barely survived a brutal brawl with the Holy Knight moments earlier.
Only then did Barana begin to guess why he had been summoned, and he turned to the Holy Knight.
[There seems to be some misunderstanding, young Holy Knight.]
“…”
The Holy Knight flinched, the hand holding the Holy Relic trembling. Whether it was because of the misunderstanding or being called “young,” it was hard to tell.
Barana glanced between Yeomyeong and the Holy Knight, then spoke again.
[The virtue of a Holy Knight comes not from weapons, but from heart and faith. Cheon Yeomyeong, tell me your reason. I will mediate this misunderstanding.]
Yeomyeong, who had been staring up at the sky where gunfire echoed, opened his mouth to speak. Barana raised a hand to stop him.
[Not with words but your hand.]
“Pardon?”
[The tongue is the farthest body part from the truth. Let us speak not with words, but with the heart. Take my hand and think of what you want to share.]
Yeomyeong obediently reached out and grasped Barana’s hand. Immediately, a radiant light of Ulthvatish burst from Barana’s palm as he read Yeomyeong’s thoughts.
It was a rare blessing—Sharing of True Thought—a gift only a select few high-ranking Holy Knights could use.
Witnessing this, the Holy Relics Keeper was stunned. That blessing was proof that the Death Knight before him was still a Holy Knight. The White God never bestowed blessings upon the corrupted.
And perhaps that shock was contagious, for the expression of the Death Knight—who was still holding Yeomyeong’s hand and staring at the Holy Relics Keeper—began to twist with every passing second.
[You… lost your holy sword for loving a spy from the enemy nation?]
[The Saintess’ father… that’s…?]
[The Holy Relics Keeper… took out Holy Relics without permission…?]
[Oh… O Five Gods, O Ulthvatish…]
The moment the mind-sharing ended, Barana Kashi closed his eyes and began to recite a prayer. The Holy Relics Keeper, feeling the light from his holy relic dim, hesitantly spoke.
“Um, sir?”
[Sir? Ah, yes, I suppose I am your senior. What class are you?]
“Excuse me?”
[Which year did you enter the Holy Knight Order?]
Yeomyeong and the Holy Relics Keeper were both taken aback by the sudden shift, but Barana simply rubbed his chin and muttered to himself.
[It wasn’t like this in my day… What in the world happened to the Holy Knight Order? Huff, Joanna, that girl, what kind of management was she running…? Dying early really does leave a heavy debt…]
“Uh, sir, I’m sorry, but could you tell me your name…?”
[Your class!]
Barana barked so loudly that the Holy Relics Keeper responded by reflex.
“…It’s 387th.”
[You mean, you were already in the Holy Knight Order while I was still on the battlefield?! Ha! How can that be!]
“…”“….”
Finally, realization dawned on the Holy Relics Keeper. His expression wavered.
“Barana Kashi? The thorn in de Gaulle’s side…?”
[Thorn? In my day, they called me the Nightmare of Paris.]
“Well… we lost the war, so…”
[…]
Barana placed his hand on his forehead like a living man would, then slowly wiped his face and spoke again.
[So you’re the current Saintess’ father.]
“…Yes.”
[You must’ve suffered. To entrust your child to the previous Saintess during the most precious time of her life…]
Was he trying to console him now? Barana Kashi said it with that eerie, bone-chilling voice only a Death Knight could have. But right then—
[But even so! Do you think it’s right to meddle in your daughter’s life? That’s inappropriate not only as a father, but also as a Holy Knight who serves the Saintess! Don’t you understand that?]
He thundered. The Holy Relics Keeper shook his head, flustered.
“No, that’s not what I meant… My daughter, she’s…”
[Oho! Love is a right and a blessing bestowed upon all living things by the Green Isaginog! How can a Holy Knight stand in the way of love?]
“But she’s the Saintess…”
[Yes, she is the Saintess! But so what? Does the scripture say the Saintess must never love anyone? No—it says she should love all creation!]
“…”
[And yet, because of narrow-minded fools who twist the scripture to exclude romantic love—fools like you!—the former Saintess couldn’t even share a meal with the Margrave! Her comrade! Her lover! They crossed death together, and yet couldn’t eat at the same table!]
The sudden reveal of such a tragic past left the Holy Relics Keeper speechless. Barana seized both his hands around the Holy Relic tightly and spoke with intensity.f
[Tell me here and now! What became of the former Saintess? As a Holy Knight, as a father—do you wish your daughter to live the same life as hers?]
The Holy Relics Keeper shook his head but couldn’t wipe the aggrieved look off his face. It was only natural. In a place like this, encountering a strange person who used Corpse Explosion and Dzhugashvili—only to then bring up his daughter’s virginity—anyone would’ve drawn their sword first.
In the end, Yeomyeong couldn’t bear to watch anymore and stepped in.
“Um, sir… maybe let’s not go that far…”
[No! Stay out of this! This is a matter for our Holy Knight Order alone!]
“…”
Yeomyeong knew full well it was a situation ripe for misunderstanding—and that the real villain here was that damned Mara, who brought up the Saintess’ virginity to begin with.
Of course, he had no intention of saying that out loud. The Death Knight, who had read Yeomyeong’s thoughts, understood that perfectly, too.
In other words, the way the Death Knight was now lecturing the Holy Relics Keeper was nothing more than a performative act—for the sake of the current Saintess, and for his junior Holy Knight.
[Look! Even now, the Holy Relics’ lights are fading! It means your faith is faltering! Recite the Holy Knight Creed at once!]
It must’ve been a living hell for the Holy Relics Keeper, who had become the target of this performance. Meanwhile, Yeomyeong, still rubbing the spot where the bullet had grazed him, turned his head toward the Death Knight chatting with Browning and Mara, who was running wildly to dodge bullets.
* * *
As soon as Browning spotted the Death Knight emerging from behind Yeomyeong, he raised his rifle without hesitation.
Neutralize the enemy before they can act—a move befitting the motto of the U.S. Superhuman Corps. He was fast enough to blow the Death Knight’s head off with a single trigger pull.
However, for the briefest moment, he couldn’t fire. The Death Knight’s uniform was far too familiar.
A U.S. military uniform with no rank insignia, no unit patch.
Under normal circumstances, he would’ve dismissed him as a lunatic cosplaying as a U.S. soldier—but the faint black bullet emblem drawn on the belt of the uniform was the problem.
That’s the symbol of the old U.S. Superhuman Corps… He’s a senior.
But regardless of rank or legacy, a Death Knight was still a target to eliminate. The moment he finished weighing his options, Browning pulled the trigger.
And in that same instant, the Death Knight fired his pistol.
He hadn’t aimed at Browning. His bullet collided mid-air with Browning’s.
“…Sharpshooter?”
Browning instantly recognized that insane form of gunplay. Clicking his tongue, he reached into his subspace for a grenade. Whatever tricks that freak had, he’d just blow him up fast—
But then, the Death Knight suddenly raised a hand and began signaling.
This is Alpha-2. Do you understand this signal?
It was an old-school Cold War-era hand signal. Browning blinked in confusion, then replied with a signal of his own.
Yeah, I got it.
Can we talk?
Negative. Priority target present.
Who is the target?
Instead of signaling, Browning simply pointed toward the sky—at Mara. The very next second, the Death Knight in a U.S. Military uniform raised his gun and fired at Mara.
Bang!
The sharpshooter’s bullet nailed Mara square in the sole of her foot.
“Argh! You psycho son of a—!”
Suddenly shot, Mara grabbed her foot and shouted in pain. Browning let out a small chuckle at the sight, then pulled the trigger of his shotgun.
Way beyond normal shotgun range, yet the buckshot cut through space and smacked Mara’s back dead-on.
“Argh! You crazy bastards, how could you both really use your martial arts to shoot?”
“Be glad I’m not using magic bullets. If you were a guy, I’d have turned you into Swiss cheese.”
Browning muttered as he kept firing the shotgun. Thunk! The untreated buckshot didn’t seriously hurt a superhuman, but it sure as hell didn’t spare her the pain, either.
As Mara cursed up a storm while zigzagging in midair, the Death Knight leaped up to join Browning on the rooftop.
Browning pointed his rifle—now loaded with magic bullets—straight at him.
“A free-willed Death Knight, huh? What kind of cursed crap crawled out this time?”
[I’m not being controlled.]
“That’s what all the brainwashed ones and undead say… Freeze! One more step, I’ll blow your brains out.”
Apparently sensing he wasn’t joking, the Death Knight stopped and raised both hands.
[Can we talk now?]
“We’re talking right now.”
[I just woke up and don’t know who you are. Should we start with names? I’m Lieutenant Colonel Duke Pettigrew, U.S. Navy Superhuman Division.]
“…What? Lieutenant Colonel Duke?”
The moment he heard the name, Browning stopped firing at Mara.
[You know me?]
“Of course I do… Are you seriously the Lieutenant Colonel Duke?”
[This walking corpse may not look it, but yeah—I’m really Duke.]
“…”
Browning furrowed his brow and resumed unloading buckshot at Mara. Duke, arms still raised, continued talking.
[If you really know me, then maybe you can answer this… Did I ever get the Medal of Honor?
The Medal of Honor—the highest award a U.S. soldier can receive.
And if this Death Knight really was Lieutenant Colonel Duke, it wasn’t a strange question to ask.
With a slightly uncomfortable look, Browning answered.
“Lieutenant Colonel Duke never received the Medal of Honor. In fact, the only one in the Superhuman Corps who did was Lieutenant Sam Robinson.”
After saying that, Browning carefully observed the Death Knight’s face. Lieutenant Colonel Duke looked mildly disappointed… but also strangely relieved.
[Figured as much.]
“…”
[My goddamn country… I worked my ass off for them, and they still treated me like shit.]
Watching Duke grumble, Browning thought, Today’s just getting weirder by the minute.
“I’m Lieutenant General Peter Austin of the U.S. Army Superhuman Corps. As a fellow American and soldier, I can kill that necromancer right now and set you free.”
[A general? They let superhumans obtain stars now?]
“…Times changed.”
Browning didn’t bother explaining that his rank was more ceremonial than functional, a status symbol awarded to the strongest.
However, Duke raised an eyebrow as if he already understood and replied, now with a touch of respect in his tone.
[You don’t need to “free” me. I’m following that guy of my own free will.]
“…You mind telling me why? I’d really like to know why the legendary Commie Slayer Squad’s commander is walking around with a commie who uses Dzhugashvili.”
Duke licked his lips—the kind of lips that looked as dry and dead as the rest of him—and spoke.
[I’ll tell you, but I have one condition.]
“…Condition?”
[Judging by the mess here, it looks like we’ve crossed paths with the Church too… I want you to help him.]
Browning frowned at the unexpected request. Helping that damn commie necromancer? On the surface, it sounded like he was speaking of his own volition, but…
“…I won’t say it’s impossible. I was planning to wipe this place clean once we’re done with these bastards anyway.”
Only then did Lieutenant Colonel Duke lower his arms.
[Good to hear. Even if my homeland country’s a piece of shit, I still can’t stand the idea of letting the Church get the upper hand… Anyway, the reason I’m tagging along with him is to wipe out commies and necromancers.]
“…I get the necromancer part. But commies?”
[Turns out there’s still a lot of them left even after the USSR fell. More than I could hunt down myself.]
Browning reloaded his shotgun as he listened.
Off in the distance, he could hear Mara cussing out his daughter with vulgar, disgusting insults—so he loaded magic rounds instead.
Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel Duke went on.
[He’s like a commie lightning rod… No, more like a steak thrown in front of a starving wolf pack. Even if he just stands still, every damn commie around comes running for him.]
“…”
[And once the commies start swarming in… we kill them. Every last one. With the help of a guy who learned their martial arts, I’ll wipe them off the face of the planet. Tell me—how the hell could I let that kind of opportunity pass me by?]
Browning, who’d only ever fought elves under the “commie” label, stared at Lieutenant Colonel Duke with a reluctant look.
He could romanticize the past all he wanted, but wasn’t this guy way more insane than the rumors said?
As if to prove that point, Duke spoke again, his voice full of fervor.
[Although I couldn’t teach him because of the military regulations, honestly, I’d love to teach him the Sharpshooter, too.]
“…”
Browning didn’t bother telling him that “Sharpshooter” had been removed from the military’s core martial arts repertoire a decade ago and that it wasn’t classified anymore.
The longer it took for an irregular—who used twisted magic and had learned Dzhugashvili’s style—to master Sharpshooter’s “spatial sensing”, the better.
Just then, Yeomyeong leaped up onto the rooftop. He glanced cautiously at Lieutenant Colonel Duke and Browning, then asked.
“…What are you two talking about?”
Colonel Duke answered.
[Commies.]
“Excuse me?”
As Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, Browning quickly changed the subject.
“Are you here to stop the Church?”
Yeomyeong nodded, then explained the situation in as few words as possible—Chicago, the Corruption Stone, Dungan Heavy Industries.
As soon as he finished, Browning fired his last buckshot round at Mara and muttered.
“We have wasted time because of a misunderstanding… ngh, sorry about that. That Holy Relics Keeper just came outta nowher—”
“No apology necessary. It was a situation easy to misunderstand.”
“…Thanks for saying that.”
Saying so, Browning averted his eyes—clearly recalling the fact he’d lobbed a grenade at Yeomyeong earlier.
Not that Yeomyeong cared. He looked over at Barana, still scolding the Holy Relics Keeper, at Lieutenant Colonel Duke, at Poison Flower shielding his face, at Mara healing her wounds, and at the buildings corrupted by the Corruption Stone. Then he said.
“Should we go now? Time to stop the Church bastards.”
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* * *
The dwarves felt hope when the sounds from outside disappeared.
- Has the fight already ended? Did the Red Star finally die?
But that hope quickly turned to despair. Less than ten seconds after the sounds faded, the sky outside was covered in pitch-black darkness, darker than night itself.
- What the hell is this?



	Call the security team right now!



	The transmission has been cut off!
Fear, confusion, panic… The sudden darkness surrounding the building brought chaos, regardless of rank or age.
Those who were more timid froze in place, while the braver ones rushed to their feet, trying to leave the conference room. The chaos in the meeting room only intensified.
As a group of dwarves reached for the door handle of the conference room…
“Enough.”
The chairman spoke. At that moment, regardless of individual courage, all the dwarves looked at the chairman. Not out of respect, but because they respected the authority he held as the head of the clan.
“…Until the mercenaries solve the problem, we will continue the meeting.”
“…”
“Hamilton Dune, explain what’s going on.”
In the heavy silence, the chairman spoke. Hamilton replied while keeping his gaze on the chairman.
“I don’t know either.”
The chairman was about to retort to that shameless answer.
Yet, before he could speak, Seti’s hammer moved first. Thud—! It was a small and dull sound for such a lightning-fast movement, but to Hamilton, who had been struck in the knee by the hammer, it felt like thunder roaring in his head.
“Ugh!”
Hamilton fell to the ground but instinctively began casting a spell. Shields, lightning, blood vessel manipulation, and various other magic spells surged in his mind, and mana began to flow, but…
Thud! Before he could complete the spell, the hammer struck him again. As the hammer descended, the mana dug beneath his skin, and his nervous system screamed in pain.
A sharp, throbbing pain in his brain. No matter how powerful a mage Hamilton was, he couldn’t maintain a spell in the midst of such pain.
“S-stop… I’m not lying… Ugh!”
Eventually, after two or three more hammer strikes, Hamilton gave up on his spells and uttered a surrender. Seti eased her grip on the hammer and stepped on his chest firmly.
“Speak clearly.”
“I… I really don’t know what’s happening… All I know is… If we don’t kill Darulma… something will happen…”
As Hamilton finished speaking, every dwarf in the meeting room turned their gaze toward Darulma. Darulma shook his head in panic.
“I-I swear on the five gods and the honor of my family! I don’t know anything about this!”
The chairman narrowed his eyes and spoke.
“We’ll find out if we interrogate you and Hamilton more… Hey, Miss Bodyguard? Stop hitting Hamilton and release him.”
No matter what the chairman said, Seti paid no attention and grabbed her hammer again. The chairman, and even Darulma, were terrified and tried to stop her.
“Stop! Hamilton already answered the questions, now we can interrogate him without violence!”
“But if we add violence, we’ll get a more honest answer.”
“…Then he’ll die!”
Seti responded while gathering her mana.
“Ah, don’t worry about that. He won’t die before telling the truth.”
Hamilton saw the electricity flowing through Seti’s hammer and understood the hidden meaning in her words.
“…So much for dying with dignity.”
Seti grinned.
“You’re quick on the uptake—like a true con artist. As your reward, I’ll tenderize you just enough until you beg me to kill you nicely.”
“Do as you please. But no matter what you do—my story won’t change…!”
With those final words, Hamilton calmly closed his eyes. Darulma rushed toward Seti in panic, just as her hammer came down toward Hamilton’s ankle.
Or rather, it was about to.
But the hammer stopped before Darulma even reached her.
Clunk.
The door suddenly opened, and someone uninvited entered the conference room.
* * 
Step, step…
The sound of bare feet stepping on shattered glass and splintered wood.
The intruder slowly, but unmistakably, walked into the wrecked meeting room. Not a single soul dared to speak until he reached the center of the room.
This is insane…
In the silence where everything was crushed under the weight of his mana, only Seti dared to look the intruder in the eye.
He was a tall, gaunt man, nearly two meters high—maybe even taller. But height wasn’t the important part.
What truly mattered was what he was wearing.
The Church of the Apocalypse…
A tattered red robe of the Church, sleeves and hem torn beyond repair, a golden mask that gleamed like new, and a twisted mana that weighed down the air around them.
He was a priest of the Church—and quite a high-ranking one at that.
Forcing her mana to rise, Seti spoke.
“…So the shadow shows up early, huh?”
The priest said nothing. He silently scanned the room, then suddenly reached out toward one of the fear-stricken dwarves.
And before Seti could swing her hammer, sensing something wrong—Boom!
One of the dwarves in the corner exploded, blood and flesh splattering everywhere. The blast was so strong that the walls and ceiling of the conference room turned red.
As the room filled with silent horror, the priest nonchalantly asked, as if he hadn’t just created a horrendous sight.
“Was that Darulma I just killed?”
It was a horrible voice like static from a broken radio, made louder by force.
The one who answered wasn’t a dwarf but Seti’s hammer.
Bang!! A lightning-infused hammer slammed into the priest’s neck. Enough power to decapitate any normal human.
However, the priest’s head didn’t even flinch. He stared at Seti as if nothing had happened.
“Not Darulma, then.”
As he reached for another dwarf, Seti twisted her body and struck again.
Crackle—! The lightning gathered at her hammer’s tip intensified, heating the air.
Though it didn’t benefit from gravity acceleration, it was Rainbow-Slashing Thunderstrike, powerful enough to split a rainbow in half.
The priest faced it again without flinching. He didn’t dodge, didn’t block.
“It’s meaningless.”
Boom!! This time she struck his head dead-on, but the priest didn’t budge. Instead, Seti’s grip split open from the recoil.
Still, unlike his claim, it wasn’t entirely meaningless.
As she felt the sensation at the hammer’s tip and saw the untouched golden mask, Seti realized something.
This guy… No way…
Her realization was brief. In that moment, the priest exploded another dwarf. Thankfully, it wasn’t Darulma.
Still, if things continued like this, he’d blow up every dwarf in the room. Seti jumped back, gathering mana in her hammer once more.
While Seti readied her stance, Hamilton, also gathering mana, shouted.
“Y-you damn Cultist bastard, how dare you…!”
Whether it was because they weren’t allies or because he had just witnessed the death of his kin, his voice toward the priest boiled with rage.
“You’re just garbage, worshiping something that’s not even a god…!”
The priest reacted for the first time.
“Hamilton Dune. A failure unworthy even as a tool. Your end is just as pitiful as all who defied fate.”
“S-shut… up…! He hasn’t failed… not yet… kuhk!”
The priest snapped his fingers toward Hamilton—and blood instantly gushed from his mouth.
“No. He has failed. Just as Stalin did.”
“…Keugh”
“You were foolish. And because you were foolish, you were arrogant. Did you really believe you could change fate after glimpsing a few distortions? This is the price of ignorance.”
The priest slowly walked toward Hamilton as he spoke.
“But look—everything still flows according to fate.”
Crunch, crunch. The priest spoke as his bare feet pressed glass.
“Today, the Demon King will descend. Today, Darulma will die. And thus, the last of the dwarven bloodline shall fall.”
“…”
“This is the fate you were long predestined to meet. Do not resist. Do not run.”
No one present could fully comprehend the priest’s words. Yet, everyone except one person felt death creeping in.
The dwarves, desperate to utter final words, struggled against the mana pinning them. They twisted, screamed. However, they were not superhumans. Breaking free from the priest’s pressure was impossible.
Unspeakable silence.
The priest stretched his hand again toward another dwarf he didn’t even recognize and spoke.
“Rejoice. Emptiness is the only truth we all share. Be glad to return to the void before others.”
Just then, Seti, who had been gathering mana all this time, interrupted.
“Jeez, you talk too much.”
The Church of Apocalyspe’s priest still didn’t spare her a glance. As if expecting that, Seti grinned viciously and slammed her hammer down.
Boom!! Lightning burst from her hammer, shaking the entire conference room.
The few remaining windows shattered, and the dwarves, frozen still on the spot until now, were blown back against the walls by the shockwave.
Just as expected, the priest was untouched—not even a scratch. Obviously. Her target hadn’t been the priest this time. It was the concrete floor between Seti and the priest.
With all the dwarves blown aside, cracks laced with mana began to spread across the floor like veins.
“Everyone, elders—hide! Stay down until rescue comes!”
As Seti shouted, the floor began to collapse with a rumble.
The space below was a dark void. It meant that it wasn’t just one or two floors falling.
The priest tried to leap through the debris, but Hamilton, right beneath him, grabbed his leg tightly.
A brief moment of hesitation—and then, the fall.
Only then did the priest finally look at Seti, who was falling with him.
“Admirable courage. Swift judgment. Impressive nerve… Yet it’s meaningless. Utterly meaningless. This is the pitfall of heroism.”
“Bite me.”
With those words, the two—no, three of them—landed.
Thud! Seti and the priest were unharmed. But Hamilton, crushed beneath the priest’s feet, coughed up blood.
Yet not a drop stained the priest’s shoes. He casually kicked Hamilton aside and scanned the area.
“Underground parking lot…”
They had fallen all the way down here from the top floor of the conference hall. For the first time, the priest showed a hint of emotion.
“Do you still not understand? No matter what sacrifice you make, no one will escape this building.”
Seti tightened her grip on her hammer and replied.
“Who said anything about running?”
“It’s not bravery—it’s recklessness…”
At that moment, the priest sensed unfamiliar mana charging through the barrier.
He turned his head and saw, beyond the underground parking lot, four humans and two undead approaching.
“The Holy Relics Keeper and Browning… the Demonic Human and the Commie… and… Death Knights?”
It was an unexpected combination. Not just one, but four people who should never be here, all in one place.
Was this the butterfly effect? The priest knew fate had twisted a bit, but he didn’t expect such a bizarre mix to appear. It unsettled him—an uncanny, almost foreboding discomfort.
“This is absurd…”
He turned his gaze back to Seti.
“Sacrificial lamb. I pitied your fate. Must you truly spill blood before repenting your sins?”
“…”
Seti flinched at the word sacrificial lamb, her body trembling, but quickly regained her stance. She was no longer a livestock chained by a leash.
Seeing her burning with fighting spirit, the priest raised his hand with a hint of sorrow.
“Do you place your hopes in the Holy Relics Keeper and Browning? It’s meaningless. No one here can stop me—”
“Damn, your tongue just won’t quit.”
“…”
“And wow, you talk worse than my biological parents. It’s the first time I’ve met someone that bad at it.”
With Seti’s crude provocation, the air around the priest grew icy cold.
“O, Sacrificial lamb.”
At his solemn words, a dark red magic circle bloomed behind his back. Whatever it was, the twisted mana emanating from it made sweat run down Seti’s spine.
She gripped her hammer tight and said.
“…My name’s not ‘sacrificial lamb.’ It’s Hong Seti, dumbass.
Lightning crackled around the hammer; the entire parking garage was bathed in the glow of the crimson magic circle.
“You don’t get to decide that. Your dream does.”
“…”
“Whether the sacrificial lamb dreams the dream of a god… or the dream of an offering… a philosophical topic, wouldn’t you say?”
Seti didn’t reply—she simply leaped and swung her hammer.
Flash!
Two lights clashed, and long shadows stretched beneath them.
 * *
In the distance, just after a burst of red light exploded from the building consumed by Corruption Stone.
Yeomyeong, who had been sprinting toward the building nonstop, suddenly stopped in his tracks.
Was it because of the light? No—it wasn’t. What halted him was a sense of dissonance.
An indescribable, unnatural dissonance.
And it seemed Yeomyeong wasn’t the only one who felt it. Everyone in the group halted: even the two Death Knights, the Holy Relics Keeper, and Browning.
A short silence ensued.
While everyone was at a loss for words, Mara, who arrived late, finally spoke.
“What the hell is this mess now?”
Yeomyeong turned his head toward Mara. But no matter how much he looked around, he couldn’t find anything out of place..
LA looked the same, and the Church’s monsters were still charging toward them.
What is this?
As everyone frowned, unable to pinpoint the source of their unease, only Barana Kashi, the Holy Knight—Death Knight, stepped forward with a grim look.
“Cheon Yeomyeong, we need to retreat.”
“…What? Retreat, all of a sudden?”
“This is the work of Karoak—known in your language as an Ayatollah, from the Church of the Apocalypse.”
Ayatollah—the common alias for the highest-ranking priests of the Church of the Apocalypse, a group that consisted of only five members.
“…How do you know that?”
When Yeomyeong asked, everyone turned their eyes to Barana. Staring at the building, he answered.
“Before we ever fought Earth, the Church of the Apocalypse was our greatest enemy. The Grand Library of the Holy Nation’s Capital has records of all their methods.”
“…”
“This surreal sensation… it can only be the power of The One Who Spills Dream—one of the Ayatollahs. We’re being drawn into his dream.”
Words spoken with absolute certainty. Barana grabbed Yeomyeong’s shoulder and continued.
“Going into his dream inside the Corrupted Stone’s barrier? That’s basically a death wish. You should at least wait until the barrier comes down.”
He had to wait? Yeomyeong’s face stiffened. Seti was still inside that building.
“…Do we have to retreat? Is there no way to fight back?”
Barana shook his head.
“Can you beat the owner of a dream inside their own dream? Even lucid dreaming is already hard. Facing him like this is suicide.”
That was when Browning jumped into the conversation.
“Retreat? RETREAT? What kind of insane talk is that? Do you have any idea what that Corruption Stone could do to America?”
Barana replied with regret in his voice.
“It will probably… contaminate the land for about 200 years. Any place connected to it would be affected too.”
Two hundred years? Browning’s eyes turned cold.
“This is not even radiation, for god’s sake… tch. Death Knight, I’m sorry, but I can oppose this retreat.”
“Oppose it? You really have no idea. We’re not talking about just any Ayatollah—if we go to the one who leaks dreams with this team, we’re all going to die!”
“And aren’t you a Death Knight? What? Are you scared of dying?”
Click. Browning spoke as he loaded a rifle—no one even knew when he’d pulled it out. Moments later, he spoke again, his body radiating a chilling surge of mana.
“If you’re really that scared of death, I’ll give you a choice: retreat and die by my hand, or come with me and fight. What’ll it be?”
A top-10 superhuman in the world, issuing a warning with his weapon drawn.
Instantly, everyone’s expression—except Yeomyeong—froze. Behind Browning, the space shimmered as dozens of gun barrels appeared.
A living strategic weapon of America. Recognized by the UN as a weapon of mass destruction—physically and politically, Browning was not someone to oppose.
The Holy Relics Keeper turned away. With a sigh, Barana spoke.
“I understand your loyalty to your nation… but I can’t let the Holy Relics Keeper or Yeomyeong die a pointless death. No matter what.”
Browning raised his weapon in silence. The only reason he hadn’t pulled the trigger was because Yeomyeong, the master of the Death Knight, hadn’t spoken a word.
The tense silence dragged on as Browning stared at Yeomyeong’s mouth.
Then Yeomyeong raised his hand and asked.
“Hey… Barana? I’ve connected to other people’s dreams before. I’ve even fought inside them. Would that help, maybe?”
“…?”
What the hell was he talking about? Both Barana and Browning visibly looked confused, as Mara let out a loud curse.
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* * *
Ayatollah.
The pinnacle of the Church of the Apocalypse—each bearing an alias like The One Who Shed Tears, The One Who Spills Blood, The One Who Leaks Dreams, The One Who Reveals Truths, and The One Who Spills Void.
Much like the Church of the Apocalypse itself, their identities were shrouded in mystery.
No one knew when they came into existence, how they were raised, or how one becomes an Ayatollah.
Even the Church of Five Gods, which had hunted them for centuries, knew only what they could do and how devastating they were.
For example, the One Who Shed Tears held the power to manipulate emotions through their voice.
Every time they appeared in history, they used this power to beguile the masses, plunge society into chaos, and incite massacres—like some of Earth’s most notorious dictators.
The One Who Bleeds could twist the bodies of those they touched and control them as they wished—a power similar to necromancy.
Only worse, since their materials were living humans.
And the most important one right now—the power of The One Who Leaks Dreams…
…was the ability to absorb the dreams—what modern humans call the subconscious—of everyone nearby into his own dream.
According to records left by the previous generations of the Holy Knights, it was the most insidious and second most difficult of all Ayatollah powers to deal with.
It was insidious because it devoured people’s desires and thoughts. Difficult, because you must fight him within his lucid dream.
The only known countermeasures so far were: endure until he ran out of mana, or snipe him from a distance while he was using the power.
If they were outside, they might’ve been able to bombard him with missiles and wipe him out. However, both were impossible to do inside a barrier made from a Corruption Stone of this size.
According to the Holy Knights’ records, as long as the Corruption Stone’s mana held out, The One Who Leaks Dreams was practically invinci—
“Invincible my ass. Sounds like he’d go down just fine with a nuke.”
The one who cut off Barana’s explanation was none other than Mara.
[A… nuke?]
Unlike Barana, who didn’t know what that was, both Browning and Yeomyeong instantly turned to look at Mara.
“…Are you insane?”
Mara just shrugged.
“No, think about it. Sure, the Holy Knights can’t deal with that thing. But will the same apply to the Earthians? One nuke and this whole barrier and everything inside it would be gone.”
Yeomyeong kept his Flying Kick technique going as he replied.
“What kind of lunatic will drop a nuke in the middle of Chicago?”
“Well… America?”
“…”
“If we let this go on, that Dimensional Portal’s gonna get corrupted and start spitting out monsters. Wouldn’t a nuke be the better option?”
Yeomyeong was about to snap and tell him to stop spouting nonsense. However, Browning suddenly cut in.
“Actually, she’s got a point. If we can’t stop this in time, the government might really launch a nuke.”
“…”
Running alongside them, Barana finally began to grasp what a nuke was, and his expression turned dumbfounded. Browning scratched his forehead with the barrel of his gun and added.
“I mean, come on—between turning into another Siberia or another Hiroshima, isn’t Hiroshima the better option?”
A metaphor only Earthians would understand. As Yeomyeong let out a bitter laugh, Barana approached him and asked.
[Even after hearing that, you still plan to go in?]
Yeomyeong nodded.
“Yes.”
Without needing further explanation, that single word carried more resolve than any speech. Barana realized there was no persuading Yeomyeong and let out a sigh.
- I have no way of knowing what you’ve gone through inside dreams… but if you are so sure about this, then I have no choice but to trust you.
As the Death Knight’s resignation settled in, Mara suddenly cut in, snorting as she pointed at Yeomyeong.
“This old man is putting on a show without a clue. Do you even know what’s in that freak’s subconscio—?”
However, before she could finish the sentence, Mara’s face contorted in pain. Had they already entered The One Who Leaks Dreams’ range? Yeomyeong stared at her in confusion.
Then Mara let out a stream of violent curses.
“Ah… fuck… gah!”
As if a hole had suddenly opened in her lungs, she began coughing up blood. The Holy Relics Keeper standing beneath her was splattered by the spray and quickly backed away in disgust.
After vomiting what looked like a bucket of blood, Mara finally stopped and fixed a glare on Yeomyeong.
“…You freakin’ monster.”
“…?”
What now? Yeomyeong and the others figured maybe Mara’s injuries from Browning had worsened and didn’t think much of it.
Only one person—Poison Flower, who’d been holding his breath as he watched from the back—looked at Mara and Yeomyeong in turn, his face serious.
Soon after, they were less than 300 meters from the corrupted Dungan Comprehensive Finance, tainted by Corruption Stone.
“Everyone, halt!”
Barana raised a hand to stop the group. After confirming he had everyone’s attention, he approached the Holy Relics Keeper and started whispering something.
Yeomyeong couldn’t hear from his position, but judging by the stiffening expression on the Holy Relics Keeper’s face, it wasn’t good news.
Anyway, while one side kept talking and the other was listening with a nervous look on his face, Barana finally spoke again.
[Before we enter the zone of his power… I will distribute Holy Relics among you.]
The group—especially Browning—looked stunned by this, a sharp contrast to his earlier threatening demeanor. Seeing their reaction, Death Knight Barana continued speaking.
[Let me remind you again, entering the domain of The One Who Leaks Dreams is tantamount to walking to your deaths. At the very least, take these Holy Relics for some measure of protection.]
Upon hearing the explanation, Browning opened his mouth to say something, but the lieutenant colonel beside him grabbed his shoulder.
[Don’t speak. Ruining the mood’s the job of the CIA or the emissaries—not us soldiers.]
“…”
[Actions speak louder than words, don’t they?]
With that bit of grim humor from the death knight, Browning closed his mouth and gave a nod. Barana gave the two Americans a bitter smile before turning to the Holy Relics Keeper and stretching out his hand.
[Hand them over.]
“Sir, but—”
The Holy Relics Keeper couldn’t bring himself to say ‘These are stolen items. If I hand them out to strangers, forget that I’m the Saintess’ dad, I might get executed.’
It was not because Barana pressured him. The Holy Relics floating behind the Holy Relics Keeper moved on their own the moment he reached out to distribute them.
The javelin flew to Browning, the axe to Poison Flower, and the greatsword to Mara. Upon contact, each Holy Relic transformed into small bracelets or pendants, glowing with light.
[To wield the Holy Relics this well… You’re really a good Holy Relic keeper.]
Barana gave an impressed nod, but the Holy Relics Keeper only looked up at the sky in shock. Oh, Five Gods above…
Meanwhile, the lieutenant colonel who’d been watching quietly spoke up.
[What about me?]
Barana shook his head.
[A death knight cannot use a Holy Relic. Honestly, I’m not even sure you can enter the dream at all.]
[Tch, when you’re dead, you really can’t do much…]
The lieutenant colonel, muttering a remark out of common sense, glanced at Yeomyeong and added.
[Well, I can accept that for myself, but what about this guy? Why does Yeomyeong not get one?]
At that moment, the Holy Relics Keeper realized the Holy Relic hadn’t flown toward Yeomyeong. Why hadn’t the Holy Relic, which had willingly gone to both the American soldier and the demonic human, come to him?
That question didn’t linger for long. In the next instant, Yeomyeong pulled a small Holy Relic out from his inventory.
“If it’s a Holy Relic, I’ve got one too.”
[A Holy relic? I don’t suppose it’s a communist Holy Relic or som—]
Barana trailed off as he saw the Holy Relic in Yeomyeong’s hand.
It was a pendant, bearing the crossed swords and axe, with a bleeding heart symbol engraved on it.
The Holy Relic of Redox Yeomyeong received when he first met the Saintess in Manchuria.
In truth, Yeomyeong didn’t attach much importance to this Holy Relic. It was given to him as a guarantee for the Saintess’ promise that the Blue Rate would never bother Mr. Jang Man anymore.
[The Holy Relic owned by the Saintess… I see. Well, I suppose you wouldn’t need any other Holy Relic then.]
However, realizing how unexpectedly valuable this Holy Relic seemed, Barana spoke with a slightly impressed tone, eyeing Yeomyeong.
Then, as if recalling something, he turned his head and patted the shoulder of the Holy Relics Keeper, who was glaring at Yeomyeong.
[Let me give you a bit of advice, from one who’s been a parent before. Daughters usually grow up when their fathers aren’t watching. It’s not easy, but you’ll have to come to terms with it.]
“…”
Regardless of how uncomfortable the Holy Relics Keeper looked at that moment, every living person in the group donned their Holy Relics.
Soon, the small Holy Relics glowed and enveloped the group’s bodies. Mara, chuckling as she looked at Poison Flower, muttered, “This commie bastard’s got himself some fancy opium trinket.”
Yeomyeong, wearing the pendant given by the Saintess around his neck, spoke up.
“We don’t know what might happen, so I’ll go in first, since my regeneration is the strongest. Anyone opposed?”
No one opposed. Only Browning, pulling out a massive Gatling gun from his subspace, spoke up.
“Let’s see if we make it out alive.”
Yeomyeong gave a small smirk before kicking the ground.
In the next moment, the “barrier” surrounding the building engulfed him.
* * *
Between dream and reality, Yeomyeong heard a familiar voice.
The angel’s voice, one he had often recalled while sealed away.
- O Child, forgive me for forcing such a heavy burden on you.
The shining angel had said this as she placed her hand on his shoulder. It was a warm, gentle touch.
- However, please understand that this is a necessary sacrifice. That thing must remain sealed.
The angel’s voice was soft, almost like a whisper, and her form seemed about to vanish into nothing.
Back then, he didn’t know it, but now he could understand.
The angel was dying. She had used up all her strength, even the power meant for herself, to create the seal.
- If it is released, it will lead to a catastrophe far greater than the tragedy that occurred in this city today…



	O Child...



	Please, protect the seal. The path will be one of suffering, where the seal will press upon your flesh and torment your mind... But you should understand; this is the right path for the sake of the world.
With those words, the angel’s voice faded away.
Why? At this moment, Yeomyeong felt an indescribable, deep love in the angel’s voice.
Her love for him was similar to, but different from, the love Seti or the love the Saintess had for him. It was something only the Foreman and Mr. Jang Man, and even the Saintess’ mother, could understand…
……
……
……
『What the hell are all five of you doing gathered here? You’d better roll your own dice.』
……
……
……
『According to our agreement, his fate is his alone. I will not tolerate if anyone dares mess with my Chosen One.』
……
……
……
『Get lost.』
* * *
Yeomyeong opened his eyes.
As expected, was it the power of the Ayatollah? His body and head felt heavier than ever before as he woke up inside the dream.
He rubbed his eyes, stood up, and drew his sword from his inventory, glancing around.
“Hah.”
He didn’t expect to see clearly once inside the building—but even so, the sight before him was far beyond anything he’d braced himself for.
The walls were lined with TVs of various sizes and shapes, filling the unknown room.
On the countless screens, different images were being displayed, but there was no sound.
Yeomyeong stared at the TVs for a moment before cautiously crossing the room.
Among the dazzling images, quiet footsteps echoed for a moment.
Yeomyeong froze when he caught sight of someone familiar on one of the bright TVs.
It was the Saintess’ mother, Moryne.
She looked younger than usual, lying on her stomach behind a thick iron cage, gazing at the pale moon. Just as Yeomyeong was about to approach the TV to get a closer look, someone appeared from behind the cage.
With a familiar holy sword on his back and a large key in his hand, it was the Saintess’ father.
It was at that moment that Yeomyeong realized what this image was. He frowned slightly and stepped back.
He paused momentarily, watching Moryne and the Holy Relics Keeper embrace each other, before quietly turning his head. It didn’t feel right to watch such an intimate moment.
As Yeomyeong turned his head to find another TV to focus on…
Thud, thud…
From the corner of the room, beyond the reach of the TV lights, the sound of unfamiliar footsteps echoed.
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* * *
Step, step.
The moment he saw the figure emerging with each footstep, Yeomyeong held his breath.
…Foreman?
Seeing that figure, so familiar to him, Yeomyeong unconsciously rubbed his eyes. And as soon as he focused again, the figure had changed into Uncle Deokbae’s old appearance.
Then, it turned into James-hyung, and then to Chunsik-hyung…
Realizing that all of them were fakes, whether Yeomyeong frowned or not, the figure kept changing its appearance with each step it took toward him.
As the distance between them shortened, Yeomyeong channeled mana into his sword.
The moment the figure took one more step forward, he planned to swing his sword…
However, the figure stopped just one step away and began to look around, as if it couldn’t see Yeomyeong right in front of it.
What’s this?
Was it a trick to lower his guard? Or was it really unable to see him? Either way, Yeomyeong decided to take a step forward and swing his sword.
A precise strike aimed at the neck.
The figure kept turning its head around until the end, as if it couldn’t see Yeomyeong’s sword. Yeomyeong’s sword passed right through its neck…
But it didn’t cut.
Yeomyeong’s sword passed through the figure as if slicing through smoke, leaving no trace behind. Only then did the figure look directly at Yeomyeong.
“…Intruder.”
“…”
Yeomyeong silently raised his gun and pulled the trigger. Immediately, the gunshot rang out, but the bullet, like his sword, did no damage to the figure.
Still, as if sensing something, the figure rubbed its neck and muttered.
“The one unseen by the dream… the ever-changing anomalies…”
Anomalies? As Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion, the figure took something out of its pocket.
A golden mask, so old that its color had dulled.
The figure, who had been wearing Jeon Yunseong’s appearance, put the mask on, and immediately, its appearance solidified into that of a small man in a pristine new suit.
“Who are you? The Author? The Director? Or maybe the Producer…?”
The figure, clearly The One Who Leaks Dreams, spoke while looking at the spot where Yeomyeong should have been. The mention of the Author made Yeomyeong flinch. Just in case, he decided to cautiously respond.
“…Player.”
A lie that slipped out naturally. However, the figure didn’t seem to hear Yeomyeong’s answer, as it stayed silent for a while.
A brief silence ensued.
As the sound of breathing from both Yeomyeong and The One Who Leaks Dreams overlapped during the silence, the figure, misunderstanding something, muttered while fiddling with the mask.
“Poor thing, you’re so scared.”
“…”
“But I understand. Your kind could only reach that level.”
The One Who Leaks Dreams slowly turned his back and continued speaking.
“You’ve lived so arrogantly without knowing your place all this time. You’ve fooled yourself into thinking that your pathetic strategies and knowledge are your real abilities…”
“…”
“But you’re not the protagonist of this world, and you never will be. Foolish one, stay there trembling… Blame yourself for foolishly crawling into this place without knowing your own worth.”
Yeomyeong scowled as he watched the figure retreat with a sneer.
Listening to the figure babbling as if he knew everything about the outsiders, Yeomyeong realized that the man was definitely far more problematic than he had initially thought.
He wanted to grab the small man by the collar and demand to know what he really understood, but there wasn’t a good way to approach him.
Not only did his attacks seem ineffective, but this place wasn’t reality—it was within the figure’s domain.
I need a plan… Maybe I should find the others first.
As Yeomyeong pondered this, he turned his head, and his gaze froze on something on a TV screen.
…?
What he saw was the TV, where he had previously seen an inappropriate(?) moment of the Holy Relics Keeper.
The TV was located where the bullet he had just fired had flown, but the screen, which should have been hit by the bullet, was completely clean, with no marks on it.
Did the bullet miss, or was it ineffective? No, the bullet Yeomyeong fired definitely had an effect.
The only thing was that the bullet had hit the Holy Relics Keeper and Moryne beyond the screen.
The two, each with bullet wounds to their shoulder and thigh, were bleeding and holding onto each other.
I hit them beyond the screen… could it be?
The question was brief, and his actions were swift.
Yeomyeong raised his gun, aimed at the two people beyond the screen, and pulled the trigger.
Bang, bang!
The bullets from Vladimir’s submachine gun pierced the TV screen and reached the Holy Relics Keeper and Moryne.
Though the Holy Relics Keeper, wielding the holy sword while completely naked, deflected the bullet in a flash, the situation spelled trouble for Yeomyeong.
So, this TV screen is a dream, after all.
And he could influence what lay beyond the screen… Turning his hypothesis into conviction, Yeomyeong took a deep breath, then reached toward the Holy Relics Keeper’s screen.
Immediately, his hand went through the screen, as if plunging it into water.
After a brief moment of moving his hand around to confirm that there was no issue beyond the screen, Yeomyeong took a quick glance at The One Who Leaks Dreams.
The man was walking away without even looking back.
The moment Yeomyeong was certain the figure had let his guard down, he thrust his whole body through the screen.
First his arm, then his shoulder, and soon his whole upper body, including his head…
“…?”
By the time The One Who Leaks Dreams sensed something wrong and turned around, Yeomyeong had already disappeared from the spot.
* * *
Dream within a Dream.
The first thing Yeomyeong saw when he woke up from the dream within a dream was not the prison where Moryne and the Holy Relics Keeper were, but a vast corridor lined with towering white pillars.
Although the situation was a bit different from what he had expected, Yeomyeong didn’t panic and stood up.
The plan had been slightly disrupted, but he felt that it was actually for the best. At least he hadn’t had to face an awkward family meeting while they were naked.
Anyway, Yeomyeong gathered mana. Since this was undoubtedly the Holy Relics Keeper’s dream, finding him and escaping from the dream was his top priority.
Huh?
At that moment, Yeomyeong sensed someone hiding behind a pillar. The lack of mana from the person suggested they were likely an employee managing this place.
Yeomyeong quietly muffled his footsteps and moved toward the opposite side of the pillar where the employee was hiding. He didn’t want to encounter anyone unfamiliar in the dream.
However, just as he had taken a few steps away, a beautiful voice called from behind.
“Where are you going?”
Yeomyeong turned to find the owner of the voice.
The owner was a woman with a warm and kind expression. She appeared to be just past middle age, approaching the age of a grandmother.
As soon as Yeomyeong recognized who she was, he flinched and trembled without realizing it.
He couldn’t help it. This grandmother was the Saintess. Not the airheaded saintess he knew well, but the former Saintess.
Yeomyeong chewed on his lip for a moment, then lowered his head.
“Ah, I… uh… I’m sorry. I’m lost.”
“Here?”
“Yes, I don’t know where this place is…”
Upon hearing his clumsy answer, the former Saintess covered her mouth and laughed. Her smile was so gentle that, if seen unknowingly, one would think she was just an ordinary neighborhood grandmother.
“This is the residence of the Saintess. Or, in other words, the Central Temple.”
“…”
The very heart of the holy city, a sacred area where, except for a select few granted permission, no one else could enter. And…
“…Do you know that, according to the law, it’s a death sentence to enter here without permission?”
“…”
Yes, I know. Yeomyeong answered inwardly but swallowed the words and gathered mana in his feet. He planned to use the Flying Kick technique and escape down the corridor.
However, just as he was about to release the mana, the former Saintess suddenly approached him with a short and quick pace.
For an unknown reason, Yeomyeong couldn’t use the Flying Kick technique. It felt as though his legs were being forcibly held in place.
Why was this happening suddenly? Was it a side effect of entering a dream within a dream? Yeomyeong furrowed his brow, and just as he was pondering, the former Saintess was now right in front of him.
Yeomyeong had anticipated an attack and began gathering mana, but then he was startled. The former Saintess, suddenly reached out and stroked his face.
“Just yesterday, a Soviet spy was captured. Are you someone sent from the Soviet Union?”
“…”
Her wrinkled hand caressed his cheek. Yeomyeong shook his head, feeling an inexplicable sense of embarrassment.
“Well, it’s a relief if you’re not. Then would you tell me your name?”
Yeomyeong couldn’t answer this time either. The former Saintess then took his hand with the same hand that had been stroking his face.
“Your name?”
“My name is… well… um… Cheon Yeomyeong.”
“Cheon Yeomyeong? Cheon Yeomyeong…”
She rolled his name on her tongue and, after a brief moment of thought, smiled warmly as if she had remembered something.
“That’s a nice name. Are you Korean?”
“…Yes.”
“To come all the way to the holy city in these times, you must be a devout believer. May the five gods bless you.”
“…”
Yeomyeong, who had no words to say, avoided the former Saintess’ gaze as she turned away, still holding his hand tightly.
“Follow me. I’ll take you to the outside.”
Yeomyeong tried to pull his hand away in surprise, but his muscles and mana wouldn’t respond. Was it because this was a dream? He was helplessly dragged along by the former Saintess.
He had no idea whose damn dream this was that it felt so real, but the former Saintess kept firing questions at Yeomyeong the entire time they crossed the grand temple corridor.
Where did he grow up? How was his childhood? Did his family treat him well? What was his favorite food? Who was his favorite author?
It felt like the kind of questions a parent would ask a child after a long time apart.
Yeomyeong remained silent, uncertain of what was happening—until he suddenly recalled that, according to the original history, the former Saintess had lived secluded in the temple until her death after the war at Margavate.
It didn’t quite suit a Saintess… but thinking of it as the rambling of an old woman who had lived alone for so long made his chest feel a little heavy. Besides, wasn’t this dream set in a time before the next Saintess had even been born?
If loneliness were an unavoidable poison, the loneliness of the elderly was the deadliest kind.
As soon as Yeomyeong thought about that, he started responding appropriately to the former Saintess’ questions.
He told her that he was an orphan, raised by a janitor, and that he became a mercenary in Manchuria… just stories like that.
And how long did such a conversation last?
After a long walk through the temple’s corridor, and just as they finally entered the temple’s chapel, the former Saintess suddenly asked a serious question.
“Did you really get lost, or is there another reason for you being here?”
“…”
“If there’s another reason, I can help you.”
Yeomyeong paused before answering.
Was it because of the holy knights guarding the chapel with their intense gazes? No, it was because there was no evidence that this wasn’t a trap created by The One Who Leaks Dreams’s power..
Even so, things can’t be going this smoothly.
After making his judgment, Yeomyeong replied that he was fine and that being allowed to leave the temple was more than enough…
But just as he finished speaking, the grip of the former Saintess’ hand tightened around his.
“Do you know that lying in the central temple will be punished?”
“…”
“Is there something I can help you with?”
For some reason, Yeomyeong could sense the stubbornness hidden behind the former Saintess’ smile. It was similar to the foolish Saintess he knew, but with a resolve several times stronger.
Yeomyeong, caught between wondering if he had somehow tainted the dream and considering how to answer in a way that would lead him to Horua, remained silent. After a brief moment, he spoke carefully.
“I… actually…”
“Actually?”
“I came to the holy city because I wanted to meet the next generation holy sword.”
“…”
The moment the former Saintess heard the words “next generation holy sword,” she frowned for the first time since meeting Yeomyeong.
“Horua? If it’s Horua… you’ll regret it.”
“What?”
The Saintess didn’t answer. Instead, she quickly called over the knights who were guarding the area.
And less than an hour later… Yeomyeong did regret it.

 
    

  Chapter 274: How To Confront One's Limits (7)
* * *
A vast and lush green field lay at the northernmost edge of a land called the Empire, deep within the towering mountain range known as the Holy Sword Mountain Range.
According to legend, it was the very spot where the five gods bestowed the Holy Sword upon the hero. Scientifically, it was the field formed by a meteorite crash. In the middle of this field stands a pearl-white city.
It was a place where those who believed in the Five Gods called upon them with unwavering faith.
A place where those who followed Earth’s gods spoke of it with a distasteful name.
A place that had inspired artists and poets, and even made the selfish people of Earth bow their heads in awe.
That place was the Holy City.
Rising tall above the green plains, it was both a testament to the gods’ blessings and a jewel that proved the power of the Church of Five Gods.
The pilgrimage road, paved with white stone, stretched as long as the Han River in Seoul, and the tightly packed buildings beyond the city walls stood as living witnesses of architectural history beyond the Dimensional Portal—practically textbooks in their own right.
Among these, the buildings representing the respective gods caught Yeomyeong’s attention, and he couldn’t take his eyes off them as he crossed the Holy City.
The white temple of Ulthvatish, where the priests dwelled and which served as the central shrine.
The black courthouse of Mordak for judges and undertakers.
The green garden of Isaginnok, a place for lovers and farmers to rest.
The blue library of Venule, for scholars and students.
And finally, the red military barracks of Redox, the god of battle and war.
Stopping in front of the fortress where the holy knights’ mana could be felt under the red-tiled roof, Yeomyeong looked up at the sky for a moment.
More specifically, he looked at the Saintess who was struggling to climb over the fortress wall.
“Aren’t you going to help?”
The former Saintess, her face hidden beneath a hooded cloak, urgently called out to Yeomyeong.
“We don’t have much time. If we don’t make it back by evening, Sir Parol will be excommunicated.”
Sir Parol was the young holy knight who had escorted Yeomyeong and the former Saintess outside the central shrine.
Yeomyeong pressed his temples, recalling the young knight’s panicked face, and suddenly came up with a theory.
Did this elderly woman just want to go out and used me as an excuse?
What kind of bizarre dream was this? Instead of voicing the ridiculous, half-baked theory swirling in a mix of disbelief and confusion, Yeomyeong simply leaped up onto the wall.
He pulled the Saintess over the wall and then jumped down on the other side, spreading his arms.
“Please jump down. I’ll catch you.”
No sooner had he spoken than the Saintess jumped down into Yeomyeong’s arms. He caught her easily, and she giggled, patting him on the shoulder.
“It’s been decades since I’ve been in a man’s arms.”
“…”
Though it was a nonsensical remark, Yeomyeong couldn’t laugh along. The decades she spoke of referred to the time since the war at Margavate.
He swallowed his silence and entered the barracks with the Saintess.
Since it was a military barracks within the Holy City, there were no guards, even though they had blatantly jumped over the wall.
In any case, as Yeomyeong looked around for the living quarters in the barracks, the former Saintess tapped his shoulder and said.
“Horua should be over there.”
She pointed toward the training grounds. Even without sensing any mana, the enormous presence emanating from that direction was unmistakable.
Yeomyeong carefully moved along the wall, trying not to be noticed by the holy knights, and headed toward the spot where the training ground could be seen. From a distance, the view of the training ground was…
“Oh my… It’s worse than I expected.”
In the center of the training grounds, a man in nothing but his undergarments was bound to a frame. There was no need to ask who this man was.
Horua, the future keeper of the Holy Relics and the father of the Saintess.
- The crime of consorting with a war prisoner! 



	The crime of failing to maintain purity before the Holy Sword!



	And the crime of unlawfully releasing the war prisoner!
Behind the father of the saintess, an elderly woman, familiar to Yeomyeong, was yelling loudly while whipping his back, with blood splattering in every direction—a rather brutal sight.
“Ah, Joanna…”
Yeomyeong realized the woman whipping Horua was Joanna Tule, whom he had fought against at the academy. He closed his mouth.
So she really had gone easy on him back then…? Just as Yeomyeong resolved to thank her the next time they met, Horua’s body went limp under the beating.
- The remaining 420 lashes will resume once his treatment is finished!
Soon, Joanna shouted that with a fierce voice, and a few holy knights dragged the blood-soaked Horua away. Yeomyeong watched them leave and said.
“Isn’t he going to die from this?”
“You think that little will kill him? That would be amusing.”
“…”
Hearing the chilling response, Yeomyeong blinked as he looked up at the former Saintess, who smiled kindly at him.
“Don’t worry too much. This is just for show. Joanna is doing this to prevent Horua from suffering worse consequences in the trial.”
“…If they show this twice, they might actually kill him.”
“That’s something you can say since you don’t know the crime Horua committed. If someone commits such crimes twice, they deserve to die.”
“…”
Now that he thought about it, it was true. Sure, Yeomyeong knew the future, but strictly speaking, the Saintess’s father hadn’t just colluded with a spy from an enemy nation—he’d committed an affair, too. And on top of that, the ownership of the Holy sword Had ended up in Australia’s hand. From the Holy Nation’s perspective, there had never been a traitor quite like him.
Well, anyway…
After confirming that the training ground was empty, the former Saintess tapped Yeomyeong’s shoulder.
“Shall we go meet Horua now?”
Not knowing what she had in mind, Yeomyeong obediently followed her. The former Saintess treated him like a child, guiding him to a small building tucked in a corner of the barracks.
It was the kind of place that was typically found in the outskirts—a storage room.
Before Yeomyeong could ask why she had brought him to a storage room like this, the former Saintess slipped her hand between the cleaning supplies, where brooms were hanging in rows, and began pressing something firmly.
A moment later, there was a soft click—and just like that, the broom closet split in half, revealing a hidden passage.
“…”
It was a secret passage, but it had a rather shabby feel to it. The former Saintess led the way into the passage, smiling at Yeomyeong and gestured.
“Come in. It’ll close in 30 seconds.”
Once inside, the passage was exactly what one would expect from a secret passage—narrow, smelly, and dirty.
Fortunately, the passage wasn’t long. After walking for about 5 minutes, with dust accumulating on the former Saintess’ cloak, the two finally reached the underground prison of the barracks.
Specifically, they reached the inside of the underground prison itself.
As soon as they opened the secret door, they came face to face with Joanna Tule, who was guarding the underground prison.
“…Saintess?”
Surprised by the sudden appearance of the saintess, Joanna blinked at her. The Saintess waved her hand in response.
“Joanna, you’re playing the role of a guard as well?”
“Ah, yes… I guess I’m taking care of the immediate junior… But Saintess, why are you here?”
“Of course because I have business with him.”
“If you had formally requested it, we would have visited the central shrine to meet with you…”
Upon belatedly noticing Yeomyeong standing behind the Saintess, Joanna’s eyes narrowed, and without a second thought, she drew a gun and aimed it at him.
The speed and deadly intent of her actions were so swift that she looked like a completely different person compared to the Joanna Yeomyeong had met at the academy.
The only reason she didn’t pull the trigger immediately was because the Saintess had stepped in front of Yeomyeong.
“…Who is this young man?”
The Saintess answered with a smile.
“He’s the son of the Margrave.”
“…?”
Thud. Joanna dropped the gun in shock. She was so taken aback that she didn’t even notice Yeomyeong barely hiding his own disbelief.
“He came with me because he has something to convey regarding the Holy Sword.”
“Uh… No… Wait, Saintess…? The Margrave is clearly…?”
Instead of answering, the Saintess grabbed Yeomyeong’s chin, pulling his face forward before pointing to his eyes.
The golden eyes, characteristic of the bloodline of the Honey Household.
Joanna closed her mouth when she saw those eyes, and the Saintess winked at her before adding.
“Could you give us a moment?”
“…Yes, Saintess.”
Joanna nodded and bowed her head before tossing a set of keys into the prison, turning, and leaving the area.
* * *
Yeomyeong couldn’t hold back any longer and spoke up as he watched the Saintess open the prison door.
“…Is it really okay for the Saintess to lie?”
“Of course. If there was a law saying a Saintess couldn’t lie, I would’ve been kicked out of the position a hundred times over by now.”
The Saintess, trailing off as if recalling something, absentmindedly fiddled with the keys and muttered.
“Don’t be scared. This time, we will win… Endure even if it is painful. Next time, you’ll wake up in bed… Don’t cry, your son died honorably…”
“…”
With a squeaking sound, the iron door opened, and the Saintess smiled faintly.
“You know what? Compared to the lies I used to tell, this one doesn’t even count as a lie.”
“…”
“And Joanna will understand too. Even if you aren’t his son, you’re probably some distant relative of his.”
“…Do I really look like that?”
Having heard it so often that he resembled the Margrave, Yeomyeong half-resignedly asked. However, the Saintess’ answer was somewhat unexpected.
“Yes, when I first saw you, I genuinely thought you were his son. Ah, it made me relieved, thinking that person was able to have a happy family…”
“…”
“I… really am pathetic, huh? But after talking to you, I realized you have nothing to do with him. Your personality, manner of speaking, actions… none of it resembles him.”
Yeomyeong couldn’t think of a response, realizing why the Saintess had been so kind to him from the start.
The former Saintess, seeing Yeomyeong silently pressing his lips with his fist, added lightly.
“Still, you really do resemble him—both in presence and appearance. It’s nice… like seeing him again after all this time.”
“…Even so. What if I turn out to be a bad person?”
“A person with a wicked heart can’t enter the central temple. Ah, except for that bastard, the Patriach, of course.”
“…”
The conversation somehow gave Yeomyeong the sense that this was someone who had raised the future Saintess. Perhaps if the current saintess grew old ‘gracefully,’ she would become like this.
Regardless of Yeomyeong’s thoughts, the Saintess stepped out of the iron bars and headed toward where the Holy Relics Keeper was imprisoned.
The smell of blood and medicine filled the air, making it easy to locate him.
“…I-I greet the Saintess.”
When they stopped in front of the iron bars, the Holy Relics Keeper was already kneeling, as if he had been waiting for them. He bowed his head low. His back, visible from above, was torn and bloodied, as though he’d been mauled by a beast.
The Saintess reached through the bars and gently patted his head.
“Horua. You’ve been through so much.”
“Ah, no. It’s nothing. Saintess. I still haven’t done enough to atone for my sins…”
“Knowing you were wrong is enough.”
“…”
“Now, now, you can atone when I’m not around. Horua? A guest has come all the way here to see you.”
As soon as the brief exchange ended, Yeomyeong cleared his throat softly. The future Holy Relics Keeper cautiously raised his head and made eye contact with Yeomyeong.
“Um, I’m sorry, but who are you…?”
As expected, Horua didn’t recognize him. In fact, he didn’t even seem to realize that this was a dream.
Yeah, I knew it was going too smoothly.
Yeomyeong wasn’t disappointed. He could see past Horua’s blank gaze, searching for the hidden emotions beneath it—the anger of a father facing the man who had stolen his daughter from him.
This was proof that the man standing before him was the Holy Relics Keeper trapped in a dream, and also a clue to waking him from it.
In truth, Yeomyeong would have liked to calmly explain that this world was just a dream, but… time was the problem.
Ultimately, he decided to use shock therapy, something that would produce quick results.
“Holy Relics—no, Sir Horua, do you really not know who I am?”
“Huh… Oh, if you’re from my hometown, I apologize. I joined the Knight Order at a very young age, so…”
One more deep breath, and ready to face the shotguns. Yeomyeong leaned toward the iron bars.
“Horua. Do you know? Actually, I’ve spent the whole night in the same hospital room as your daughter.”
“…What?”
“And also… not on purpose, but I’ve slapped your daughter’s behind at the academy. Oh, just to clarify, she liked it.”
“…”
Horua’s face was one of pure confusion, as if wondering what kind of nonsense this was. Was this not it? Yeomyeong pressed on, escalating things further.
“Hmm… Also… I’ve seen your daughter’s naked body, or pressed my body against hers… kissed her forehead… and pretended to ignore her just to make her frustrated.”
After saying that, Yeomyeong closed his mouth and paused for a moment.
Upon reflection, he realized that he had done many things that should never happen in a typical male-female relationship.
…Anyway, he swallowed the embarrassment rising up and looked for any sign of reaction from Horua.
The Holy Relics Keeper still furrowed his brows a little more than before, but that was it. He still didn’t seem to realize he was in a dream.
…Should I change my approach?
Instead of simple provocation, a different direction… Yeomyeong cleared his throat and dropped his voice to a serious tone.
“I… Sir, it’s a bit funny to be saying this now, but your daughter is far more than I deserve… She is an amazing woman. The Five Gods must have seen that too, which is why they chose her to be the Saintess.”
At the mention of the word “Saintess,” not only did Horua flinch, but even the sound of the Saintess’s breathing in the dream seemed to falter for a moment. Unaware of this, Yeomyeong continued speaking.
“I am always grateful to her and feel sorry. I haven’t been able to respond to her feelings honestly because of my situation, nor could I repay even half of her kindness…”
“…”
“If, in the future, peace is granted to me… or if I’m alive, I will spend the rest of my life ensuring her happiness.”
“…”
Finally, Yeomyeong saw Horua’s eyes falter. He decided to strike the final blow to shatter that wavering.
He knelt in front of Horua, bowed his head, and said.
“Father-in-law, please give me your daughter.”
There was no response.
An awkward silence filled the underground prison, and for a moment, only the quiet sound of blood from the beating wounds soaking into the ground remained.
Suddenly, Horus’s head drooped, and he collapsed, unconscious.
“Huh?”
Was it because of anemia? Yeomyeong immediately got up, realizing what had happened.
Just then, a sound like something breaking came from above the head of the unconscious Horua.
When both the former Saintess and Yeomyeong looked up, they saw nothing but the air cracking, like a shattered TV screen.
Soon, the cracked space shattered completely, revealing a large hole. Emerging from it was…
The current Holy Relics Keeper, adorned with numerous holy relics.
“…The old Horua?”
With the former Saintess in the middle, looking between them in confusion, Yeomyeong and the Holy Relics Keeper stared at each other.
There was no exchange of words like “I’m glad you woke up” or “Thank you for waking me.”
Awkwardness, complicated gazes, forced smiles, and superhuman patience all mixed in the air.
Before the heavy silence—filled with all kinds of unspoken signals—could stretch on any longer, the Holy Relics Keeper forced the iron bars apart and spoke.
“…I’ll only hit you once.”
Yeomyeong nodded obediently. As Horua, now awake, stepped out of the dream, he raised his fist.
However, the fact that he didn’t wield a holy relic showed that he was more reasonable than the Saintess’ mother. With that thought, Horua, as a father to a daughter, threw a punch at Yeomyeong’s face.
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* * *
“The moment my foot touched the building, I was trapped in this dream.”
As Yeomyeong worked on healing his dislocated jaw, the Holy Relics Keeper spoke.
“It’s embarrassing… but Ayatollah got me. Contrary to what everyone thinks, this dream wasn’t just a nightmare.”
“Oh? Then what was it?”
The former Saintess naturally chimed in. The Holy Relics Keeper turned to the woman he hadn’t seen in a long time and responded with a question.
“Saintess, do you have a choice in your life that you regret the most?”
“Ah… there are so many, it’s hard to choose just one.”
“…As for me, my greatest regret was the choice I made last night.”
The Holy Relics Keeper lowered his gaze to the unconscious version of himself lying within the dream.
“In reality, I couldn’t free my wife from her prison. She had to give birth to our daughter alone, behind bars. I wasn’t even there. I didn’t even know she had given birth.”
“Oh…”
The former Saintess turned her gaze to the unconscious Horua, who was behind the crooked iron bars.
Unlike the reality of the Holy Relics Keeper, the man had freed Moryne from prison and endured countless lashings in return.
“A dream where you can undo your regrets… what a sneaky trap. If I were in the same situation, I don’t think I would have woken up either.”
“…”
“So, Horua, don’t blame yourself too much.”
The Saintess in the dream comforted him, and Yeomyeong, having finished his healing, added his thoughts.
“…Still, you woke up after just a few words. That’s something.”
Yeomyeong sincerely said. He hadn’t expected just one punch to stop everything. It seemed the father was the more reasonable one when the mother was so un—
“No, the reason I woke up was all thanks to your lie. Thank you.”
“…?”
A lie? Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly, and the Holy Relics Keeper continued, looking slightly uncomfortable.
“But, I must ask… if this situation ever happens again, please use violence instead. Even if it’s just a lie… saying such things about a daughter in front of her father… is a bit much…”
Instead of honestly admitting that he hadn’t lied, Yeomyeong kept quiet and nodded. It was a well-intentioned lie.
…Well, anyway.
“Let’s go now. If we’re going to save the others and stop him, we’re running out of time.”
The Holy Relics Keeper nodded in agreement.
They had no idea how time was flowing in the dream or how much time they had left, but one thing was certain: they needed to finish before the corruption stone fully ripened.
“I hope there’s someone who can wake up from this dream on their own…”
Yeomyeong muttered as he reached into the crack in the space where the Holy Relics Keeper had appeared.
The next moment, just like when he reached into the TV screen, his hand slipped into the gap.
Perhaps this crack symbolized the link between dreams. Yeomyeong, with his eyes sparkling, spoke to the Holy Relics Keeper, who stood behind the former Saintess.
“I’ll go ahead and check if there’s a problem. When I send the signal, follow me.”
Horua nodded and then, as if recalling something, spoke again.
“Ah, and you’d better be careful about the shooting.”
“Shooting?”
“Last night, someone shot at me and Moryne. At first, I thought it was an assassin from the Holy Nation trying to kill me… but upon further thought, I believe it was Ayatollah trying to keep me more trapped in the dream.”
It was a worried piece of advice, but no answer came.
Yeomyeong disappeared through the crack as if running away. Watching his retreating figure, the Holy Relics Keeper tilted his head.
* * *
Yeomyeong, now on the outside of the dream, in the TV screen-filled space, began by scanning the surroundings.
Fortunately, there was no sign of The One Who Leaks Dreams.
He extended his Killing Aura widely, but there was no trace of any presence. Perhaps, like Yeomyeong, the culprit had entered a different dream?
A dream within a dream… It was an annoying ability to deal with, in many ways.
In any case, Yeomyeong reached into the TV screen where the Holy Relics Keeper had appeared and sent a signal. The next moment, he felt someone grab his hand from beyond the dream.
Yeomyeong, without suspicion, pulled his hand back…
“Oh.”
The one who grabbed his hand and emerged from the TV screen was not the Holy Relics Keeper but the former Saintess. She gently landed on the ground and began looking around with gleaming eyes.
“Is this the dream of The One Who Leaks Dreams? It looks like modern art.”
Both Yeomyeong, who had pulled her out of the dream, and the Holy Relics Keeper, who had belatedly emerged from the screen, looked at her in surprise.
“How…? You should be a part of my dream, shouldn’t you?”
The former Saintess laughed as if to say, “What’s the problem?” and answered.
“Nevertheless, this is a dream, too, right? What’s to stop me from moving between dreams?”
“…”
It was a plausible explanation, but Yeomyeong felt a slight doubt. The former Saintess in front of him seemed far too vivid to be a mere dream being.
However, there was no time to dwell on that. Yeomyeong pointed at the other TVs.
“Holy Relics Keeper, and Saintess? Every TV here is a different person’s dream.”
Horua furrowed her brow and surveyed the surroundings.
“Are you telling me every single one of these TVs is a dream?”
“Yes, it was pure luck that I found you, Holy Relics Keeper.”
“…”
“First, I think we should find the others.”
“Then let’s split up. I’ll go left, you go right. And Saintess, you…”
The saintess lightly stepped closer to Yeomyeong and spoke.
“I don’t know who your companions are.”
“…Then go with him. Yeomyeong? Once you find your companions, don’t just go in, send a signal first.”
Yeomyeong nodded, and immediately, the Holy Relics Keeper began scanning the TV screens. The Saintess, unsure of which people she needed to find, followed Yeomyeong.
The soft tapping of their footsteps echoed under the glow of the TVs.
Unlike Yeomyeong, who was meticulously checking beyond the TV screens, the former Saintess only had eyes for him.
And how long had they been searching? After Yeomyeong had passed through hundreds of TVs, the Saintess spoke.
“About what you said to Horua earlier. That wasn’t a lie, right?”
“…”
“So, Horua’s daughter really becomes the saintess, and you… you and the future Saintess have, well, that kind of relationship?”
Instead of asking if that was what she was really curious about, Yeomyeong simply gave a brief answer.
“Yes.”
“No wonder you took that punch so easily… What’s the future Saintess like? Is she a lively child? Or a lovable one?”
“The saintess… well… instead of being a loveable one… how should I put it…”
“If it’s hard to describe what kind of person she is, then can you tell me what happened between you two?”
It wasn’t the kind of conversation Yeomyeong expected in a situation like this, but for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to refuse the former Saintess’ request.
While checking the TV screens, he explained everything that had happened with the current Saintess.
From Manchuria to the academy, and up until the present moment.
And by the time he finished explaining, the former Saintess summed it up with a single remark.
“I guess even if you got a stab from your father-in-law instead of a punch, you’d have nothing to say.”
“…”
“Well, still, it’s probably nothing compared to Horua, who got whipped hundreds of times… but at least you’ve met your in-laws properly.”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. Was it because of the harsh assessment from the Saintess? No, it was because he had finally found the TV where his companion’s dream was being recreated.
The person he found this time was none other than Mara.
Beyond the screen, he saw the figure of Mara sitting at the peak of a massive, unrecognizable mountain, gazing down at a small tree below.
Was that the moment she regretted the most? It was an incomprehensible situation, but Yeomyeong didn’t hesitate. Regret was a deeply personal emotion, and he didn’t care to know about Mara’s personal feelings.
Regardless, waking her up was the priority. Yeomyeong, as he did with the Holy Relics Keeper, reached into the TV screen and tried to enter.
But…
As soon as his hand touched the screen, Mara lifted her head and stared directly at him.
“Oh?”
Whether the former Saintess was surprised or not, Mara furrowed her brow, stood up, and reached out to grab Yeomyeong’s hand.
As Yeomyeong reflexively pulled his hand back, Mara came out of the TV screen just like that.
“Why were you so late? I thought I was going to die waiting.”
“Did you know this was a dream? Then why haven’t you come out until now?”
“What? You expect me to come out alone and die? My goal is to get a reward, not to save America.”
Yeomyeong sighed as he heard the answer, and Mara, upon spotting the former Saintess, frowned.
“Ugh, it’s the old Saintess. Even in a dream, why are you dragging someone like that around?”
Her attitude was so rude and irreverent, but the former Saintess simply smiled gently.
“She’s an interesting one.”
“Interesting? What’s this old hag talking about?”
As Mara mocked her, the Holy Relic she wore began to glow.
Was it the Holy Relic reacting to the insult towards the Saintess?
Mara seemed to think the same, as she quickly threw the Holy Relic to the ground in surprise.
But the Holy Relic didn’t hit the ground. Instead, it floated in mid-air, gently landing in the former Saintess’ hand.
The Saintess looked down at the Holy Relic for a moment before turning to Mara.
“God Venule has been protecting you from being consumed by the dream all this time. It seems that the dream didn’t turn into a nightmare, all thanks to the Holy Relic.”
“…”
Quickly grasping the situation, the former saintess fiddled with the Holy Relic before suddenly letting out a small laugh and addressing Mara.
“Oh, and after receiving the blessing of the divine, you insult their Saintess? You’ll be cursed to live as a woman for the rest of your life.”
“What? What the hell did you just say?”
Regardless of Mara’s shock, the former Saintess turned her gaze to Yeomyeong.
“Do your other companions also carry relics?”
“Yes.”
“Then it won’t be long before I find them. Please wait for a moment.”
With that, the former Saintess closed her eyes and began praying over the Holy Relic.
Soon after, the Holy Relic began to glow as it followed the prayer. The blue light was so intense that it filled the surrounding TV screens and even pushed back the darkness of the power surrounding them.
The light didn’t last long. Perhaps only about 5 seconds? As the light of the Holy Relic gently faded, the Saintess spoke.
“I found them.”
The Saintess pointed towards the now darkened space once again. Following the tip of her finger, Yeomyeong saw three TVs emitting a notably stronger light than the others.
“Don’t be too impressed. It’s just a simple blessing to track the Holy Relic.”
Yeomyeong turned around to confirm. Sure enough, he saw the Holy Relic that the Holy Relics Keeper had also glowing in the distance.
However, for some reason, he noticed another light coming from the opposite direction, from the darkness.
What was that?
Thinking there might be more Holy Relics, Yeomyeong squinted his eyes, and just as he did, the light began to race toward him.
The footsteps were rapidly closing in.
Having an idea of the source of the light, Yeomyeong drew the sword he had stored in his inventory and asked the Saintess.
“Saintess, does that Holy Relic tracking blessing… track Holy Relics from another Church as well?”
“Yes, of course. In fact, that’s its main function… Why do you ask?”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer and instead spoke to Mara.
“Mara, take the Saintess and wake up the others. Now.’
“What?”
“Ayatollah is coming.”
Mara followed Yeomyeong’s gaze and saw the golden mask shining from the darkness.
The mask of The One Who Leaks Dreams… Understanding the situation, Mara clicked her tongue and tried to grab the Saintess by the waist to flee.
But the moment his hand touched the former Saintess’ waist, she swiftly slapped her hand away.
“Not with me. You go join Horua and wake up the others.”
“Horua?”
“It’s the Holy Relics Keeper’ name. You see that glowing dot over there? Go join him.”
She clearly didn’t intend to run with him. Yeomyeong turned to the Saintess and asked.
“What are you planning to do?”
“I’ll fight alongside you.”
“…”
“Don’t worry. After all, I’m a being in a dream, aren’t I?”
Yeomyeong couldn’t counter her, or rather, he didn’t have the time to. Ayatollah’s golden mask was almost right in front of him.
“Hey, if you think you’re going to die, don’t try to hold on and just get out of here.”
It was unclear whether Mara was expressing concern or offering advice; however, she already sprinted towards the Holy Relics Keeper. Then, as soon as Yeomyeong focused his mana into the sword…
Boom!
The man wearing the golden mask landed right in front of Yeomyeong.
* * *
Yeomyeong instinctively swung his sword, only to realize at that moment that his attack wasn’t going to land on the Ayatollah.
No matter how flustered he was, this was a mistake he shouldn’t have made.
His sword, trailing with self-blame, arced long and fast, heading straight for the Ayatollah’s neck.
Just before impact, Ayatollah pulled his neck back, dodging the blade, as though he had known it was coming.
Yeomyeong quickly retrieved his sword and asked.
“Can you see me now?”
The One Who Leaks Dreams didn’t answer. His gaze was fixed firmly on the Holy Relic tightly held by the former Saintess.
“How… how is a dead person here?”
Ayatollah’s voice trembled violently. It made his already unpleasant voice sound several times worse.
“It’s because we’re in a dream.”
Yeomyeong gave a succinct reply, and Ayatollah’s head jerked unnaturally, turning around with a sickening crack.
“A dream? Yeah, this is my dream. Do you really think I’d dream of someone who’s already dead?”
What? Hearing the Ayatollah’s counter, Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion. If that was the case, then what was he doing, walking around freely in Ayatollah’s dream and even pulling the Saintess out of another dream?
Wait, now that he thought about it, unlike the others, he hadn’t been ensnared by Ayatollah’s powers from the start.
Why? Is it simply because I’m used to dreams, or could it be because of the Mignium?
Yeomyeong’s doubts didn’t last long.
Now that he had confirmed his attack would land on the Ayatollah, there was only one thing left for him to do.
“Saintess, please slightly step back.”
Before the Saintess could ask why, embers of Volcanic Tempest began to scatter from Yeomyeong’s sword.

 
    

  Chapter 276: How To Confront One's Limits (9)
* * *
A moment earlier, in Chicago, at the window overlooking the Dimensional Portal.
The Saintess, peering through the scope, furrowed her brow at the familiar sensation creeping up her skin.
“Could it be…?”
Before she could finish her sentence, something exploded across the river, on an island.
!!!
A black curtain soared into the sky, the island corrupted, screams of mana echoing in the air.
It was as if a giant monster had opened its mouth to swallow the entire island. Reacting instinctively, the Saintess pulled the trigger.
Taaang-! The bullet, enhanced by blessings, magic, and gravity acceleration, cut through the air. Before the distorted mana could engulf the island, the flash of light struck the target.
“It’s done.”
The Saintess confirmed the bullet had hit, raising her sniper rifle and glancing at the crow preparing magic behind her.
Before the Saintess could speak, Corvus spoke first.
“You are not allowed.”
“I haven’t even said anything yet.”
“Still, not allowed.”
“…”
The Saintess gave a quick glance toward the island. It was now covered by a dark egg-like barrier, leaking twisted mana and contaminating the surroundings.
Time was running out. At least, that was how the Saintess saw it.
She took a deep breath before speaking in a serious tone.
“Yeomyeong and Seti are there.”
“….”
“I’m going there, even if you try to stop me. So, Corvus, are you coming with me, or should I go alone?”
Corvus didn’t answer, her gaze fixed on the island. The crow’s eyes, as dark as black pearls, glinted with urgency as it searched for her apprentice in the chaos.
But there was no sign of her apprentice, and with a sigh, Corvus spoke.
“Can’t you trust my apprentice and wait?”
The Saintess shrugged as she strapped her ammo bag.
“I can trust them, but waiting? I’m no good at that.”
Before Corvus could respond, she grabbed her rifle and climbed out the window.
Fearing she would fall from the building below, the crow had no choice but to enlarge herself and grab the Saintess’ shoulder.
“Are you really going? You’ll have a hard time stalling alone, Saintess.”
“But with you, Corvus, we could stall for at least a little while, right?”
“…”
“And… that time might be crucial.”
The crow snapped her beak shut, possibly swayed by the Saintess’ reasonable logic.
“Also… It’s better to act than to regret not doing anything later.”
Gripping her rifle tightly, the Saintess spoke. Corvus, with her wings tense, responded.
“You’ve been too influenced by Earth’s media. Saintess, don’t use such corrupt wo—”
“It’s actually something the former Saintess told me.”
“…”
Not able to argue further, Corvus didn’t reply. Instead, she tightened his grip on the Saintess and jumped out the window.
Black feathers fluttering in the air, the clinking of a sniper rifle’s bolt, and the alarm ringing across all of Chicago.
With all those noises in the background, the Saintess began flying toward the barrier of the corruption stone.
Exactly 7 minutes and 24 seconds had passed since the emergency security meeting in the U.S. had been called.
* * *
KABOOOMMM!!!!
As the sword, engulfed in embers, swung through the air, an explosion erupted. The overwhelming firestorm, fueled by immense mana, consumed everything in its path.
The immense firepower absorbed not only Ayatollah’s twisted mana but also the light from the nearby TV screens. Even after that, the explosion continued to ripple backward, but—
“This martial art… and those eyes…”
From within the flames, Ayatollah emerged. His clothes were torn from the blast, but neither his body nor his golden mask had a scratch.
“Now I understand. Why the dead Saintess is here.”
The next moment, Ayatollah extended his hand—not toward Yeomyeong, who had unleashed the volcanic eruption, but toward the Saintess behind him.
Kragk—
There was a sound of something twisting as his outstretched hand clenched. Only Yeomyeong, standing close by, could hear it.
Although Yeomyeong didn’t know exactly what Ayatollah was doing, he was certain that whatever it was would bring catastrophic results.
Driven by that certainty, Yeomyeong tightened his grip on the sword.
The sword, still hot from the Volcanic Tempest, accelerated, and the waves of Sword Aura drew bright arcs.
A flash amidst the distortion.
Before Ayatollah could make a fist, Yeomyeong’s sword had already severed his wrist.
Kkrrragk!
After the disgusting sound of space twisting, Yeomyeong saw a handful of the Saintess’ left hair fly off.
“Move back!”
“I won’t miss.”
The One Who Leaks Dreams’ other hand was already reaching out. This time, his target was the former Saintess.
“You bastard—”
No matter how fast the sword was, it couldn’t block the reaching hand. Yeomyeong swung the sword while extending his other hand.
The next moment, it was not the Saintess’ body that twisted, but Yeomyeong’s hand. With pain as if his bones and muscles were being squeezed in a vice, blood burst out.
However, he didn’t scream. Instead, a massive eruption of Volcanic Tempest energy burst forth from his sword.
KABOOM!
Unable to do anything about the explosion right in front of him. Ayatollah was sent flying and crashed into the TV-covered wall.
Yeomyeong chased after him and checked on the former Saintess. Fortunately, she seemed unharmed except for the hair loss.
However, she wasn’t running away. She was still holding the holy relic and preparing something.
What the Saintess was doing didn’t matter to Yeomyeong. After all, he knew exactly what he needed to do.
!!!
The third Volcanic Tempest struck Ayatollah’s head. Once again, he absorbed the blast and flew off, shattering nearby TV screens.
Yet, Yeomyeong pressed on, pouring more power into his sword.
I must not give him any openings
The strange technique distorting space was one thing, but the real problem was Ayatollah’s ability to survive even after taking consecutive Volcanic Tempests without so much as a scratch.
Was it due to his overwhelming mana, or because this was his lucid dream?
Either way, Yeomyeong increased the speed and intensity of his Volcanic Tempest.
Boom! Boom! Boom—!
Though it was not as powerful as the Knight Order Captain’s original Volcanic Tempest, the firepower was enough to obliterate an entire tank. The ground where Ayatollah stood, along with the surrounding TVs, briefly caved in.
Yeomyeong’s relentless barrage of power was halted by Ayatollah’s cold voice.
“Strong, but inexperienced.”
The next moment, Yeomyeong’s hand, which was gripping the sword, “exploded” without a sound. Instead of panicking, he immediately threw his body forward and rolled on the ground.
!
But it seemed to be too late, as his left ear exploded. Had he been even a second slower, his head would have been completely obliterated.
Gritting his teeth, Yeomyeong activated Dzhugashvili with his remaining hand and fired the trigger on his gun.
Du-du-du-du-du!
Whether the bullets pierced his body or not, Ayatollah didn’t seem to care. He simply “looked” at Yeomyeong.
Pung.
With a light sound, like a balloon popping, a hole exploded in Yeomyeong’s chest.
Blood poured from his nose and mouth. Clenching his teeth, Yeomyeong regenerated his wounds and thought.
What’s this? What kind of attack is this?
It was a technique that didn’t even move mana and could burst someone just by looking at them. How could he possibly counter something like this?
There must be a weakness.
If the technique were flawless, Ayatollah would have used it from the start, rather than opting for the technique that crushed his enemies.
There must be a weakness—one that he hadn’t realized yet…
His thoughts didn’t last long.
Ayatollah raised both of his hands, and the reason for his gaze upon Yeomyeong became clear.
It wasn’t one invisible technique, but three. Yeomyeong, while recalling his sword to his inventory, didn’t hesitate to deploy the Flying Kick technique.
However, as soon as he took a few steps, the space in front and behind him distorted, and his legs were pulled back.
Kkkragggk!
It was unmistakably a distortion meant to restrict his escape. Did Ayatollah know in advance that he would use the Flying Kick technique?
By the time Yeomyeong belatedly realized the situation, Ayatollah’s gaze had already reached his head.
Ah.
The moment an unidentified technique made contact with his head, Yeomyeong’s thoughts and senses became razor-sharp. At the same time, his perception of time began to slow down.
In the prolonged time, he could feel his blood vessels exploding inside his brain, breaking through his skull.
His vision turned red, and the destruction of his brain left a trail of dying remnants.
Yeomyeong was certain of his death. No matter how powerful Dzhugashvili was, there was no escaping the complete destruction of his brain.
I’m going to die… like this, so meaninglessly.
Strangely, the emotion that arose in the face of death wasn’t fear or emptiness—it was greed.
The desire for revenge, to protect Seti and her sisters, Soe Miri, and that foolish Saintess.
It was a shock to realize that such greed still resided within him. Did the Foreman also die with such thoughts?
He would never know. And now, he never would.
That was Yeomyeong’s final thought.
…It had to be his final thought.
But the next moment, the voice of the Saintess filled the space.
『Sealing.』
* * *
Following the merciful voice, the force that had been bursting Yeomyeong’s head came to a halt.
But the already ruptured blood vessels were beyond salvation, and Yeomyeong dropped to his knees, blood pouring from his eyes and nose.
“Kuhuk, kuh—”
Regardless of the blood he coughed up, the Saintess’ voice did not cease. She raised her hand and pointed directly at Ayatollah, continuing her declaration.
『The One Who Leaks Dreams, you have stepped onto the stage too soon. Therefore, I seal all that has not been permitted to you in this time.』
『The One Who Leaks Dreams, I seal the eyes that are not yours.』
『The One Who Leaks Dreams, I seal the fate that is not yours.』
Words that felt closer to a curse than a blessing.
So powerful were they, that blood gushed from beneath Ayatollah’s golden mask—something even Volcanic Tempest couldn’t provoke.
“What… is this…?”
The One Who Leaks Dreams creaked as he turned his body to look at the Saintess. Even the mask couldn’t hide the sense of bewilderment radiating from him.
“How the Saintess,… cough… this isn’t… the Five…”
Though he spoke in a blood-choked stammer, the Saintess offered no answer—because the moment she finished speaking, she collapsed unconscious.
“Khhk—”
Ayatollah coughing up blood, Yeomyeong regenerating his skull, and the unconscious former Saintess.
Among the three—each in a critical state—the first to recover was The One Who Leaks Dreams. He wiped the blood off his chin and reached for the Saintess.
But even this time, he failed to kill her. Before the space could warp again, Yeomyeong hurled himself forward and tackled him.
“You son of a… yeah, it was you, outside—”
Ayatollah flailed with his free limbs, trying to shake off Yeomyeong, who clung to his shoulder.
A superhuman punch struck Yeomyeong’s face, a knee crashed into his ribs. Thwack, thwack! The sound of torn stomach skin, as blood spurted from his mouth.
But the Killing Aura of Dzhugashvili that swirled around him kept him from collapsing.
Ayatollah tried to twist space for a fatal strike, but at such close range, he couldn’t generate a distortion large enough.
“Get… off me!”
Frustrated beyond words, Ayatollah finally reached for Yeomyeong’s face, uncaring if he too would be caught in the blast—he just wanted to blow the young man’s head off.
The moment Yeomyeong saw the hand coming, he smiled as if he’d been waiting. With Ayatollah extending his hand so close, his chest was wide open.
“Bingo.”
In his grasp were Stalin’s Balls.
The very bomb he had retrieved just before the explosion at Navy Pier.
“You lunatic—”
Stalin’s Balls detonated before Ayatollah could clench his fist around it in panic.
!!!!
A scorching heatwave seared flesh, a pillar of fire shook the ground. Even in the midst of the explosion, Yeomyeong never let go of Ayatollah, and the two of them were flung toward the wall filled with TV screens.
Crash!! The screens shattered, spitting shards of glass.
However, neither Ayatollah nor Yeomyeong was cut by the glass.
Because Yeomyeong, still holding on to him, thrust both of them through the unknown TV screen.
Just as he had pulled the former Saintess out, he now dragged Ayatollah into someone else’s dream.
* * *
Ssssshhhh—!
The moment he opened his eyes, Yeomyeong realized that both he and The One Who Leaks Dreams were plummeting through the air.
The wind rushing past his ears, Lake Michigan stretching along the horizon, and the familiar city unfolding below their feet—all proved it.
Ayatollah seemed to realize it too, but neither of them bothered with a parachute or tried to break their fall.
Yeomyeong drew his gun. Ayatollah reached out, attempting to twist the space around Yeomyeong’s head.
The moment gunshots and the sound of warping air overlapped, the two crashed straight into the ground.
Boom—!
Shattered concrete and asphalt exploded from the impact.
Kyaaa! Call an ambulance! Run!
While unknown dream-world civilians screamed and scattered, Yeomyeong and Ayatollah rose from twin craters.
But their conditions were worlds apart. Yeomyeong was regenerating his limbs with Dzhugashvili, while Ayatollah casually brushed off the dust, entirely unscathed. That damned golden mask hadn’t taken a single scratch.
As the two glared at each other through the dust, it was The One Who Leaks Dreams who first opened his mouth.
“I see now… those eyes, that martial art… It was all because of that. You were the ‘outsider’ I felt in my senses earlier.”
“…”
“It doesn’t matter whether you’re the Player or the Producer… but still quite remarkable. To come up with a strategy against me with just that level of power. A marvel in a world without a protagonist.”
“…Judging by how chatty you’ve gotten, I take it you can’t use that explode-on-sight trick anymore?”
“Correct. Fate has sealed my Eye of Death, so that’s only natural. But…”
“…”
“Aside from the Eye, none of my other powers were sealed. And that, too, is Fate’s will. I am still Ayatollah.”
Yeomyeong spat out blood with a sneer in response. Ayatollah slowly stepped out of the crater, speaking as he walked.
“Outsider… Even without the Eye, I still possess divine punishment. And more importantly…”
He raised his hand slowly. Cracks spiderwebbed across nearby buildings, which began to collapse.
“…this is my dream.”
The cracked buildings crumbled and split on their own, following his hand, transforming into sharp spears that pointed straight at Yeomyeong.
“You, and that fake Saintess, will die in this dream.”
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* * *
Watching chunks of buildings fall like that felt like they were in a disaster movie.
Screams of people plummeting, debris and dust scattering through the air, and the violent winds stirred up by the collapsing mass.
Whoooooosh—!!
With the air compressing around him, Yeomyeong turned and bolted down the street.
A long shadow stretched over him, cast above his head through the rising red haze.
The first to crash down on him was Chicago’s tallest building—Trump Tower.
!!!!!
The towering structure struck the ground, unleashing a massive shockwave and a storm of debris.
The trembling earth, wind laced with screams, and fragments lashing at his back—Yeomyeong, barely outside the impact radius, clenched his teeth and leaped into the air.
Because the rain of collapsing buildings had only just begun.
Zzzzzzzzz—
Using telekinesis, Yeomyeong grabbed onto a distant building and yanked himself toward it.
His body, suspended midair by sheer mana, accelerated—then just as he reached the wall, he changed direction with a Flying Kick technique and flew again.
Martial arts and magic, fused at their highest level for a burst of movement. An impressive improvisation, no doubt. However…
“…You’re no better than a monkey in a dream. How long do you think you can run?”
Ayatollah, now floating high in the sky, spoke down. He gazed at Yeomyeong, shimmering with red gaze, then flicked a finger.
It was just a tiny flick of the finger—yet the consequences were colossal.
Rrrrrrrrrumble…
Every building in sight cracked, shattered, uprooted, and began to float.
It was less a dream, more like a nightmare. And the sight of those buildings raining down on a single person—transcended even nightmares.
Yeomyeong, who had been desperately dodging, finally stopped and stared blankly up at the sky.
He didn’t even have time to leave a last word as the shadows of dozens of buildings loomed over his head.
Not even Dzhugashvili’s infinite regeneration could stand against such pure, crushing mass.
Even if—by a one-in-a-billion chance—he survived, being pinned under that weight would make regeneration impossible.
With absolute certainty in his eyes, The One Who Leaks Dreams unleashed the avalanche upon Yeomyeong.
KABOOOOOM—!!!!
A shock that made the whole city scream; dream-Chicago collapsed entirely under the impact.
Ayatollah stood still, gazing down at the catastrophe he had created.
The quake that swept the city became a cloud of dust; screams of dream-civilians turned to stunned sobs—and finally, silence.
“…”
It looked like the perfect time to declare victory—yet The One Who Leaks Dreams’s eyes remained fixed on the pile where Yeomyeong had been buried.
The reason was simple. He hadn’t seen even a flicker of fear in Yeomyeong’s eyes before he was crushed.
With any normal foe, perhaps that would’ve meant nothing. But this was an “Outsider.”
And Outsiders—no matter their kind—always had something hidden up their sleeve.
If it meant leaving no future trouble behind, wasting a bit of time didn’t matter at all…
And indeed, moments later—a pop—a hand burst from the rubble.
Ayatollah reacted instantly. He reached toward the emerging figure and twisted space around him.
Crrrrrrrk!
Not just the hand—entire chunks of rubble twisted unnaturally. Splurt—flesh and blood exploded from the tangled concrete and rebar.
However, Yeomyeong did not die. Even as half his crushed body regenerated, he dragged himself out from the twisted debris.
…How?
Ayatollah’s golden mask tilted slightly as he stared down at him, puzzled.
Dzhugashvili was a technique that enhanced regeneration, not some miracle that brought back the dead.
He wasn’t the Margrave —how could he survive an attack like that?
Had he learned the Margrave’s martial art? No—if he had, he wouldn’t have been running from the buildings.
Which left only one possibility…
“You tampered with the dream.”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer. Instead, with his half-healed hand, he wiped blood and dust from his face.
Ayatollah didn’t seem to expect a reply anyway. With his hands clasped behind his back, he slowly circled Yeomyeong, speaking to himself.
“This dream is mine. Only I can control it as I wish. So how…?”
“…”
“The Eye of Mind? No—Someone so driven by desire could never unlock that.”
Step, step. Each barefoot step on broken concrete was followed by another murmured thought.
“However, it is also true that you recognized the Emptiness of Self and grasped the Emptiness of Form. For someone who has yet to reach the state of Sudden Oblivion (頓忘), the only possible explanation is…”
Ayatollah’s golden mask met Yeomyeong’s golden eyes.
The One Who Leaks Dreams spoke to the man now drawing his sword.
“One Glance, Instant Understanding. The talent to understand anything by seeing it just once. That’s your gift, isn’t it?”
Yeomyeong answered with his sword, now burning with embers. Ayatollah dodged, soaring high into the sky.
“A blast that punishes the earth, the Flying Kick technique of the peninsula, the red Dzhugashvili… All those miscellaneous martial arts resulted from One Glance, Instant Understanding.”
“…”
Ayatollah chuckled. It was as if he had peeled off Yeomyeong’s veil and pierced through what lay beneath.
“One Glance, Instant Understanding and Regeneration ability… what a formidable combination. Enough to delude you into thinking you’re invincible.”
Floating where the sword couldn’t reach, Ayatollah flicked his fingers at Yeomyeong.
Snap! With the click of thumb and forefinger, a colorless, silent wave burst from the rubble.
“But just because you saw it at a glance and understood, do you think you can follow its depth? Look at you—struggling to even speak while trying to manipulate the dream.”
The moment he finished speaking, a swarm of rebar shot up from beneath Yeomyeong’s feet.
Screeech!
Yeomyeong instinctively used his Flying Kick technique to dodge, but the hundreds—thousands—of rebars filling the sky pursued him like living tendrils.
Less than a minute later, they skewered him like a spit—calves, knees, gut, heart, even the back of his skull.
Injuries that even Dzhugashvili shouldn’t be able to withstand. And yet, Yeomyeong did not die. He simply continued to glare at The One Who Leaks Dreams.
“And all you do with your control over dreams is… boost regeneration?”
Whatever mocking words Ayatollah might’ve thrown, Yeomyeong didn’t care. He never looked away.
Those golden eyes—locked onto something—hunting. Ayatollah, narrowing his gaze, aimed more rebar at Yeomyeong’s face.
“Are you waiting for your allies? It’s pointless. Even one of the Big Three wouldn’t—wait, what?”
Suddenly, a shadow fell over Ayatollah. He looked up—and saw something that should not have been in the sky.
A cruise ship that Yeomyeong obtained at Navy Pier.
Before The One Who Leaks Dreams could react, the ship came crashing down on both of them.
KABOOMMM!!!
The ship crumpled as it slammed into the rubble with a thunderous boom.
Dust and debris erupted in a massive explosion—but Ayatollah stood unharmed. He had manipulated the dream at the last second, nullifying the impact. Rising to his feet, he looked for Yeomyeong.
Where are you…? Where are you hiding?
The question didn’t linger long. Not even ten seconds after he utilized his mana, Yeomyeong burst out from the dust.
“Is close combat all you know?”
Ayatollah raised a hand and clenched his fist toward Yeomyeong. Crack! Space twisted, and Yeomyeong’s charging leg crumpled. He tumbled to the ground.
However, the state of Yeomyeong, who had been rolling on the ground, seemed a bit strange. The one who had rolled on the ground frowned deeply and then spoke in a deep, womanly voice.
[Damn it, next time, make the old man do this kind of crap!]
Only then did Ayatollah realize—this was a female Death Knight under illusion magic. The real Yeomyeong was already closing in on his blind spot.
“That cheap trick—!”
As Ayatollah turned his back, Yeomyeong had already closed the distance and was leaping towards him.
Thud! Ayatollah’s punch smashed into Yeomyeong’s cheekbone—but at the same time, Yeomyeong tackled him full force.
Tackling now? Why—
The One Who Leaks Dreams’ question barely formed—its answer was right beneath them.
On the ground where he fell, following Yeomyeong, there was a crack that resembled a shattered TV screen.
“Fool…”
The gap between dreams—a rift that linked one to another.
Crack, crack— With the sound of breaking dreams, Yeomyeong and Ayatollah fell through to another dream.
* * *
They were falling.
Yeomyeong, clutching Ayatollah, desperately tried to control the dream, but there was little he could do.
Instead of attacking by manipulating the dream, he could only create cracks between dreams, causing them to fall endlessly.
After passing through a dream with a sparkling white sand beach and the sea, he entered a strange dream filled with beds.
Passing that, he entered a dream overflowing with jewels and money, and then another where someone became a hero in a battlefield.
However, the dreams didn’t stop there. A dream of reuniting with his divorced mother, a dream where a sick husband miraculously recovered.
The dream of a commie cheerfully cutting off arms to share with comrades, the dream of an American soldier landing a punch on a superior who ordered a massacre, the dream of a dwarf clinking beer glasses with his father, the dream of a girl introducing her lover to her older sister, and then…
The Holy City in a trance.
The fall continued until the two of them landed on a pure white temple, symbolizing Ulthvatish.
* * *
Cough.
Perhaps it was the price of meddling with the dream, but after crashing into the ground, Yeomyeong coughed up blood.
Ayatollah grabbed Yeomyeong by the back of the head and hurled him across the temple.
Crash!
Yeomyeong crashed into an old lodging building after flying for some distance, tumbling across the ground. He wanted to rise but his limbs trembled uncontrollably.
Was it a lack of regeneration? No, it wasn’t Dzhugashvili’s fault. This was aftereffect.
The aftermath of recklessly opening the gap between dreams and jumping across several of them.
Yeomyeong struggled to rise. He gritted his teeth, attempting to gather strength in his back, but his body wouldn’t respond.
How long had he been struggling like that? Each second felt like a year. Just then, someone grabbed his shoulder.
“Are you all right?”
As Yeomyeong leaned on her to get up, he suddenly looked up in shock. The voice helping him was far too familiar.
“…Saintess? What are you doing here?”
The Saintess smiled warmly and replied.
“Well, this is the Saintess’ quarters, after all.”
“…”
What is this? She’s not the former Saintess he pulled from the Holy Relics Keeper’s dream… a different person?
Yeomyeong couldn’t hide his confusion. Perhaps misunderstanding his expression, the former Saintess spoke apologetically.
“Ah, are you one of the new holy knights? I’m sorry—I’m terrible with faces.”
“…”
“More importantly, why did you come crashing through the window?”
At that, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered Ayatollah and turned his head. Floating high in the sky, Ayatollah had both hands raised, twisting the sky itself.
“The One Who Leaks Dreams…?”
As the Saintess muttered absentmindedly, watching the warped heavens, the entire Holy City below began to twist.
Crrrrrk—!!!
The temple twisted. Roads outside the window, the Garden, the barracks, the library, the courthouse of the Five Gods—everything was distorting.
Then came Ayatollah’s voice, thundering through the warped air.
“Outsider! I’ll crush you along with this disgusting Holy City inside the dream! Let’s see if you can survive this!”
No one had to explain. Yeomyeong knew: if he got caught in that twisting nightmare, he would surely die.
He tried to open a dream rift and escape, but the distorted space wouldn’t allow any rifts to open.
Only one choice remained: kill Ayatollah before the distortion consumed him.
As he came to that conclusion, Yeomyeong looked up at Ayatollah. Despite all the fighting, the mana radiating from him hadn’t changed much.
“Well, I’ve lived long enough to see this, I suppose… Who knew I’d witness the Holy City fall to the Church of the Apocalypse in my lifetime.”
The Saintess’ voice broke his train of thought. She supported him as he struggled to stay upright, continuing gently.
“You get thrown away after fighting that… thing, weren’t you?”
“…Yes.”
She glanced between him and Ayatollah, who loomed outside the temple.
“Alone? Where are the other holy knights?”
“Well, things… sort of turned out this way.”
Unable to tell her that it was all a dream, Yeomyeong gave a vague answer. The former Saintess chuckled softly.
“Sort of…? Well, isn’t that how everything in life works? Born by accident, live by accident.”
“…”
While Yeomyeong’s body slowly recovered, the distortion around Ayatollah only grew stronger. Chairs bent, walls warped, and screams echoed from outside.
“If we don’t stop that thing, I’m going to die too, huh? Is there any way to beat it?”
“…I’ve tried everything I can. Except for one thing.”
“If you’ve still got a final move, the game’s not over yet. What is it?”
“…A nuke.”
Yeomyeong answered, recalling the nuclear bomb resting in his inventory, armed and ready. A single blast strong enough to wipe out the imperial capital.
Even Ayatollah would be vaporized. The only problem…
“You’d die too, wouldn’t you?”
“…”
“Guess I’ll be dying along with everyone in the Holy City too. Well, better to die with the enemy than alone, right?”
While Yeomyeong lowered his head, unable to respond, a roar and pounding footsteps echoed from beyond the temple.
- O Blades of the Five Gods! Protect the Holy City!
The sound of the Holy Knights inside the dream rushing in to stop Ayatollah. But to the ruler of the dream, they were little more than a swarm of bugs.
“Pathetic pests…!”
After saying that, with a flick of his hand, dozens of knights were swept away. But more poured in—thousands of them. Ayatollah had no choice but to halt his ritual and focus on the Holy Knights.
He wasted time on that? Was he weak against holy knights even in dreams? Or maybe, like Yeomyeong, he too was suffering some aftereffect? Either way…
“…Looks like we’ve got a moment. Since fate brought us together, shall we talk?”
Watching the chaos unfold outside, the Saintess spoke with a light tone, as if none of it concerned her. Yeomyeong stared at her for a moment, then nodded slowly.
“…It’d be an honor if you could hear my last words, Saintess.”
“Oh come on, last words? You’re not dead yet.”
Smiling, she pulled a small box from between sacred texts on a bookshelf and handed it to Yeomyeong. A box of candy and cookies.
“Here, have a snack. Might give you a bit of strength.”
Yeomyeong looked baffled, but said nothing and bit into a cookie. It was bittersweet, filled with dried fruits.
All the while, the former Saintess watched him quietly, a soft joy in her tilted gaze.
Between the screams outside and the warmth in her eyes, Yeomyeong finally spoke.
“Uh, Saintess… if you survive, what do you want to do?”
“What do I want to do? Plenty. Let’s see… Make up for mistakes in my youth, see my child again, shoot some Earthians for old time’s sake…”
“…Your child?”
“You’re not going to question the part about shooting Earthians?”
“…”
“Pfft! I’m joking. I’m too old to have much left I want to do. That’s why—you tell me what you want.”
Yeomyeong paused, hesitated, then closed the snack box and answered.
“…I want to win.”
Hearing his answer, the Saintess reached out and gently placed her hand on the back of his.
“How have you won up until now?”
“…Always with skills that weren’t mine. And when the enemy was too strong… I borrowed strength from allies.”
She smiled gently.
“Talent and teamwork. You sounds just like the Hero, aren’t you?”
“…”
“But you’re not the Hero… and now you have neither. No allies, and stolen skills aren’t enough to beat Ayatollah. Right?”
As soon as Yeomyeong nodded, she offered her conclusion without hesitation.
“Then you’ll just have to win. Alone, and with a power that’s truly yours.”
“…?”
Before he could ask how that was supposed to be possible, she cut him off.
“If you can’t… you’ll just die here. Simple as that.”
“…”
A short, stunned silence. The Saintess stroked the back of his hand gently, then seemed to recall something..
“Oh, right. There’s something I learned from Demerond. Maybe it can help after all.”
“…What?”
“Summing up your life in a single sentence.”
Yeomyeong couldn’t ask what that meant—or how she knew it.
Because it was none other than his mouth from which the Saintess’ voice flowed.
“In the most extreme moments… what comes to mind is the truth. When you almost died just now—what did you think of?”
Desire.
“A little more specific.”
Revenge. The people I love.
“You want everything—do everything, have everything. But too much desire only leads to ruin. Like a flame that doesn’t realize it’s killing itself.”
…I am not a flame.
“Is that something the one who dragged the Saint into his revenge should say?”
…
“Dooming each other together isn’t love—it’s tragedy. That’s why Romeo and Juliet is a tragedy. Ah, so it is desire, then?”
I…
“How about letting go of your desires? Know your limits. Only reach for what you can grasp. Isn’t that the perfect life summary?”
I…
Yeomyeong spoke through the former Saintess’ mouth.
“If I knew my limits, I would’ve run away with Seti. Forget revenge and hate, and quietly vanished. But I refused that.”
Why?
“Because I’ve seen others’ dreams. I’d rather live and die by my desires than live with regrets.”
Coming to such a realization through witnessing someone else’s dreams? You’re a wicked one, huh.
“Yes. I am a greedy, wicked man. That’s why I am not fire—I am death. One day, I’ll devour everything. Death loves us all, after all. One day, we all become its bride. And I… I am the groom waiting at the altar.”
It’s such a poetic way to say it. But kind of long, don’t you think?
“I’ll have everything I want. That’s my one-sentence life.”
Can you bear it?
“It’ll be easier to bear than the True Intention like ‘The World Tree is just a tree’.”
Ah, well—can’t argue with that.
“….”
And with that, the conversation ended.
The Saintess let go of his hand and smiled, pressing her lips to Yeomyeong’s forehead.
Lips soft with the weight of time and age.세
Yeomyeong closed his eyes as they touched him. And in the very next moment—
He woke from his trance.
* * *
“…”
Ayatollah, who had stopped falling, rose from between the TV screens.
Cough.
Perhaps it was the price of controlling the dream, or maybe just fate—Yeomyeong, still holding on to him, coughed up blood.
Ayatollah grabbed Yeomyeong by the back of his head and hurled him away.
Bam!
Yeomyeong crashed to the floor, colliding with the wall full of TV screens, rolling helplessly.
The One Who Leaks Dreams fiddled with his golden mask as he spoke.
“Stay down. Outsider, you have lost. Your companions will die…”
“Cough.”
“But fear not, and have no regrets. The river, fast or slow, always flows to the sea… Your defeat was inevitable. You were strong, but fate cannot be resisted. Realize the truth and face your end with joy.”
Ayatollah reached out, intending to twist Yeomyeong’s head, destroying his brain.
It would be a conclusion that was full of pain and regret, yet could easily slip into emptiness.
That was the mercy of The One Who Leaks Dreams, and the end of Yeomyeong.
A clenched fist, a twisting space.
Crack—!
With the noise, the space twisted, and Yeomyeong’s head—
Did not twist.
The thing that twisted was the TV screen right next to Yeomyeong’s head, unrecognizable as anyone’s.
“…?”
Ayatollah tilted his head. His divine punishment had missed, even though it was within his power?
Doubt led to suspicion, suspicion led to panic, and panic gave rise to fear.
Ayatollah took a slow step back, and in that moment, Yeomyeong, bruised and battered, rose to his feet.
Golden eyes and the golden mask met. With an unreadable expression, Ayatollah looked at Yeomyeong, who stretched out his hand.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“If it hadn’t been for your dream, I would’ve only realized it after paying a much greater price. Because of what you showed me… I was able to realize who I truly am without any regret.”
“…”
“Like every opponent I’ve faced, you are my teacher. Now, I’ll pay the price for your lessons.”
As he said that, Yeomyeong’s hand, aimed at Ayatollah, turned pitch-black.
“Could it be?”
Just as Ayatollah realized something, Yeomyeong clenched his fist.

 
    

  Chapter 278: At The End Of A Dream, Reality Takes The Stage
Wherever people live, life tends to be pretty much the same—and customer service manuals in the same industry are usually similar too.
『A censored response from the former Saintess when was asked why the doctrines of the Church of Five Gods and Earth’s religions are so similar.』
***
Ayatollah—the Nameless One—not in Earth’s vile tongue, but in the sacred language of the Church of the Apocalypse—refers to one who has forsaken both their given name and surname.
And to those who abandon their names and bloodlines, the Apocalypse granted two powers:
Divine Authority and Divine Punishment.
Spreading the Apocalypse in place of a name—this was Divine Authority. Wielding the Apocalypse with one’s own hands in place of a surname—this was the power known as Divine Punishment.
The one called The One Who Leaks Dreams was granted the nightmare Authority to control dreams and the Divine Punishment of Severance, which distorted space.
Either of those techniques alone would’ve been enough to spread the Apocalypse. Across the long ages, in both Earth and Asha, only a handful of martial or magical arts could rival it—what more needed to be said?
And so—
When Ayatollah saw Yeomyeong’s darkening hand, he assumed the bastard had stolen the Divine Punishment of Severance.
The mere idea that someone could steal the Apocalypse’s Divine Punishment was shocking enough… but the opponent was an outsider.
They were beings bound by fate yet detached from causality. Nothing they did would be surprising. Hadn’t the bastard already stolen the dream Authority and clumsily manipulated dreams?
“…But there are always limits to stolen power.”
At best, the only thing he managed to do was narrowly avoid his Divine Punishment just moments ago. That’s likely his limit.
That was Ayatollah’s rational conclusion—and his next move was equally within reason.
He reached toward Yeomyeong’s clenched, darkened fist with his own hand and activated Divine Punishment of Severance.
As Ayatollah’s bony palm clenched—
Crack!
Yeomyeong’s fist slammed into his mask with such force that Ayatollah lost balance and was sent flying, rolling across the floor.
What? What the hell just—
Ayatollah’s thoughts didn’t get any further. Yeomyeong’s fist had struck his mask again.
!!!
The impact that rang through the mask shook his skull.
His vision darkened as he flew toward the wall, and a piercing ringing filled his ears. What is this? What just hit me?
Thud!
After crashing into a TV, Ayatollah finally came to his senses and scrambled upright. He reached out to manipulate dreams to block the next blow—but flinched and froze mid-motion.
“…?”
Yeomyeong stood exactly where he had first clenched his fist as if he hadn’t taken a single step.
What? An illusion? Or a martial art like the Hundred Steps Divine Fist that strikes across space? Or magic?
No—none of the martial arts or magic he knew could do something like this.
“What… did you just do?”
As the bewildered Ayatollah spoke, Yeomyeong reached out and answered—
“This.”
The moment Yeomyeong clenched his fist again, Ayatollah felt as if the light vanished from the world.
The walls illuminated by the light from the TVs and the blood-streaked floor they’d dirtied were gone.
There was only one thing left in sight—a fist, suddenly enormous… no, rapidly approaching.
Only then did Ayatollah realize—it wasn’t Yeomyeong charging at him, but himself being pulled toward Yeomyeong.
However, that realization came far too late.
CRACK—!
The third punch struck Ayatollah’s chest. His ribs broke, his chest caved in, and his lungs collapsed. The remaining shockwave blasted his body away.
Crashing into another wall, Ayatollah spoke through the blood trickling down from beneath his mask.
“Gravitation…? A pulling force…? I’ve never seen or heard of a technique like that.”
Yeomyeong answered with a cold expression.
“Of course not. I just invented it.”
“You’re telling me you realized such a True Intention in such a short time and even created martial art? There’s no way that’s possible…”
Ayatollah trailed off, then clenched his fist as if something clicked. He scanned Yeomyeong up and down like a beast sizing up prey.
“…It was possible because this is a dream.”
Yeomyeong didn’t deny it. Ayatollah continued, voice sharp and aggressive.
“But even in a dream, there’s no way you can just create a martial art of that level… Martial arts aren’t perfected without real com—”
Ayatollah faltered mid-sentence. The conclusion was all too clear.
“You’re using me—and my dream—as fuel to refine that martial art…?”
“Quite a quick-witted, huh?”
It was a flat reply. The One Who Leaks Dreams let out a short, incredulous laugh.
“Have you gone mad from being punched too much? You people came here in this dream to stop me and the Corruption Stone. Time is on my side. While you’re busy clinging to that little martial art, the corruption will complete its spread…”
“That won’t happen.”
“…?”
“I’ll use you to perfect my martial art and stop the Corruption Stone.”
The words weren’t just arrogant—they bordered on madness. Yet Yeomyeong smiled, black energy creeping over his hand once more.
“Wanna bet? Let’s stake our lives on it.”
“….”
Ayatollah didn’t reply. Instead, he silently placed his hand over his mask.
Then, the mask—untouched no matter what had been done to it—began to twitch on its own, and suddenly shkkk—it expanded, swallowing his entire head.
What once only covered his face was now a helmet guarding his whole skull.
No, with blood pouring from every hole in the helmet, it looked as if the mask had completely replaced his head.
“I meant to use this against Browning… but fine. I’ll join you in your little bet.”
With a voice no longer resembling that of a human, he chanted a spell into his own body.
“I offer it.”
In response, the golden mask let out a piercing scream.
KYAAAAAAAHHH!!
A duet of the Church of the Apocalypse’s holy relic and its high priest.
As hideously twisted mana flowed, all kinds of spells began layering onto Ayatollah’s body.
Enhanced strength, boosted agility, steel skin, and… a nightmarish form.
Soon, arms, legs, and even tentacles began sprouting from various parts of Ayatollah’s body.
His bones stretched, his flesh swelled—it was an embodiment of a living nightmare. However, Yeomyeong stood with hands behind his back, simply watching the transformation.
Whatever Ayatollah did, Yeomyeong had no intention of stopping him. In fact, he welcomed it.
Opportunities like this didn’t come often.
A one-on-one duel, inside a dream, against a foe this powerful—there could be no better crucible for perfecting the martial art he created through his True Intention just now.
So he staked even the timing of the Corruption Stone’s outbreak on this.
If Browning or the others trying to stop the Corruption Stone saw this, they’d probably call him insane… but so what?
He was no Mencius, and he had no intention of becoming one.
Yeomyeong would not choose between a fish and a bear’s paw. If both righteousness and life were what he desired, then he would take both.
Even if reality stood in his way, he would live like that.
***
…Just as Yeomyeong’s brief resolution ended—
“- - - - -!!!!!!”
A roar, incomprehensible in sound, marked the end of The One Who Leaks Dreams’s transformation.
A split torso, six legs, eight arms, and tentacles and eyes embedded across his body.
The only trace of humanity left in the grotesque figure was the golden mask lodged between his two torsos.
Yeomyeong unclasped his hands behind his back and spoke as he stared intently at the golden mask.
“Shall we begin?”
[It’s already begun.]
The moment Ayatollah said that, monstrous replicas of him began emerging from every TV screen within Yeomyeong’s sight.
So, it began with numbers, huh.
Without taking a single step, Yeomyeong raised his empty hand. No sword, no Volcanic Tempest, no magic.
He used only one thing—his martial art, which was still so new that it had no name.
Thought led to True Intention, True Intention led to mana, and mana led to stirring the dream.
Saaah—
With a sound only Yeomyeong could hear, his hand turned black, and the mana resonated with hundreds—thousands—of ripples.
It resembled the Surging Wave technique, but it was no wave.
What formed from the ripples was a single, tiny hole.
Holding that hole in his palm, Yeomyeong calmly clenched his fist toward the oncoming monsters.
He needed not move his hand any further, nor take a step.
The charging monsters were pulled toward Yeomyeong’s fist. Colliding, clashing, writhing in mid-air—they compressed into each other.
Bones cracked, flesh squashed, and screams burst forth.
- KYAAAAAAAH!!!
By the time they reached Yeomyeong, nothing remained but formless lumps of meat.
The original body behind the golden mask waited for an opening, but Yeomyeong paid him no mind. The once-slumbering True Intention was instigating him.
His talent, his resolve, his desire—all three flowed together through his veins. It was like a drug, stimulating his mind.
More. More. More!
In this dream where reality’s limits no longer applied, Yeomyeong clenched his fist. Instantly, everything he desired was pulled toward him.
The nightmare monsters, as they were dragged in, trampled, crushed, and suffocated one another—dying helplessly in the process.
Only the golden-masked main body resisted the pull.
Watching his clones die in silence, he muttered in a voice as if he had just seen something disgusting.
[I think I know what your intent is.]
“Really?”
[You’ve accepted an intent you cannot endure… Just like Demerond.]
Before Yeomyeong could reply, the golden mask man kicked off the ground and charged. Unlike his trashy clones, he wasn’t crushed or broken.
Instead, he trampled over the others, using Yeomyeong’s own gravitational pull to accelerate even faster—
SPLURT!
With a sweep of three arms, Ayatollah severed Yeomyeong’s right wrist.
Blood and a severed fist rose into the air, and Yeomyeong’s martial art came to a halt.
Ayatollah had realized that Yeomyeong could only manifest his technique with his right hand—and struck accordingly.
Slipping through the opening created by that momentary stop, Ayatollah lashed out with his arms, legs, and tentacles in a relentless barrage. Some of the tentacles even fired spells at Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong had no real counterattack; all he could do was evade. He wasn’t using Dzhugashvili, so his regeneration was slow. And since he hadn’t activated the Flying Kick technique, his injuries kept piling up.
To anyone watching, it would seem he was being overwhelmed… but the smile never left Yeomyeong’s face.
[What’s so funny?]
Ayatollah asked, unsettled by that ominous grin. Dodging beams from the tentacles, Yeomyeong answered.
“Do you really think I can only pull things in with my right hand?”
[…]
“You think I’m just pulling bodies? What about everything else?”
Only then did Ayatollah sense that something was wrong. How could Yeomyeong withstand his attack, even without utilizing his martial arts?
The answer came quickly.
The sensation of the mana within his body dwindling in real time—that was the problem.
That would be natural in reality—but this was a dream. Why was the infinite mana of a dream beginning to diminish?
[Don’t tell me you’re pulling in mana—]
Before Ayatollah could even finish the thought, Yeomyeong burst out laughing. A laugh unlike any he’d shown before.
And at the end of that laughter, Yeomyeong clenched his left fist.
[Impossible! Even if you are an outsider, you couldn’t possibly wield that kind of—]
In the next instant, Ayatollah’s body was dragged violently toward Yeomyeong’s left fist.
His punch struck dead center in Ayatollah’s chest—right into the golden mask.
!!!
The force far exceeded that of any of Yeomyeong’s previous blows.
At the same moment the flesh of The One Who Leaks Dreams was crushed, a sharp crack split the center of the mask—a fracture on what had until now remained utterly unscathed.

 
    

  Chapter 279: At The End Of A Dream, Reality Takes The Stage (2)
* * *
Hurled to the ground, Ayatollah didn’t even think to stand up. Instead, he just caressed his mask.
He groped at it with countless arms and tentacles, but the crack remained. Truly—one punch had damaged a Holy Relic of the Church of the Apocalypse.
[…]
This reality—no, this dream was too impossible to believe. Ayatollah stared at Yeomyeong, speechless.
Who knew how much mana he had stolen? Twisted mana pulsed wildly in Yeomyeong’s gut, as though he held a dragon heart.
A silence tinged with shock.
Only after a fragment of gold fell from the cracked mask to the ground did Ayatollah finally mutter.
[How… how is this possible? This is my dream.]
“Guess it’s a nightmare, then. Nightmares are still dreams, right?”
[…]
“Also, stop talking like some third-rate villain all the time. You have to speak with dignity, like earlier—only then does it feel worth fighting you.”
Yeomyeong raised his somehow newly regenerated hand and pressed down the corners of his lips with his thumb.
Maybe it was that subtle smile—but Ayatollah’s mind grew ice cold.
[Outsider… you’re already assuming you’ve won, huh? Aren’t you afraid of the cost to come? All power comes at a price. And the greater the power, the greater the price.]
“A price… Yeah, I know all about that.”
Yeomyeong deliberately activated Dzhugashvili as he answered—a martial art from the Cold War era, one that intoxicated countless superhumans with a poison called “Killing Aura”.
But for Yeomyeong who had already devoured that poison in reverse, the red haze—no the dark red haze like dried blood began to shimmer around him.
It was proof that Yeomyeong had unleashed Dzhugashvili with his own True Intention—and evidence that he had broken through the wall.
Ayatollah groaned, thinking of a certain big-eared commie.
[We’re only five chapters in… and yet…]
“Still only chapter five? Man, this plot moves so slow.”
[…]
Ayatollah didn’t respond. Instead—or perhaps this was his response—new arms began sprouting from his already split body, one by one.
Dozens of them. Combined with the ones he already had, nearly thirty arms emerged, turning Ayatollah into something beyond a nightmare.
And then, he moved all of those arms at once—palms open, all aimed at Yeomyeong.
Yeomyeong also raised his hand slowly, facing the One Who Leaks Dreams. Ayatollah, despite having no mouth, swallowed nervously—in spirit.
It was because not a single trace of emotion could be read in those golden eyes. Just like when he had faced the Fifth Ayatollah.
Shaking off the creeping unease, the One Who Leaks Dreams spoke with force.
[Even if you are from the outside… you cannot escape what is fated.]
“Maybe you’re right. But… not today.”
And with that as the signal, both Yeomyeong and Ayatollah clenched their fists at the same time.
The space between them twisted, and a desire that pulled in even the distortion itself, a TV screen losing its color—shhhk, shhhk, shhhk.
[Are you trying to wash away thirty divine punishments with a single arm?!]
He was recalling how Yeomyeong had redirected the path of the first divine punishment—
And just as the space between them began to warp entirely, Yeomyeong launched himself forward.
He’s charging at a divine authority?
Just as the question formed in Ayatollah’s mind, Yeomyeong gave his answer.
Instead of releasing the Divine Punishment of Severance, he raised his right arm and drew all the power into a single point.
Kkaggeugeugak!!!까
Dozens of divine punishment layered on top of each other, distorting space—and twisting Yeomyeong’s right arm and upper body.
Yet, even as blood and organs spilled out, his legs and left hand remained intact. Closing the distance, Yeomyeong raised his leg high—
!
—and slammed it down onto Ayatollah’s body.
The Quake Stomp from the Flying Kick technique. Yeomyeong’s heel shattered arms and tentacles alike, striking precisely the golden mask hidden among flesh.
Crack! Crack! The faint cracks—once only a few lines—spread across the entire mask.
And in that instant, the floor supporting the Ayatollah shattered like a glass window.
It was the sound of a dream breaking—and with no dream left to support them, the two began to fall.
The space that had been filled with TV screens turned to total darkness. Only Yeomyeong and Ayatollah moved within it, hurling deadly strikes at one another.
Divine punishment clashed with martial arts. Arms and tentacles tore away, bodies, losing their function, died and regenerated, repeating the vicious cycle.
The One Who Leaks Dreams was horrified by what he saw in Yeomyeong—and in himself. No one at Yeomyeong’s age had ever reached this level. Not that arrogant Margrave, not the Fifth Ayatollah, not America’s Alpha One or the Last Emissary.
Horror turned into rage, and rage into violence.
Inside the pitch-black nightmare, Ayatollah unleashed divine punishment without rest, swinging his arms in savage fury. Each strike was lethal, nightmarish in itself.
But it wasn’t enough.
The power he borrowed from divine authority and corruption stone couldn’t counter Yeomyeong’s gravitational martial arts—nor did it outpace the regenerative power of Dzhugashvili.
The man in front of him wasn’t even Demerond or Stalin.
No—if it had been one of those monsters, perhaps he’d have had a chance. They wouldn’t have stolen the authority of his dream to expand their own limits like Yeomyeong did.
[Incompatibility.]
He spoke the word aloud, but even Ayatollah didn’t believe it. This was something far beyond that. Something more primal. More cruel. Yes, this was…
[…fate.]
From the moment he said it, Ayatollah stopped defending. The tentacles that had guarded his golden mask, even the divine punishments he had spared for defense—all of it was poured toward Yeomyeong.
A suicidal attack, devoid of any intent to win.
Facing it, Yeomyeong pulled a sword from his inventory and swung. It was not the sound of blade against flesh, but mana against mana that rang through the dark.
[Why! Why won’t you die! Even this isn’t enough? Are you truly my nightmare?!]
In the mind of The One Who Leaks Dreams, there was no longer any thought of defeating Yeomyeong or carrying out the plans of the Corruption Stone. Like a child trying to escape a nightmare, he lashed out at Yeomyeong in a frenzy.
But at some point, the winner and loser became clear. Unlike Yeomyeong, who was pulling him in and tearing him apart with increasing precision, Ayatollah’s body and mask were already half-destroyed.
He had lost. Ayatollah knew it by the pain. There had been a chance—but in the end, fate hadn’t chosen him.
And yet…
[I will not give you victory.]
If Yeomyeong survived this, he would forever be a thorn in the Church’s side. Unlikely as it was, he might even become a monster that devours the protagonist himself.
For the sake of fate—and the apocalypse that lies at its edge—he had to die here. If that awful True Intention and talent were unleashed into the scenario, no one could predict what would change.
No—maybe the fact he had reached this point so quickly was already a result of Yeomyeong distorting fate…
With that thought, Ayatollah stopped thinking. Regardless of the correct answer, Yeomyeong had to die.
[O Apocalypse—]
The One Who Leaks Dreams called to his master. As if on cue, pain surged from the half-shattered golden mask.
A sign that even those who did not exist here were watching this fight.
At the moment Yeomyeong, who had been slashing him down again and again, sensed something was off, Ayatollah spoke the words they had all been waiting for.
[I offer my all. I beseech you—deliver final fate upon my enemy.]
* * *
Whether it was a prayer or a curse, the moment the words ended, Yeomyeong instinctively realized this was Ayatollah’s final move.
What’s coming?
He stopped the martial arts he used to pummel Ayatollah. No, it couldn’t end in something so empty. His martial arts still had far to go.
He needed a stronger trial—a hardship that would send him higher.
With a mix of anticipation and fear, Yeomyeong looked down at Ayatollah’s writhing body.
Would he grow colossal? Or maybe erupt tentacles like a KGB agent who had devoured a Holy Relic?
Unfortunately, it was neither.
Fssh— Ayatollah’s golden mask and body disintegrated like dust swept away by the wind.
What the…? Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion and disappointment—
[- - - - -]
With incomprehensible sound, the dream within the darkness tore apart—and something “descended”.
Yeomyeong, mid-fall, corrected his posture and stared into the torn space.
After blinking a few times, he saw it—a massive eye, glowing darker than darkness itself. Larger than the buildings of Chicago, the eye watched Yeomyeong for a moment… then blinked.
After blinking a few times, he saw it—an enormous eye, darker than darkness itself, glowing black. Bigger than the buildings of Chicago. The eye watched Yeomyeong briefly, then blinked.
In the next moment, Yeomyeong’s lower half exploded.
The very same technique Ayatollah had first used—the one that could make things explode just by looking at them.
The difference? There was no escaping this eye’s gaze.
[- - - ??]
Seeing that Yeomyeong hadn’t died, the black eye narrowed and muttered something—probably something along the lines of “Why aren’t you dead?”
[- - – –.]
Its voice alone would have made any ordinary human tremble in terror. But to Yeomyeong, who had grown used to Mignium, the voice sounded almost like a song.
“You have a nice voice. No idea what you’re saying, though.”
As his shattered body regenerated, Yeomyeong replied lightly. He wasn’t afraid the thing would blow his head off at any moment.
It was because the black eye seemed intrigued by something—just long enough. For Yeomyeong, that brief gap was all he needed.
Rip—
The moment his arm regenerated, Yeomyeong tore open a rift to another dream. The black eye blinked too late—by the time it reacted, Yeomyeong had already thrown himself through the gap.
* * *
Thud—
Yeomyeong landed in a flickering, dimly lit underground bunker. It was such a terrifying place with blood stains covering the walls beneath the swaying lights.
But what greeted Yeomyeong there were far from terrifying beings.
“What the hell, man?”
It was Mara, swearing out of nowhere, and behind her, the Holy Relics Keeper facing off against twelve men and women.
“Yeomyeong? Did you run away to this place? Or… don’t tell me you killed the guy on your own?”
Mara asked while watching Yeomyeong regenerate his legs. Yeomyeong stood up and answered.
“Both.”
“Both…?”
Mara’s eyes asked for an explanation, but there was no time for one. Instead, Yeomyeong shot the question back at her.
Mara shrugged, looking past the Holy Relics Keeper at the twelve men and women.
“Sorry, I haven’t even met Browning yet. Poison Flower this bastard refuses to wake up, claiming this is reality, even though it’s clearly a dream…”
“No, that’s fine. You did good.”
“Good?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer. He didn’t ask which one among the twelve was Poison Flower, either.
Instead, he pulled out the communist Holy Relic from his inventory and shouted to the group beyond the hallway.
“Hey! Commies! Who’s your leader?”
“…”
As soon as all twelve pairs of eyes turned toward him, Yeomyeong raised the Holy Relic high and shook it, yelling,
“I’m Vladimir from Moscow! Send your leader forward!”
At the word Moscow, the twelve flinched and trembled, but none stepped forward.
It wasn’t until Yeomyeong unleashed Dzhugashvili’s Killing Aura that a burly man stepped forward.
“Dzhugashvili?”
Though his voice was different, the man—likely Poison Flower—spoke. Yeomyeong felt the dream tremble and responded quickly.
“Yeah, Dzhugashvili. Are all twelve of you Dzhugashvilis, too?”
The moment he asked, red heat haze rose from all twelve bodies—each one a perfected Dzhugashvili.
Even if it was just a dream, the thick, suffocating killing intent filling the hallway felt beyond belief.
“In reality, not a single one of you mastered the technique and just kept killing each other… what the hell are you doing?”
Mara muttered something, but Yeomyeong ignored her. He grabbed Mara’s hand and approached the twelve. The Holy Relics Keeper stepped aside to give them way, and Poison Flower spoke.
“Now you have come to save us? After selling us out to that damn dwarf, and now you show up the moment we mastered it—to save us… this is what you call saving?”
“No. I’m sorry, but I didn’t come here to save you.”
“Then what?”
“Because I need your help.”
“…?”
“From this moment on, if you want to live—release as much Killing Aura as you can.”
“What do you mea—”
Poison Flower couldn’t finish his sentence. The hallway ceiling crashed down above them.
If this were reality, dirt and concrete from the bunker ceiling would’ve been falling, but above, nothing dropped.
There was only darkness, darker than even the shadows, and a pair of black eyes that glowed.
“That’s… Oh, shit, was this what you meant by ‘both’?”
Mara, terrified, tried to pull away from Yeomyeong’s grip, but Yeomyeong held onto her tighter. With his other hand, he opened his inventory and pulled out a blue dagger.
The blue dagger, its blade inscribed with tightly packed letters, shimmered.
It was the Comet Sword’s Arcane Relic given to him by the Holy Sword in Incheon. The Relic began to tremble violently as soon as it was in Yeomyeong’s hand.
- You bastard! You promised you’d return it to Freya Cahn! Do you know how long it’s been?! If I stay with you, I...
The voice of the comet, which had been echoing in Yeomyeong’s ear after a long while, was suddenly cut off when he aimed the dagger at the black eyes.
- An ancient one? Oh my god... Why are you with that thing...
“I’ll keep my promise, but I need some help right now.”
- What?
In the midst of the Comet Sword’s confusion, Yeomyeong used an unnamed martial art.
“Huh?!”
The first thing to happen was mana being sucked from Mara’s hand, which he had gripped.
Then, the Killing Aura from the twelve Dzhugashvili filled the hallway, and that, too, was absorbed into Yeomyeong’s body. All the mana within him, including the twisted mana slumbering in his dragon’s heart, was drawn into his hand holding the dagger.
And all that immense power was converted into the comet’s light.
Flash!
The light burst forth, only to be sucked back into the darkness.
-　Ah.
Even the comet within the Arcane Relic let out an exclamation of awe as the blackened comet’s light extended into a long blade above the Relic.
“Thanks for waiting.”
When Yeomyeong, gripping his sword, spoke with a smile, the black eye responded in a tone that could’ve been either admiration or mockery—it was impossible to tell.
[– - — … –?]
There was no further conversation, no more waiting. The moment the black eyes blinked, the comet’s light split the dream.

 
    

  Chapter 280: At The End Of A Dream, Reality Takes The Stage (3)
* * *
Beneath the dark sky of Incheon, the starlight was shattered by the dawn, and the time when night had spent its loneliness passed.
Even the lights of the most glamorous bars began to fade one by one, when the sound of two footsteps echoed quietly.
“My dad and my sister like you. They think you’re a genuine person?”
Seti glanced at Dung Beetle with an expression that seemed to ask, “Do you know?” He walked in sync with her and answered.
“…That’s surprising.”
“Surprising? What do you mean?”
“Well, you see… It’s a bit hard to say this myself, but my situation isn’t great. I’m a janitor, I’m an orphan, I have no money or connections…”
“…Yeah, that’s definitely not something you’d brag about.”
Seti’s delicate eyebrows furrowed, and Dung Beetle shrugged his shoulders.
“But it’s the truth.”
“Oh, really?”
“If I had a daughter like you, I wouldn’t let her date someone like me.”
“Oh, really?”
Seti tried to brush it off as a joke, but when she saw the bitter smile on Dung Beetle’s face, she stopped in her tracks. She pinched Yeomyeong’s cheek and spoke.
“I don’t care about that stuff.”
“Then what do you care about? Looks?”
“What? Are you trying to make me sound like some lookist? You know, sometimes I think, Mr. Dung Beetle, you have way too much confidence in your looks.”
Seti, who had snapped back as if struck at her core, fell silent for a moment—then let out a short laugh and continued speaking.
“And if you were going to care about background, I would’ve rejected you just based on your name.”
“My name? What’s wrong with my name?”
Seti looked at him in disbelief.
“You’re not asking because you don’t know, are you?”
“…It’s a joke.”
“Don’t joke with that expression. I can’t tell whether you’re serious or not.”
She sighed deeply and started walking again.
Although they were heading in the opposite direction of the janitor’s quarters, Dung Beetle didn’t point it out.
How much time had passed? Before long, the two of them had left the alley and arrived at a beach where the horizon was visible.
It was a place completely opposite from the back alley where their accommodation was.
“…This wasn’t the right way.”
Seti blinked in realization, finally realizing she had taken the wrong path. The sea breeze gently brushed her black hair.
Her hair fluttered, and there was an odd silence.
Before the silence could stretch any longer, Seti let out a snort and asked.
“Why didn’t you tell me we were on the wrong path?”
With nothing to say, she used the tactic of being blatantly shameless. Dung Beetle let out a small laugh.
“Well, I thought you brought me here for some other reason.”
“Reason? What reason?”
Instead of answering, Dung Beetle sat on a bench looking at the sea, wiping off the dew from the adjacent seat.
Then, he wore a subtle expression. Seti was about to shoot back a retort but instead sat next to him with a little huff.
The distant, cloud-covered sea was slowly turning red, yet the sun still hadn’t appeared.
It was a scenery that could make even a person with little sensitivity fall into deep thought, and Seti, who prided herself on having above-average sensitivity, quickly found herself in a strange mood.
“Hey, Dung Beetle.”
“Yeah?”
“You don’t regret dating me, do you?”
“…Why out of sudden?”
As Dung Beetle frowned, Seti mumbled and added.
“Well… thinking back, there were a lot of people following you around besides me. That girl from church, and that… the one with the big ears…”
“Hmm?”
“Now that I think about it… I was the one who started this relationship unilaterally, and my parents aren’t exactly great people…”
“You also have a lot of sisters.”
“If they start wagging their tails, tell me immediately.”
Seti said sternly when her younger siblings were mentioned. Dung Beetle let out a chuckle. Then, he raised one hand and gently pulled her shoulder toward him as he spoke.
“I don’t regret it. In fact, it would be weird if I did. Go ask a hundred random people, and if I say I regret it, every single one of them would point their finger at me.”
“…”
“So much so that even my Foreman and hyungs still can’t believe I’m dating you.”
Seti, embarrassed, stared at the sea. The dawn reflected in her blue eyes, shimmering.
Dung Beetle turned his head and looked in the same direction as Seti. A warm breeze was blowing from behind the clouds that had crossed the horizon.
“And most importantly, I was the one who asked you out first. I took your hand, and I kissed you first… So if there’s anything to regret, it’s mine to carry.”
His voice was serious, and the words were full of sincerity.
It was supposed to be a reassuring remark, but Seti made a subtle expression.
“Well… according to the law, not really…?”
“…”
“Laws vary in terms of responsibility, but we didn’t exactly sign a contract, and more importantly, I’m still underage, so actually… ouch!”
Thwack! Dung Beetle, without realizing it, flicked Seti’s forehead. Seti grabbed her now-red forehead and stuck out her lips.
“…Can’t you even joke?”
“Nope.”
Dung Beetle answered flatly, and Seti burst into laughter. The sensitivity that had followed the morning gradually disappeared, replaced by joy.
“Well then… should we head back?”
Seti stood up, feeling light-hearted. No, rather, she was about to stand up.
But at that moment, Dung Beetle’s words stopped her in her tracks.
“Let’s wait for the sunrise.”
Turning her head, Seti saw that, just as he had said, the sun was beginning to rise from behind the clouds.
The clouds floating in the sky partially blocked the sunlight, but they couldn’t stop the morning from coming.
The sunlight slowly began to paint the sky, and for a brief moment, even the sea seemed to absorb the light. The once-cool breeze now gently brushed their cheeks with warmth.
“It’s getting late. If we keep this up, I’ll get scolded by my sister.”
“Put the blame on me.”
“Ugh, if I do that, she’ll scold me even more.”
Even as she said this, Seti couldn’t tear her eyes away from the view of the night disappearing beyond the horizon. Dung Beetle was the same.
A warm silence stretched between them. After a moment, Dung Beetle quietly reached out and took her hand.
His rough but warm hand, the soft sunlight, the family at home who must have been worried… Seti thought this was the perfect morning.
Until the moment she saw the starlight slicing through the sea.
Flash—!
Without any warning, a brilliant white light suddenly split the sky in half.
The light that suddenly filled the sky left behind a long tail like a comet, and the sky it connected to cracked as if a TV screen had shattered.
It was a scene that could never be seen in reality. Because of that, Seti realized that this place was not reality.
“…Ah.”
The realization was as cold as a dagger. Startled, she jumped up from the bench and turned to face Dung Beetle, still holding her hand.
Dung Beetle—no, the ‘thing’ wearing his face—was glaring at Seti with a cold expression.
“I can’t understand. How did you realize it so quickly?”
An unfamiliar voice slipped from Dung Beetle’s lips. Whether Seti pulled her hand away or not, it kept muttering.
“This is a dream made especially for you. The harsh fate surrounding you, your family, even your lover, all created to your liking in this world…”
“…”
“Clearly, you liked this dream, didn’t you? No matter how the starlight divided the dream… How could you wake up before the one who has a nightmare?”
Only then did Seti realize something. In her hand, she was holding a long hammer.
“…Because of Dung Beetle.”
“Was Dung Beetle in this world not enough?”
Seti shook her head and raised the hammer.
“No, he was enough. It’s just that Dung Beetle in reality is already such a dreamlike person to me… So, there was no need to search for him in the dream.”
“…”
“Oh, but there is something missing.”
“What is it?”
“I like the name ‘Yeomyeong’ more than Dung Beetle.”
The dream couldn’t answer. Before its lips even had a chance to twitch, her hammer—bathed in starlight—ripped through the space itself.
“It’s the name we made together.”
Through the tearing dream, only her final whisper echoed softly.
* * *
On the outskirts of Navapolatsk, Belarus, in Eastern Europe, atop a snow-covered mountain ridge.
At the cave disguised as an ordinary bear den—the entrance to an underground bunker—the dark-skinned Adjutant spoke.
“Captain, the assault unit is approaching.”
The Adjutant, with clairvoyant insight, spoke with certainty. The man referred to as the Captain spat on the ground.
“How many people?”
“I’m not sure, but at least a ranger squad and five superhuman support troops. There’s also an emissary.”
“An emissary? Damn…”
The Captain muttered and turned his back. Behind him, a group of children, abandoned by Moscow, were huddled together, sleeping.
Red, green, blue, purple, and some with white hair in rare shades… children born with hair colors that Earthians could only acquire through dyeing.
The Captain, focusing on the exhausted breaths of the children who had made it this far from the lab, spat out.
“Sending an emissary just to kill a bunch of kids… Is the Pentagon trying to act like Lewinsky? I don’t get why they’re so desperate to worship the Prophet’s goods.”
It was a sarcastic comment directed at the former president and the Pentagon, but the Adjutant didn’t laugh. Brushing a hand over his swarthy skin—distinctive of his Black and White mixed heritage—he spoke.
“Captain, I apologize for bringing this up, but… have you considered surrendering?”
“…”
“If you surrender now, everything can be undone. The military won’t escalate the situation… haven’t you proven your capabilities with this operation?”
“Enough.”
“You know it. We only have you, Captain. Alpha, that bastard, isn’t fit to stay in the military. You’re the only one who can earn the stars as a superhuman.”
Just then, a cold wind blew into the cave. Silence filled the space between the two men and then vanished with the wind.
After a moment, the Captain shook his head and spoke.
“I will never surrender.”
“…”
“I didn’t become a soldier just to kill unarmed kids.”
The Adjutant didn’t answer. He fiddled with his bulletproof helmet for a moment before asking casually.
“Don’t you feel sorry to me?”
“You were the one who stayed behind when the unit was disbanded.”
“I stayed because of a misunderstanding.”
“Misunderstanding?”
The Captain checked the Adjutant’s expression. The man smiled and pulled out a cigarette.
“I thought you were going alone to kill all the kids. To keep the blood off the hands of the unit members… I didn’t expect you to rebel.”
“…”
The Adjutant, not finding anything funny, shook his head and handed the Captain a cigarette.
“The location will be discovered soon.”
“It’s already been discovered.”
The Captain sighed and put a cigarette to his lips. The taste as it seeped into his lungs was fantastic. It was the kind of moment that made you understand why those so-called ‘hero’ Superhuman celebrities did cigarette commercials.
Anyway, as the cigarette smoke billowed up, the Adjutant loaded his rifle and asked.
“What will you do about your wife and child?”
The Captain didn’t answer right away. He took a long drag from the cigarette and, after exhaling deeply, spoke.
“I fight for a country that doesn’t turn its back on the children and wives of veterans.”
“…”
“So, if I give up my conscience here for the sake of my family, that in itself would be a betrayal of my family and a treason against my country… Is that enough of an answer?”
The Adjutant couldn’t close his mouth. He stared at the Captain in disbelief, like someone who had seen the impossible, and only after the cigarette ash fell onto his uniform did he snap out of it.
“Since when did you become so good with words?”
“Yeah, damn it, guess people develop talents when they’re cornered.”
“Maybe it’s something you’ve always wanted to say. Or maybe, we’re in a dream right now.”
“What?”
At that moment, the outside of the cave suddenly became bright. Thinking it might be a flashbang, both the Captain and the Adjutant jumped to their feet to check outside, where they saw pure white starlight cutting through the sky.
“…What’s that? Some kind of great magic?”
The Adjutant asked in a daze, but the Captain muttered with resignation.
“Goddamit, is it really a dream…”
“Pardon?”
Not understanding what the Captain meant, the Adjutant turned to him, only for the Captain to ask.
“What was your favorite drink?”
“As for alcohol, I like Sauternes Château d’Yquem, or Suduiraut.”
“Château… what? What is that?”
“It’s a French wine name.”
“Sauternes Château d’Yquem… If you’re American, you should be drinking whiskey or something.”
The Adjutant alternated between the starlight and the Captain as he answered.
“But why are you asking that all of a sudden?”
“I think I need to go apologize to the real you.”
“…?”
After muttering this, the Captain raised his gun and aimed it at the stars cutting through the sky.
“Damn, of all things to dream about… If I save Chicago, I suppose I’ll meet you with a clear conscience.”
Ignoring the Adjutant’s question about how he knew he was from Chicago, Browning—back in his captain days—pulled the trigger.
Bang—!
* * *
The starlight, wrapped in black True Intention, made no sound.
It simply cut through the sky, leaving a long tail behind, and in the process, it disassembled everything it touched.
Not just nightmares, but the authority of the ancient one and even the eyes of the ancient one itself.
Mara lost her words as she watched the light cover the dream. No matter how much it was a dream, how could he produce this level of Sword Aura…
Of course, the one who sent that Sword Aura, Yeomyeong, didn’t escape unscathed.
The hand that held the Arcane Relic had melted to the point where the bones were visible, and the veins and heart squeezed out all mana, gasping like a dying person.
Even though the power prepared to launch the Sword Aura was no small amount, or rather, because of it, his body couldn’t bear the recoil.
If I attack now, he’ll die for sure…
Although he had also drained Mara’s mana, the current Yeomyeong was so fragile that even a single drop of mana could kill him.
Mara licked her lips as she observed Yeomyeong kneeling, the bewildered Holy Relics keeper, and the dazed Dzhugashvili one by one.
If she killed him and fled to another dream, the Holy Relics Keeper would have no way of stopping her.
“Don’t… push your luck.”
At that moment, Yeomyeong, who was holding Mara’s hand, weakly opened his mouth.
“Do… you want… to die… like you did… back in Manchuria…?”
“…”
In Manchuria, Mara had thought Yeomyeong’s stamina was depleted, and had struck him in the back of the head, only to be ambushed and killed in return.
Was it just a coincidence that the weapon that killed Mara back then was now in Yeomyeong’s hand? Or was it inevitable?
Either way, it didn’t matter. Mara smirked and gripped Yeomyeong’s hand tighter.
“You brat, do you really trust me that little?”
“Hide your… Killing Aura first before you speak… you bastard…”
“You need the Killing Aura to awaken your Dzhugashvili, don’t you? Don’t you understand that this is all my consideration?”
“…”
Yeomyeong, despite half of his face melting, glared at her with his clear golden eyes, as if stunned by her words.
Mara whistled as she avoided that deadly gaze, and then suddenly realized something.
“But why isn’t the dream ending?”
“…What?”
“Didn’t Ayatollah, who wielded the authority of dreams, die? If so, shouldn’t the dream have ended? It wavered for a moment—but why does it still seem intact?”
“…”
Only then did Yeomyeong feel something strange and raised his head.
The light of the comet sword that he shot had torn the dream apart, but the dream still continued.
For some reason, Ayatollah’s voice saying, “I will not let you win,” replayed in his mind.
And most importantly, why did those eyes wait for him to unfold the comet sword? Was it just for amusement?
Once doubt had arisen, it multiplied endlessly. Yeomyeong’s mind became tangled, and then a kind voice broke his reverie.
“Looks like The One Who Leaks Dreams hid the core of the authority. Persistent, isn’t he?”
Following the voice, the dream began to crack, and from within the crack emerged…
“It seems you won’t find it on time by yourselves… Would you like some help?”
It was the former Saintess he had drawn out from the dream of the Holy Relics Keeper.
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* * *
The reactions to the sudden appearance of the former Saintess varied widely.
A few of the Dzhugashvilis who hadn’t fainted from the aftermath of the Comet Sword frowned simultaneously, while Mara stroked her chin with interest. Yeomyeong sighed, and lastly, the Holy Relics Keeper…
“Horua? What are you doing?”
He raised the sword-shaped Holy Relic and aimed it at the Saintess. As the pure white light lit up the underground bunker with its vanished ceiling, shadows fell across the faces of those present.
“Forgive the rudeness.”
Despite saying that, the Holy Relics Keeper didn’t lower the Holy Relics. Instead, he took a step forward and brought the blade to the Saintess’ face.
The Saintess, who glanced between the Holy Relics and Horua, smiled faintly and caught the blade between her fingers.
The Holy Relics she held offered no resistance, and she gently pushed the tip aside and spoke.
“In the dark, a blind person makes the best guide. By the same logic, in a dream, isn’t it a person from the dream who makes the best guide?”
“…”
The Holy Relics Keeper didn’t respond, only stared intently at the Holy Relics. However, no matter how long he waited, neither the Saintess nor the Holy Relics showed any change. Hence, he eventually withdrew the Holy Relics and bowed his head.
“…I apologize, Saintess.”
“Doubt is a Holy Knight’s occupational disease. I understand.”
The Saintess brushed the moment off with a wave of her hand and passed Horua, stopping in front of Yeomyeong, whose body was still struggling to recover.
“That was reckless. You realize that, don’t you?”
Though her words were reproachful, her tone held a hint of pride. Yeomyeong coughed and spat blood before answering.
“…You were watching?”
“At my age, you need to learn how to be quick-witted and hide well. Honestly, you weren’t even looking for me, were you?”
“No, it’s just… the situation was urgent…”
As Yeomyeong faltered with embarrassment, Mara interjected.
“Old lady, stop with the nonsense and go find the core already, would you?”
The Saintess glanced at Mara, who still loosely held Yeomyeong’s hand.
“I don’t think you’re in a position to be calling me old… But well, nonsense is relative, I suppose.”
“…What did you say?”
Despite the vein popping on Mara’s forehead, the Saintess ended the banter and crouched in front of Yeomyeong. Their similarly shaped eyes met each other.
“First, tell me what happened before you entered this dream. Where did the Corruption Stone start, how did it spread, and how many people were caught in it… Everything.”
Yeomyeong answered without holding back. He summarized things like the dwarf executive meeting that caused it, and detailed everything about the situation before they entered the authority’s space.
The ruined state of L.A., and the Church of the Apocalypse’s zombies that swarmed the entire city.
However, what the Saintess showed interest in was something entirely different.
“…How many people did you say were inside the Corruption Stone’s barrier?”
“Including the Dimensional Portal entrepreneurs, security forces, and mercenaries… at least several thousand.”
“…”
Even the minimum estimate was in the thousands. Hearing this, the Saintess let out a hollow laugh.
“And the U.S. was doing what, exactly, while a Corruption Stone was being installed in a place like that?”
“…That’s a good question.”
As someone who wasn’t American, Yeomyeong didn’t have much to say.
“Well… this is turning out to be much more complicated than I expected.”
The Saintess rose to her feet and looked up at the darkness in the dream, split by the Comet Sword, as she continued speaking.
“The core of the dream is probably hidden somewhere in the dreams of those trapped inside the barrier. I thought there’d be around a hundred people, but… thousands? We’ll need some luck to find it in time.”
“…”
Unlike her initial confident tone, her voice had become slightly urgent.
“What about some kind of tracking miracle? Like how you tracked the Holy Relics earlier.”
Mara asked, and the Saintess replied without hesitation.
“That only worked because the Holy Relics were right in front of us. To find the dream’s core, we’d have to look at people outside the authority. But if none of you can leave the barrier, there’s no way I can, right?”
“People like Saintess always seem useless when you really need them.”
“…”
The former Saintess only smiled faintly, not falling to Mara’s provocation.
…In any case, with growing urgency, Yeomyeong turned Mara’s Killing Aura into mana and spoke.
“So we really have to search through thousands of dreams one by one?”
“For now, yes. I don’t know how long we have until the Corruption Stone spreads its contamination, but… we’re cutting it close.”
“…So it’s a race against time.”
Gritting his teeth, Yeomyeong forcibly regenerated his legs.
At least the Holy Relics Keeper and Mara were still in decent shape. If they each began combing through dreams one by one, they might just find the core in time…
Just then, the former Saintess seemed to remember something.
“Ah, if there happens to be a priest inside the barrier right now, that might change things. If I can resonate with them through prayer…”
Mara scoffed.
“Inside the barrier? If you mean the Chicago Dimensional Portal and the surrounding islands, forget it. Forget a priest of the Five Gods—there probably aren’t even regular believers there.”
“She’s right. Before the Corruption Stone set up the barrier, the dwarves used the board meeting as an excuse to restrict civilians. There probably isn’t a priest inside.”
The Holy Relics Keeper, who had come closer, nodded in agreement. But Yeomyeong said something a little different.
“Maybe… there is one.”
As the others turned their eyes to him, Yeomyeong hesitated.
At that moment, a white-haired fool with a blindfold appeared in his mind.
The current Saintess.
Yeomyeong was certain she had come to the island to save him.
There was no logic or consistency behind that belief—but Yeomyeong trusted the foolish Saintess, and the feelings she held for him and Seti.
“…Saintess, if there is a priest inside the barrier, what would you do?”
“I’d try to resonate with them, of course. But are you sure they’re there? Resonating will take at least five minutes. If it fails, we lose all that time. Isn’t it better to keep searching through dreams than bet five minutes on a maybe?”
A perfectly reasonable argument. Yeomyeong glanced at the Holy Relics Keeper’s expression before replying.
“…There is. No—I’m certain she is inside the barrier.”
Yeomyeong’s answer was firm.
Mara muttered, “You know a priest in there?” but then raised one eyebrow as if something clicked.
“You really can’t count on post-bang feelings, you know?”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. Instead, he swung his arm and smacked Mara on the back of the head.
Thankfully, the Holy Relics Keeper didn’t seem to grasp the implication behind Mara’s words—but the Saintess did. A subtle smile played at the corners of her lips.
“Love is trust, after all…”
“…”
“Perhaps young love really can change the future.”
Yeomyeong turned his head away in embarrassment. The Holy Relics Keeper, now understanding what had been implied, glared at Mara. And Mara, using the excuse of looking for another dream, ran off to escape the scene.
Leaving the chaos behind, the Saintess knelt down, brought her hands together, and began to pray.
“O White Ulthvatish, your daughter prays to you…”
* * *
At the same moment, atop the Dimensional Portal’s island shrouded in a black barrier—
On a road where black rain dripped steadily, drawn by the mana of the Corruption Stone, a young girl knelt, praying.
“…Let your sun shine upon us, that we may walk beneath your shadow.”
Perhaps thanks to her prayer, the twisted mana that had fallen to the ground could not expand its reach.
If it weren’t for her, the island would’ve been corrupted long ago.
Of course, her prayers were only buying time. Let alone purifying anything, she couldn’t even push the Corruption Stone back. All she could do was hold out.
The moment her stamina—or the mana of the large crow assisting her—ran dry, the resistance would end.
Knowing this, the crow guarding her back couldn’t help but open her beak, desperation lacing her voice.
“Saintess, you must rest, even if only a little.”
Though Corvus pleaded, the Saintess didn’t even turn her head. Since entering the barrier, she had remained kneeling, praying without pause.
It was not like Corvus didn’t know her feelings right now. Her beloved friend and lover were beneath that Corruption Stone—how could her heart not ache?
But she was the Saintess. Just because her friend and lover were in danger didn’t mean she could recklessly throw her life away.
“Saintess… please…”
Corvus practically begged. If only there were an enemy, she could beat them to death herself. But in the face of the Corruption Stone’s contamination, all she could do was provide mana to keep the Saintess from collapsing.
And then, just moments later, what she feared came to pass.
“Khak!”
The praying Saintess coughed violently—blood spilling from her lips. A clear sign her body had reached its limit.
Corvus debated knocking her out right then and there. It would earn her a lifetime of resentment, but that didn’t matter—what mattered was the Saintess’ life.
The real issue was the fear that her decision might cost her apprentice’s life.
What if the Saintess could hold on just a bit longer and save him? And what if he died because she had stopped the Saintess?
Corvus couldn’t weigh the Saintess’ life against her apprentice’s. It was like being cruelly asked to choose which of her two children would live.
A short deliberation. A long, weary sigh.
In the end, she didn’t knock the Saintess out. Instead, she squeezed out the last of her mana to support her, and injected a recovery potion into the Saintess’s forearm.
Apprentice, please… do something. At this rate, the Saintess will die.
As Corvus anxiously called for her apprentice—
The Saintess, now receiving the potion, suddenly lifted her head.
“Saintess? What’s wrong?”
“….”
Corvus checked her face, worried it might be potion shock—but what appeared on the Saintess’ face wasn’t pain.
A strange mix of confusion and joy.
“…Saintess?”
Only after Corvus called her again did the Saintess snap out of it and look at the crow.
“Corvus…”
“Yes, Saintess, I’m right here.”
“Right now… please lift me into the sky.”
“…What?”
“I need to see the whole island! Hurry!”
The Saintess sounded urgent, and instead of wasting time with questions, Corvus gripped the Saintess’ arms with her talons.
Then she formed a pillar of ice, soaring up as high as the tallest building on the island.
Shhhhk—!
Moisture in the air froze into a thin, towering column, which rose until it nearly touched the ceiling of the barrier.
“O Blue Venule! Your quill implores you! Grant me the eyes that pierce all things!”
The Saintess removed her blindfold.
* * *
Five minutes that could be said long or short.
Yeomyeong silently counted the seconds as he looked at the former Saintess.
Had the foolish Saintess really come to this island for his sake? And if so, could she resonate with the former Saintess?
Should he have followed Mara into another dream instead?
A storm of thoughts swirled through his mind, and yet, strangely, he remained not just calm—but eerily composed.
He believed in the foolish Saintess. Just as she believed in him.
The one lacking in faith was the Holy Relics Keeper. He couldn’t hide his mixed emotions—the part that wished his daughter had come, and the part that wished she hadn’t.
Was this the difference between a father and a lover? As that thought crossed Yeomyeong’s mind, the former Saintess slowly opened her eyes.
By his estimate, it had only been about three minutes—much shorter than the five they’d expected.
No way…
As the Holy Relics Keeper looked on with a conflicted expression, the former Saintess gazed at Yeomyeong and said.
“You actually managed to seduce a Saintess? What a wicked man you are.”
“…”
“Speaking from experience—if anyone tries to oppose your marriage, just grab her hand and run away. Got it?”
A piece of meaningful advice. Yeomyeong let out a wry smile, but the Holy Relics Keeper lifted his hand to cover his face.
Anyway—
“Thanks to the Saintess outside, we’ve found the dream’s core.”
“Whose dream is it?”
“It was closer than I thought. Belongs to some dwarf who wears way too many rings… His name was…”
There was no need to ask. There was only one dwarf in the world who wore that many rings.
“…Darulma Dune.”
“It’s someone you know? Great. Then I’ll track him down using the Blessing of Pursuit.”
The former Saintess began a short prayer. And in the next moment, a tiny light flickered beyond the darkness of the dream.
Yeomyeong tried to open a rift toward the dream, but staggered—he still hadn’t recovered from the aftereffects of the Comet Sword.
“Are you all right?”
The one who caught him as he nearly collapsed was the Holy Relics Keeper. Looking down at Yeomyeong with a heavy expression, he sighed and said.
“…We’ll talk about my daughter later. For now, let’s deal with this dream.”
Yeomyeong nodded awkwardly and opened the dream’s rift. As the space cracked open with a noisy sound, the former Saintess added.
“It turns out two decades of emotional turmoil can make Horua grow up a bit.”
“…”
The Holy Relics Keeper didn’t respond. Instead, he bolted through the rift as if fleeing. Watching his back vanish, Yeomyeong sighed and reached a hand toward the Saintess.
“Shall we?”
The Saintess nodded, took his hand, and together they leaped through the rift.
Half worried, half tense about what Darulma’s dream might hold, the first thing Yeomyeong saw on the other side was the familiar headquarters of Dungan Heavy Industries.
Just like he’d seen that morning—clean, tidy, and with no trace of Corruption Stones or contamination.
If there was a problem to mention…
- Krrrrrk.



	Kyaaahhh!



	Sniff, sniff, bark!
It would be the countless fleshy monsters crowding the road between where Yeomyeong had entered and the main building.
They were a mix of the creatures Ayatollah had spawned in his final transformation and the monsters Yeomyeong had encountered in ruined L.A., all packed tightly together.
“…They just won’t let us through easily, will they?”
Yeomyeong muttered as he landed, swallowing down a feeling of deep revulsion. The Holy Relics Keeper, who had arrived ahead of him, sighed in agreement.
“The dream’s core seems to be inside that building.”
As he said, the building shimmered faintly with the light of the Saintess’ blessing.
Holding his Holy Relic at the ready, the Holy Relics Keeper asked.
“Can you make it?”
Just as Yeomyeong nodded, the former Saintess jabbed a finger sharply into his side.
As if it’d been waiting for it, blood surged up his throat. He coughed violently, forcing out clotted blood as it dribbled from his lips. The Saintess gave a bittersweet smile, as though she’d expected exactly this.
“Even if this is a dream, recovering from that kind of technique in just five minutes is asking too much. Leave this one to the Holy Relics Keeper.”
And once again, she was right. In his current state, it would be reckless for Yeomyeong to try to slash his way through those monsters.
But that didn’t mean he had no way to fight. He could still use his newly forged martial art once or twice—and more importantly… his inventory was full of guns.
Yeomyeong pulled out Vladimir’s submachine gun and loaded it, saying.
“…We don’t know how much time we have left. I’ll rest after the job is done.”
The Saintess’s wrinkled face curled into a grim smile.
“Stubborn as a mule. Blood is indeed thicker than water, isn’t it?”
“…”
Did he talk about the Margrave? Yeomyeong didn’t answer. As he moved to follow the already-departed Holy Relics Keeper, the former Saintess lifted her head and said.
“If you really want to go, go ahead. It doesn’t look like there’ll be any fighting anyway.”
“…?”
A question mark popped up in Yeomyeong’s mind—right as the sky shimmered and something began to fall.
Narrowing his eyes, he saw massive bombs—each larger than his entire body—raining down from above.
Sleek bodies with tails, the kind known as aerial bombs.
Just like that, the bombs, the kind used in heavy bombers, fell onto the monsters’ heads without a sound or any reaction.
!!!!!!!!!
A tremendous shockwave and pillars of flame burst forth. Yeomyeong quickly shielded the Saintess and took the brunt of the blast.
Tap.
A mustached man landed in front of Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
“It’s been a while since I used the MK.80. I guess, my aim’s a bit off.”
“…Browning.”
“I saw the light, so I came this way. Looks like I got here just in time, huh?”
He chuckled as he surveyed the crater-filled wasteland he’d created. The horde of monsters had been completely obliterated.
But Yeomyeong responded coolly.
“No. You’re late.”






 
    

  Chapter 282: At The End Of A Dream, Reality Takes The Stage (5)
* * *
Whatever had happened in the dream, Browning just laughed at being called late.
“Heroes always arrive fashionably late. Isn’t that how it goes with firefighters and cops, too?”
“…”
What kind of bullshit was that? Yeomyeong frowned instead of saying it out loud.
Just like Maker he’d met before… maybe all of America’s Big Three were just a bunch of weirdos—that thought flickered through Yeomyeong’s mind.
“…Ugh…”
A groan came from amid the pile of monster corpses. Turning his head, he saw the Holy Relic Keeper slowly dragging himself up from a heap of dirt.
For someone who had charged in so boldly, he looked like a wreck. If it hadn’t been for the Holy Relic, he probably would’ve died.
“Haa…”
When the dirt-covered Holy Relic Keeper looked over at them, Browning’s grin finally faded. Stroking his mustache, he muttered.
“That could’ve ended badly.”
The former Saintess let out a hearty laugh, amused by something. Puhaha! Her old woman’s laughter made Browning’s mustache twitch in awkward embarrassment.
Luckily for him, that awkwardness didn’t last long. The ruined street suddenly cracked apart again—more monsters emerged.
“Looks like we don’t have time to waste.”
Browning, clearly relieved, pulled a massive autocannon from his subspace.
“That building’s the target, right? Go on ahead. I’ll cover you.”
“…Can’t we go together?”
Yeomyeong asked as he lifted the Saintess onto his back, but Browning shook his head. His eyes were fixed on the former Saintess.
“Nah. Better coverage from here. And more importantly… I’m not walking around next to a face straight out of an indoctrination video.”
Indoctrination video? Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion. The former Saintess added with a chuckle.
“I didn’t expect the U.S. military to remember me far into this era. Isn’t history supposed to be written by the victors?”
“The victor never forgets the losers who gave them hell.”
Whether she found that funny or not, Browning hefted the cannon in both hands with a clunk and continued.
“Let’s stop here with the kind of talk that might upset the U.S. soldiers you killed and the politicians you got voted out. Now go on—get moving.”
Yeomyeong gave a small bow of thanks and kicked off the ground. His legs had already fully regenerated, and he moved with ease.
With the former Saintess clinging tightly to his shoulders, his body shot forward toward the building.
“Damn American bastard.”
The Holy Relics Keeper, covered in dirt, followed behind muttering. Finding it funny, the Saintess burst out laughing once again.
…Well, whatever.
As they closed the distance to the building, the nightmare monsters failed to stop them.
Browning’s gunfire was quite literally like a storm—every monster that emerged was instantly turned back into what it had once been: just a monster.
Like Maker, he was the very definition of a one-man weapon of mass destruction.
SKREEEE—!
Monster screamed, the roar of gunfire, and Yeomyeong’s footsteps thundered in chorus.
In no time at all, Yeomyeong reached the front of the building. He jumped high, calling back to the Saintess on his back.
“Hold on tight!”
Instead of answering, the Saintess clung tightly to his neck. Without pause, Yeomyeong and the Holy Relic Keeper smashed through the front entrance and charged into the building.
* * *
Crash! The sharp sound of fine glass shattering echoed as Yeomyeong entered, but what greeted him inside wasn’t a building crawling with monsters.
And yet, it wasn’t the dream of Darulma he had seen earlier either.
It was just a plain white room, wide and sterile like something out of a psychiatric ward, with a single dwarf sitting on a chair in the center.
“…Darulma.”
Yeomyeong set the Saintess down from his back and rushed to him. Up close, Darulma’s condition was far from good.
His body glowed faintly with the Saintess’s blessing of tracking, but patches of nightmare flesh were growing all over him—disgusting meat studded with eyes and teeth.
Yeomyeong immediately tore away the flesh covering his face. The revealed portion of the dwarf’s face was twisted in agony, and his eyes were clouded like mist.
“Darulma? Can you hear me?”
Only when he heard his name did Darulma’s dull eyes finally move.
“Ye-Yeomyeong…?”
“Yes, it’s me. Are you alright?”
Yeomyeong asked anxiously, but the dwarf gave a completely different answer.
“Y-you… made it… just in time… Thank goodness…”
“Just in time? What do you mean?”
“No… time… You have to… k-kill me…”
Darulma couldn’t continue. Overcome with pain, his eyes rolled back and he drooled helplessly.
Before the shocked Yeomyeong could call for help, the former Saintess stepped in.
“Is this dwarf someone important to you?”
“…?”
Sensing something ominous, Yeomyeong furrowed his brows deeply. The Saintess continued.
“Ayatollah seems to think this dwarf is very important to you.”
“What’s that supposed to…”
“He’s corrupted the dwarf and turned him into the core of the dream. If you want to end the dream, you’ll have to kill him.”
“…”
I won’t let you win. Yeomyeong remembered that bitter phrase and rubbed his forehead.
“Is there… any chance he’ll come back to life if we wake up from the dream?”
“No. If you die in the dream, you die in reality. No exceptions.”
“Then, is there a way to undo it…?”
Yeomyeong asked carefully, and the Saintess gave him a wry smile.
“There is… but are you sure? It might take a really long time. If you’re too late, everything you’ve done so far might be for nothing.”
The old Yeomyeong might’ve hesitated. But the Yeomyeong who now stood with his own convictions shook his head.
“If there’s a way, I won’t give up.”
“…Then so be it.”
Though she said it like that, the former Saintess smiled proudly as she stepped beside Yeomyeong. Then, with a more serious expression, she began sweeping the nightmare flesh off Darulma.
Her movements were as delicate as a mage’s and as swift as a superhuman’s.
Perhaps because she knew time was short, she quickly read something from the flesh and spoke.
“The dream core is bound to the dwarf by a curse and divine enchantment—a simple but solid kind of constraint.”
“…So all we need to do is break the constraint?”
“Yes, but it won’t be easy. Unlike complex bans, the simpler they are, the stronger constraints like this become… Anyway, here’s the condition: only the first person sucked into the dream can break it.”
The first person sucked into the dream? Yeomyeong quickly thought back. The first time The One Who Leaks Dreams used his power was at the Dungan Heavy Industries HQ.
Logically speaking, the one who had been sucked into the dream first was most likely a dwarf. But among the countless dwarf executives, how could he know who was truly fir—
As his thoughts reached that point, Yeomyeong suddenly remembered Seti.
Thinking back to her personality and how she was always by Darulma’s side, wasn’t she the most likely candidate to have fallen into the dream first?
No—she definitely was the first.
It didn’t take long for doubt to become conviction. With so little time left, Yeomyeong quickly pulled his thoughts together and immediately opened a rift leading to another dream.
But before he could cross through it, the Holy Relic Keeper’s voice stopped him.
“Are you really going to risk the lives of everyone on this island—and my daughter—for a single dwarf?”
“…”
When Yeomyeong turned his head, the Holy Relic Keeper slowly raised a sword-shaped relic and aimed it at Darulma.
“It’s too late to go finding her through dreams. Maybe you’ll find her… maybe not. But Yeomyeong, I’m sorry—I’m not going to gamble on this.”
“…Horua.”
“I won’t stop you from going to look. But the moment you’re too late, I’ll kill the dwarf myself.”
“…”
Yeomyeong couldn’t refute him. The fact that the Holy Relic Keeper even told him this was an act of grace.
He could’ve just swung the Holy Relic the moment Yeomyeong stepped through another dream and killed Darulma.
And yet he chose to speak—this was his way of saying he’d bear the burden of killing the dwarf himself.
“…”
Faced with this rough kind of compassion, Yeomyeong fell silent, briefly wondering if there truly was no certain way to save Darulma.
…There wasn’t.
Unless he got extremely lucky and found Seti in just a few tries—or she happened to come to them now—
“Ah.”
In that moment, he remembered Browning’s words: “I saw the light and came.” Yeomyeong immediately closed the dream rift and turned around.
“Wait—hold on. That doesn’t mean you have to be the one to kill him…”
The Holy Relic Keeper misread Yeomyeong’s intent and lowered his Holy Relic. Meanwhile, Yeomyeong took out the golden seal from his inventory.
A neat, rectangular block of gold that symbolized the dwarven royal family and could unlock any seal or restriction in this world.
“Oh my… is that something you inherited?”
The former Saintess’s eyes widened in recognition of the seal. Yeomyeong nodded to her, then—just in case—tried using it on Darulma.
The mana he had just barely regenerated was drained in an instant, but as expected, the flesh binding Darulma did not come undone.
Still, Yeomyeong didn’t look disappointed. He simply raised the seal high and turned to the two beside him.
“Both of you—please lend me some mana.”
“…?”
The Holy Relic Keeper, clearly not following the situation, tilted his handsome head slightly. The Saintess smacked his back with her palm and spoke.
“What are you doing standing there? If you’re not going to help now, when will you live up to your title as a father-in-law?”
“…”
The Holy Relic Keeper closed his eyes in reluctant defeat. Only after the Saintess placed her hand on the seal did he quietly add his as well.
“Thank you.”
Yeomyeong immediately activated the seal with their combined mana. Not to break a restriction or a lock—but simply to emit light.
As the combined mana of three people—especially the Saintess’s, drawn from five gods—concentrated into the seal…
Flash—!
The royal seal radiated a brilliant golden light. It was strong enough to be seen not only by Browning, who was firing outside the building, but even from beyond the dream itself.
The light lasted longer than a lightning bolt, yet compared to a lighthouse, it was just a brief flicker.
It wasn’t enough light to call someone with certainty—but having deactivated the seal’s magic, Yeomyeong simply waited in silence for a response.
And how much time passed after that?
Just enough for the Holy Relic Keeper to start glancing nervously at Darulma—when something suddenly flashed across the sky of the dream.
Even Browning and the former Saintess turned their heads toward it. And the very next moment—
KABOOOOMMMM!
A bolt of lightning crashed down through the building’s main entrance.
* * *
Amid the dust, light, and thunder, a blue-eyed girl wielding a hammer as long as her own torso fell into the building.
“You called?”
Hong Seti. She rose to her feet using the hammer like a staff. The reactions to her arrival split into three.
Yeomyeong smiled as if he’d expected this all along, the Holy Relic Keeper looked uneasy, and the former Saintess beamed with delight.
The first to step forward was Yeomyeong.
He walked straight up to Seti and pulled her into a tight embrace. The Holy Relic Keeper’s eyes narrowed, but Yeomyeong didn’t care—he kissed the top of her head.
“Uh, wha—?”
Seti’s eyes widened at the sudden hug. But instead of pushing him away, she hugged him back. Their embrace lasted for over ten seconds.
If the former Saintess hadn’t clapped her hands, it probably would’ve gone on even longer.
“Alright, alright—save the reunion for later. First, let’s rescue the dwarf.”
Only then did Yeomyeong pull away from Seti. As he walked toward Darulma, he briefly explained the situation to her.
The core of the dream—a restriction that it must be unlocked by the one who fell into the dream first.
Seti muttered “Ah, so that’s why…” with a look of realization. It was a good sign.
But whether it would stay a good sign or actually lead to a solution—only trying would tell.
As Seti approached, the former Saintess gently took her hand and said.
“Would you let me guide you to touch the core?”
Before Seti even finished nodding, the Saintess led her to the mass of flesh still covering half of Darulma’s face.
The moment Seti’s hand touched it, the flesh began to tremble and peel away from Darulma. A completely different reaction than when it was Yeomyeong who did it.
“…It’s true. She’s the first.”
The former Saintess smiled brightly. Only then could Yeomyeong and the Holy Relic Keeper breathe a sigh of relief.
Seti, following the Saintess’s guidance, continued to separate Darulma from the binding flesh.
As her hands moved, at one point she turned cautiously toward the Saintess and asked.
“Um… may I ask who you are?”
“Just call me the former Saintess. I’m only someone from within a dream, so there’s no need to worry too much about it.”
“…Ah?”
Seti’s reaction wasn’t too different from Yeomyeong’s when he first met the Saintess: surprise, understanding, and curiosity about the current Saintess.
What did she even see to grow up like that?
Whether she sensed Seti’s thoughts or not, the former Saintess fired back with her own question.
“So what’s your name, pretty lady? Sess? Set? Sesh? Setech?”
“…?”
“No, no, don’t tell me yet! Let me guess… Oh! Is it Setna, maybe?”
Bombarded by sudden questions, Seti blinked a few times before replying cautiously.
“…My name is Seti, Saintess.”
“Seti…? Wow, what a beautiful name. And it starts with the same syllable as the next Saintess. This must really be fate.”
“…?”
What was this? Was she teasing her? Seti clamped her mouth shut, suddenly remembering that the former Saintess had been the one who raised that foolish Saintess.
Thankfully, the former Saintess didn’t ask any more questions. She simply helped in silence, aiding the separation of Darulma from the mass of flesh.
Plop—
Once all the flesh entwined around Darulma’s body had been removed, the Saintess gently let go of Seti’s hand and whispered.
“Thank you… The First One.”
As Seti stared at her with a strange, indescribable feeling, the former Saintess turned and called out to Yeomyeong.
“You two, it’s done!”
Yeomyeong was already drawing his sword before she finished speaking. The squirming mass of flesh on the floor writhed as if trying to flee the closer he came.
Squish— The Saintess crushed the flesh underfoot and spoke.
“This is the core of the dream. If you destroy this… Ayatollah’s nightmare will end. Thank you all for your efforts.”
Finally… Yeomyeong looked from the mass of flesh to the Saintess, a curious emotion rising within him. Then he bowed deeply toward her.
“Thank you, Saintess. We wouldn’t have made it this far without you.”
“Good. As long as you know that.”
“…”
As Yeomyeong let out a small, awkward laugh, the former Saintess waved her finger.
“Farewells should be brief. But if you really want to show your gratitude… could you leave a flower on my grave someday?”
“Yes. I promise.”
Satisfied with that, the Saintess smiled and stepped back from the mass. Yeomyeong took one last look at her and the others, then drove his sword into the flesh.
Blood, nightmares, and malice spilled out from the flesh.
The dark Sword Aura gathered on Yeomyeong’s sword as he glared at all that filth, and with a sizzle, flesh began to melt away.
And that marked the end of this tiresome dream.
He hadn’t expected anything grand, but Yeomyeong still felt a tinge of disappointment. Like all the other dreams he’d endured, this one, too, faded into a distant haze as he woke.
As everything around them turned to dust and vanished, the Holy Relic Keeper and Seti closed their eyes, almost fainting.
“No matter how enjoyable… a dream must end eventually. That was fun. I suppose I can keep going, with this memory.”
He felt the Saintess’ kiss on his forehead. Yeomyeong thought, strangely, that it felt familiar. And with that—
He awoke from the dream.
* * *
“Cheon Yeomyeong—are you awake?”
As Yeomyeong opened his eyes, he saw two familiar Death Knights looming over him.
The old Holy Knight and the U.S. soldier. The latter wore a twisted expression, like he’d just bitten into something foul.
“Why so serious?”
Duke—the American Death Knight—let out a sharp breath and pretended to swallow nonexistent spit.
“Our master barged into Authority power on his own and hasn’t woken up for a long time—don’t you think I’d be worried, speaking as a Death Knight?”
Yeomyeong sat up, slowly turning his head to take in the surrounding buildings.
Next to him lay not only the companions who had entered the dream with him, but also dwarves, likely from Dungan Heavy Industries, lined up neatly.
“…Who arranged all this?”
“Obviously, me and this old guy. Death Knights can’t go into dreams, you know… organizing things out here was all we could do.”
“Ah… so that’s why it feels like a graveyard.”
“A graveyard? If we’d been even a little late, both your body and mind would have been sucked into the Corruption Stone.”
Duke, who said this, clicked his tongue while looking at Browning, who lay nearby. At that moment, the Holy Knight Death Knight, Barana Kashi, picked up the conversation.
“What on earth happened inside? The mana I’m sensing from you is…”
“It’s a long story. Can I tell you later?”
“Ah, my mistake. I shouldn’t have pressed you when you’ve just woken up. Do it when you’re ready.”
Nodding, Yeomyeong stood up but immediately felt his legs give way. He braced himself on the ground with his arms. The fatigue from the dream was immense, more than it should have been for a mere dream.
Even with his regenerative abilities, his muscles and veins trembled—this time, he truly felt like he was on the verge of dea—.
At that moment, Yeomyeong felt something fall from above.
A familiar mana and sensation followed, accompanied by a frivolous voice.
“Yeomyeong!!!”
Yeomyeong chuckled and stretched out his hand toward the sky. Soon, a girl fell heavily into his arms.
Was it because of her soft body? She was quite heavy. But Yeomyeong caught her, holding his buckling knees in place with mana.
After all, he owed his life to her.
“Saintess… no, Saintess.”
Yeomyeong lowered her to the ground and looked into her face. She seemed to have had a tough time—her appearance was a mess.
Her clothes were ragged, her hair disheveled, and her loose blindfold soaked with tears.
She punched Yeomyeong’s chest with her fist.
“…Why did you stop using honorifics all of a sudden?”
“There was a reason for it.”
“Did you suffer a lot inside?”
“Almost to the point of dying.”
Sensing the sincerity behind the words ‘almost to the point of dying,’ the Saintess pouted slightly. Her nose began to sting as tears threatened to fall.
“You really think you’re a hero. You said nothing would happen here in the U.S., didn’t you?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“And now you—ah!”
Before the Saintess could continue, Yeomyeong wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her, silencing her.
Startled, the Saintess slapped Yeomyeong’s arm, but as soon as their tongues tangled, she collapsed like a broken doll.
It was a brief kiss, but the second one tasted of dust and tears.
“You… you… What’s going on all of a sudden…?”
As she pulled away, the Saintess stammered in shock. Yeomyeong chuckled softly and brushed her hair aside.
“I just wanted to. Before the others wake up.”
Others? The Saintess finally noticed the people lying neatly behind Yeomyeong and gasped in surprise.
“…Are you insane?! Look, even the Holy Relic Keeper is here!”
“He hasn’t woken up yet.”
“But I saw that Death Knight!”
The Saintess shouted, pointing at Barana, but Barana pretended not to notice, covering his eyes and turning away. The gesture was so blatant that it only embarrassed the Saintess more.
“What the heck happened in that dream to make you act like this?”
“I learned a lot and also got some good advice.”
“Advice? W-what advice?”
“That’s a secret.”
Thinking Yeomyeong was teasing her, the Saintess adjusted her blindfold and slapped his back.
Yeomyeong accepted the slap and walked back toward where the others who hadn’t woken up were.
In the distance, the sound of Corvus’ wings reached his ears, and he felt a strange sense of finality.
Barana, who had been gazing at the sky, spoke up.
“Yeomyeong, retrieve me and that friend right now!”
“Huh?”
Out of sudden? Yeomyeong, who had been relaxing, turned his gaze upward and saw white feathers falling from the sky.
Unlike Corvus’ Black Wing Flow, these were holy, sacred-feeling feathers. They could only belong to—
“It’s a spatial transfer by the Holy Sword! The Holy Sword! She’s here!”
Yeomyeong didn’t even respond verbally, quickly pulling the two Death Knights into his inventory.
Soon, a woman with one eye covered by an eye patch and her hair tied up descended onto the island.
The Saintess, startled by the sudden arrival of a powerful figure, gripped his arm tightly, while Yeomyeong’s reaction was as indifferent as ever.
“…Another latecomer, huh?”
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* * *
A little earlier, at the moment when the Saintess was about to leap toward Yeomyeong.
Standing at the sky lounge overlooking the Chicago Dimensional Portal, the Maggot Princess shouted.
“The barrier is gone!”
As she put down her telescope, just as she said, the black mana from the corruption stone that had covered the entire island surrounding the Chicago Dimensional Portal had disappeared.
“Thank goodness… my sponsorship funds…”
While she repeated her gratitude without taking her eyes off the view, Neti, who was sipping coffee across from her, seemed indifferent.
“Why are you so excited? With the Saintess and all, this was expected.”
It was as if she was saying, “I knew this would happen.”
However, remembering how Neti had been trembling while holding on her coffee cup just moments ago, the Maggot Princess looked at her in disbelief.
This girl, for real?
Neti avoided her gaze, pulled out her phone, and sent a message.
When everyone in the sky lounge, including the staff and guests, was distracted by the Dimensional Portal, Neti received a reply and stood up.
“Let’s go.”
“Go? Where?”
“They’ll take care of their own business. We need to focus on ours.”
Before Rashik could respond with, “What business do we have to do?” Neti had already paid for the coffee and quickly went downstairs.
“Hey! Where are you going?!”
She asked several times, but Neti didn’t say anything until she stepped into the elevator and exited the building.
Only when they reached a back alley, where even the surveillance cameras were absent, did Neti suddenly shove her phone at the Maggot Princess.
The phone was connected to someone with the strange name [Eight Fairies].
“Who is this?”
As Rashik asked, a soft, nightingale-like voice answered from the phone.
[Hello. Pink… no, the Master of the Cochineal insects.]
“…”
[I have something important related to Yeomyeong. Can you help?]
What is this all of a sudden? Rashik subtly looked at Neti, but she merely shrugged.
…Sisters are just acting like each other, and neither of them is helping at all.
However, recalling how powerful everyone connected to Yeomyeong was, from the Saintess to the Dwarf conglomerate, Rashik lowered her posture and responded.
“Well, could you first tell me what the important task is?”
[Oh, it’s not a difficult task. You just need to erase any traces Yeomyeong and Seti left in the city.]
“Traces? What traces?”
[Things like CCTV footage from prominent places like airports, accommodation records, travel logs, and black market records.]
Just hearing it sounded like an incredibly difficult task. Rashik swallowed her surprise and responded.
“Um, sorry, but… I’m just an alchemist, so that kind of thing…”
[Don’t worry about that. Most of it will be handled by the Information Guild. You, Master of the Cochineal insects, only needs to destroy the black market’s CCTV storage server, which is hidden underground.]
The words “hidden underground bug” made Rashik flinch and shudder. That was her trump card, the one she had kept hidden away.
Where in the world did the information leak from? Was this person connected to the Information Guild?
Rashik, with a complicated expression, alternated between looking at Neti and the phone, then cautiously asked.
“If it’s that simple, I can help, but… who exactly is the person on the other side of the phone?”
[Me? Well… What does the phone have saved under my name?]
“It’s saved as Eight Fairies…”
Pfft. A chuckle came from the phone. Immediately after, Neti glared at Rashik with a look that seemed to say, “What did you expect by saying that?” Well, what should I do then?
Anyway, after a brief laugh, the voice on the phone cleared her throat and spoke.
[Eight Fairies… Hmm, that’s a decent name for an organization.]
“…”
[I’m the large-eared Fairy in charge of cleaning up at Eight Fairies. Does that answer your question?]
Large-eared Fairy? It was clearly a newly coined nickname. Just as Rashik was about to say that she couldn’t help with such a thing, the voice on the phone cut her off.
[If you help, I’ll give you the World Tree’s crystal, as large as a thumbtack. How does that sound?]
“…?”
[If you don’t like this condition, then there’s nothing I can do.]
The tone was as if to say, “you can’t refuse”. It was incredibly arrogant, but… Rashik bowed deeply to the phone.
After all, the World Tree’s crystal was worth that much.
“I’ll follow your order, Large-eared Fairy.”
The word Fairy seemed to amuse the voice on the other end, or perhaps there was something else that made her happy, as laughter came from the phone.
The laughter made Neti’s face turn red, but to the Maggot Princess, it didn’t matter.
* * *
Fortunately, the Holy Sword didn’t immediately come to where Yeomyeong was. She ran toward the Dimensional Portal and the mercenaries around it without even glancing this way.
Yeomyeong covered his face with the Blood Tears Illusion. He also tried to cover the Saintess’ face as well, but the girl shook her head.
“I don’t need it. Too many people have already seen my face.”
Yeomyeong could guess what she had been doing outside the dream, so he silently patted the Saintess on the shoulder. He then approached the sleeping Seti and covered her face with illusion.
He was about to use mana to wake up the group before the Holy Sword approaching them, planning to at least splash some water on their faces…
“Don’t do that. This sleep is caused by magic, and forcing them to wake up would be useless.”
With a grunt, Browning sat up and stretched his back like a lion waking up from sleep. When he saw Yeomyeong, he rubbed his eyes.
“Did you changed your face? Which one is the real you?”
“…The face you saw in the dream is the real me.”
“I can’t believe you were just a young student, even younger than our eldest daughter… Oh, my.”
Browning said this while twisting his beard, then suddenly turned his gaze toward the Dimensional Portal. There was no sign of corruption stone’s influence.
He sighed in relief and spoke.
“So, what will you do next?”
“….”
“If I report today’s events to the higher-ups, you’re going to be in a lot of trouble. Dzhugashvili, and that commie illusions— I’m sure at least twenty specialized agents will be on you.”
Yeomyeong smiled bitterly instead of responding. He had guessed why Browning suddenly said this.
“If you let me take credit for everything today, I’ll gladly…”
“I’ll do as you wish. Thank you for your consideration, Browning.”
When Yeomyeong cut him off, Browning’s beard drooped.
“When an adult is being hypocritical, you should just play along. You young ones these days are so oblivious…”
Browning muttered this and grumbled as he stood up. As he dusted off his clothes covered in dirt, a strange light flashed from the direction of the Dimensional Portal.
“What’s that…? Ugh, looks like we have another latecomer, huh?”
“…Yes, the Holy Sword has arrived.”
“The one-eyed from Australia? She’s here before the State National Guard—guess the governor’s going to have a tough time explaining that. Anyway… let’s get our stories straight.”
Browning looked between the Holy Relics Keeper and Yeomyeong as he continued.
“Officially, this incident was resolved by me and the Holy Relics Keeper using Holy Relics. We’ll report to the government that Mara and the Red Star helped. And also…”
Browning’s gaze searched for Mara, who wasn’t present, then settled on the girl with blindfold standing closely behind Yeomyeong.
“Is she with your group as well?”
Yeomyeong nodded.
“Yes, she is… and since so many people have seen her, it’ll be hard to keep her identity hidden.”
“True. Saintesses always draw attention.”
At that, the Saintess peeked her head out.
“Saintesses? There’s another one besides me?”
Browning didn’t answer, only curling the corner of his lips in a faint smile. As the Saintess looked confused, Yeomyeong quickly organized his thoughts.
“Let’s go with this: while the Saintess was buying time outside, you and the Holy Relics Keeper resolved the incident. Seti and I… will act as her escorts.”
It was a bit rough, but not a bad cover story. Browning took a cigarette from his coat and added.
“Then we’ll say the enemy wasn’t Ayatollah, but an unknown priest from the Church of the Apocalypse. Not perfect, but it’ll buy us time.”
The Saintess grabbed Yeomyeong’s back in surprise at the word “Ayatollah,” but Browning went on.
“As for the minor stuff, that’s your job. Call in the Information Guild, lay low for a while… Just try not to get involved with the CIA.”
Yeomyeong nodded.
“Then what about the Holy Sword? With her powers, she might see right through my illusions…”
“The Holy Sword? Don’t worry about her. Maybe the State National Guard, but not her.”
“…Excuse me?”
Browning, with a cigarette in his mouth, nodded toward Horua with a flick of his chin.
“You’ve got the Holy Relics Keeper right here, don’t you?”
“…?”
Yeomyeong and the Saintess tilted their heads in confusion at the same time, and it was Browning’s turn to look surprised.
“Wait… you don’t know the relationship between the Holy Sword and the Holy Relics Keeper?”
Was there some secret between them? Just as Yeomyeong was about to nod—
Thud—
A familiar woman landed lightly in front of Browning.
With a neatly tied tawny ponytail and a beautiful face that defied guessing her age.
And above all, the signature eyepatch over her left eye.
“G’day.”
The Holy Sword, Freya Cahn, raised her hand in greeting to Yeomyeong and Browning.
* * *
The Holy Sword, Melbourne’s Savior, Guardian of Whitefire, and Australia’s pride…
Freya Cahn’s greeting was refreshingly simple for someone with all those titles.
Of course, Browning’s response was equally blunt.
“Not a good day, latecomer.”
“…What? Latecomer?”
“You show up after everything’s done and say ‘G’day’? Don’t crash a party you weren’t invited to, and just scram.”
Freya Cahn laughed, opening her mouth at Browning’s sharp words. Her brown eye, the remaining one, curved gently in amusement.
“We’re growin’ old together, and this is how ya bloody treat me?”
“You’re not even my family, what do you mean ‘getting old together’… Why did you fly all the way here from Australia?”
“Well, your government gave me a call, so I showed up.”
“Ha, there are so many people they could call instead of me. Why would they choose to call y—”
Browning shut his mouth there. Yeomyeong could easily guess what would come next.
They probably didn’t want to send one of their top-tier superhumans to a place that might require using a nuke if anything went wrong.
Browning cleared his throat, changing the subject.
“Anyway, it’s all over. There’s nothing for you to do here.”
“You’re wound up tight, aren’t ya? You reckon I should walk outta here empty-handed? I came all this way on a work trip—least I can do is take somethin’ back with me.”
It was a materialistic remark, but Browning didn’t point it out. She was a superhuman who carried the name of Australia on her shoulders, after all.
Of course, that was a different matter, and this was a different situation. Browning pointed lazily at Yeomyeong and the Saintess.
“Then just take a picture with the Saintess before you go.”
“…The Saintess?”
The Holy Sword finally turned her gaze to the Saintess and Yeomyeong, whose face was hidden. The look in her eyes was oddly meaningful, almost laden with intent.
A brief silence, an exchange of glances.
Was she truly unable to see through the Blood Tears Illusions, or had she already seen through them?
Just as Yeomyeong was about to swallow his nervousness, Freya Cahn’s eyebrow arched. And then…
“Ya ditched the Academy, and now you’ve shown up here?”
The Holy Sword smiled faintly at the Saintess, who turned her head slightly at the mention of “running away.”
“I… I didn’t run away.”
“Isn’t ‘running away’ a bit nicer than gettin’ called an ‘unauthorised absence’?”
“…”
“Miss more than 70 days, and you’re stuck in first year. Everyone else has moved on, but you’re still chillin’ with the freshers, eh?”
The Holy Sword said that as she vigorously ruffled the Saintess’ hair—like someone doting on a cute niece, both in tone and manner.
The Saintess flinched and shouted.
“Ah, it hasn’t been 70 days yet! It’s close, but not quite! And I didn’t run away—this isn’t an unauthorized absence! I came here to save people from dangerous individuals!”
“Oh, is that so? You’re so admirable, not like your old man.”
The Saintess looked to Yeomyeong for help, but he deliberately stepped back—because the voice of the Comet Sword was echoing in his head, piercing through the inventory.
[Hey, you bastard! You promised to give it back after you were done using it for the last time!!]
[Freya!! I’m here!! Please save me!!]
[You don’t need me anymore! You’ve devoured your True Intention! Hurry up and release me!!]
A voice filled with desperation and pleading. Yeomyeong answered in his heart.
I can’t do it yet due to the situation. I’m sorry but please wait just a little longer.
[I don’t want!!]
I have unleashed such a magnificent Holy Sword, you still hate me that much… I’m a bit upset.
[That wasn’t even my True Intention! Do you remember my True Intention?!]
Of course I remember. As the light overflows, it does not discriminate between left and right….
[….]
The Comet Sword fell silent, and Yeomyeong quickly wrapped up the conversation.
The Comet Sword is a significant martial art to me too… Please just wait a little longer. I’ll return you back as soon as we get back to the Academy.
With that final thought, Yeomyeong severed the Comet Sword’s voice, just as he had done with the unicorn.
Realizing this too late, the Comet Sword tried to shout something, but…
[Hey, you little bastard—!]
…Having regained his peace of mind, Yeomyeong approached the Holy Sword, who was still teasing the Saintess.
“Excuse me, Holy Sword? Could you stop there?”
“Hm? Who are ya?”
As Yeomyeong pulled the Saintess behind him and spoke, Freya Cahn furrowed her brow. Judging by her reaction, it seemed she really hadn’t seen through the illusion.
Why? Despite his curiosity, the Saintess clung to Yeomyeong and shouted.
“Th-this person is my bodyguard!”
“…A male bodyguard for the Saintess? There’s no way the Saintess’ fa—the Holy Relics Keeper would allow that.”
It hit the mark. The Saintess bristled and pointed behind her.
“T-there’s also a female bodyguard!”
Freya Cahn followed her finger and turned her head. A group of dwarves had just awakened, and…
“…Horua?”
The eyes of the Holy Relics Keeper and Freya Cahn met. An awkward silence passed between the two, and for a moment, the dwarves who had just regained consciousness coughed.
“Damn it.”
As the Holy Relics Keeper muttered to himself, light suddenly burst from behind Freya Cahn.
Flash!
Emerging from the light was a long white sword.
The blade, made of an unknown material, gleamed white, with five divine symbols engraved along its edge. The hilt was simple but radiated a faint golden glow.
At the very bottom of the sword, the pommel was studded with five glowing jewels, which, according to legend, were the purified heartstones of the Demon King.
“The Holy Sword…”
Yeomyeong had never seen the actual Holy Sword up close during his time at the Academy, but now he was seeing its magnificent form right before his eyes.
As Yeomyeong became captivated by its beauty, the Holy Sword floated gracefully into the air.
To be more precise, it was aimed directly at Horua.
“Tch… No wonder, I thought why the blessing was faint. So, it wasn’t because of the corruption stone, huh?”
Freya Cahn muttered as the Holy Sword once again erupted with light and shot toward Horua.
The Holy Relics Keeper, having just regained his senses, adeptly rolled on the ground to dodge the Holy Sword, skillfully evading it.
Shhiiik- shwik! The Holy Sword danced through the air, chasing after Horua as if it had anticipated this very moment.
It was like the swordplay of an angry housewife wildly swinging her weapon.
Yeomyeong and the Saintess watched, stunned, as Horua fled, and Browning whispered to them.
“I told you, didn’t I?”
“What on earth is going on here?”
Browning stroked his mustache and responded.
“Let’s put it this way. What would you do if your ex-wife, who cheated on you, was right next to you?”
“…”
“There’s no way you’d notice anything else. Of course, Freya Cahn can’t see through your illusion.”
“What’s that supposed to mean…?”
Just as Yeomyeong was left dumbfounded, the Holy Sword struck the Holy Relics Keeper’s shoulder. Blood splattered, and from the looks of the wound, it was only a split second away from severing his neck.
“Is he really going to die like this?”
The answer came from Freya Cahn, who sighed.
“It’s a Holy Sword, mate. Won’t kill him, but it’ll definitely leave a mark.”
That was a problem in itself. Yeomyeong’s frown deepened as he watched the Holy Relics Keeper’s desperate evasion. His treasured Holy Relics had either been disarmed or refused to aid him as soon as the Holy Sword neared.
Freya Cahn shook her head as if she couldn’t bear to watch.
“He was bloody impressive when he was young… What the heck happened to him?”
Browning snapped at that.
“You’ve got no filter in front of his daughter, huh?”
“Am I wrong, though?”
Freya Cahn glanced at the Saintess as if seeking her approval. The Saintess, instead of being embarrassed, boldly retorted.
“Freya Cahn, do you like my dad?”
“…What?”
“I mean, the way you look at him… I was just wondering.”
“…”
Freya Cahn’s remaining eye narrowed at the absurd question, and Browning burst into laughter.
His loud laughter echoed, drawing the attention of the groaning dwarves.
Freya Cahn looked back and forth between the Saintess and the Holy Relics Keeper, seemingly searching for something to say. Finally, she scratched her chin and replied.
“You actually sound more like the previous Saintess than your real mother.”
It seemed like a compliment, but both Yeomyeong and Browning couldn’t help but smile wryly.
In any case, Freya Cahn sighed and looked at Browning.
“Browning, sorry mate, but can ya cut me some slack?”
“…What’s there to cut slack for? You haven’t done anything.”
“I’ve done stuff! I treated the people suffering from the corruption near the Dimensional Portal, and I even killed a weird guy! And I was planning to treat these dwarves too!”
Should she call it the bitterness of a civil servant? Freya Cahn muttered words she didn’t truly mean.
Browning was about to shoot back another retort, but when he saw Seti standing behind Yeomyeong and the Saintess, he nodded.
“Well… I’ll admit that much.”
“If I go back empty-handed, the Prime Minister will throw a fit… What?”
“The treatment. The Saintess has exhausted a lot of her strength, so you should help with the corruption cure.”
“…”
Freya Cahn gave Browning a look as if to ask, Why the sudden change? but then, noticing the Saintess half-clinging to Yeomyeong, she understood the situation. With the Saintess in that state, the Holy Sword might actually be useful.
“…And when the journos rock up, we’ll grab a few photos together too. Sound good?”
“Do as you please.”
Browning waved his hand dismissively and turned toward Yeomyeong, who felt a slight drop in his respect for Freya Cahn. He lowered his head and began to carry the still-exhausted Saintess, heading toward the dwarves who had fainted.
“So, what now?”
Seti, who had joined them unnoticed, rubbed her eyes and asked. Yeomyeong glanced at Freya Cahn, who was running off to retrieve the Holy Sword, then found the groaning Darulma.
“There’s still unfinished business.”
“Unfinished business?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer. Instead, he called out to the half-conscious Darulma.
“Darulma. It’s me. Are you awake?”
“Uh, ugh… Yeomyeong… I-I’m fine…”
“Darulma, I don’t have time. Just one question. Is there a secret vault in the headquarters building?”
“Secret vault… Behind the president’s office wall…”
Darulma’s voice was weak, but his confirmation was enough.
Yeomyeong got up and turned toward the headquarters building, while Seti carefully laid Darulma back down, reassuring him that they’d be back soon.
“Let’s go. Time to catch Mara.”
As soon as Mara’s name was mentioned, the Saintess, who was still on Yeomyeong’s back, pulled out her revolver.
“I knew it! That bastard was missing…”
Thankfully, Seti didn’t understand the Saintess’ fury.

 
    

  Chapter 284: At The End Of A Dream, Reality Takes The Stage (7)
* * *
As everyone’s attention shifted to the love quarrel(?) between the Holy Relics Keeper and the Holy Sword, Yeomyeong and Seti entered the headquarters building.
True to the chaos that had unfolded, the building’s lobby was a mess. Broken glass crunched beneath their every step, and the smell of blood wafted up from beyond the stairs.
“Where’s the president’s office?”
“Just one floor below the top. I checked before we got here.”
“What about the elevator…?”
“It’s broken… probably because of me.”
Yeomyeong and Seti exchanged brief words, and once their conversation was over, they quickly began climbing the stairs, moving with such speed that the Saintess couldn’t even ask to be let down.
The two showed no signs of stopping until they reached their destination — but it was Poison Flower, sitting in front of the door to the CEO’s floor, who finally brought them to a halt.
“You’re quicker than I expected.”
Yeomyeong, climbing the stairs, glanced up at him.
Poison Flower, draped in a coat he must have acquired somehow, sat with his hands neatly placed on his knees. His gaze, directed at Yeomyeong, was calm.
Yeomyeong stepped to cover Seti from him before addressing him.
“…Were you waiting for us?”
“Not quite. Unlike Mara, who was certain you’d come, I thought it was fifty-fifty.”
“…”
“I guess Mara knows you better than I do.”
His calm demeanor remained even when the Saintess aimed her gun at him. Only when the bright muzzle of her revolver was aimed directly at his forehead did Poison Flower speak again.
“I won’t waste time. How about turning back now?”
“Are you suggesting we ignore the theft?”
“We’re mercenaries, and it’s not uncommon for those who’ve lost their employer to claim their payment by force.”
Before Yeomyeong could retort, the Saintess shouted.
“No! I’m not leaving until I put a few bullet holes in that bastard!”
The Saintess’ voice was filled with burning fury, and Poison Flower let out a long sigh in response.
“Is it really worth fighting Mara over that flimsy sense of morality? This is why religion is…”
It seemed Poison Flower misunderstood why the Saintess was angry, but Yeomyeong didn’t bother to correct him. It was for the Saintess’ pride and reputation.
Anyway, Yeomyeong set the Saintess down and drew his sword. As he gathered his mana, the blade shimmered with Sword Aura with every step he took up the stairs.
Having already fought Poison Flower once, Yeomyeong planned to finish this quickly…
“Is that your choice? Then go ahead.”
Poison Flower suddenly stepped aside, granting them passage.
Yeomyeong and even the Saintess, who was still pointing her gun, tilted their heads at the sudden change in attitude.
“What are you scheming here?”
“Like I said, I’m a mercenary. There’s no reason to pick a fight when there’s no gain, and I’m at a disadvantage.”
“Then why were you acting all tough?”
The Saintess asked incredulously, but Poison Flower responded, not to her but to Yeomyeong.
“It’s to stop you—no, to be exact, Cheon Yeomyeong—from meeting Mara.”
“…?”
“But from the looks of it, there’s no point in me talking anymore.”
With that, Poison Flower slowly descended the stairs, stopping just a little ways from Yeomyeong.
“I’ll still give you some last advice. Don’t fall for Mara’s temptation. You have other options.”
“What?”
“This is more than enough to repay you for saving me in the dream. If fate wills it, we’ll meet again, Fifth Peak.”
That was the end of the conversation. No matter how much the Saintess demanded an explanation or aimed her gun, Poison Flower jumped over the stair railing and disappeared.
No sound of landing reached them, but Yeomyeong instinctively knew that Poison Flower had left for good.
Poison Flower had rambled off something cryptic, warning or otherwise, and left. Yeomyeong felt more than just disbelief—he sensed something ominous.
Perhaps sensing something similar, Seti spoke in an uneasy tone.
“…Should we just leave?”
“No. We’ll go on.”
Yeomyeong shook his head. They had come too far to turn back now.
Gripping the doorknob of the president’s office, he spoke.
“Just in case, I’ll go in first.”
Before the Saintess could protest, he added quickly.
“When I signal, come help right away. Got it?
“You better really call for help this time! If you solve it on your own like last time…!”
“I’ll kiss you a hundred times then.”
“…What?!”
The Saintess was caught off guard, but Seti just nodded in agreement. Seeing the contrasting reactions, Yeomyeong smiled faintly and opened the door.
* * *
The door creaked open with a sound of old hinges. Beyond it, the chaos of the lower floors continued, though there was no immediate difference.
Yeomyeong thought that was all.
However, the moment his feet hit the floor of the president’s office, his entire body went on high alert.
The first indication was auditory—a high-pitched ringing filled his ears, followed by a distortion in his vision.
He glanced back, but fortunately, the Saintess and Seti were fine—although the Saintess was muttering an excuse to Seti, her face flushed like a ripe persimmon.
Nonetheless, Yeomyeong hid his discomfort and moved further into the room.
With each step, the air grew sweeter. A strange, overpowering scent, like burning sugar and narcotics, filled his nostrils.
With the next step, a chilling sensation crawled across his skin, as if something were moving just beneath it.
For any ordinary person, just one of these sensations would be enough to make them falter, but Yeomyeong pressed on, heading straight for the president’s office.
Having grown accustomed to the curses of necromancers, these tricks didn’t faze him.
Anyway, thinking that this technique, which distorted his senses, felt like a subtle mix of the Corruption Stone’s barrier and the Maggot Princess’s poison, he opened the CEO’s office door.
Unlike the stairwell door, the president’s office door opened silently and smoothly. However, that didn’t mean the interior was normal.
The wall where the safe should have been was completely destroyed, and the luxurious decor was in ruins. Of course, the most unpleasant sight was Mara, sitting on a large safe, using it as a chair.
“Oh, you came alone?”
As if she didn’t expect this outcome, Mara licked her lips. She was dressed in a luxurious outfit that looked like something a religious figure would wear.
Both she and Poison Flower chose to change clothes first as soon as they woke up, didn’t they?
While Yeomyeong thought that, Mara bent over, playing with the safe door she was sitting on.
“Are you curious about why I’m sitting like this?”
“Not really.”
“…”
Yeomyeong raised his sword, ready to take on Mara. Although he felt sorry for Darulma, he considered using Volcanic Tempest to wipe out both her and the entire office.
But… his mana wouldn’t respond.
To be precise, the sensation of moving mana was completely distorted, and Yeomyeong couldn’t use any of it properly.
“Hey! Shouldn’t you at least hear me out, considering the effort I put in?”
While Mara smirked, Yeomyeong struggled just to maintain his regeneration abilities, let alone use Volcanic Tempest.
It was just like Seti or the Saintess when the Maggot Princess’s toxin poisoned them.
Yeomyeong wasn’t too fazed, though, because his inventory was still functioning fine. He quickly pulled out a firearm from the inventory and spoke.
“What’s all this nonsense? Explain.”
“Since you’re asking, can’t you lower the gun first? I just want to set the mood…”
Bang!
Yeomyeong cut Mara off with a bullet. Mara muttered, “Damn bastard, you haven’t even served in military…,” before continuing.
“Yeomyeong, just take a look at this safe. You won’t believe what the crazy head of the Dune clan has been collecting.”
Following Mara’s gesture, the large safe creaked open.
Inside the safe were extraordinary items, including a magic item made from a whole gemstone, holy relics of communists, and even something that looked like a piece of a dragon’s heart.
However, what caught both Yeomyeong and Mara’s attention was something else. Deep within the safe, a lump of flesh was roughly thrown inside.
It resembled an animal’s heart, still twitching as if it were alive, pulsating.
“The sin that attacked England… the heart of the modern monster king who failed to become the Demon King.”
Mara ignored all the other treasures in the safe and picked up the twitching heart.
As soon as the heart was pulled out of the safe, it vomited a black liquid, but under the office lights, the heart’s color appeared a deep green.
“Do you know what this heart can do?”
Mara’s voice carried a meaningful tone, but Yeomyeong answered indifferently.
“Grilled heart?”
“Grilled… what?”
Realizing what Yeomyeong meant, Mara frowned.
“Damn, I said, can we set the mood?”
She shook the heart in frustration, and the black liquid from it stained the floor.
Eventually, Yeomyeong lowered his gun, and Mara finally returned to the conversation.
“Hah… Don’t be too surprised, but if you consume this properly… you can become the Demon King, just like in the legends of Asha.”
“…”
“How did such a dangerous item end up here? Simple. The head of the Dune clan had a crazy plan to become the Demon King and find Stalin. Of course, he didn’t know how to consume it, so he left it to rot like this.”
Yeomyeong suppressed the urge to tell her to ‘cut to the chase’ and instead kicked the safe where Mara was sitting. He spoke.
“So, what are you trying to say? You want me to help you become the Demon King?”
“No? Why would I want to be the Demon King? I’m just going to live and enjoy this body to the fullest.”
“…”
Predicting what would come next, Yeomyeong gripped his sword tightly. Mara, seemingly expecting this, smiled and said.
“No, you’re the one who’s going to eat this. Yeomyeong, you’re the one who’s going to become the Demon King.”
Tch. Yeomyeong clicked his tongue. What nonsense was this? And on top of it, Poison Flower’s warning had just wasted more time.
“Is that all you have to say?”
“Yeah, I expected you’d reject it at first.”
Mara smirked and stood up, then threw the still-twitching heart back into the safe.
“But when I saw the True Intention behind your martial arts in the dream… that sticky emotion, as strong as Demerond’s… I knew for sure. No one else but you would become the Demon King.”
“…”
“Cheon Yeomyeong, I swear on the names of the Sixth Heavens, you will become the Demon King. At the very least, you’re taking this heart today. You know why?”
She mumbled that and stood in the center of the empty office, raising both hands and striking a battle stance.
Yeomyeong stood in the center as well and spoke.
“I don’t know. And I don’t care to know.”
Mara grinned, eager to provoke him.
“If you don’t take it, I’ll consume the heart right now and become the Demon King. Then, I’ll tear everyone here to pieces and feed them to the dogs.”
“…”
“Well then, a certain good child would defeat me, take the heart, and make sure I never become the Demon King again, right?”
They say clothes make the man, right? Despite all her chatter, Mara looked far more serious than expected as she donned the ceremonial uniform and took a martial posture. Yeomyeong couldn’t explain why, but with his head heating up, he drew his sword instead of his gun.
“So, in the end, you just want a fight? Why beat around the bush to say that?”
“If there’s a reason, it’s not a fight, it’s a duel.”
Yeomyeong didn’t reply but took the stance of elven swordsmanship. His muscles and nerves tensed, and the sword’s tip gleamed.
Mara leisurely extended her fist and said.
“If I win, I’ll immediately consume the heart. But if you win…”
“…I’ll use you as a target for the Saintess.”
“See? You’ve got the potential to be the Demon King.”
As soon as Mara finished speaking, the two superhumans launched into their martial arts.

 
    

  Chapter 285: At The End Of A Dream, Reality Takes The Stage (8)
* * *
“So, you’re starting with that pointy-ears’ swordmanship, huh?”
As Mara flicked her tongue, Yeomyeong’s sword traced a twisting trajectory, like the roots of a tree.
Even with barely any mana imbued, the sword swiftly aimed for her head.
However, Mara, still smiling, reached out toward the blade. She wanted to block the sword bare-handed? No—she spread her palms wide, aligning them perfectly with the sword’s path.
Just before the sword could meet her palm, she tilted it horizontally and released a subtle burst of mana.
The sword slid smoothly across her palms.
In that fleeting instant, Yeomyeong lost his balance from the swing’s momentum.
Mara didn’t miss that chance. With her posture still aligned from pushing the sword aside, she put power into her right foot and spun, sweeping her left leg around.
A simple spinning kick—but it was far faster than Yeomyeong could retrieve his sword.
He bent back at the waist, barely managing to avoid a direct hit.
Even then, he didn’t dodge it completely—the edge of his jaw burned from the grazing kick.
Yeomyeong belatedly recovered his sword and slashed horizontally, but Mara had already retreated far back.
Clack—Mara landed outside the blade’s reach and steadied her stance before speaking.
“What you see, how you move, how you think… you rely too much on mana.”
“…”
“Well, I mean, it’s a reasonable choice. With overflowing mana and talent that lets you grasp martial arts just by watching, anyone would’ve done the same. But… you can’t keep doing that from now on.”
She spoke like an old man giving unsolicited advice. Even as Yeomyeong furrowed her brows, Mara kept rambling.
“See? The moment you’re in a place where you can’t use mana, your weakness shows.”
“Did you go through all this trouble just to tell me that?”
“‘Just’? Do you know how much this setup cost? Don’t insult the poison and magic circles I spread all over this room!”
“…”
Mara readily admitted she’d laced the President’s office with the sensory-warping poison of the Maggot Princess—or something similar—and layered it with magic circles..
A trap made to truly kill me…
Yeomyeong clenched and unclenched her fists, then suddenly remembered something, frowning—Mara hadn’t used mana on her earlier kick.
“Wait… are you poisoned too?”
“Huh? Of course.”
“…”
Yeomyeong stared at her like she was the dumbest person alive. Mara added, as if making excuses.
“I mean, if I fought you, who had consumed the World Tree crystal and mastered Dzhugashvili, I’d lose for sure. Fighting without mana evens the playing field.”
“Oh, so you think you’ll win with just technique?”
“C’mon, me winning is a given. But it’s better this way if I want to teach you something.”
Yeomyeong considered just pulling out a bomb and blowing up the entire office. Before that thought could grow, Mara rummaged through the safe and pulled out a short sword.
It wasn’t quite the same caliber as Mountain Tear, which Yeomyeong held, but being stored in a Dwarven vault, it was still high-quality.
The metallic clack of the sword being drawn rang out.
“This time, let’s settle it with swordmanship.”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer. He quietly straightened his posture—left foot stepping back, right hand with the sword extended forward. A sword technique he stole from the Player.
“Nine Palaces Sword, huh? You’ve picked up all kinds of stuff.”
As Mara said that, she lightly stepped forward. Crack—the sound of stepping on a chunk of concrete echoed, and her body accelerated.
Meeting eyes, broken breaths, flashing swords.
Yeomyeong’s shoulder blurred. Mara may have charged first, but thanks to his longer arm, Yeomyeong landed the first strike.
A metallic clash burst out between them immediately after.
Without mana, the air didn’t quake, but the sound was all the more brutal because of it.
CLANG CLANG—! The clash rang out like some strange musical instrument, endlessly repeating, as Mara began to speak.
“A fish cannot see the water it swims in. A falling leaf cannot see the wind that moves it.”
Was it a quote from a martial arts manual? Or the True Intention of some specific art? Even as her breath turned ragged, her voice rang clear in Yeomyeong’s ears.
“But the fish knows the depth of the water. And the leaf knows it is falling.”
With that, Mara brought her sword down—graceful like a diving fish, chaotic like a tumbling leaf.
—!!
Even without mana, the strike was heavy enough to make the sword hilt tremble in his hand.
“When you’re within something, you may not see it—but you can still know it.”
Only then did Yeomyeong realize that it wasn’t the teaching of some specific style, but a principle to see through most martial arts.
Of course, just realizing it didn’t mean he could suddenly use it. All he could do was see Mara’s sword a little more clearly than before.
CLANG!
Yeomyeong blocked the descending sword with precision. His hand trembled from the impact, but a faint smile appeared on Mara’s lips.
“Clouds may see the snow’s whiteness, but not its depth or cold. Why is that?”
Following her smile, Mara’s sword drew a horizontal arc. Yeomyeong parried, sweat flicking from his brow—cut in half midair by the slicing blade.
A breath held still, lactic acid filling his muscles, his sword chasing Mara with heavy momentum.
“Only those who walk on snow can understand its true nature. And that is—”
CLANG!! Yeomyeong’s curved slash met Mara’s sword perfectly, the two blades locking in a horizontal plane.
As the flashing blades passed, Yeomyeong’s sword took a few strands of golden hair; Mara’s shirt was nicked.
“Vertical and horizontal.”
That was Yeomyeong’s answer. Mara stepped back a few paces and said.
“Correct.”
“…”
“Well, technically, it’s called the Principle of the Cross… but as long as you get the idea, who cares, right?”
Yeomyeong answered only by flicking blood off his blade. Mara finally noticed her cheek had been cut and rubbed it.
Looking at her palm, she saw specks of blood. A shallow cut, but proof that Yeomyeong’s sword had grazed her face.
“To realize something and immediately embed that principle in your sword… so it wasn’t that you refused to learn—it’s just that you didn’t know how.”
“…”
Yeomyeong still didn’t respond. There was no need to ruin it by talking, especially when someone was offering insight without being asked.
Seeming to appreciate the silence, Mara leaned against the safe and continued.
“Now, let’s go back to the beginning. Your problems can be boiled down to two major things.”
Mara raised two fingers as she spoke.
“First, you cover your shortcomings with mana. Second, you fight using only stolen techniques without learning the underlying principles.”
“…”
“Well, up until now, it probably hasn’t been an issue. With your massive mana reserves and those stolen martial arts, you could handle just about anyone… but from now on, that won’t cut it. The moment you form your own ‘True Intention,’ tricks like that become poison.”
“Poison?”
“Poison that corrupts your True Intention.”
Mara paused after saying that. Only after seeing Yeomyeong tilt his head slightly did she open her mouth again.
“I don’t know what your True Intention is, but the moment you establish one, you become a pioneer carving your own path, a pilgrim walking it, and a great master who leaves it behind. So what happens when someone like that takes shortcuts?”
“…The path gets damaged.”
“Exactly. That’s what I’m saying.”
It wasn’t the easiest metaphor, but something about it struck deep.
Yeomyeong fell silent, lost in thought. What came to mind was something Corvus had once said—about choosing not one fork in the road, but walking the middle of it.
Maybe… that was Corvus’s own True Intention.
If that were true, then from the very beginning at the academy, she had been offering him her True Intention.
It was just Yeomyeong who hadn’t been able to accept it.
Maybe Corvus had wanted Yeomyeong to realize it on his own. Maybe that was why her nickname wasn’t “the Guide of Crossroads,” but “Seeker.”
Just then, Mara banged on the safe with a thump-thump, snapping Yeomyeong out of his thoughts.
“Hey, dumbass. Is it the time to get into a trance?”
“…”
Yeomyeong raised his head and looked straight at Mara. Looking into the girl’s wicked eyes, a question suddenly came to mind. Why was this Demonic Human sharing all this wisdom with him?
“Mara.”
“Yeah?”
“Why are you doing all this? What do you gain if I become the Demon King?”
Maybe she hadn’t expected that question—Mara didn’t answer right away. Her eyebrow twitched, and then she composed herself and replied.
“Because if it’s gonna happen anyway, I’d rather the Demon King be someone interesting.”
“…”
“A Demon King being born is an inevitable occurrence. It’s part of the scenario fate laid out. But most of the current candidates? They were either boring. Too old. Or just straight-up useless. Magdu was kinda fun, but you gobbled him right up…”
Mara grinned wickedly.
“Oh, and there’s one more reason. And that is—”
At that moment, Mara suddenly stomped the ground and slashed her sword like a lightning bolt. Yeomyeong responded instantly, swinging his sword to meet it.
But unlike before, there was something different about the force in Mara’s sword. The slash was slower, yet the weight behind it—like a typhoon bearing down—was immense.
A sword infused with a principle Yeomyeong hadn’t yet learned.
Even in a state where his mana was restricted, he marveled that she could use such a refined technique. At the same time, his thoughts raced.
How to counter it? How to break through? With no mana and no techniques left to steal, there was no room for tricks.
Only one thing stood tall in his heart: his True Intention—that he would claim everything.
That True Intention led the thought, thought moved the body, and the body moved the sword.
Clang!
Their swords collided. Yeomyeong was the one pushed back helplessly, and in the next instant, the sword slipped from his hand.
No—it wasn’t a slip. He deliberately let it go.
Then, opening his palm, he aligned it horizontally with Mara’s sword.
The Principle of the Cross.
However, unlike Mara, he didn’t redirect her sword because each individual apply principles differently.
Instead, he forcefully slammed down her blade—and charged in with his shoulder.
A technique called a body slam, or known in martial arts as Go-beop.
Without mana, it was the perfect technique to overpower someone with sheer physicality. Mara was struck squarely and lost her balance.
In that brief moment of falling, Mara was impressed.
Not only had he already begun applying principles—but as a swordsman, he didn’t even hesitate to let go of his sword.
I knew it—there’s a reason fate keeps getting twisted.
With that final thought, Mara’s body slammed into the concrete floor.
* * *
“Why isn’t he coming out?”
The Saintess chewed on her fingernails nervously. Even though her eyes were covered by a blindfold, the intensity of her glare toward the door Yeomyeong had entered was almost tangible.
In contrast, Seti seemed completely at ease. Leaning against the wall with her hammer resting beside her, she spoke quietly.
“Why are you so antsy? He said he’d send a signal if things got dangerous.”
“Wh-what if… what if he can’t send the signal because he’s overwhelmed?”
“….”
It was a plausible concern, but Seti didn’t respond.
Based on her long experience, she knew nothing good came from getting dragged into the Saintess’ plausible worries.
But the Saintess’s next words were enough to shake that belief.
“What if that bastard is doing weird stuff to Yeomyeong’s body right now?”
“…What?”
“That bastard—when we met him last time, she was definitely a man! But now she’s in a woman’s body, so maybe… maybe she’s doing some kind of… perverted, indecent thing…”
“…”
Just like in LA when she reacted to the tentacles… there was no doubt some devilish thoughts had fully taken root in the Saintess’ mind. Seti tried her best to ignore her.
Yet no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the image from her head.
Especially thinking about what Yeomyeong had been wearing—after waking from that dream, his clothes were torn, and his muscular torso was half expo—
“…We’re going in.”
“Huh?”
“I heard the signal.”
Before the Saintess could say, “But I didn’t hear anything?”, Seti grabbed her hammer. Then, with a loud CRASH, she smashed open the door.
The metal door buckled and flew open—and a sweet, cloying scent drifted out from within.
“…Wait, this is poison.”
Having suffered from the Maggot Princess before, the Saintess recoiled in shock and cast a poison-resistance blessing. As a green veil enveloped the two girls, Seti charged inside.
The Saintess followed quickly toward the President’s office. Fortunately, it wasn’t far—and without breaking stride, Seti swung her hammer and shattered the door.
CRACK—the high-end wooden door splintered, revealing the interior of the President’s office…
“Yeomyeong! Are you alri—?”
Yeomyeong and a blonde girl were punching each other.
Their faces were bruised, noses bleeding—it looked savage. But the real issue was their positioning.
Yeomyeong was pinned on the floor while Mara straddled him, punching down—a classic mount position.
“…”
Startled by the sudden intrusion, both of them froze mid-swing and looked at Seti.
Seti quickly assessed the situation—it resembled a mixed martial arts fight. Sure, their bodies were tangled, but it was clearly a brawl.
No one in their right mind would misinterpret this scene, right?
Unfortunately, the Saintess was not in her right mind.
“You bitch! I knew it!”
Bang!
The Saintess’s revolver roared. Caught off guard and with her mana sealed, Mara couldn’t avoid the bullet—it struck her cleanly.
Aiming for the arm instead of the head—that was probably the Saintess’s final mercy.
“Ack!”
Mara rolled off Yeomyeong’s body, tumbling across the floor. Seeing the Saintess still aiming the gun at her, she screeched.
“Hey! Hurry up and stop that psycho!”
Yeomyeong propped himself up and said.
“Why should I? You said if I won, you’d let the Saintess use you for target practice.”
“What the hell, I haven’t lost yet!”
The only reason Mara didn’t get shot again while acting out her skit was because Seti barely managed to step in and block the Saintess.
While the Saintess belatedly realized her misunderstanding and muttered, “Well, since I already shot her, might as well finish the job,” Seti spoke up.
“What the hell happened? Why didn’t you send a signal and just started fighting alone?”
Yeomyeong shrugged while wiping away the blood from his nose.
“It just kinda happened, you know?”
“…”
Seti was about to say something, but seeing the bitter smile on Yeomyeong’s lips, she held her tongue. Instead, she silently approached and poured a potion from her belt over him.
His skin tingled as the strange strawberry scent of the potion spread across it.
“So the Saintess isn’t your official wife, huh? No wonder, I thought it was weird anyway. With that body, still a virgin—ack!”
Mara was smirking at the sight until the Saintess hurled a rock at her head. Regardless of whether it hit, Yeomyeong glanced between the two and spoke.
“Hey, Seti? Sorry for making you worry. I just… kinda got carried away.”
“…Don’t talk like a boyfriend who got caught sneaking into a nightclub.”
“…”
What kind of analogy was that? Yeomyeong shut his mouth. He’d never even been to a club, let alone danced with people his age.
Anyway, the Saintess and Seti each began wrapping things up. Seti smashed the President’s office window to let out the poison, and the Saintess cast a detox blessing on Yeomyeong.
“Hey, what about me?”
Mara clutched her bullet wound and asked, but the Saintess’s reply was cold.
“Want me to shoot you in the head next?”
Once the cleanup was over, Yeomyeong got up and poured the remaining potion over Mara’s injury.
Regaining her mana and slowly reactivating her healing abilities, Mara let out a relieved sigh and muttered.
“Kids these days… already fooling around with girls. It’s a well-known truth that women are only good when you’re young; once you get older, they just end up getting in the way of your training…”
Before the Saintess could shoot her out of sheer rage, Yeomyeong smacked the back of Mara’s head first.
“Quit the crap. Just finish what you were saying earlier.”
“…Tch. What part?”
“You said there was another reason behind all this.”
“Ah… that.”
Mara opened her mouth to speak, then paused and glanced at Seti as if remembering something.
“How long has it been since this guy came in here?”
Seti glanced at her watch and replied.
“About 30 minutes.”
“Yeah? Then I can show you while I explain.”
Show while explaining? Yeomyeong tilted his head in confusion. Meanwhile, Mara looked out through the broken window—toward Chicago.
Yeomyeong followed her gaze. And in the very next moment, his eyes narrowed at the sight of something flying toward them.
Thup-thup-thup-thup— Accompanied by the familiar roar of propellers, more than ten attack helicopters flew their way. Fully armed with rockets. Real, fully armed military helicopters.
“That bastard after the heart is our employer. He’s literally out of his damn mind.”
“So you want to screw him over by giving me the heart?”
“Yep. I just wanted to see what happens if he can’t get his hands on it.”
Her employer. As Yeomyeong briefly tried to digest the meaning of that word, he looked up at the figures aboard the incoming helicopters—and fell silent.
On top of the helicopters, marked with the insignia of the National Guard, stood monsters wearing helmets smooth like eggshells.
“Are those…?”
As Seti and the Saintess also saw the egg-shaped helmets and gaped, Mara grinned.
“You should be the one holding the Heart, right?”

 
    

  Chapter 286: Three Walk Together
These days, the old folks have no manners.
『A quote from Orsay Ranal recorded in the Academy’s first headmaster’s notebook.』
* * *
Regardless of Mara offering Yeomyeong the heart, the Saintess was considering the worst-case scenario.
“So the one behind the whole thing… was the U.S. military?”
Hearing this, Mara laughed in disbelief.
“If it had been the U.S. military, would I be teaming up with you guys? I’d have run away immediately.”
However, the Saintess was still looking at the helicopters, her expression confused. Yeomyeong, who was looking in the same direction, added.
“…It doesn’t make sense for the U.S. government to be behind this. There’s no reason for a country like America to stir up something like this.”
Of course, looking at history, it was not like the U.S. had never made mistakes. They’d waged wars on elves under the pretext of forest inhabitants, sold drugs to their own citizens, and failed to send support during the South American Dimensional Portal incident…
But this was on a whole different scale. This incident almost resulted in both Chicago and the Dimensional Portal being lost. Even the Demon King’s heart wasn’t worth such a risk.
“But no matter what, the number of the helicopters…”
The Saintess trailed off. Yeomyeong, without needing to hear more, already knew the rest of her sentence.
The question: Which organization, other than the U.S. military, could deploy that many attack helicopters on U.S. soil?
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes and spoke.
“The State National Guard could.”
“The State National Guard?”
At that moment, Mara, who had been listening to their conversation, interjected.
“The Saintess doesn’t know what the State National Guard is? The State National Guard, you know, is based on the militias that fought in the American Revolution…”
Thinking it was the perfect time to mock the Saintess’ ignorance, Mara began to explain.
…Or rather, she tried to start.
However, before she could go on too long, Yeomyeong cut her off and summarized what the State National Guard was.
“It’s a State National Guard controlled by a local lord. Here, the governor is like a local lord.”
“…Ah.”
It wasn’t a perfect analogy, but it was enough to understand the situation. Mara, who had planned to mock the Saintess, was left with a bitter expression.
Whether or not she muttered something like “that damn summary freak,” the three of them were thinking the same thing.
It wasn’t the worst scenario, but it was dangerously close to it.
The first person to speak the possibility aloud was the Saintess.
“So, the mastermind behind this is the governor of Illinois…?”
The mastermind who manipulated Hamilton into commissioning the assassination of Darulma, collaborated with the Church to plant the Corruption Stone around the Chicago Dimensional Portal, and hired Mara and Poison Flower to target the Demon King’s heart.
The governor of Illinois, Alton Fyser Lincoln.
Thinking that someone they’d never even seen in person had just sent so many helicopters made the hairs on their necks stand up.
Both the Saintess and Seti, as well as Yeomyeong, looked at Mara as if asking, “Is this really true?” Mara grinned in response.
“What? Are you just now realizing you’re caught up in something shitty?”
“…”
“But don’t freak out too much. The governor isn’t an idiot. He won’t just come barging in when his plans are already in ruins.”
As soon as Mara finished speaking, the helicopters that had arrived on the island scattered, the sound of their propellers roaring, and began to encircle the entire island.
The target wasn’t the Dimensional Portal, but the headquarters building of Dungan Heavy Industries.
The helicopters aimed rockets and weapons at the building, and the egg-shaped craft descending onto the island charged toward the building. Seeing this, the three of them simultaneously glared at Mara.
At that, Mara raised the disgusting heart she was holding, as if she had been waiting for this moment, and spoke.
“Oh, right. Not everything has over yet, is it? This is still here?”
“…”
“To eat or not to eat it?”
The target of her words wasn’t Seti or the Saintess, who didn’t know what the heart was, but Yeomyeong.
“Browning and Freya Cahn can’t help you if the State National Guard decides to attack. Political issues are involved. As for the Holy Relics Keeper… well, he’s in the most difficult political position, so it goes without saying.”
Beneath her crooked eyes, a smooth voice whispered.
“Compared to that, the governor won’t stop until he gets the heart. You know Illinois has the strongest State National Guard in the U.S., right? Those helicopters are just the beginning.”
“…”
“Eat it. From the start, there was only one choice…”
At that moment, the Saintess pulled the trigger toward the heart. Bang! The blessed bullet pierced the heart and went through Mara’s hand, which was holding it.
“Ah! You crazy bitch… damn…!”
The blood from the heart mixed with Mara’s own blood and pooled on the floor. As Mara cursed in pain, the Saintess reloaded her revolver and spoke.
“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to…”
Despite her words, there was no trace of apology on the Saintess’ face.
“But now it’s good, right? I destroyed it.”
“You crazy bitch! Do you think the heart of the King of Monsters is a toy? If it could be destroyed by one bullet, it wouldn’t have lasted this long!”
Mara screamed in frustration. But what really caught the attention of the Saintess and Seti wasn’t the curse, but the words King of Monsters’ heart.
“You were going to feed something like that to Yeomyeong in front of me…? Is that what you were planning?”
The Saintess pressed the muzzle of her revolver firmly against the back of Mara’s head. Having just regenerated her body, Mara had her head slammed against the floor.
“Let’s talk this out.”
“Shut up. I’m forcing myself to hold back from putting a hole in your skull right now.”
As the Saintess continued to crush Mara’s head with the gun, Seti picked up the heart that had fallen to the ground.
The heart, with the bullet hole already gone, was now expelling even more black liquid than before. The liquid was foul-smelling, like fish guts, and disgusting.
Seti, unconcerned by the disgusting liquid, continued to manipulate the pulsating heart, then turned her head to look at Yeomyeong.
“A hundred kisses—does that count for me too?”
“…”
It was unclear whether she was joking to lighten the mood or speaking seriously. As Yeomyeong blinked, Seti chuckled softly.
“What? Are you surprised? Anyway, let’s clean this up first. Can you put it in your inventory?”
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong reached out and closed his fist around the heart.
His inventory could even retrieve nuclear missiles, but the heart didn’t budge, continuing to squirm in Seti’s hand.
The heart didn’t respond to the inventory’s retrieval ability. Was it because it wasn’t his? No, it was…
“It’s alive. So, I can’t put it in my inventory.”
“It’s alive?”
Seti finally looked at the heart with a disgusted expression. Seeing her frown, Mara couldn’t help but laugh and say.
“It’s more effective if you eat it raw… Just kidding.”
Unlike the Saintess, Seti’s glare turned cold. Mara quickly backed down.
Meanwhile, Yeomyeong glanced outside at the egg-shaped shells swarming in the distance and spoke.
“Mara, I’ll spare you, but you need to tell me how to deal with this.”
“How to deal with the heart? I have no idea.”
“…No idea?”
Mara continued in a cheerful voice, as if the muzzle pressing against her head didn’t faze her.
“Maybe it’s possible in a place like Holy City or Hilaria, but here, getting rid of it is impossible. If something like that existed, the options would increase, right?”
“…”
“Do you think I’m an idiot? Whether you eat it and become the Demon King, or don’t eat it and let the governor take it from you… there are only two choices left, so I’m telling you this.”
At his half-delirious voice, the Saintess made a slightly disturbed face.
“Eat it. That’s your fate.”
Was she trying to prove her words? At that moment, Yeomyeong felt the presence of numerous people entering the building.
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t respond. Following his silence, a scream-like stillness filled the office where the four of them were.
The sound of helicopter propellers narrowing the encirclement, the sound of sweat dripping down the Saintess’ forehead, the footsteps of the egg-shaped shells climbing the stairs, Seti’s shallow breathing, and…
* * *
Yeomyeong began to think from the perspective of the governor who had planned this incident.
The mastermind behind the series of plans leading from the assassination of Darulma to the Demon King’s heart.
Even though KGB or Yeomyeong himself had intervened at times to twist the plan, the governor had never shown his face and had steadily carried the plan forward.
It was as if no matter what setbacks occurred during the plan, he was confident that he would achieve his goal.
Yeomyeong didn’t know whether that goal was simply the Demon King’s heart or something more, but… what mattered was the process itself.
The audacity of it all, while remaining hidden just enough not to be caught.
If Hamilton hadn’t carelessly sent the egg-shaped crafts to Yeomyeong, or if Mara hadn’t given a hint, Yeomyeong would never have imagined he was behind it.
A person who could plot like that…
To the point of calling out the State National Guard and bringing out the egg-shaped shells at the end?
Was it because Mara that he became desperate? No, if it were something that desperate, the governor would have shown a weakness before this incident even started.
No matter how much Yeomyeong thought about it, the only answer he could come up with was one.
It’s fine now.
Simply put, there was a reason behind it. A reason to call out the State National Guard and retrieve the Demon King’s heart in front of the holy sword and Browning.
In this chaos, if the State National Guard didn’t intervene, who else would?
Outside the window, the helicopters that had surrounded the island were evidence proving this hypothesis.
Perhaps causing this chaos was part of the plan to get the State National Guard involved.
If that was the case, what Yeomyeong had to do here was clear. Overturn the justification.
Having thought this far, Yeomyeong snatched the heart from Seti’s hand.
The heart, pulsing unpleasantly in his grip, continued to squirm, and Yeomyeong stared directly into Mara’s expectant eyes as he spoke.
“Mara, my teacher once told me this.”
“…What did she say?”
“At a crossroads, you don’t always have to choose between only two paths.”
Mara, with a mixed expression of amusement and excitement, licked her lips.
“It’s a good lesson, but… it seems like there are only two choices now, doesn’t it?”
“That’s what you think.”
As Yeomyeong spoke, he immediately began to draw upon mana. Not the heart’s mana, but the twisted mana of the Skeleton Dragon residing in his stomach.
This wasn’t mana for magic or curses.
“Hey, no way…?”
The moment Mara realized what Yeomyeong was about to do, she opened her mouth, but Yeomyeong drove the mana he had gathered straight into—
The Demon King’s heart.
Saaah—!
With a chilling sound that seemed like a ghostly wail, the heart in Yeomyeong’s hand greedily absorbed the mana.
Then, it exchanged that mana for regenerative power, and blackish-red slime began spewing from the heart’s veins.
“…Wow, this crazy bastard.”
Mara muttered as she watched the slime, filling the floor and as disgusting as the monsters he had seen in nightmares.
“Hey, Saintess, are you just going to watch? That thing is resurrecting the Demon King!”
The Saintess, still aiming her gun, shrugged her shoulders.
“What? Who cares? It’s better than Yeomyeong becoming the Demon King.”
“…Shit, so this is how a Saintess would act.”
Meanwhile, the slime that the heart had spewed continued to multiply. At least, the fact that it seemed to flow away from Yeomyeong and his group was a small relief.
Eventually, when the mass of slime had swollen to the stairs where Yeomyeong had climbed, Yeomyeong threw the heart beyond the stairs.
The slimes, seemingly waiting for the heart, caught it and paused their wriggling to look at Yeomyeong.
“Is that thing testing if it can eat us or not?”
Before Seti could make a disgusted comment, the slime, covered in mucous, vanished down the stairs.
A moment later, gunfire echoed from the stairs.
It seemed that the Slime Demon King and the egg-shaped shells climbing the stairs had begun a battle.
“You crazy bastard… do you even know what you’ve done?”
“I gave the damn mastermind and the Demonic Human a taste of their own medicine.”
“Ha! If that thing regains its power, Chicago will look like Britain. You think it’s fine? It won’t end with just a few deaths.”
Despite his words of concern, Mara’s face was full of enjoyment.
Yeomyeong, feeling the emptiness in his stomach and a brief dizziness, leaned against the window. After taking a deep breath, he looked down at the building and replied.
“That won’t happen. This is an island, and the Big Three and Freya Cahn are here.”
As he said, Browning and Freya Cahn, who were organizing the victims below the building, looked up at the building with serious faces.
“No, this crazy bastard, you’re making someone else clean up your mess…?”
Mara gaped, then burst out laughing.
Puhahahaha – At the sound of that frivolous laugh, the Saintess let out a sigh of relief, and just as the gunfire from below the stairs started to fade…
A crow landed on the window.
“Apprentice, what in the world have you done?”
It wasn’t Yeomyeong, who was recovering his mana, who answered the question, but Seti, who had been injecting him with a potion.
“Something that’ll give you a headache.”
“That’s nothing new. What I’m asking is, did this monster that is eating the egg soldiers in this building, appear because of you, Apprentice?”
Without hesitation, Seti explained everything that had happened up until that point—Mara, the Demon King’s heart, the mastermind, the two choices, and the method Yeomyeong had chosen.
As soon as the brief explanation was finished, Corvus blinked her pearl-like eyes.
“You’ve used my teachings in that way?”
Meanwhile, Yeomyeong, who had recovered enough mana, ignored Mara’s words of “That bird thing was your teacher?” and nodded.
“Yes. This apprentice has been a fool for a long time, but I have finally understood your intention, teacher.”
“…Apprentice? Don’t even think about getting out of this with jokes.”
Then Seti, standing nearby, added a comment.
“…Don’t be fooled by his tone. He’s serious.”
“…”
Corvus, unsure whether she should be happy or sad, turned slightly and looked out the window.
The situation outside wasn’t good, even by empty words. The windows were shattered, and black slimes were spilling out of the building, while the dwarves, just waking up, were frantically fleeing toward the Dimensional Portal.
Meanwhile, Freya Cahn and Browning, each drawing their weapons, showed that there was no bigger mess than this.
Corvus turned back and looked at Yeomyeong.
“…Apprentice, may I teach you one more thing?”
“Yes, Teacher.”
“The mess you made, you clean it up.”
“…Don’t worry. That was my plan from the start.”
Despite Yeomyeong’s answer, Corvus didn’t look convinced. The Saintess’ expression alone said it all.
“Anyway, your failings are my failings as a teacher. I’ll help, but let’s deal with that first.”
Yeomyeong stood up from his seat. Just before jumping out of the window, he looked at the Saintess, who was pressing Mara’s head down, and spoke.
“Saintess?”
“What, Yeomyeong?”
“How about making a public appearance for the first time in a while?”
“…Huh, what?”

 
    

  Chapter 287: Three Walk Together (2)
* * *
A time earlier, when the State National Guard helicopters were surrounding the island.
Browning was browsing wine shops in Chicago on his phone.
He had been looking up some wine called Château d’Yquem from a place called Stern or something, and the moment he saw the price—$850 a bottle—his expression soured.
“What the hell kind of grape juice costs that much…”
Muttering to himself, Browning suddenly recalled his adjutant, who used to call whiskey a pricey disinfectant that smelled like wood.
A bitter smile crept across his lips. Thinking back, from alcohol preferences to political beliefs, they hadn’t had a single thing in common.
But at least when it came to military values, they were always in sync. He had no idea how things ended up like this…
[From now on, the State National Guard will take control of the situation.]
Just then, a cold mechanical voice interrupted Browning’s thoughts. He looked up to see State National Guard troops jumping from the helicopter and saluting him.
“…Do as you please.”
Browning gave a slight nod in return to their salute, but subtly frowned. Every single one of the so-called State National Guard soldiers was wearing a helmet that looked like an eggshell.
There was no insignia of the State National Guard, not even a Chicago Cubs logo—just plain, egg-shaped helmets.
[Thank you for your cooperation. We will proceed with mop-up operations.]
“Good luck with that.”
Watching the troops head toward the building, Browning felt a creeping unease he couldn’t quite explain—but he didn’t say anything.
Was it because the governor of Illinois pulling weird stunts was anything new? No, it was more because you couldn’t start suspecting the State National Guard just because of some strange helmet design.
In any case, he turned back to the wine prices and started thinking about what he’d say to his adjutant when they met.
His regret-laced thoughts didn’t last long.
…?
Browning put down his phone and looked up. The air around the island had changed. More precisely, the mana around the Dungan Heavy Industries building had started to ripple.
Browning, sensing something was wrong, shot to his feet—and with that, the gaze of every superhuman on the island turned toward the building.
The Holy Sword, who’d been chatting up dwarves, the blood-soaked Holy Relics Keeper lying on the ground, and even the superhumans gathered near the Dimensional Portal.
“Distorted mana… again?”
The moment Browning muttered those words—
Rat-at-ata-ta-tat!
Gunfire erupted from the building. It was unmistakably the sound of the State National Guard opening fire.
Browning hoped that would be the end of it. But the more the gunfire faded, the more violently the mana twisted.
As if it were feeding on the State National Guard and growing stronger.
“Freakin’ Church bastards, it never ends.”
Just as he cursed and shoved his phone into his pocket, the building began to shake.
In the next instant, the outer walls and windows of the structure shattered, and a black mass came flooding out.
It wasn’t hard to guess what it was—there couldn’t be another creature in the world that pulsed with distorted mana and writhed like that.
“So the dessert is monster now…”
It didn’t seem to have a mouth, but anything living that touched it got swallowed whole. A slime-type monster, most likely. The State National Guard who entered the building… probably didn’t even have time to react.
Browning made his decision in an instant and shouted toward the direction the fleeing dwarves had taken—
“Holy Sword! We’ve got work! Quit slacking and prep for combat!”
Turning his head, Browning saw Freya Cahn already holding the Holy Sword in one hand and a cellphone in the other, speaking rapidly. She was probably asking her Prime Minister if she could take on additional duties.
It seemed ridiculous to be doing that in front of a monster, but formal procedures were important—especially for someone as powerful as the Holy Sword.
Of course, Browning didn’t report anything. That sort of thing was for the so-called great prophet and agents at the Pentagon to deal with.
Having thought that far, he pulled a machine gun out from his subspace. His favorite kind—one that fired mana-infused rounds bigger than the Saintess’s anti-materiel sniper bullets at over 700 rounds per minute.
Sure, he had to toss the whole gun after a couple of mags due to the sheer stress it endured, but a few cannons weren’t a big deal to the U.S. military.
In any case, Browning raised the gun—one that regular soldiers could only fire while mounted—and pulled the trigge—
…or rather, he tried to.
Just before the muzzle could erupt, Freya Cahn had suddenly appeared beside him and grabbed his shoulder.
“Wait! Browning, hold on.”
Before he could even ask “What now?”, she pointed to the upper floors of the building.
“Hold your fire. The Saintess… She hasn’t come out yet.”
“…The Saintess?”
Only then did Browning realize that Yeomyeong and the Saintess, who had entered the building earlier, still hadn’t come back out. His eyes widened.
Could the monster have eaten them? The worst-case scenario hit him first—but he didn’t linger on it long.
No matter how he thought about it, there was no way Yeomyeong—who went in with the Saintess—would get devoured by some monster.
“…The Saintess’s probably fine.”
“…And how can you be so sure?”
“Military instinct.”
“Military—what? Don’t talk nonsense. I’ll go in and search, just give me some cover fire…”
As Freya Cahn looked ready to launch into another long-winded explanation, Browning simply pulled the trigger.
* * *
“Apprentice, shouldn’t we leave now?”
Corvus glanced nervously out the window and asked urgently, but Yeomyeong—busy handling a Holy Relic and conspiring with the Saintess—answered lightly.
“We’re not done preparing yet. Just a bit longer, please.”
“…What if that thing crosses the Dimensional Portal?”
“Freya Cahn and Browning will handle it.”
Just as Yeomyeong finished speaking, the THUD THUD THUD THUD of the cannon echoed from below.
She doubted that would do much against the giant slime pouring out of the building, but the response came immediately.
!!!
A voiceless scream—or perhaps the pulse of distorted mana—from the slime with no mouth.
The pain seemed significant. The ceiling trembled and dust rained down in response to the slime’s agony.
Was it weaker than expected? Corvus dared to hope as she stepped onto the window ledge.
But the sight that followed crushed her hopes completely.하지만 곧이어 벌어진 광경은 그녀의 기대를 산산이 부숴버렸다.
KRAGGKK—KRAK!
Even as bullets were shredding it, the slime was still tearing part of the building apart.
Smashing through walls, pillars, rebar, and glass, the creature devoured the wreckage.
It looked as though it was consuming the building itself, but the concrete and steel weren’t digested—instead, they rearranged inside the slime in a structured way.
As if it were forming bones.
The problem was… those “bones” easily stood over 20 meters tall.
The slime, now massive enough to make the cannon’s muzzle flash look like a matchstick, began to ripple, clump, and twist into a defined shape.
Starting with a lizard-like head, it formed a massive torso, thick limbs, a streamlined tail—and enormous wings.
“…A dragon?”
Yes, the thing made of slime and building debris looked like a dragon. And not just any dragon—one very familiar.
“Kahal Magdu…? Wait, Apprentice, don’t tell me…”
As Corvus pieced it all together and turned to Yeomyeong, he simply shrugged.
“Seems like its shape reflects the mana it consumed.”
“…Is that really something to say right now?”
Just as Yeomyeong opened his mouth to reply, the slime dragon—that is, the King of Monsters—opened its gaping maw.
Its enormous mouth, filled not with teeth but with floating chunks of concrete, began to ripple, and then—
KYAAAAAAAH—!
With a shriek, it vomited out a mass of slime. It didn’t quite match a Dragon Breath, but the sight of the black liquid covering a wide area was still terrifying.
Browning, who was now coated in the goo, didn’t seem fazed at all.
“…Well, it looks great. Scarier than most CG.”
Seti, glancing out the window, made the remark casually. Corvus clicked her beak sharply in response.
“Seti! Even you? If we let that… breath, no that vomit, keep going in a city like this, it’ll be a disaster!”
Just then, the Saintess—covered in Holy Relics hanging from her robes—spoke.
“Oh, come on, Corvus. How’s a slime full of concrete supposed to cross the lake and get to the city?”
“…”
“And don’t stress too much. Yelling over spilled milk is just bad for your mental health.”
A voice so relaxed it had clearly tipped into resignation. Corvus glanced around at the group, including Mara, who was smirking in disbelief, and let out a long sigh.
“…Is the Apprentice becoming more like Saintess, or is it the other way around?”
“We’re rubbing off on each other, I guess.”
“…”
Corvus might have exploded then, if not for the President’s office, they began to shake.
RUMBLE—! Dust rained down from above, turning Corvus’ feathers white as she grabbed the Saintess’s shoulder.
“At this rate, the whole thing’s coming down. Fight or not, we have to get out of here.”
Yeomyeong shook his head.
“Not yet.”
“Apprentice! What exactly are you waiting for?! Do you even realize how brutally Browning and Freya Cahn are fighting down there—”
Just then, a raspy female voice from the window cut Corvus off.
“Me? I’m not fighting at all.”
“…”
Everyone, including Corvus, turned their heads—only to see Freya Cahn hovering in the air, gripping the Holy Sword, grinning widely.
“Long time no see, Seeker of the Unpaved Roads.”
“…It’s been a while, One-Eyed Wretch.”
A short but charged greeting. Whatever had happened between them, Corvus folded her wings and shut her beak as if uncomfortable in Freya Cahn’s presence.
Regardless, Freya Cahn turned to Yeomyeong—or more precisely, to the one cloaked in the Blood Tears illusion who was guarding the Saintess.
“Ya too. Long time.”
“Yes, it’s been a while, ma’am.”
“Still using that Comet Sword?”
“…Yes, I’m using it well.”
A response that made it clear she had seen through Yeomyeong’s illusion.
Yet neither Freya Cahn nor Yeomyeong seemed bothered about the revelation. They simply looked each other in the eye.
“Well, we’ll talk about the important stuff later. But what are you all still doing up here? What are you plotting?”
As Freya Cahn spoke, her mana flared slightly—sharp and dangerous. As if she’d realized Yeomyeong was the one who unleashed the monster below.
Yeomyeong answered without a hint of unease.
“I was waiting.”
“Waiting? For what, a news chopper?”
Noticing the Holy Relics draped over the Saintess, Freya Cahn narrowed her eyes, her tone growing sharper as if she made her guess.
“Be real, mate. Ya reckon a news chopper’s just gonna cruise in with attack choppers buzzing around?”
A reasonable point. Yeomyeong didn’t reply immediately. He paused, then turned his gaze toward the direction of Lake Michigan.
“…They’re late, but they’ve arrived.”
Following his eyes, the others turned to see—boats gathering around the island.
From small tourist shuttles to massive cruise ships.
Dozens of boats sliced through the water, heading for the side with the clearest view of Browning and the monster.
Crowded on the decks were journalists with huge cameras and people waving smartphones, packed in so tightly it looked like they’d paid extra to get aboard.
“…Bloody Yanks, eh.”
Freya Cahn let out a dry laugh as she spotted police boats scrambling to intercept the incoming crowd, then looked back at Yeomyeong.
“Mind if I join in?”
“Would you back off if I said no?”
“Nope.”
Yeomyeong nodded, as if he expected that answer, then gently picked up the Saintess in both arms.
The Holy Relics adorning her rattled noisily as her face turned bright red. Corvus let out a long sigh and reached for her staff.
As Yeomyeong saw Seti tightening the leash around Mara’s neck, he stepped up to the window and gave one final glance toward the Holy Sword.
“Just don’t steal the spotlight.”
“Hey, I do have that much tact—”
But before she could finish her sentence, Yeomyeong leaped ahead. Still holding the Saintess, he jumped straight out of the window.

 
    

  Chapter 288: Three Walk Together (3)
* * *
The four people and a crow falling from the top of the building appeared as tiny dots.
Only those with good eyesight, like the cameramen or some fans filming Freya Cahn, noticed…
Flash–!
In the next moment, a light burst out from the sky. The light of white, green, and black, representing three of the five gods.
The light, which spread wide like a rainbow, turned into dust and fell onto the head of the Monster King.
It was both beautiful and majestic. The scene was so grand that even the journalists, and ordinary citizens holding cameras, couldn’t keep their mouths shut.
A magnificent silence.
The sound of Browning firing his cannon even stopped for that brief silence, which was broken the moment the dust touched the enormous monster.
- - - - !!
As soon as the dust touched it, the monster seemed to lose its center of gravity, as if being ‘pulled’, and its wings made of steel frame and slime flapped.
It was an attempt to avoid falling, but to those watching from afar, it looked as though the monster was writhing in pain.
No, even Browning, who was right in front, simply stared blankly at the monster flailing around.
“Maybe it’s time to change religions… What kind of blessing is that?”
His mindless words were directed toward the Holy Relics Keeper, who had just recovered from the injury caused by the Holy Sword. He was scraping the dried blood scabs off his face as he replied.
“The blessing of divine light.”
“…The blessing of divine light? I’ve never heard of it. Is it some kind of secret technique only a Saintess can use?”
“No… It’s just a blessing that emits light. When combined with Holy Relics, it can amplify the effect by several dozen times.”
“…?”
Browning looked at him as if to say, “What kind of nonsense is this?” then glanced back up at the slime dragon.
It had already regained its composure and was flapping its wings, blowing the light dust away.
“So, what you’re saying is that was just fireworks?”
“…”
Fireworks. The Holy Relics Keeper couldn’t think of a word more fitting and fell silent. As a result, Browning realized the truth, chuckled, and alternated between looking at the ships approaching the island and Yeomyeong.
“Well, this young brat already knows how to do media play now…”
He trailed off, but he didn’t seem to have negative thoughts.
In fact, he felt a little bad that his non-American friends were working hard but not getting anything out of it. If he could at least help with the kid’s name value, that would be a good thing.
“Let’s go out with a bang.”
Browning dropped the nearly destroyed machine gun onto the ground and opened a subspace to pull out an anti-tank rocket.
That weapon might not be very effective against such a huge monster, but when you want to grab attention, explosions are always the way to go
Browning fired the rocket at the monster’s head, which was turning toward the Saintess’ group.
Whoooosh – Boom!!
The deliciously explosive sound, the cheers heard even from a distance, and the Holy Relics Keeper’s sigh echoing in the air.
“Browning, do you really have to do this? That’s not a toy, it’s a monster.”
In response to the Holy Relics Keeper’s question, Browning smiled slightly.
“And this is America’s backyard. It’s not a special situation like the corruption stone, what do you think one giant monster can do? The reality is, this isn’t a monster movie, my friend.”
“That’s…”
“To be honest, this feels like a bonus stage to me… Ah, you probably don’t know what a bonus stage is? Think of it like a little extra reward.”
“…”
Although he felt like he could hear the word ‘country bumpkin’ ringing in his ears, the Holy Relics Keeper forced himself to ignore it.
Gripping his sword-shaped relic tightly, he turned his head, catching sight of Yeomyeong running across the ice in the sky, carrying the Saintesses in his arms.
“Whatever they’re doing… please, just finish it well…”
* * *
Despite the Holy Relics Keeper’s worries, the Saintess was having a good time.
She used the cameras focused on her as an excuse to grab Yeomyeong’s neck tightly and bury her face in his chest.
His body smelled of sweat, blood, and a strangely sticky, flesh-like scent. It was the kind of smell she would love to keep smelling if given the chance…
…Anyway.
While briefly savoring Yeomyeong’s scent, the Saintess noticed his breath becoming a bit irregular and raised her head.
“Are you okay?”
The Saintess couldn’t bring herself to ask if it was because she was too heavy. However, Yeomyeong, sensing her thoughts, smiled and shook his head. His face, dried with blood and sweat, looked a bit pale.
“It’s nothing, just the new martial art I learned isn’t easy…”
Just as he said, the moment the light burst earlier, Yeomyeong had used a new martial art made with his True Intention.
How strong it was outside of the dream world, he tested it with a combination of trial and practice… And its power was beyond his imagination.
Simply performing the martial art was enough to pull and even topple the giant slime dragon.
The problem was the amount of mana used.
Was it because it was based on the True Intention to have everything? The nameless martial art consumed an enormous amount of mana, as much as the power it absorbed.
It was as if he was scraping mana from his heart and blood vessels. It felt like the dizziness he used to experience while cleaning all day under the scorching sun.
He wanted to faint right away, but there was no time to rest.
Yeomyeong, holding his weakening leg muscles tightly, watched the slime dragon blocking the rocket.
“How many more times can you use the fireworks blessing from earlier?”
“At least ten more times without a problem.”
As soon as he heard her confident reply, Yeomyeong shifted the way he was holding the Saintess. He lowered his right hand, which had been supporting her legs, and firmly gripped her waist with just his left hand.
With his right arm now free, he pulled out a sword from his inventory. Not the Mountain’s Tears, but a regular iron sword.
Drawing the sword was a signal they had arranged with the group beforehand. Looking back, he saw Seti, perched on Mara’s shoulder, descending while drawing her hammer.
Alright, now he just needed to descend…
As he stepped on the ice spike, the Holy Sword flew toward him and asked.
“Oi, just checkin’… That monster— same with the one tearing up London, yeah? The one that beefs up the more it scoffs?”
It was a sharp question. Yeomyeong responded while making another ice spike.
“…No.”
But before Yeomyeong could even finish his words, a change occurred in the slime dragon’s body, which had been hit by the rocket.
Suddenly, the monster’s face began to wobble, and the egg-shaped helmet it had just eaten began to bubble up.
It seemed like it was about to regurgitate what it had eaten, but the following actions were more than that.
The egg helmets that bulged out of its skin turned into slime to form the upper half of its body, and it soon grabbed the gun it had eaten.
And then—
Rat-a-tat-tat!!
The sound of hundreds of gunshots. The barrage of bullets from a newly-loaded rifle was nothing compared to the fake breath.
Bullets hit the ground, kicking up dust, and the Holy Relics Keeper, who was next to Browning, switched his sword-shaped Holy Relic into a shield to block the bullets.
“Using the soldiers they’ve eaten as gun emplacements…? This seems even worse than the one in London…”
Freya Cahn trailed off as she watched the scene. Regardless of her doubts, Yeomyeong had a rough idea why such a thing was happening.
Artificial superhumans operated by chips and liver cells without true consciousness… Was the monster, having devoured the liver cells, now controlling the chips instead?
Maybe this could even expose the true nature of those egg-shaped shells.
Of course, that was only if his guess turned out to be correct — and he was soon able to confirm it.
Chop! Chop!
The attack helicopters, which had until then been surrounding the island and merely watching, immediately moved into attack formation as soon as they saw the egg-shape shells rising above the slime dragon.
“…You think you’re about to be exposed, too, huh?”
Yeomyeong smirked and signaled to Corvus and Seti.
The hand signal was simple: get out of the helicopter’s range.
The moment the signal ended, the helicopters surrounding the slime dragon started firing air-to-ground rockets.
!!!
Rockets rained down like thunderbolts onto the slime body of the Monster King, who had been struggling against Browning’s playful rocket fire.
Kyaaaaghgkyaaak!!
The monster king let out a terrible scream, flailing its wings and arms. Sometimes it managed to grab a rocket with its hands, but reality was no movie — grabbing a rocket didn’t stop it from exploding.
Still, it made for spectacular footage.
The sight of the slime dragon pushing forward through the rocket barrage, approaching the helicopters, looked more real than any monster movie.
“That looks good on camera.”
Freya Cahn whistled admiringly as she watched, clearly unconcerned about whether the foreign helicopters were destroyed.
Yeomyeong suppressed a bitter laugh and gathered mana into his iron sword as he spoke.
“I think the best shot would be ending this before any damage is done. This time, would you like to go first?”
Freya Cahn flashed a fierce smile and replied.
“Mate, don’t act like you’re doin’ me a favour. Everyone knows it’s the bloke who finishes the job that cops all the glory.”
Despite her words, she didn’t seem displeased. As soon as Yeomyeong added a polite please, she grabbed the Holy Sword without hesitation.
“How should we handle it? If it’s a slime-type, finding the core would be fastest… but finding the core inside that body looks impossible.”
“Ah, no worries. The core’s in the head… no, the neck… actually, between the wings right now.”
“…”
He spoke as if he could feel the slime dragon’s core vividly.
Freya Cahn scanned Yeomyeong up and down with a curious expression, then activated the blessing of the holy sword.
“You and I need to have a chat after this is over.”
She didn’t wait for Yeomyeong’s answer. As soon as she finished speaking, she literally dove down toward the Monster King with the radiant Holy Sword in hand.
* * *
“…Should we change the order?”
The Saintess muttered as she watched Freya Cahn dramatically dive between the Monster King’s wings.
But Yeomyeong shook his head.
“No, we just added an extra opening move. Let’s stick to the original plan.”
“…You didn’t tell Corvus though, did you?”
“I can tell her now.”
Saying so, Yeomyeong sent a hand signal. A simple one, easy to recognize even from a distance.
Weak points, in order, Seti, Mara, Corvus, attack.
In the next instant, Seti grabbed the rope around Mara’s neck and yanked hard.
Even from this distance, they could hear Mara yell “Shit!” loudly as she dove straight toward the Monster King.
Next was Corvus, holding her staff with her foot.
Looking bewildered, she glanced back and forth between the cameras pointed at her and Yeomyeong, her beak opening and closing wordlessly. She then simply dropped after Seti, still in her crow form.
Left alone in the sky, Yeomyeong began to infuse his sword with Sword Aura while the Saintess wrapped her arms tightly around his waist.
“Fireworks again during the attack, right?”
“Yeah. As strong as you can, please.”
One nod, two deep breaths. The Saintess asked, confirming one last time.
“We’re gonna be mobbed by reporters again after this… You have to stick with me, okay?”
“Where would the Saintess’s secret bodyguard even go?”
Yeomyeong joked, and the Saintess pinched his side lightly.
“Tch, I wish I could show my real face instead of this fake one…”
“…Let’s save that for later.”
“Later? How later? As the lucky guy who snagged the Saintess? Or the criminal who kidnapped her?”
“…I’d prefer the first one.”
Yeomyeong replied and was about to channel Volcanic Tempest into his sword, but then he saw the Holy Sword flashing as it plunged downward and changed his mind.
In the next moment, without hesitation, he summoned the comet light — maybe not as dazzling as the one from his dream, but strong enough to draw everyone’s gaze on the island.
“Comet Sword?”
The Saintess tilted her head at the unexpected sword aura, but then chuckled, as if understanding his intentions.
“An Australian inheriting the Holy Sword and a Holy Knight inheriting the Comet Sword… Aren’t we giving the media way too much to write about?”
‘You cover one incident with another. That’s how it works.”
Without waiting for her reply, Yeomyeong dismissed the ice spikes under his feet.
“Let’s go.”
Gravity immediately seized them, and the wind brushed past their faces.
Yeomyeong didn’t even blink as he aimed precisely for the gap between the Monster King’s wings.
The place where the heart of the Monster King, now filled with the mana of the Skeletal Dragon that had become his, was kept.
And then, in a moment so short it couldn’t even be called a flash—
[O Light!!]
The Holy Sword that Freya Cahn had dropped as the vanguard shone brightly and exploded between the wings of the slime dragon.
KABOOOMMM!
As the Holy Sword struck, a burst of light, as intense as the Saintess’ firework blessing, erupted from the point of contact.
Soon, a large tear appeared where the light had vanished, and black, slimy fluid gushed out—powerful enough to rival rocket volleys… No, even stronger.
@-#%&-!!!@-#%&- !!!
The slime dragon shrieked in an incomprehensible, monstrous way, glowing with pain. Freya Cahn, considering whether to strike again with the Holy Sword to finish it, changed her mind as she saw Mara falling.
Well, this kind of opportunity should be handed over to the juniors.
As she jumped off the Monster King’s back, Seti’s hammer struck the wound.
KABOOMMM!!
A colossal explosion erupted, and the slime the monster had been spewing exploded, causing its knee to buckle. Mara, who had only pretended to attack, now completely covered in slime, cursed and darted to the side.
And then, as the massive wound became visible to all, the staff of the crow, who was still flapping, sparkled.
Her magic lacked sound or impressive light.
It was simply that her mana resonated with the incantation, and the intricate spells that could only be felt by a mage intertwined like threads to form a massive veil.
The kind of spell even the mages of the Magic Tower might see only once in their lifetime — the ‘Frost Singularity’ spell.
SAAAAA—
A chilling crack echoed from the Monster King’s veiled back. Before the sound even faded, half of the Monster King’s body was frozen solid. The slime dragon, whose regenerating wounds were hardened, could neither fall nor rise, forced to greet its final guest just like that.
The comet’s light made a tail so long it dazzled the eyes.
Yeomyeong drew a long, dramatic arc with his sword, making sure the media around the island could capture it from the best angle.
That wasn’t the end. The moment he swung his sword down, the Saintess clasped her hands together and unleashed the firework blessing.
Amplified, overlapping, and bursting light. The sound of camera shutters never stopped, in time with the Monster King’s screams.
In that brief moment, Yeomyeong released his right hand from the sword and reached into the gaping body of the Monster King.
Was he trying to grab something on his way down? No, a martial technique—still unnamed—unfolded from his hand, drawing back the mana that had once been his.
That was the reason he could remain so composed despite all this chaos.
The Monster King’s heart, which had grown almost solely on Yeomyeong’s mana without feeding on much else, was helplessly dragged into his hand.
…Retrieval complete.
He couldn’t just throw away this precious thing. With that thought, Yeomyeong landed—no, slammed—into the slime mound that had lost its heart.

 
    

  Chapter 289: Interlude - The Spectators
* * *
In front of the Chicago Dimensional Portal, overlooked by the monster that had once been the Dungan Heavy Industries headquarters — or rather, what used to be the building.
A huge figure named Poison Flower cloaked entirely in a coat, lit a cigarette.
Even as mercenaries around him exclaimed “Woooow!” while holding up their phones, he quietly watched the people falling onto the Monster King’s back.
The Holy Sword, Mara and an unnamed wench, the crow… and finally, the Saintess and the Red Star.
Their consecutive attacks, executed one after another, looked as beautiful as a cavalry charge by knights.
That said, if you asked whether their attack was efficient— not really. The battle had been decided the moment the Holy Sword struck the first blow.
However, sometimes, being cool had meaning on its own. Especially now, with all the media and public attention focused here.
Probably for the next day or two — maybe the whole week — this event would dominate the news cycle.
“I don’t know whether he’s bold, or just lucky…”
Poison Flower, roughly guessing at what Yeomyeong had just done, shook his head and lit his cigarette.
As the smoke rose, he thought to himself how ridiculously tough that guy was. Well, no wonder he managed to master Dzhugashvili to greatness.
— Fwooo.
Dzhugashvili, the Demon King, fate… Poison Flower inhaled his cigarette deeply, his exhale a cloud mixed with worry and exhaustion.
Though smoking was prohibited around the Dimensional Portal, no one — not the mercenaries, not even the Dimensional Portal guards— said anything. Everyone was too busy staring at the Saintess’ brilliant explosion of light.
- Who was that crow just now? Anyone know?



	Anyone who filmed it, send the videos to my number right now! Don’t contact the media individually!



	Portal Guards, stop gawking and get back to your posts! Someone could try to cross illegally!
Some people, finally realizing the situation, rushed to restore, but many others still couldn’t tear their eyes away from the melting corpse of the monster.
- Anyone know who that guy who fell with the Saintess at the end is?



	He must be the Saintess’s escort knight.



	A knight using the Comet Blade? Are you serious?



	What? Did it make sense when an Australian stole the Holy Sword?
Among them were believers bearing the symbols of the Church of Five Gods.
Seeing the gathering of the Saintess, the Holy Sword, and the Holy Relics Keeper in one place, they let their imaginations run wild.
They said that perhaps the gods had finally forgiven America, or that the next generation’s Holy Sword bearer would be an Ashian again…
Watching them, Poison Flower took another drag of his cigarette and smirked bitterly.
Was it because Marx’s words about religion being the opium of the people crossed his mind?
No — it was because the one who had just saved these people praising the Five Gods, was a commie as close to being a Demon King.
“…How ironic.”
Seeing it all now, he thought he could finally understand, even just a little, why Mara found life so amus—
“Ironic? What’s so ironic?”
A gentle voice interrupted his thoughts.
Poison Flower didn’t answer right away. Instead, he smoked until only the butt remained, then turned his head and exhaled a cloud of smoke as he spoke.
“It’s nothing you need to know.”
At the end of his smoke-wreathed words stood a woman wearing a thick sheep mask.
At her sides stood two suited individuals wearing chicken and tiger masks, exuding an eerie lack of presence — as if they were cloaked in invisibility.
“…You’re much ruder than I heard.”
Said the woman in the sheep mask, waving her hand lightly. Poison Flower flicked his cigarette butt to the ground as he answered.
“It doesn’t seem like the one who came directly to me, rather than to my leader, should be talking about manners. Does your elder handle things like this?”
The man in the chicken mask, perhaps angered by Poison Flower’s mention of an elder, stepped forward. His bloodshot eyes gleamed menacingly from behind the mask.
The tiger-masked man, standing behind him, subtly reached for a gun at his waist. As Poison Flower raised his hand and flicked his fingers…
“Enough.”
The woman in the sheep mask raised her hand gently, stopping the man in the chicken mask.
On the surface, it seemed like she was stopping an impulsive subordinate, but judging by the simmering anger in her eyes, it appeared that the woman in the sheep mask herself was the most upset.
Was she angry that her superior was being insulted?
As Poison Flower silently mocked the puppet, she spoke with a voice that struggled to suppress her fury.
“Poison Flower, we’re not here to fight. We just… want to know what happened inside the Corruption Stone.”
“You want expensive information, then.”
“If it’s the price, we’ll pay anything. Money doesn’t matter when it comes to uncovering the secrets of the Church.”
The tiger-masked man followed the woman’s gesture, lifting a heavy bag.
Looking at the bag, likely full of money, Poison Flower shook his head.
“What you want to know isn’t the Church’s secrets, is it?”
“…”
“Don’t forget what happened to Colombia, who played us. Even without the Skeleton Dragon, we are still us.”
Maybe it was because she was intimidated by the not-quite-a-threat? The woman in the sheep mask flinched and shuddered.
“How much do you actually know?”
“What the Star Entrails knows, we all know.”
Perhaps not expecting the name Star Entrails to be openly mentioned, the man in the chicken mask looked startled and scanned the surroundings. Fortunately, no one in the chaos seemed to be paying attention to them.
Poison Flower took out another cigarette from his coat pocket and spoke.
“If you have any questions, ask me honestly. I’ll be the one to decide whether I answer or not.”
The woman in the sheep mask hesitated for a moment before slowly opening her mouth.
“The agents from our side who entered the dream all said they saw a light engulfed by darkness. Tell us, is this the Demon King’s mana?”
The Demon King’s mana? The fact that they asked so directly showed that the people from the peninsula were incredibly anxious, fearing it might be their turn next.
The proof that the elder was no more capable than someone at Berry’s level…
Waaaaa!
At that moment, cheers suddenly erupted from the crowd.
- We’re safe after all!



	Oh, Five Gods! Saintess! Look this way, please!



	Ugh, stop pushing! Are you the only ones taking pictures?
Poison Flower turned his head and saw the Saintess and Yeomyeong walking out onto the slime mass.
Both of them, probably exhausted to the point of death, were still waving at the crowd as they descended, and their appearance was quite impressive.
Poison Flower wondered what could possibly drive them to do such a thing, but he didn’t bother searching for an answer.
After all, humans all had their own reasons and lived as they please.
Even he couldn’t understand why the great Stalin was obsessed with dimensional travel, so why should he care about what that brat were doing?
Most importantly, watching the way the people who had fought alongside them — Browning, the Holy Relics Keeper, and even the Saintess — all ran toward the two of them was, in itself, quite an amusing sight.
Although I don’t know why Mara’s there…
Watching Mara being dragged like a dog with a leash, Poison Flower couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh.
He couldn’t understand how someone who had been preparing in formal attire had ended up in that state. But then again, knowing Mara, it was exactly the sort of thing that would happen.
…Well, anyway.
Poison Flower, whose interest had waned, looked back at the woman in the sheep mask. Like Poison Flower, she was watching the Saintess’ group, but oddly, she was staring intently at the wench holding Mara’s leash.
Was she someone she knew? Or perhaps someone from the same country? Either way, it didn’t matter to Poison Flower. He lit a cigarette and spoke again.
“That’s not the Demon King’s mana.”
“Pardon?”
“The light engulfed by darkness. That has nothing to do with the Demon King.”
“Then… what exactly was it?”
“Well, how would you call the night sky swallowing a comet? I’m not sure, though.”
The poetic analogy made the woman in the sheep mask tilt her head. Before she could ask what it meant, Poison Flower furrowed his brow first.
…What did I just say?
Did he just blurt out that literary expression without realizing it? Poison Flower shuddered at the thought of his own words.
Just as that shudder was about to linger a bit longer, someone jumped off a helicopter hovering near the Dimensional Portal.
It wasn’t a State National Guard member wearing an egg-shell helmet, but a muscular man dressed in regular combat gear and wearing a mask.
As the sudden newcomer landed, people’s attention shifted toward him, but it didn’t last long.
Instead of heading toward the monster or the Saintess, the man began to approach the crowd, specifically, Poison Flower.
Only the woman in the sheep mask reacted to this unexpected visitor.
“Is that… someone you know?”
“I know him. He’s our current employer. You probably know him too.”
“We do? Who on earth is he?”
“The Governor of Illinois.”
“…”
The woman in the sheep mask looked at the approaching giant with a surprised expression. She quickly realized, not from his face but from his massive build, that Poison Flower’s words were correct.
He was a whole head taller than Dokhwa, who was over 190 cm, with broad shoulders, bursting pectorals, and thick thighs… There was no way there could be another politician in America with a build like that.
“Unfortunately, meeting him is beyond my authority. We’ll take our leave now. Let’s meet again in Incheon.”
The woman in the sheep mask signaled to the chicken and tiger-masked men, placed the money bag on the ground, and disappeared into the crowd.
Well, at least they left the money behind, so maybe they are better than Berya?
Poison Flower gave a wry smile as he picked up the money bag, just as the governor’s large hand was placed on his shoulder.
“Poison Flower, you’ve caused quite an amusing situation.”
“I’m glad you found it amusing.”
‘Ha!”
At Poison Flower’s shamless reply, the governor scoffed. Meanwhile, some of the people around them, noticing his large size, gave suspicious glances, but their doubts didn’t last long.
After all, who would ever suspect the governor himself would be here?
The governor, who understood public psychology well, firmly squeezed Poison Flower’s shoulder.
“I didn’t give you money to ruin things and chat with the folks from the peninsula.”
“Nor did you give me money to fight with Browning or the Holy Relics Keeper.”
“Unexpected situations always happen, after all.”
“Is the unexpected situation the Big Three? I’ll return that statement to you.”
The strength in the governor’s grip grew heavier. There was a cracking sound from underneath the coat as flesh and bone were crushed.
For a moment, the hem of the coat was soaked in blood.
The governor released his grip and showed a weary smile, which was visible even beneath his mask.
“Yeah, you’re right. Who would have thought Browning and the Holy Relics Keeper would come out of the Corruption Stone? And on top of that…”
The governor glanced at the Saintess, who was still waving her hand.
“Even the Saintess?”
“…Why are you leaving out the Red Star?”
“You’re the one who said that commie bastard would be manageable.”
“…”
Poison Flower, who knew the true identity of the Red Star, kept his expression carefully neutral. The governor, oblivious, continued with his arms crossed.
“Anyway, the whole thing turned into a shitshow. I risked being noticed by the Prophet and staked all of Chicago on this… and yet, we ended up gaining nothing. Worse, I lost Hamilton, who was like an extension of my—”
As he regenerated his crushed shoulder, Poison Flower spoke up.
“…If you mean Hamilton, I’ve secured him separately.”
“Oh, now that’s good news. I would’ve been really upset if we lost him too.”
The governor brightened up as he said this, his voice full of genuine feeling, not sarcasm.
Sensing that sincerity, Poison Flower felt a near-awe kind of disgust. This man could truly care for his subordinates— and yet sacrifice millions of Chicago citizens without a second thought.
Everyone who was affiliated with the Old Rulers — including Poison Flower himself — were all crazy, but none were as mad as the governor.
And as if to prove that madness, the governor glanced back at the Saintess and said.
“Poison Flower, do you think if we launched a missile at her right now, we could kill the Saintess?”
“…”
“The helicopter pilot might ‘accidentally’ fire two missiles… Hm, if Browning weren’t there, I’d really give it a shot.”
Poison Flower didn’t respond. The governor, seemingly not expecting an answer, laughed heartily and shook off the thought.
“Haha, what a mess. Instead of missiles, I should probably be handing out medals to the ones who wrecked my plans.”
“…Medals?”
“No matter what happened to my plans, aren’t they still the heroes who saved Chicago? I have to pin medals on them before the Washington bastards try to snatch them up.”
“…”
“Oh, and that guy standing next to the Saintess. Did you happen to see his dream within Ayatollah’s authority?”
Out of nowhere? Poison Flower narrowed his eyes, watching the governor point at Yeomyeong.
“…Why are you suddenly curious about that?”
“He was leading that whole coordinated attack show. That means he’s got both skill and showmanship… I like him.”
“…”
“He’s not the type to waste away in some uptight Holy Knight Order. I’d rather recruit him. If I knew what he wished for in his dreams, it would be easier to lure him.”
Yeomyeong’s dream? Having failed to wake from his own dreams, Poison Flower couldn’t even begin to guess what it might have been.
So he answered honestly.
“…I don’t know.”
“Is that so? Looks like you didn’t do much correctly this time. I should demand half the contract payment back from Star Entrails.”
“…”
“Well, if you don’t know, guess we’ll have to go at it head-on… It’ll be tricky to use a honey trap on him, since he’s got a woman like the Saintess… but maybe if I offer to help him win her over, he’ll join me?”
Offer to what? Poison Flower grimaced at the thought of what went on in the minds of those in power. He gave a sharp, sarcastic reply.
“Instead of that, why don’t you just go ask him yourself?”
It was meant as pure mockery, but the governor took it differently.
“Ah, that’s a great idea. Since I’m already here, I might as well strike up a conversation.”
“…?”
When Poison Flower lifted his head again, the governor was already striding toward the Saintess’ group.
“Take Hamilton to the secret hospital. And you, cough up half the advance payment.”
Watching the governor’s retreating back, Poison Flower was momentarily at a loss for words.
He stared blankly as the governor approached Yeomyeong.
Just as the governor spread his arms wide to greet him, Poison Flower caught a glimpse of Yeomyeong’s lips as he muttered.
Um, sorry, but… I’m going to faint now.
And right as he finished speaking, Yeomyeong actually collapsed.
It must have been quite the shock for the governor. Not only did the guy faint the moment he approached, it wasn’t just a “momentary” blackout either.
Yeomyeong didn’t wake up again for another three days.






 
    

  Chapter 290: Three Walk Together (4)
* * *
Yeomyeong opened his eyes above a sea of stars.
It wasn’t exactly the best metaphor, but it was the only one he could come up with. What could you say about a space made of stars and darkness?
A river of consciousness beyond the physical body? A place beyond the veil of dimensions?
Whatever it was called, he let his body drift in the sea. Both his body and mind were exhausted. Thinking back, he hadn’t had a moment of rest since arriving in Chicago.
The KGB, the dwarves, the maggot princess, the Ayatollah, the Monster King…
It was more tiring than when the entire janitor guild worked through the night to clean Incheon for the President’s event.
Eventually, unable to bear the exhaustion any longer, Yeomyeong slowly closed his eyes. Something tickled the back of his neck, as if it was about to come to mind, but his eyelids were too heavy.
First, sleep. Whatever it was, he would think about it after he rested…
Darkness flowed in beyond his closed eyelids. Yeomyeong fell asleep, using the light of the stars as his pillow.
…He was about to sleep.
But just before his mind could fall into the dream, something flashed in front of his face.
A blinding light, like when an oblivious janitor flashed a light into your face, completely waking you up.
Yeomyeong scowled and opened his eyes. Who was this rude person waking him like this? He was about to give them a piece of his mind.
[Wake up. If you fall asleep any longer, you will never wake again.]
“…”
Raising his hand to cover his eyes, Yeomyeong looked up. A giant being with the head of a bird was looking down at him. It was someone Yeomyeong had seen before.
The same being that had left an unknown symbol on his head in the LA Dimensional Portal.
Maybe it was because it was their second meeting, but Yeomyeong felt an inexplicable sense of familiarity with the being. It felt strangely comforting, like encountering the janitor brothers.
What the hell is going on…
Just as he was about to ask, Yeomyeong suddenly realized that he couldn’t speak. What was this?
He quickly raised both hands and touched his face. His nose and one of his eyes were gone. It was as if half of his face had melted away.
Of course, his arms were in no better condition. His right arm only had three fingers left, and his left arm was completely gone below the elbow.
What was going on? Why hadn’t his body regenerated? As Yeomyeong was about to wonder, the bird-headed being answered.
[You’ve been too reckless.]
Reckless?
[From the Dreitherial to the King of the Undead’s mental space, and even the Ayatollah’s dreams… Have you ever considered the limits of your body in battle? In every fight, you let your bones be crushed, your flesh torn, your innards shattered.]
…
[Regardless of your body or your strength, if you keep using it recklessly, anyone would end up broken. The only reason you’re still alive is thanks to the Red Martial Arts. If you didn’t have that, it would be a miracle you’re still breathing.]
Yeomyeong slightly furrowed his brows.
So what happens to me now?
[Soon, your body will reach its breaking point. Normally, you would die right there. If you’re lucky, you might…]
Lucky…?
[This is what you will become.]
His face disfigured, his severed arms hanging limply. Yeomyeong scratched his cheek with his remaining two fingers.
The bird-headed being glared at him.
[You’re so unbelievable. Aren’t you afraid?]
Of course, I’m afraid. But… if this is the price for wielding my power, then it can’t be helped.
If he hadn’t solidified his own True Intention, he would have trembled. However, Yeomyeong accepted reality with more composure than expected.
Behind the resolve to gain everything, he was also willing to accept the consequences that came with it.
After a brief pause, the bird-headed giant spoke with a voice full of regret.
[You’re so calm. Unbelievably calm.]
Well, once I wake up, I’ll figure out a way, won’t I?
[What if you can’t find a way? The moment you realize there’s no other way, you will rush forward fiercely seeking revenge, right?]
The bird-headed giant bent down toward Yeomyeong. Up close, his body was bigger than a large ship.
Even his piercing eyes, right in front of Yeomyeong, were bigger than his whole body.
[The rising sun never looks around, but you are human. There’s a difference between living earnestly and being indifferent to yourself! So, pay attention to yourself!]
Despite his massive size, his tone and manner of speaking were no different from an elder lecturing a neighborhood child. Yeomyeong couldn’t help but nod.
…Yes, well, I’ll try.
However, perhaps dissatisfied with that response, the bird-headed giant clicked his beak in frustration.
[What should I do with you—]
…
Yeomyeong fell silent, unable to think of anything to say.
Just as the silence stretched on, the bird-headed giant suddenly reached out and pulled Yeomyeong out of the sea of stars.
Whoosh—through his massive fingers, the darkness between the stars poured like a waterfall. As Yeomyeong lay in the palm of the giant’s hand, he realized once more that he had no lower half. No wonder he hadn’t felt anything down there.
Well, anyway.
[…Sigh, in the end, I end up choosing you, not those poor children. A child from beyond, who has nothing to do with my homeland.]
…
[It’s not your fault. I knew this would happen from the moment she showed you to me.]
…?
“She” must have been referring to Mignium. However, the poor children… who were they? Before Yeomyeong could tilt his head in confusion, the bird-headed giant raised his other hand.
In the giant’s hand, which was so massive it distorted depth perception, there was a small six-sided dice.
[However, whatever her intentions were, rolling the dice is my will. So, don’t forget that I rolled the dice for you.]
…A dice? What do you mean by that?
[Who, when, where, what, how, and why… the six eyes of the six principles. The only thing that is not part of the game on the board where all things in the world call it fate.]
The bird-headed giant muttered something incomprehensible, then tossed the dice.
The dice, once released from his hand, soared like a comet, leaving a long tail, and flew beyond the night sky before plummeting into the sea of stars.
…
Wait, how could you throw the dice there? How do you expect to see the result?
As Yeomyeong swallowed his bewilderment, which had risen to his throat, he watched the sea of stars, made of starlight, begin to ripple.
Having swallowed the dice, the sea of stars churned, creating a geometric landscape.
The lines formed by the stars seemed like constellations, and for a moment, it even looked like the number “5.”
After staring at this for a while, the bird-headed giant sighed deeply.
[It’s not the best outcome, but at least we avoided the worst. This is enough.]
Is that so? I don’t understand what’s going on at all.
[You cannot see it. Not yet.]
…
[So, don’t try to see what you can’t. Let’s do what we can.]
With that, the bird-headed giant extended a massive finger toward Yeomyeong. A finger even larger than the buildings he’d seen in the Ayatollah’s dream.
There was no sense of intimidation. The bird-headed being was extending his finger with great, great care.
Faced with this delicacy that didn’t match the giant’s size, Yeomyeong couldn’t help but smile for a moment.
Before long, five strands of color rose from Yeomyeong’s body, heading toward the finger that had closed the distance.
Something like a rolling wave, red haze, clear and transparent light, twisted thoughts of a dragon… and lastly, black, tainted True Intention.
The bird-headed being observed each of the five colors one by one, then spoke.
[Surging Wave technique, Dzhugashvili, World Tree, Dragon’s Heart, and the True Intention tainted by desire… each one alone has enough power to stain the world with blood.]
* * *
[How did you only acquire such a ruthless power? If there had been a protagonist, you would have been his greatest adversary.]
The bird-headed being narrowed his eyes in apparent dissatisfaction, fiddled with, twisted, shook, and mixed the five strands of color for quite a while.
It seemed like he was trying to merge the five powers into one, but they didn’t blend well.
The Surging Wave technique and Yeomyeong’s True Intention mixed well with anything, but the other three resisted and pushed each other away whenever an attempt to combine them was made.
How long did the giant play with the five strands? Eventually, the five strands refused to merge. It was like a toy block missing a key piece.
[Are we still failing even after rolling the dice?]
The bird-headed being said this and halted his hand, snapping his beak shut with a sharp sound. It was a gesture of frustration, much like the way Corvus often did— just like a bird.
Anyway, after lowering his hand, he stayed quiet, deep in thought for a while.
Just as Yeomyeong, unable to bear the fatigue of his body’s numbness, was about to fall asleep, the bird-headed being seemed to recall something and opened his beak again.
[You can’t merge them with five, but with six, you should be able to.]
Huh?
[That is the only way to save your body. Gather all the mana within you and rule them under the True Intention. Rebirth, awakening, metamorphosis, the path of divinity… Call it whatever you wish. What is missing is not realization, but the sixth power.]
While Yeomyeong was trying to absorb the sudden flood of information, the sharp eyes of the bird-headed being locked onto his body.
[Luckily, you still have one more.]
A power comparable to the Dragon’s Heart or Dzhugashvili? Could it be the Demon King’s heart?
Contrary to Yeomyeong’s thoughts, the bird-headed being shook his head.
[No, there is no need to rely on such residue. Your divinity is your true power.]
…Divinity?
[Listen well, your name is…]
At that moment, with a crackling sound, a crack appeared on the bird-headed being’s face.
Was it suddenly attacked? As Yeomyeong widened his eyes, the being shook his body and let out a painful groan.
[Ugh…!]
He didn’t know what was happening, but he could see the light flashing from the back of his head dimming a little.
Realizing that the pain was likely caused by him, Yeomyeong spoke in a surprised voice.
You don’t need to tell me any more about this. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll figure it out myself.
The bird-headed being shook his head.
[What are you saying? You don’t even know my name yet, and you’re making such claims?]
No, that’s…
[There’s no need for excuses. I know exactly why you haven’t found it… Time does not blame the one who is late while doing good deeds.]
The bird-headed being lowered his hand and set Yeomyeong back down into the sea of stars. Floating in the starlit waves, Yeomyeong looked up at him.
From the cracked head of the bird-headed being, something that could be blood or light was dripping down.
The bird-headed being, as though he couldn’t spare time to stop the bleeding, looked directly down at Yeomyeong and spoke.
[All I can give you is a trivial hint… so open your ears and listen.]
…I’ll remember it.
As Yeomyeong nodded, the bird-headed being grabbed his cracked head and spoke.
[Go back to where your teacher wanted to go and grow your power. Taking a treasure without a master is not a crime, and following your enemy’s actions is not wrong.]
[And don’t worry about revenge. Even if you burn with vengeance, if someone can soothe that heat, that is enough. Both positive and negative are entirely yours.]
[Lastly… retrieve the names of our poor children, the sacrificial lambs. Then, naturally, your name will follow.]
Sacrificial lambs? As Yeomyeong thought of the Seti and her sisters, his eyes widened.
Could it be…?
Yeomyeong opened his mouth to ask, but the bird-headed being did not answer. Already halfway cracked, he pushed against the sea of stars and spoke.
[Now, go.]
The stars grew distant. Yeomyeong was swept away by the waves of starlight and drifted away from the giant. He wanted to speak, but no words came out due to the great distance.
And so, the farewell was spoken only by the bird-headed being.
[I hope you will cut through the darkness and move forward, as your name suggests.]
As the stars grew faint and the sensations became clearer, the very next moment…
Yeomyeong opened his eyes.

 
    

  Chapter 291: Three Walk Together (5)
* * *
Yeomyeong quietly opened his eyes. The first thing that greeted him was a soft pillow, followed by the pungent, musty smell of the hospital.
A reality that was completely different from the sea of stars.
Was everything he had seen just now a silly dream? Or had he truly been in the sea of stars?
He turned his head to shake off the complex thoughts and mixed fatigue, but his stiff muscles screamed in protest. How long had he been asleep for his muscles to…?
…Huh?
What Yeomyeong saw when he turned his head was a woman made of sparkling light. A woman whose eyes, nose, mouth, and skin all glowed with familiar light.
The only unique thing about her might be her long hair that stretched down to the floor.
She was munching on an apple placed on the bedside table. Seeing the apple’s peeled and hacked-up state, it seemed like it was the one the Saintess had cut.
- Ah, damn it. You scared me!
As soon as the woman made eye contact with Yeomyeong, she startled and spat out the apple.
- If you’re awake, at least make a sound! You almost scared the life out of me.
The familiar voice cursing at him made Yeomyeong sit up without much tension. His muscles were stiff, but there was no sensation of being broken or damaged, as the bird-headed being had warned him.
Anyway, Yeomyeong stretched and spoke.
“…Could a comet taste anything?”
- No, of course not.
“…”
Yeomyeong gave the anthropomorphized comet a scowling look.
“So, what exactly are you doing here?”
- Can’t you see? I’m eating an apple.
Instead of saying, “Isn’t that my apple?” Yeomyeong just started checking his body.
As his bones cracked, his muscles responded, pushing away the remnants of sleep. Bones—normal, muscles—normal, and mana… also normal.
Contrary to the bird-headed being’s warning, his body was fine. Perhaps because he had rested well, he felt even more energetic.
Anyway, while Yeomyeong casually stretched, the Comet, looking bewildered, asked.
- Aren’t you going to ask me more? Aren’t you curious why I’m doing this?
“Is there anything more to ask? While I was lying here, Freya Cahn must have returned to Australia, you probably got mad about that, and then…”
- Hey! Do you think I came to reality because of that stupid reason!?
Why was she suddenly angry? Yeomyeong, while stretching his ankles, let out a chuckle and asked.
“Then why are you doing this?”
- I-I was kicked out!
“…Kicked out? From where?”
- From your... weird, unsettling subspace!!
Inventory? Yeomyeong immediately clenched and opened his hand, taking out the Arcane Relic of the Comet Sword.
Thud. The blue dagger easily appeared in his hand. Yeomyeong checked it from every angle, but nothing had changed. With a face that said, “What am I supposed to do about this?”, he looked at the anthropomorphized comet.
Seeing this, the comet snapped and shouted.
- Not the Arcane Relic! I was kicked out! I!
“…Ah, okay.”
- You should at least ask who kicked me out!
“Who kicked you out?”
The question was asked without even a glance, but the response that followed made Yeomyeong’s head turn involuntarily.
- A star with a dazzling bird head. A giant god, as big as Ulthvatish, randomly descended into your mind, and as a result, all the conscious beings in your inventory…
“Wait a second.”
Yeomyeong interrupted her words.
“So the conversation we had in the dream… was really…?”
This time, it was the Comet who interrupted him.
- You had a conversation? With a star? How?
“I just did because I could. Is that really that strange?”
- Of course it’s strange. Can you have a conversation with a microorganism?
“…”
Was it really that strange? As Yeomyeong tilted his head slightly, the comet added slyly.
- But having a conversation... what did you talk about? Hmm? Tell me.
Yeomyeong hesitated, unsure whether to share the details, but realized that the Comet was the only one he could talk to about this. He calmly started explaining what happened in the dream.
A broken body, six powers, rebirth, dice, divinity…
As he finished explaining to a certain extent, the comet’s mood shifted. She looked at Yeomyeong with a mixture of surprise, shock, and doubt.
- Did you do something good? Or are you some kind of legendary hero born with divine blood?
“…A hero?”
- Well, think about it. A star stepping in to stop a disaster that’s going to strike the future... This hasn’t happened since Stanislav Petrov, right?
“…”
- Or maybe you developed a cure for cancer? You didn’t just save millions, did you? There would be no reason for a star to act like this unless that happened.
Millions? Yeomyeong was momentarily speechless at the thought of such an enormous number. Considering stopping the missile, it seemed like he saved a few hundred thousand, but…
At that moment, the sound of someone rushing towards the hospital room echoed from outside.
There was a loud crash as if someone had fallen while running, followed by a yelp. Yeomyeong could already guess who it was.
- Was it your guest? Let’s continue this conversation later.
The comet, who had been listening to the same sounds as Yeomyeong, said this, then immediately vanished into light and disappeared into the dagger.
- Oh, and take it easy with the ladies. Unless you want to end up like the Holy Relics Keeper.
“…”
Why was she bringing up relic keepers? Yeomyeong furrowed his brow, and just as he did, the door to the hospital room burst open, revealing a young girl in a pure white priest’s robe. Her blindfold was soaked with tears.
“Yeomyeong! You’re awake!”
Yeomyeong smiled and opened his arms.
“Yes, I’m awake, Saintess.”
The Saintess didn’t immediately leap into his arms, though. She swung her leg and kicked his calf.
Crack! The sound was loud, but it was clear that the Saintess was the one in more pain. Yeomyeong sighed deeply as he watched her grimace while holding her leg.
“What is this about?”
“You… You jerk! We were supposed to have an interview with the reporters, but you just passed out on me! I had to handle everything alone!”
The Saintess lifted her head and yelled. Yeomyeong scratched his cheek awkwardly.
“Uh… You must have had a hard time.”
“Hard time?! You have no idea how many interviews I had to do alone while you were passed out for three days!”
“I was out for three days?”
Only then did Yeomyeong realize how long he had been asleep. Seeing this, the Saintess was about to make a fuss again, but instead just snorted and plopped down on the bed.
“You said it was just a little fainting… Is three days just a little? You kerk.”
Yeomyeong, with an apologetic look, approached her. Just as they got close, the Saintess grabbed his neck.
Lips against lips, trembling lips from excitement, tongue stiff from tension.
The kiss didn’t last long. The Saintess pulled away to catch her breath.
“…There are still ninety-nine more to go.”
Perhaps remembering the promise to do it a hundred times, Yeomyeong chuckled and ruffled the Saintess’ hair wildly.
The Saintess protested, saying how dare he mess with her interview-ready hair, but Yeomyeong didn’t stop until her hair was a complete mess.
Eventually, with her hair completely undone, the Saintess surrendered first and finally settled into Yeomyeong’s arms.
Just then, the door opened, and a dwarf entered the room, with a crow perched on his shoulder.
“Uh…”
The dwarf, with his hand full of rings and leaning on a crutch made for dwarves, couldn’t hide his confusion as he turned his eyes frantically.
He eventually shouted softly at the crow on his shoulder.
“…This is why I told you to come a little later. Didn’t I?”
But Corvus snapped her beak shut and ignored the dwarf’s words.
“Don’t make a fuss. Darulma, do you think my apprentice is that reckless?”
Darulma nodded, then coughed awkwardly when he saw Yeomyeong with his arms crossed.
“Uh, Yeomyeong? I have something to say. Are you okay to talk now?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
Upon hearing Yeomyeong’s answer, Darulma hesitated and glanced at the Saintess, then limped into the room.
Yeomyeong stood up, helped him into a chair, and closed the door. Darulma sat in the chair where Comet had been earlier, cleared his throat, and then spoke.
“How’s your body feeling now? Any pain anywhere?”
“Yes, I feel surprisingly good. It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper rest. But I’m more concerned about you, Darulma.”
Yeomyeong waved his arms, showing no discomfort. He didn’t mention anything from the dream. There was no need to share those things with Darulma.
Darulma sighed in relief and leaned back in his chair.
“No need to worry about me. Thanks to you, my position as an executive is secure… other than that, there’s nothing that money can’t fix, right?”
“…”
Whether Yeomyeong let out a bitter smile or not, Darulma kept talking.
“The reason I came to see you so urgently… cough, is to talk about what happened while you were passed out.”
“I could tell him about that too.”
The Saintess grumbled, but when Yeomyeong messed with her hair again, she fell silent.
Darulma, watching the Saintess jab at Yeomyeong’s side in retaliation, continued.
“But more importantly… I wanted to thank you.”
“Thank you?”
Yeomyeong was a little surprised by the sudden gratitude, but Darulma spoke in a serious tone.
“On behalf of our clan, our company, and as an American. I thank you. Cheon Yeomyeong, you saved this city.”
Darulma bowed deeply, his attitude more serious than Yeomyeong expected. Yeomyeong could sense the guilt hidden behind it.
“…I didn’t do it alone.”
“But you played the biggest role, that’s a fact.”
“…”
“And that’s why I feel even more guilty. Publicly, all anyone knows about your contributions is the role you played as the Saintess’ escort…”
Yeomyeong waved his hand dismissively at Darulma, signaling him not to worry.
“You don’t need to worry about that. Why do you think I’ve been hiding my face all this time? If people learn my name, the person who pretended to be me at the academy will get caught.”
“…”
Seeing Yeomyeong’s composed attitude, Darulma fell silent for a while. He seemed to feel some form of reverence for Yeomyeong, who had given up fame for defeating the Ayatollah and saving the city.
Yeomyeong felt burdened by the emotion. As he tried to steer the conversation away, Darulma spoke first.
“Is there anything you want?”
“Pardon?”
“I mean, what do you want? Weapons, money, elixirs… Anything I can personally get for you, I’ll get it.”
“…”
At the sudden offer, Yeomyeong was at a loss for words when Corvus spoke up.
“Isn’t that the least you should do? Have you already forgotten who caused the dwarves to be attacked?”
“…”
“Or are you trying to haggle with your tongue as the reward?”
“No, no, how could I ever think such a thing…”
Corvus’s black pearl-like eyes narrowed. Darulma, as if to dismiss it, waved his hand covered with rings.
“Then let’s just talk about business. As for the reward, you should discuss that with Seti, not my apprentice or the Saintess.”
The memory of being carried by Seti to the headquarters seemed intense enough to make Darulma break into a cold sweat as soon as Seti’s name was mentioned.
“Yes, yes… Then let’s discuss the reward later. I’ll explain what happened first…”
Following the faint smile on Yeomyeong’s lips, Darulma began to speak in a more respectful tone.
* * *
It was the headquarters of Dungan Heavy Industries just a few days ago, now turned into a concrete grave.
Governor Alton climbed the hill leisurely. His staff, reporters, and recovery workers appeared as tiny specks below.
Squeak—
He bent a sharp steel rebar and sat on it, looking down at the hill.
Below, the Monster King… the slime monster who failed to become the Demon King, had turned into a slimy lake.
There was no one around the black lake where not even twisted mana remained. Those who could have taken a shot at it had already done so.
Even the governor himself had seen the footage, both from the outside and from diving inside to capture it.
However, videos and real life always felt different. The governor silently stared down at the lake for a long while.
Just as the bodyguards, noticing the governor’s disappearance, hurriedly tried to contact him on his phone, a footstep was heard from behind.
Step.
The governor spoke without turning around.
“Do you think I could become the Demon King if I swallowed that whole lake?”
The person behind him answered.
“No. That’s just leftover muck. Eating tiger dung won’t turn you into a tiger.”
The governor liked the analogy. He decided to give the person one chance.
“That’s a good answer. I’ll give you a chance to ask a question.”
“Thank you for your consideration.”
However, the person behind him didn’t immediately ask another question. Perhaps they were selecting a valuable one.
After a short silence, the person spoke.
“If we succeed, would you be willing to help us?”
The governor let out a deep sigh. The answer had been promising, but the question was utterly disappointing. After all, the creativity of cattle that didn’t know freedom was bound to be limited.
“No.”
“Why not? We share the same enemy…”
“I said you only get one question.”
As soon as the governor answered, the figure behind him moved. But before the figure could even pull something from his waist, the governor’s hand shot out and grabbed his neck.
- Keurk, Kek.
The one caught by the throat was a mutant with the head of a chicken. When the governor lifted him up by the neck, the creature flailed, striking the governor’s body.
Thud, thud, thud—! Each punch carried enough force to kill an ordinary person with ease, yet the governor didn’t even flinch.
“Another animal head… Why do Koreans love George Orwell so much?”
Without hesitation, the governor tightened his grip. Crack— With a chilling sound, the chicken head and the body separated.
As dark red blood soaked the concrete hill, the governor snorted and hurled the corpse into the lake below.
Then, as his phone continued to buzz noisily, he took it out and answered the call. It wasn’t his bodyguards, but his secretary.
- He’s awake.
The secretary immediately blurted out the news in an urgent voice.
“He? Who?”
- The Saintess’ bodyguard.
“Ah, the guy who screwed me over.”
- What should we do? Should we send an assassination team?
“Assassination, my ass. Don’t you know killing is the last resort for a politician?”
The governor chuckled and nudged a chunk of concrete at his feet. The multi-ton slab rolled away easily, crushing the headless corpse completely.
- I apologize. Then what should we do?
“We’ll go with the plan I prepared earlier.”
- Uh? If you mean the thing you mentioned before... The medal award ceremony? Are you seriously going through with it?
“You think I was joking?”
After confirming that the body was completely gone, the governor dusted off his shoes and began walking down the hill. The secretary, not even asking about the loud crash from earlier, answered respectfully.
- Uh, but... Couldn’t we consider another plan? Just now, the Saintess booked a flight to Lord Howe Acade—
As the secretary’s words dragged on, the governor cut him off.
“Hey, do you think I’m paying you just to do what you’re told?”
- …
“Blow up the plane, or set fire to the airport, I don’t care. Just make sure the Saintess shows up at the medal award ceremony. Got it?”
The secretary’s voice, tight with tension even over the phone, answered immediately.
- Yes, understood.
“That’s the spirit.”
Only then did the governor finally hang up, smiling. Reflected in his eyes — eyes that had failed to become the Demon King — was the shimmering view of the Chicago Dimensional Portal.

 
    

  Chapter 292: Three Walk Together (6)
* * *
The public preferred simplicity.
The media, catering to such public tastes, also tended to deliver simple news rather than complex stories. As a result, the events that unfolded in Chicago over the past week were naturally simplified for the public.
Commie and the Church of the Apocalypse joined forces to plan a terror attack in Chicago, but were thwarted thanks to the efforts of Browning, the Holy Sword, and the Saintess.
Newspapers that managed to summarize the long chain of events — from the KGB to the Red Star, and even the Monster King — into just a few lines could be considered relatively restrained.
『U.S. Department of Defense Spokesperson’s Controversial Statement: ‘Browning Alone Was Enough.』
『Chicago in State of Emergency… Yet Nine General-Rank Officers Attend Presidential Candidate’s Party.』
『Where Were the ‘Heroes’? Superhuman Uselessness Debate Rises Again.』
While some media outlets used this opportunity to attack the government.
『From Manchuria to Chicago… The Future of Earth’s Faith as Drawn by the ‘Saintess of the New Era.』
『Priesthood of Saintesss Dispatches Service Group to Chicago. Real Purpose: Service or Missionary Work?』
『Pastor Fred F’s Interview: ‘We Must Overcome the Distorted Evangelism of the Five Gods That Overshadowed the State National Guard’s Sacrifice.’』
Then there were the crazies using this moment to wage religious war.
『Anonymous Democrat’s Shocking Claim: ‘The Church of the Apocalypse’s Targeting of Dwarves Was Orchestrated by the Republicans.’”』
『Republican Congressman Josh Sears Sparks Controversy: ‘Why Blame Us for A Commie Coming Out of a Commie Neighborhood?』
And even the lunatic politicians trying to tie the incident to politics…
Yeomyeong shook his head as he skimmed through the pile of news articles Darulma had gathered.
He hadn’t particularly wanted the truth to be widely known, but reading these absurd reports still made him let out a wry laugh.
The only consolation was that the articles he had asked the Saintess to push were published properly.
『The Saintess’ Secret Holy Knight Escort Finally Revealed.』
『Did the Holy Knight Wield the ‘Comet Sword’? Australia Denies Involvement in Next Holy Sword Scandal.』
Even though the articles were brief, they had surprisingly made it into major news outlets.
It seemed like Darulma had pulled some strings. Although the articles didn’t garner much attention, the mere fact that they appeared in major media was enough.
Having the fake identity acknowledged by the media, with the Holy Sword and the Saintess as witnesses, would surely be useful someday.
If possible, he hoped to use that identity for the Saintess’ sake once all his revenge—
Just as Yeomyeong’s thoughts trailed off, the Saintess poked him in the side. He put the newspaper down and turned his head toward her.
“Hm?”
“We’re here already. Stop reading the paper.”
The Saintess, drawing all the surrounding attention, was pointing across the street with her finger.
* * *
The sun was setting over Chicago, and the streetlights were beginning to glow.
Inside a deep-dish pizza place bustling with customers, Neti muttered under her breath.
“Brother-in-law’s late…”
Fiddling with her fork and empty plate while glancing at the entrance, she leaned toward her two older sisters sitting across from her and whispered.
“…Should we order another pizza before he gets here?”
At the word “another,” the pink-haired woman sitting across from her instantly scowled.
“…That would make it the third pizza. Are you a pig or something?”
“Come on, a pig? I didn’t eat it all by myself.”
Neti motioned with her chin toward the tomato sauce left on the other two women’s plates. At that, the pink-haired woman, Rashik, glared at her incredulously.
“You ate two and a half pizzas out of three! I only had one slice!”
“…”
“Are you even human? Sitting there and inhaling sixteen thousand calories?”
“…I’m still growing, so it’s fine.”
“Fat is in a permanent growth phase!”
Left speechless, Neti glanced at her real sister for help. But Seti simply sipped her coffee quietly, showing no interest in their bickering.
The atmosphere around Seti was so serious, lost in thought, that no one dared joke or even speak to her.
Having once been beaten up by Seti, Rashik couldn’t bring herself to say anything either and instead muttered under her breath toward Neti.
“What’s with her?”
“Maybe it’s because the Saintess and brother-in-law are late.”
“So what if they’re late?”
“Well, when a man and woman are late together… you know what that usually means, right?”
“Ah…?”
Rashik slightly opened her mouth. As she started thinking about how real-life love triangles were way messier than those in dramas or novels—
Seti lifted her head. Hidden behind the Blood Tears illusion, her gaze was chilling enough to draw you in.
Startled, Neti quickly put her fork down and tried to explain herself.
“U-uh, Unnie? You heard that?”
Of course she heard it all, you idiot—Rashik grumbled internally. But Seti wasn’t even looking at them.
Her gaze was directed past them, toward the restaurant owner holding a menu.
The owner had a strangely familiar face.
Smiling broadly, perhaps pleased with the three customers who had already demolished three pizzas, she asked.
“Would you like to add anything else?”
In contrast, Seti checked her watch with a flat expression, and in the same indifferent tone, she placed another order.
“Two more deep-dish pizzas… no, make that three.”
“Three more pizzas. Would you like them packed to go, or will you be eating them here?”
“We’ll eat the pizza here, so just bring it. Oh, and please pack four tickets for the Academy-bound smuggling line separately.”
“Three pizzas to eat here, and four smuggling tickets into the Academy…? What?”
As the owner looked up as if confused by what she had said, Seti added lightly.
“And there’s a crow with us, but do we need a separate ticket for the pet?”
The owner, who had been writing the order, responded with a slightly crooked smile..
“U-uh, excuse me, ma’am? Is that some kind of joke? Sorry, but I’m not exactly Earthian, so I’m not great with jokes, and I can’t quite understand…”
“Secret Society, Ava.”
As soon as the name of Ava, the Academy janitor and spy, was mentioned, the owner’s smile briefly faltered.
The change was so subtle that even a normal person wouldn’t notice, but two of the three people at the table were superhumans, and one was a mage.
While Rashik and Neti squinted in confusion, Seti delivered the final blow.
“I know your aunt, so just sell the tickets and move on. I’ll pay well.”
“…”
The owner glanced around nervously, then lowered her pen, leaned forward on the table, and pressed her face toward Seti as he spoke.
“Do you think I’ll be scared just because you mentioned my aunt’s name? What makes you think I’ll get tickets for you?”
It seemed like mentioning Ava was a sore spot, as the owner quickly revealed her true identity as a low-level operative of the secret organization.
She even subtly lowered one of her arms under the table, as if ready to pull out a gun.
But Seti, indifferent, continued to look at the door.
“Trust that person.”
“…?”
Following her gaze, the three of them turned their heads just as the door to the shop opened, and in came a dwarf in a compact electric wheelchair, a crow, and a pair of human man and woman.
The moment the man and woman entered, the owner’s mouth dropped open, and she alternated glances between the TV and the door. These two were the exact faces that were live on TV right now.
“S-Saintess…?”
As soon as the owner muttered that, the Saintess’ group noticed Seti and waved at her.
Seti waved back at the approaching girl, then turned to the owner and said.
“Now do you believe me?”
“P-Pardon…?”
“Then bring the pizza.”
The shop owner nodded with a flustered expression. Then, she bowed to the Saintess, not Seti, and hurriedly ran to the kitchen.
As soon as the shop owner shouted, “Honey, I’ll grab the camera, so hurry! Three pizzas, quickly!” the Saintess’ group sat down together.
The Saintess pushed Rashik aside and sat next to Seti, while Yeomyeong also lifted the dwarf out of his electric wheelchair and sat him down before taking a seat across from Seti.
“Did you sleep well?”
The first to speak was Seti. Yeomyeong gave a small chuckle and answered.
“Yeah, I finally slept well after a long time.”
With that, the conversation began, and soon, the chatter of six… no, seven people started.
- Brother-in-law, do you have any idea how much trouble I went through deleting the CCTV footage?



	Trouble? The real trouble was mine, you brat.Neti boasted about how hard she and the maggot princess worked to erase the group’s traces, while Rashik complained about how much trouble Neti and the big-eared fairy (Yeomyeong immediately recognized who this was) gave her.
The Saintess, not to be outdone, whined about how much the reporters had harassed her, and Darulma subtly bragged about how much money he had spent while keeping an eye on Yeomyeong and Seti.
Once the conversation was flowing, it became lively, even without alcohol, as if they were trying to spill out everything they couldn’t say when Yeomyeong fainted.
And after a while, when the excited shop owner couple brought out the pizzas and the camera…
Yeomyeong, who had only been listening up until then, asked Seti.
“So, this shop owner is truly affiliated with the Society, huh?”
“Yeah, I could tell by watching. Aunt Ava… uh, I don’t know.”
The group, including Neti, leaned in as if confused by what that meant, and Seti added.
“Anyway, since we’re meeting like this, I went ahead and arranged for us to smuggle into the Academy by ship.”
“What? Smuggling by ship? Weren’t we supposed to take the plane? You told me to buy plane tickets.”
The Saintess tilted her head, and Seti poked her forehead.
“You wouldn’t know, but how else are we supposed to travel openly? It’s all a cover.”
“I see… But a cover? Why a cover?”
“Because there are still people chasing us.”
“Ah.”
As the Saintess nodded, realizing something, the shop owner placed the pizza on the table. The rich, heavy smell of Chicago deep-dish pizza filled the air.
Darulma and Neti eagerly grabbed their forks, while the shop owner held the camera and spoke to the Saintess.
“E-excuse me, Saintess? Could we take a photo with you?”
A bit of a professional habit, the Saintess immediately smiled brightly and posed.
With the Saintess’ permission to take as many photos as they wanted, the shop owner couple took selfies with elated faces, likely excited about posting an advertisement about their restaurant—“The Saintess visited here!”
Meanwhile, Seti took off her shoes. She was about to write a message on Yeomyeong’s leg with her toes.
After meal, hospital, waiting, careful, governor, plotting, something, emergency, contact, prepare.
Yeomyeong, who had been scooping a big bite of pizza, read the message written by Seti’s toes and lightly asked.
“Can’t you just say it?”
Seti, resting her chin on the table, answered in a soft, alluring voice.
“Isn’t this better?”
“…”
Yeomyeong didn’t deny it.
* * *
Beneath the window, where the night sky was visible, Yeomyeong’s golden eyes gleamed.
The magnificent Chicago night view reflected in his eyes was beautiful. Perhaps it was because this was the luxury hospital room prepared by Darulma, but the scenery beyond the window was no less impressive than a hotel’s view.
From afar, the Chicago Dimensional Portal could be seen, as well as the recently resting building sky lounge.
However, Yeomyeong, who took in the view, felt no particular emotional stir.
Though the dinner he had with his group a few hours ago had been quite enjoyable, it was the heavy sense of tension from the fact that the work was not yet finished that kept him unsettled.
What exactly would the governor do?
Seti had suggested that since this wasn’t their problem, they should leave it to Browning or the Americans and return to the Academy.
Of course, Yeomyeong would have liked to do that if it were possible. The problem was how much the governor knew.
If the governor knew that he had the Demon King’s heart, or worse, if he knew that Yeomyeong was the one who had killed Ayatollah…
Yeomyeong let out a sigh and stared beyond the night view. No matter how much he thought about it, fighting the governor felt like a matter far beyond his original desire for revenge.
Demon King or not, it seemed like this was straying too far from his revenge.
A God had directly blessed him for saving tens of millions of lives, but that was that, and revenge was revenge.
At this point, he desperately wanted to return to the Academy and continue with his original revenge plan…
As his thoughts lingered, a knock on the door interrupted him.
Knock knock.
Someone was knocking on the hospital room door. Yeomyeong tensed up and immediately clenched his fist as a familiar voice reached his ears.
“May I come in?”
It was Browning’s voice. Yeomyeong let out a sigh of relief and answered.
“…Yes, come in.”
The door opened with a slight creak, and Browning entered the room without hesitation. He was holding a neatly wrapped rectangular box.
What was this? Just as Yeomyeong tilted his head in curiosity, Browning extended the box toward him.
“This is…?”
“A hospital gift. A bottle of Sauternes Château d’Yquem, 1997 vintage. It’s worth over a thousand dollars per bottle.”
“You brought wine as a hospital gift?”
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow as he carefully took the box, and Browning added, as if offering an excuse.
“It was meant for someone else, but the person wasn’t here. And I’m not much of a wine drinker, so…”
“…”
An overly honest answer. Yeomyeong let out a light chuckle but accepted the wine. Regardless of the reason, there was no need to refuse a wine worth over a million won.
While Yeomyeong was inspecting the wine, Browning, who had sat down in a chair, spoke in a flat tone.
“You’re thinking of going back to the Academy now, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Then… there’s a third-year teacher, a black man named George Kahn. Could you pass on to him that I’d like to meet him sometime?”
“George Kahn? So this wine was meant for him? Exactly what is your relationship with him?”
“He was my old adjutant.”
Old comrade? If that was the case, Yeomyeong nodded without hesitation.
Browning let out a deep sigh, as if relieved, and stood up immediately.
“Are you leaving already?”
“Well, if we talk too much, we’ll just draw the media’s attention. It’s better to keep the conversation brief.”
“Then, couldn’t you have done it over the phone…?”
Just then, a long shadow appeared at the door. Who could it be? Yeomyeong furrowed his brow, and Browning spoke with a slightly apologetic tone.
“A high-ranking person asked to meet you.”
“…”
“Ah, but I didn’t say a word about your secrets. So, they probably just think you’re the Saintess’ Holy Knight escort.”
“…Thank you.”
“We risked our lives and fought side by side. How could I not keep such a small secret? On the contrary, I feel bad that it seems like I should be the one apologizing.”
“…”
After saying this, Browning stood up, grabbed the doorknob, and spoke.
“He’s a bothersome person, but unlike most high-ranking people, he’s not a jerk. Have a decent conversation and send him off. Got it?”
Who could this be? Yeomyeong nodded, and Browning opened the door and left. A short while later, the person who entered through the open door was…
“Nice to meet you, young man.”
The man who had been troubling Yeomyeong’s thoughts—the Governor of Illinois.
He smiled warmly and extended his hand to Yeomyeong.
“You may already know, but my name is Alton Fyser Lincoln.
Yeomyeong instinctively shook his hand. As they shook hands, Yeomyeong could feel the harsh calluses on his palm.
“Thank you for welcoming me at this late hour.”
“…”
“I was disappointed we couldn’t have a proper conversation last time, so I thought I’d come now.”
“If you’re looking for the Saintess, you could arrange a meeting with her directly through me…”
“No, I came to meet you, not the Saintess.”
What was this? Yeomyeong silently began to gather his mana. Regardless, the Governor, seemingly unsatisfied with the small chair Browning had been sitting in, sat down on the hospital table and spoke.
“The work you showed this time was very impressive.”
“Thank you.”
“No, I should be thanking you. If it weren’t for you, the greatest city in Illinois would have been hit by a disaster.”
A blatant compliment. Yeomyeong shook his head.
“It was Browning and the Holy Relics Keeper who did most of the work. Compared to them, I…”
“This young man is so humble.”
The Governor’s face wrinkled in a smile that wasn’t the usual politician’s fake grin, but one of genuine pleasure.
He rubbed his chin and said.
“Hmm… I’m not one for going in circles, so I’ll just get straight to the point. How about working for me?”
“…?”
Perhaps it was such an unexpected remark, but Yeomyeong forgot to hide his expression and frowned deeply.
“What…?”
“Money, honor, elixirs… Anything you want, I’ll provide. Forget being a Holy Knight, just work under me.”
“…”
It was such a rude and insane suggestion, but there was genuine enthusiasm in his voice. A kind of boldness that could only be found in ancient generals.
Yeomyeong desperately shook his head.
“I appreciate the offer, but I’ve sworn to serve the Saintess.”
“An oath, huh… I’m liking you more and more.”
The Governor smiled as though he expected this, then stood up from the table and walked to the window. Looking at the distant Chicago skyline, he spoke.
“The ancient sages beyond the Dimensional Portal taught three ways to have good subordinates. Do you know what they are?”
“…Persuasion, coercion, and sincerity.”
“Oh, I see you know this. Must be because you’re from beyond the Dimensional Portal.”
Yeomyeong didn’t mention that he had learned it from a documentary. The Governor didn’t mind and continued.
“If you know, then we’ll skip the explanations. First, I’ll try to persuade you. Is there anything you want? Something so important that it would make you break your vow. If you do, I can provide it. As a governor of the United States, I can give you most things you desire—wealth, power, and even the dirty, underhanded things.”
“…”
Dirty and underhanded things? Yeomyeong shook his head.
“Alright, then it’s time for coercion.”
“Do you have anything to threaten me with?”
“I do, or I wouldn’t be here.”
The Governor said this and raised his hand, pointing at a building.
The luxurious sky lounge that had been used as a hideout just before the Dungan Heavy Industries headquarters raid.
“My subordinates found information that the Saintess and some unidentified individuals were hiding there. I also got intel about a dwarf being involved.”
“…”
Yeomyeong remained silent, and the Governor laughed while checking his wristwatch.
“By now, my subordinates are probably entering there. I wonder what secrets lie inside. The Saintess’ weaknesses? Or something even worse?”
“…”
“Doesn’t matter if there’s nothing. I can just slowly dig deeper from there. How’s that? Is it a threat?”
Yeomyeong looked up at the Governor for a moment, sighed, and answered.
“If you want to save your subordinates, order them to retreat immediately.”
“Oh, are you threatening me now?”
“No, not at all. It’s just that…”
At that moment, the sky lounge exploded in the distance.
!!!!!
The entire lounge was engulfed in flames, and the blast was so intense it shook the surrounding air. However, the explosion didn’t spread beyond that.
It was as if a fiery beast had opened its mouth, and the flash of the explosion consumed only the lounge.
“…”
Both the Governor and Yeomyeong stared at the scene, dumbfounded.
Corvus, what kind of magic circle did you set up?
Wasn’t it just a defensive magic circle? While Yeomyeong tried to calm his rising panic, the Governor burst into laughter.
“Hahaha! That was a good one!”
“…”
Was this something to laugh about? His subordinates must have been caught in that blast, or maybe the ones he sent could have survived such explosions.
In any case, after laughing for a while, the Governor turned away from the window and looked at Yeomyeong.
“Who did that? Was it the Crow’s magic?”
Yeomyeong didn’t answer. Although it would have been understandable for him to feel awkward, the governor just gave a good-natured smile and returned to his seat at the table.
“Well, that takes care of the threat.”
“Now, shall we get to sincerity?”
With a hint of sarcasm in his voice, the Governor nodded.
“If that’s all that’s left, then yes.”
“…”
After a brief silence, the Governor, quietly fiddling with his tie, took a square metal box out of his suit pocket.
With a snap, the box opened, revealing its contents: high-quality cigarettes.
“The hospital is a non-smoking area.”
Yeomyeong warned, and the Governor took out two cigarettes from the box. He placed one in his own mouth and offered the other to Yeomyeong.
“Let’s pretend we’re accomplices.”
Though it was absurd, Yeomyeong accepted the cigarette. He wanted to hear what the Governor’s sincerity was.
Tap, tap, the lighter flicked, and both cigarettes began to smoke. The smoke was far stronger than the cigarettes the janitors used, creating a hazy mist in front of Yeomyeong’s face.
And as the thick haze spread, a quiet tension began to build.
The Governor’s voice dropped low.
“Mr. Holy Knight, do you believe in fate?”





 
    

  Chapter 293: Three Walk Together (7)
* * *
Fate.
The “fate” that came from the Governor’s mouth didn’t refer to the word that was found in a dictionary.
It was the Dwarf King’s thought that remained in the Golden Seal, the shattered world tree in a broken dream, and the fate whispered by the stars.
The word “fate” that came from the Governor’s mouth precisely referred to that.
“People who don’t know call it history, and others… call it a script.”
Yeomyeong forced his body to remain still. From the muscles in his face that wanted to twitch, to the ones in his body that wanted to stir. Thanks to that, he didn’t show any signs of agitation on the outside.
At least, on the outside.
But the smoke rising from the cigarette in his mouth was something he couldn’t control.
The cigarette smoke, reacting to the small vibrations of his body, visibly wavered, and the Governor’s lips curled into a gentle smile as he saw this.
“I see, you know, don’t you?”
“…”
Instead of answering, Yeomyeong crushed the cigarette in his mouth.
If the Governor had made him smoke just to see this reaction… No, he was certainly aiming for this very result.
…I got tricked.
As Yeomyeong tossed the crushed cigarette into the trash can beneath the bed, the Governor spoke in a regretful tone.
“You should’ve taken at least one drag. It’s quite an expensive cigarette.”
“…”
It was hard to tell whether it was mockery or sincerity, but seeing him savor the cigarette in his mouth, it seemed sincere.
Well, it didn’t matter much to Yeomyeong. He half-closed his right hand and gauged the distance to the Governor.
If he drew his sword from his inventory and swung it, it would barely reach the Governor’s neck.
Whether he knew it or not, the Governor exhaled smoke toward the hospital ceiling and continued speaking.
“Since you’ve been found out, tell me who told you about fate. Did the Saintess tell you? Or did you figure it out yourself?”
“…”
“If it wasn’t either of those… did you meet some madman?”
“A madman?”
When Yeomyeong asked back, the Governor leaned forward, bringing his face closer to Yeomyeong’s. The experienced politician’s eyes met those hidden behind illusions.
“The one who claims to be the creator of this world.”
As soon as he heard this, Yeomyeong thought of the “Author” from the academy. Baonic Lerac, who had taken over the body of a ruffian man, and an unknown individual who could foresee future events.
However, this time he wasn’t holding a cigarette, and he hid his reaction and instead spoke words that were different from his thoughts.
“For someone like the Governor of the United States, I guess even blasphemy is done creatively.”
It was an answer fitting for a Holy Knight. Yeomyeong didn’t know why the Governor found it funny, but he laughed and raised his head.
“Hahaha! Blasphemy, huh? It’s been a while since I’ve heard that. Oh, but don’t misunderstand. Despite this appearance, I’m a huge donor. Baptist, Mormon, Catholic, Lamaist, Five Gods… the religious organizations I donate to number in the double digits.”
Truly, a politician’s response. Yeomyeong squinted his eyes and spoke.
“Does that include the Church of the Apocalyspe?”
At that, the smile disappeared from the Governor’s face. He raised one eyebrow, as if he had been struck.
“Did you hear that from Ayatollah?”
“Maybe I figured it out on my own without meeting some lunatic. Or maybe I heard it from the Saintess.”
“…”
It was a response full of mockery, but the Governor didn’t get angry. He simply stared down at Yeomyeong for a moment, at a loss for words, then suddenly burst into chuckling laughter.=
“You’re different from the Holy Knight stereotype— you can’t stand letting a jab go unanswered. Good. I like you even more.”
After chuckling for a while, the Governor lit a second cigarette and spoke.
“But… you’re a bit hasty. Don’t you think? You could’ve waited to land your blow until after hearing my sincerity.”
“Not interested.”
“Well, knowing that I’ve made a deal with the Church of the Apocalyse cult, I can understand why you draw a line against me. But hear me out, the Church is nothing more than a tool to me. My real goal is…”
Just as the Governor’s words began to drag out, Yeomyeong drew a weapon from his inventory and swung it.
It was because someone had leaped through the wide-open hospital window behind him.
* * *
!!!
Sparks flew as the Comet Sword’s Arcane Relic clashed with a dagger.
Metal collided with metal, and the window rattled, but no sound was made.
It was either sound-suppressing magic, or a martial technique that mimicked it.
Whichever it was, Yeomyeong didn’t care. He rose from the hospital bed and unleashed his swordsmanship. The blue dagger in his hand gleamed, reflecting the hospital’s fluorescent lights.
“…”
But the attacker was no longer there. In the blink of an eye, Yeomyeong realized his blade had cut nothing but air.
Sensing the Killing Aura, he rolled off the bed. Just as the intruder adjusted his attack to target Yeomyeong’s body, the two blades clashed again, sparks bursting into the air.
Perhaps surprised that Yeomyeong had even blocked the follow-up attack, the intruder — face hidden beneath a black hood — swung his dagger with a glint of admiration.
His dagger, thick like a Bowie knife straight out of a Vietnam War movie, clashed against the Comet Sword’s Arcane Relic without so much as a scratch, clearly no ordinary weapon.
!!
As the two daggers bounced off each other, they were already moving into their next forms — faster, sharper.
Between the window and the bed, the narrow space was filled with a silent Killing Aura. Killing Aura that moved at deadly speed, where a single successful strike would mean death.
In the blink of an eye, dozens of attacks and defenses exchanged, sparks erupting with each clash.
Every time shadows flickered across the hospital room with the sparks and lights, afterimages appeared on the arms of both fighters.
Slash, counter, stab, block.
As the two fighters spun and swung their blades in arcs, the hospital room descended into chaos. The bed flipped over, the table and chairs were shattered, the fruit basket had long since scattered its contents across the floor.
But neither Yeomyeong nor the intruder cared. They were solely focused on each other, as if only their bodies and their blades existed in this world.
And almost simultaneously, both realized the other wasn’t fighting at full strength.
Whether it was a shared understanding between those hiding their true selves, or a bond born from trying to kill each other, they didn’t know — but the mana pulsing through their veins and their racing hearts confirmed it.
Yeomyeong simply narrowed his eyes, but the intruder reacted differently. As if insulted, he glared furiously and changed tactics.
More precisely, he abandoned defense entirely and threw everything into offense.
Squelch—
The first successful hit came from Yeomyeong’s Arcane Relic. His dagger stabbed deep between the attacker’s ribs. In response, the attacker immediately swung his own dagger toward Yeomyeong’s face.
A flash of light, as fast as lightning, split the clear air — but no blood splattered. Yeomyeong had caught the intruder’s blade between his teeth.
“…? …?!”
The intruder, horrified by the insane act, muttered something. However, still no sound was made, and Yeomyeong wasn’t interested in hearing what he was mumbling.
Yeomyeong simply rotated the Arcane Relic he had stabbed in. He could feel the sensation of muscles tearing apart and bones splitting.
“……, …!”
A silent agony.
The intruder tried to apply more pressure to the blade caught between Yeomyeong’s teeth, but with a hole in his side, his attempts to force his arm forward were futile. He couldn’t break the solid grip of Yeomyeong’s teeth.
In the end, the intruder raised his leg and kicked Yeomyeong. As the distance between them grew, both daggers were pulled away, and blood and spit flew.
“…, ……….”
Holding his bleeding side, the intruder staggered and muttered something at Yeomyeong— or rather, at the Governor behind him. Yeomyeong turned his head, tense and worried the Governor might charge at him as well.
But the Governor had only stepped back, showing no intention of getting involved in the fight.
Instead, he was leisurely puffing on his cigarette with an amused expression, like a tourist watching the spectacle.
“…, …….”
The next moment, the masked intruder cursed and lifted his dagger. Despite his side being soaked in blood, instead of fleeing, he charged at Yeomyeong again.
Behind him, the city lights sparkled. The hospital’s fluorescent lights and the city’s night view mixed, creating long streaks of light from his blade.
The flashing streaks passed over Yeomyeong’s head and were deflected by his Arcane Relic. Shoulder, arm, solar plexus, side, and then again, his head.
At that moment, Yeomyeong did not block the attack.
The two daggers crossed paths, their eyes meeting. The intruder stared with wide eyes, still in the posture of an upward strike.
In the fraction of a second, he realized two things.
One that Yeomyeong had already neutralized all his martial arts techniques in this brief exchange, and had extended his dagger to exploit a weakness at that moment.
He realized that the arm he had extended couldn’t be retracted fast enough to block Yeomyeong’s dagger, nor could he strike Yeomyeong’s head first.
If they had both fought at full strength from the start, it would’ve been a good fight — he lamented in that brief but felt like forever moment.
At that moment, the Governor suddenly clapped.
Clap!!!
The sound of his hands clapping wasn’t the sound of flesh meeting flesh. It was the sound of a magic wave infused with mana shattering, and the innocent hospital window shattered into pieces.
But the most decisive effect was on the bodies of the two fighters. The shockwave made Yeomyeong’s dagger waver, and in that split second, the masked intruder seized the opportunity and leaned back.
Yeomyeong’s dagger narrowly missed his cheek, the mask torn and blood spraying out from beneath it, but it was better than having his throat sliced off.
“Where do you think-?”
Just as Yeomyeong was about to take another step to ensure he didn’t lose the intruder.
“Enough, that’s enough.”
The Governor’s voice stopped him. Yeomyeong, holding the Arcane Relic, turned his head.
“That’s what you think.”
Immediately, Yeomyeong launched his nameless martial art toward the intruder, who was trying to escape through the window.
The immense force, even one that could pull an Ayatollah off his feet, dragged the intruder back. The masked intruder yelped and was yanked into the air, landing right into Yeomyeong’s grasp.
Cough, cough — The intruder trembled and bled, but Yeomyeong aimed the dagger at his skull.
A gesture that promised to split his skull in half if he moved or resisted. The intruder, smart enough, immediately went still.
Despite one of his subordinates being held hostage, the Governor didn’t blink. Instead, he casually asked.
“What was that technique you used to pull that guy in? Martial arts? Magic?”
“…Blessing.”
When Yeomyeong, still wearing the guise of a Holy Knight, answered that way, the Governor stroked his chin in interest.
Yeomyeong narrowed his eyes as he looked at the Governor.
“Talking about sincerity in front, then sending an assassin from behind… No wonder you’re American.”
“Ah, don’t misunderstand. That guy is my subordinate, but I never told him to stab you.”
“Bullshit.”
“Why would I lie about something like this? That guy was the one who set off the explosion in the sky lounge a moment ago… I guess he got mad because of the explosion.”
The masked intruder flinched as soon as the Governor finished speaking, his body trembling. Was it true?
Either way, if he survived the magic circle of Corvus, it meant the guy had some decent skills.
Yeomyeong narrowed his brow and tightened his grip on the dagger aimed at the intruder’s head.
“So, you have nothing to do with this? Then I guess it’s fine for me to kill him as I please?”
“That… would not be acceptable. I can’t just let you kill my subordinate in front of me.”
“…”
“Ah, but I suppose it’s fine to cut off a limb or two. Let’s let you vent your anger by doing that.”
“…”
What the hell was this crazy bastard saying? While Yeomyeong was in disbelief, the intruder, held hostage, swallowed nervously and stretched out his right arm toward Yeomyeong.
What the hell was he doing now?
As Yeomyeong’s confusion grew, the Governor took out his third cigarette and lit it.
“If possible, cut off one limb at a time and release him. I doubt this kind of hostage situation fits the holy knight’s style.”
“You want to stick to the holy knight’s style? How about I take this guy, go to the broadcasting station, and tell them you’re behind all of this?”
“Oh, that’s not a bad idea.”
Though Yeomyeong’s threat was serious, the Governor just laughed. In fact, the masked intruder’s eyes began to tremble in response to the Governor’s laughter.
“But while you’re going to the broadcasting station, should I just leave the Saintess alone?”
“…”
“It would break my heart to give the order for the young girl to be killed by the State National Guard, but it’s not something impossible. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“…You bastard.”
Yeomyeong tightened his grip on the intruder’s neck. Regardless of the intruder’s choking noises, the Governor shrugged and lit his cigarette.
“It’s just talk. If you don’t harm that guy, I won’t either, so don’t worry about it.”
“…”
After a brief pause, Yeomyeong threw the intruder aside. He knew that one hostage wouldn’t be enough to control someone like the Governor.
The Governor caught the intruder with one hand. He was able to easily stop him, even when Yeomyeong had added mana to throw the intruder. It was clear that the Governor’s abilities were no less impressive…
“Still, there must be a price to pay for acting on your own?”
In that moment, the Governor raised his other hand and grabbed the intruder’s arm. With one powerful motion, he twisted the masked man’s arm—
Crack!
The arm was twisted so horribly that Yeomyeong flinched at the sight.
“I was actually planning to pull it out entirely, but I figured the nurses cleaning up the room might be shocked if they saw blood, so I just twisted it. You’re fine with that, right?”
“…”
The Governor threw the intruder to the ground and then turned to Yeomyeong.
You twisted his arm like that just for that reason?
As Yeomyeong couldn’t hide his astonishment, the intruder nodded. Why the hell are you nodding now?
Yeomyeong shut his mouth and said nothing. A short silence fell among the three, returning the situation to a lull.
In the meantime, Yeomyeong noticed the intruder’s mask slightly moving, suggesting he was secretly communicating with the Governor through some kind of applied sound magic.
Just as the silence was about to grow awkward, the Governor stubbed out his cigarette and spoke.
“Do you love the Saintess?”
It was a sudden question. Yeomyeong neither denied nor affirmed it. But the answer was obvious from how he had reacted earlier when the Saintess was mentioned.
“What if I offered you the Saintess in exchange for working under me?”
“…Go eat shit.”
It was an immediate response. The Governor stroked his chin.
“So that’s a no? Good grief… You’re a hard one to keep under control.”
“…”
“Then… let’s start by simply helping each other.”
“…What?”
Yeomyeong tilted his head, thinking, What fresh bullshit was this? Help? Who? With whom?
Meanwhile, the Governor pulled something from his coat. It wasn’t a gun or weapon, but a business card—an extremely luxurious one with a phone number engraved on high-end paper.
“Contact me if you ever need my help.”
“…”
The Governor flicked the card, infused with mana. Yeomyeong, catching it without thinking, glared at him, but the Governor was already dusting off his coat and getting up.
Yeomyeong frowned.
“…You’re insane. You come here on your own, make a mess, and then just say ‘let’s work together’?”
“It’s a privilege of the one in power. Trust me, you’ll call that number eventually.”
“…What if I just go straight to the broadcasting station and expose your crimes?”
Yeomyeong asked as he watched the Governor’s back heading toward the hospital room door. The Governor laughed out loud and replied.
“You won’t. The Saintess has twisted fate too much, and I’m one of the few people who can actually help her.”
“…”
“Just like how the Saintess saved the dragon in Manchuria, it’s better to have as many allies against fate as possible. Don’t you think?”
Judging from the Governor’s overly confident attitude, it was clear he was misunderstanding something—but Yeomyeong didn’t bother correcting him.
Then, just as the Governor grabbed the doorknob, he turned his head and added.
“Ah, and the city will host a medal award ceremony. Make sure you attend. As an apology for today’s mess, I’ve prepared a fun little gift.”
“A medal…?”
Yeomyeong tried to say something, but the Governor slammed the hospital room door shut. The shattered glass pieces jumped, and the million-won wine bottle that Browning had brought rolled across the floor…
…And the very next day, Yeomyeong learned through TV what the Governor meant by that “fun gift,” and frowned deeply.

 
    

  Chapter 294: Three Walk Together (8)
* * *
A safe house located a bit outside downtown Chicago.
In the luxurious living room personally decorated by Darulma Dune, Neti suddenly spoke up.
“Do you love the Saintess?”
A poorly imitated, low and serious voice, clearly mocking someone.
At that, the Saintess, who was eating a sandwich, burst out laughing and accidentally spat out her pickle. Darulma shook his head in exasperation.
“What if I offered you the Saintess in exchange for working under me… Pfft, hahaha!”
Neti couldn’t even finish the line before bursting into laughter. She laughed so hard she fell off the sofa and rolled around on the carpet.
It took her sister’s merciless kicks to finally get her to stop.
“Ack! Unnie, w-wait! My ribs! You hit my ribs!”
Thud, thud—heavy sounds like someone shaking out a wet blanket echoed through the living room for a moment.
Only after her younger sister scampered behind the sofa did Seti stop kicking and let out a long sigh.
“…How could you be my sister?”
“Oh come on, you laughed too—Ack! Brother-in-law! Help me! She’s trying to kill me!”
After kicking her sister once more in the butt, Seti returned to the table.
Around the table, which had a laptop set up, sat Yeomyeong, Darulma, Corvus, and the Saintess, in that order.
With no time for a proper meal, the group was hurriedly scarfing down Chicago-style sandwiches. Corvus, having finished her meal first, spoke up.
“In the end, from this video alone, we can’t figure out why the Governor tried to become the Demon King.”
“Hmm, guess you should’ve had a deeper talk with him…”
Darulma trailed off, staring at Yeomyeong. Yeomyeong, who was wiping off the pickle the Saintess had sprayed, just shrugged.
“If I had pushed any harder, he would’ve realized I wasn’t actually a Holy Knight.”
“That’s true. If my apprentice had talked any more, he would’ve been exposed. Honestly, he’s… not the best actor.”
It was unclear whether Corvus was defending or criticizing him. Darulma nodded along.
“…That’s fair.”
“Hey, what’s wrong with my acting?”
Yeomyeong protested, and Darulma looked genuinely bewildered.
“You’re seriously asking that?”
“….”
Pfft, the Saintess spat out her cola this time. Yeomyeong, who had just finished wiping the table, pressed down hard on the back of her head before starting to wipe again.
“You two, stop picking on Yeomyeong. After all, he was the one who suffered the most.”
Seti said as she returned to her seat. At that moment, the laptop showed a clip of Yeomyeong being ambushed.
Corvus nodded and said.
“My apprentice did go through a lot. You must’ve wanted to use magic or other martial arts too, but you stuck to Arcane Relics and basic swordsmanship. Preparing for a situation where the Governor might not even show up, and reacting that well—I’m proud of you, apprentice.”
Darulma, unfamiliar with combat matters, simply turned his gaze back to the laptop screen. The battle footage Corvus had secretly recorded grew more intense.
And just as the intruder’s dagger lunged toward Yeomyeong’s face—
The screen jolted, wings fluttered audibly, and the view zoomed rapidly toward the hospital room. The recording stretched, as if the cameraman had flown at high speed.
But that rapid pace didn’t last long. The footage abruptly stopped as soon as Yeomyeong was seen blocking the dagger with his teeth.
Corvus spoke up as if making an excuse.
“…I thought my apprentice was getting overwhelmed.”
Yeomyeong, who had now finished wiping the table, let out a small chuckle.
“The opponent’s skill was no joke. His ability to suppress sound, too. He was probably stronger than the leader of most mercenary groups.”
“…And yet, the Governor is even stronger?”
Darulma paused the video at the scene where the Governor ended the fight with a single clap.
“Even seeing it again, I still can’t believe it. I’ve met the governor in person several times… and all this time, I had no idea he was not just strong, but a superhuman.”
“You saw a guy that big and still didn’t think he was superhuman?”
The Saintess, having just finished her sandwich, chimed in. Darulma nodded earnestly.
“Saintess, the Governor of Illinois is one of the most famous anti-superhuman politicians in America. Plus… in the U.S., it’s not that rare to see someone that big without them being a superhuman.”
“…Someone that huge? Where?”
“Football, pro wrestling, strongman competitions?”
“…”
Wasn’t it wrong to compare a politician to professional athletes? Yeomyeong thought, yet he didn’t say it out loud.
After all, even he hadn’t been sure if the Governor was a superhuman until he saw it firsthand. And that only proved how thoroughly the Governor had concealed his abilities…
In any case, Seti resumed playing the footage. Important conversations continued rolling from the other side of the screen.
[It would break my heart to give the order for the young girl to be killed by the State National Guard, but it’s not something impossible. Wouldn’t you agree?]
Especially, the part about using the State National Guard to kill the Saintess. Seti kept replaying that audio clip as she spoke.
“If we combine this scene with proof he cooperated with the Church of the Apocalypse and leak it to the media… maybe we can bring him down without a fight?”
Darulma fell silent for a moment, thinking it over, then shook his head.
“…We might damage his image a little, but it won’t be enough to cause the downfall you’re hoping for.”
“Why not? With evidence like this, the media would go nuts.”
Yeomyeong and the Saintess looked at Darulma with similar doubt in their eyes.
Darulma, looking frustrated, cracked open a cola can and spoke.
“Do you really think someone like the Governor — especially the Governor of Illinois — would crumble over just a media scandal?”
“…It’s not just a scandal. It’s exposing the truth.”
“That’s how we see it. But don’t forget—we just manipulated the news ourselves a few days ago. If we can do it, he can do it twice or three times better. His media response team is on par with Dungan Heavy Industries.”
“…”
“I’ll be honest. Unless we get another politician of similar rank involved, this kind of video and audio alone won’t bring him down.”
Yeomyeong was sure Darulma wasn’t exaggerating. After all, even with the hospital wrecked the way it was, the hospital itself hadn’t said a word. CCTV footage from the room had been wiped clean too.
If Corvus hadn’t secretly recorded everything, they would’ve been completely blindsided…
“What if I step forward? If I publicly criticize him in front of the media…”
Amid the growing tension, the Saintess cut in again. But this time, Yeomyeong answered instead of Darulma.
“…That’s not an option.”
“Huh? Why not?”
“If you step in, the issue will explode beyond politics—it’ll spiral into a cultural conflict. You’d be putting yourself in serious danger… and you wouldn’t be able to return to the Academy for a long time.”
“…”
“Anyway, I’m completely against you getting involved directly. If it came to that, I’d rather just hand over the Demon King’s Heart.”
The moment Yeomyeong finished speaking, the Saintess remembered why she had to return to the Academy.
Yeomyeong’s revenge.
However, to those who didn’t know that reason, Yeomyeong’s words sounded slightly different. At that moment, the Governor’s voice played again on the laptop.
[Do you love the Saintess?]
“…”
Strange words, strange timing, strange atmosphere.
At the moment all three strangenesses overlapped, Corvus clamped her beak shut. Darulma shifted his gaze elsewhere, twitching his eyebrows.
The Saintess quietly paused the video, Seti rubbed her forehead, and Neti stared meaningfully at Yeomyeong’s mouth.
“…”
Feeling all the gazes gathering at his mouth, Yeomyeong frowned. Ah, seriously.
* * *
The strange atmosphere dragged on for quite a while.
Even Neti held her breath as Yeomyeong pulled himself out of the awkward pit by force of will.
“Well… how about we just join forces?”
“What? Join forces?”
Seti lifted her head. Yeomyeong pulled out the business card he’d received and added.
“Even if we can’t completely destroy them, we can still do some serious damage. That’s probably why the Governor suggested working together in the first place…”
“…Same goes for us, though.”
“Exactly. If there’s more to gain than lose, working together isn’t such a bad idea, right?”
“…Are you serious?”
“Dead serious.”
“…”
As Seti blinked in confusion, Darulma, who had been quietly listening, cleared his throat and interrupted.
“Are you sure about this? We still don’t know his real motives. A man like the Governor, searching for the Demon King’s Heart while talking about fate… if we don’t know why he’s doing that, joining forces would be like walking into a wolf’s de—”
“Wouldn’t it be better for Darulma if we stayed quiet?”
Seti cut him off. Darulma didn’t argue—after all, after Dungan Heavy Industries’ headquarters was blown up and their executives killed, the last thing Darulma wanted was to pick a fight with the Governor, too.
Reading his mind, Seti lightly added.
“Besides… they’re just as clueless as we are.”
“…”
“Corvus’ powers, my powers, Yeomyeong’s true identity, Yeomyeong’s abilities… they know none of it.”
And more importantly, the “fate” the Governor had mentioned.
Seti and Yeomyeong’s eyes locked, sharing an unspoken thought. They didn’t know how much the Governor knew about the scenario, but they could be sure he was aware of the existence of someone like the “Author” or “Director.” That might also explain why Yeomyeong was willing to suggest an alliance… Seti was following that thought when a voice from the TV in the living room, which Neti had left on, caught everyone’s attention.
『Governor, Mayor, and two Senators…』
『On behalf of the state of Illinois and all the citizens of Chicago who overcame this terrorist attack…
『Besides the 11 civilians, 33 members of the Defense Corps who directly participated in the battle, as well as the Saintess, the Holy Knight, and others — a total of 62 people…』
The announcer rambled on about a medal award ceremony. Corvus clicked her beak in irritation.
“…How ridiculous. They don’t even have the Saintess’ contact information, but are already leaking her name to the media?”
The Saintess tilted her head in confusion as well.
“Are they trying to make me crawl to them on my own? Or maybe they’re trying to test Yeomyeong?”
As question marks practically floated over everyone’s heads, the announcer dropped an even more shocking announcement.
『Also, at the medal award ceremony, the Governor will personally return the Holy Relic of the former Saintess, which had been looted by the French government decades ago, to the current Saintess…』
Holy relic of the former Saintess—the moment those words were uttered, the Saintess shot to her feet.
“That bastard?”
She squinted so hard that her eyes almost popped out from under the blindfold, glaring at the small golden ring shining on the TV screen.
The object looked more like a personal possession than a Holy Relic, and that made the ring even more attention-grabbing.
Yeomyeong sighed and spoke.
“So he was confident enough to invite you to the ceremony from the start.”
A Holy Relic of the former Saintess, and a Holy Relic lost during the war at that—its value would be immense. If the Governor had planned this from the beginning, orchestrating the medal award ceremony with this much foresight… it really showed how much he enjoyed scheming.
However, this scheme had backfired. The Saintess put her hand on the revolver and said.
“Yeomyeong, I’m against working with that bastard Governor.”
Beneath the blindfold, the Saintess’s eyes gleamed as she glared at the Governor smiling on the TV screen.
“I won’t cooperate with him until I give that arrogant face a bullet… or at least a punch, before anything else.”
Yeomyeong didn’t argue. He was thinking along the same lines. Before returning to the Academy, he felt like he wouldn’t be satisfied unless he landed a hit on that bastard.
As the news broadcast continued, everyone fell into their thoughts.
Neti turned off the TV with the remote and said.
“Well then, why don’t you just hit him once?”
“…Huh?”
“I mean, if he’s hiding his superhuman abilities, wouldn’t he just take a beating in a crowded place without being able to do anything about it, or at least reveal his powers to avoid getting hit?”
“…How are we supposed to hit the Governor in a crowded place?”
Darulma waved his hand as if to dismiss the nonsense, but Seti and Yeomyeong exchanged a glance, as if they had figured something out.
After a brief pause, Neti voiced their thoughts aloud.
“The Governor still doesn’t know about the Red Star’s identity, right? So, what if brother-in-law disguises himself as the Red Star and just beats him up?”
Darulma raised his hand as if to argue, but then fell silent.
Just as Seti was about to pull up the map of the medal award ceremony location, Darulma finally voiced a reasonable counterpoint.
“If Yeomyeong disguises as the Red Star, then who’s going to disguise as Yeomyeong?”
Instead of answering, Neti pointed her chin toward the direction of the basement.
Was it a coincidence? Just then, a voice from the basement echoed.
- Hey, you bastards! Let me out now! Or at least give me some food!
It was Mara’s desperate voice. Darulma, who had completely forgotten about her, cleared his throat awkwardly.

 
    

  Chapter 295: Three Walk Together (9)
* * *
As usual, it was Yeomyeong who stood in the kitchen.
He rummaged through Darulma’s refrigerator, grabbing all the fancy, and seemingly soon-to-expire ingredients to make pasta.
Various kinds of ham, cheese, olive oil, pepper, and so on.
If one had to give it a name, it could be called a hodgepodge pasta. But as soon as the dish was set on the table, Mara started eating with chopsticks.
Her frantic eating made her look like someone who hadn’t eaten for days…
“…It’s true, I haven’t eaten for days. Hey, don’t look at me like that while I’m eating.”
“…”
As if she could read Yeomyeong’s thoughts, Mara continued to taunt while eating, and soon enough, she had devoured more than 20 servings of food on her own.
Satisfied, she patted her stomach, then threw a tantrum for dessert until Seti grabbed her and dragged her to the bathroom.
“Hurry, wash up before you go out again.”
No one knew what Seti had done to her, but Mara obediently went to wash up. By the time Yeomyeong, Seti, and the Saintess were making plans on what to do to the governor’s face…
“Ugh, people really need to wash to stay alive.”
Mara came out of the shower and into the living room, wearing an oversized t-shirt that wasn’t her, with her hair still damp. She looked just like any other girl their age.
To think she was the same person as that freak, Yeomyeong thought in amazement. Mara, noticing his gaze, smirked and crossed her arms.
“What are you looking at? Does it turn you on?”
“…”
Yeomyeong frowned deeply. What did that crazy bastard just say?
“You’re being such a wimp. If you just look at it boldly… tsk.”
Thankfully, Mara’s antics didn’t last long, as the Saintess’s gun was now pointed at her forehead.
“Whether it’s Seti or her, why do you only go for girls like that? Is being a freak your type or something?”
Mara muttered in a barely audible voice, just loud enough for Yeomyeong to hear, before sitting down. Who was the freak now?
Yeomyeong lightly tapped Mara’s head from behind before saying.
“Stop talking nonsense. Why were you locked up in the basement?”
“Why? I couldn’t escape. Your girlfriend put a leash on me… kek!”
“…”
“Ugh, I thought you’d at least feed me…”
Mara looked at Seti with conflicted eyes. Seti stared back coldly, making Mara quickly look away.
What on earth happened between those two, Yeomyeong wondered, resolving to ask later in bed, before speaking up.
“Mara, we’ve got an interesting plan. Want to join us?”
As soon as the words left Yeomyeong’s mouth, a question mark appeared over Mara’s head.
“Are you out of your mind?”
“…”
“After treating me like this, you want me to work with you?”
It was a valid point. So much so that even Corvus nodded in agreement. But Yeomyeong confidently began explaining the current situation and the plan.
The fact that the Governor was trying to mess with him and that he wanted to join hands, but wasn’t satisfied with just doing it the easy way, so…
“…You want to punch the governor in the face to feel satisfied?”
After listening for a moment, Mara summed up Yeomyeong’s explanation in one sentence. Yeomyeong nodded, and Mara chuckled in disbelief.
“That’s a damn crazy thought. I was wondering why you were dating a freak, but I guess you’re the freak, huh? Right?”
“…So, are you not going to do it?”
“No, let’s do it right now.”
* * *
After Mara agreed to the plan, the group scattered to prepare for their individual tasks.
Mara, chewing on the barley cookies Darulma had given her for dessert, suddenly asked.
“But, are you sure this will be okay?”
“What now?”
“I might double-cross you guys, you know.”
As soon as the topic of betrayal came up, Corvus’ eyes narrowed, sitting in her chair.
However, Yeomyeong answered nonchalantly.
“I know you won’t.”
“…What makes you so sure?”
“If you are going to betray me, you would’ve eaten the Demon King’s heart last time.”
“…Well, that’s true.”
At the mention of the Demon King’s heart, Corvus looked up in shock, but Mara grinned and bared her teeth.
“Then, is everything else fine?”
“…What do you mean, everything else?”
“I mean, is it okay for you to keep fighting like this?”
“Ah, if you mean my body, there’s no prob—”
At that moment, Mara cut off Yeomyeong’s words.
“I’m not talking about your body, I’m talking about the True Intention you’ve just obtained up, and the martial arts you’ve built based on that. Have you organized it well? Did you give it a name?”
Was that something worth talking about? Yeomyeong shook his head and was about to reply her with “Not yet.”
But as he shook his head, the crow sitting in the chair suddenly spread her wings wide.
“My apprentice! Wait a minute. You have established your own True Intention?!”
Yeomyeong nodded, and Corvus flew over to his side.
“When? When did you establish your True Intention?”
“It hasn’t been long. I was fighting with Ayatollah in the dream…”
“Then, it’s already been four days!”
Yeomyeong couldn’t bring himself to say, “I spent three of those days unconscious,” because Corvus’ eyes were glaring at him so intensely.
“How could you keep something so important a secret from your teacher!”
It wasn’t really a secret. He just forgot about it… but if he said that, he was sure to get in more trouble, so Yeomyeong quickly changed the subject.
“Uh, Teacher, the thing is… I was just too busy…”
“You were too busy to tell your teacher about your True Intention? You’re worst apprentice ever.”
At that moment, Mara muttered sarcastically. Corvus immediately turned her head and glared at her, and Mara quickly grabbed a barley cookie and ran off.
“…”
Now alone with his teacher, Yeomyeong swallowed his bitter smile and spoke honestly.
“I’m sorry, Teacher.”
Without hesitation, Yeomyeong bowed his head. Corvus looked down at him and sighed deeply.
“Apprentice, lift your head. There’s no need to bow.”
“…”
“I know that you never intended to deceive me. You are not the type of person to do that, are you?”
Upon hearing the kind voice, Yeomyeong slowly lifted his head. Their eyes met, and Corvus gently asked.
“So, what is the True Intention you’ve established? Love? Compassion? Struggle? Or maybe… revenge?”
Yeomyeong, who saw Corvus’ eyes filled with anticipation, glanced around cautiously.
Following Seti, Neti unfolded a map, and even Darulma, holding a phone, was watching.
Everyone in the group was looking at him and Corvus out of the corner of their eyes.
Slightly embarrassed, Yeomyeong carefully whispered his True Intentions into Corvus’s ear.
* * *
Mencius said this:
Both fish and bear paws are things I desire, but if I can’t have both simultaneously, I would choose bear paws over fish.
Similarly, life is something I desire and righteousness is also something I desire. If I cannot have both, I forgo my life, and take righteousness.
Like choosing the precious rare bear paw over a common fish, this statement carries the teaching of the idiom: to sacrifice life for righteousness, which means that righteousness is more important than life.
However, Yeomyeong found a different answer there. If he desired both, shouldn’t he aim to have both?
Even if the barrier of reality blocked him… wasn’t it right to strive to obtain everything he wanted?
If Mencius heard this, he would likely grab him by the neck, but Yeomyeong wanted to live that way. This was the principle that summarized Yeomyeong’s life…
Having finished explaining, Yeomyeong pulled his face away from Corvus’ ear.
Though his true intention was still lacking, like that of a newborn, the possibilities and meaning contained within it were conveyed to Corvus.
And Corvus’ response to hearing this was…
“…”
Silence.
She did not snap her beak or flap her wings as usual. She simply stared blankly at Yeomyeong, unable to close her beak.
“What exactly is your True Intention?”
Unable to hold back, the Saintess intervened, but Corvus still couldn’t close her beak. She stared at the Saintess, Seti, and Neti in turn.
Sensing an odd familiarity in her gaze, Yeomyeong was about to speak, but Corvus moved her beak first.
“Apprentice…”
“Yes, Corvus.”
“Are the two flowers in your hands not enough?”
“…?”
Yeomyeong raised an eyebrow, then realized what misunderstanding Corvus had and slapped his forehead.
“No, Corvus… My True Intention wasn’t meant in that way.”
“Is that so?”
Mara intervened once again, but both Yeomyeong and Corvus deliberately ignored her.
Corvus grabbed Yeomyeong’s cheeks with her two wings and said.
“Of course, I trust you, Apprentice.”
“…”
Wasn’t that what was usually said when you don’t trust someone?
“So, I trust the promise you made to me. You will return to the academy as soon as this plan is over. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“After this commotion, you will return to the academy, stay quietly for a while, refine your True Intention, learn martial arts… and also… also…”
Corvus’ eyes turned toward the Saintess.
As Yeomyeong tilted his head, unsure of what her gaze meant, Mara, having eaten all the cookies, chuckled.
“The Saintess is still a virgin.”
Quietly listening to the conversation, Darulma coughed, but Mara added.
“I helped a little.”
With that, the Saintess drew a revolver.
* * *
About the time when the sunlight shone upon the Ferris wheel and the heads of the people during lunchtime in Chicago.
Countless people were walking around at Navy Pier, where both Lake Michigan and the Chicago Dimensional Portal were visible.
The shopping mall and plaza, destroyed by the recent attack from the commies and the monsters, had already been restored.
Sitting in the newly restored Navy Pier park and watching the Chicago Dimensional Portal being restored across the lake, one could feel both America’s frontier spirit and Chicago’s prosperity at the same time.
Of course, most citizens did not feel such sentiments. Their attention was now fixed on the limousine that was just entering Navy Pier.
As soon as it maneuvered through the crowd, the luxurious limousine was immediately surrounded by bodyguards.
- Everyone, please move aside!



	Please cooperate with security!



	Anyone who approaches within a certain distance will be penalized!
The bodyguards pushed the citizens away mercilessly. Some people fell and screamed, but the bodyguards did not flinch.
That was because the people inside the limousine were very important.
Furthermore, this was America. A country where even people with depression could own firearms, and the president had been assassinated several times in history.
However, one of the people inside the limousine seemed to have a slightly different perspective.
Suddenly, the limousine door opened with a thud, and a massive man stepped out of the car. As soon as he appeared in the crowd, citizens and reporters pushed through the bodyguards to get closer.
- Governor! Please sign this!



	Alton! Alton!



	You’ve been selected as the running mate for the upcoming presidential election, what do you think about that?
No matter how much the bodyguards panicked, Governor Alton started talking to the citizens with a smiling face.
His overwhelming popularity was enough to erase the existence of both the mayor of Chicago and the senator, who were stuck in the limousine, unable to do anything.
In a country that worships strength and machismo, a self-made massive politician was such a figure.
The only shortcoming, perhaps, was that he wasn’t the main character of this event.
Among the citizens gathered here, some, no, almost more than half, were more focused on the girl with a blindfold sitting in the back seat of the limousine, rather than the governor.
- Oh, Five Gods.



	Praise the Saintess.



	The Saintess of Salvation…
Devout believers who came after hearing that the Saintess would attend the event, along with Chicago citizens she had saved.
The longing glances they sent were so intense that they could almost pierce through the thick bulletproof glass of the limousine.
“If people knew what the Saintess really wanted, everyone would be in an uproar.”
Mara, shuddering under all the gazes, muttered maliciously in a voice small enough only for the Saintess and Seti sitting beside him to hear.
“Shut your trap. Do you want me to make another hole in your butt?”
The Saintess snarled as she poked Mara’s backside with the muzzle of her revolver. Mara looked disgusted as she stared at her and turned to the citizens outside the limousine, who were praying.
“I’m a bad guy by nature, but you really…”
Fortunately, there was no further conversation, thanks to the limousine arriving at its destination.
The podium and award stage were set up at the beach park right in front of Navy Pier.
As soon as the limousine stopped at the place filled with people who were about to receive medal awards and various media outlets, cheers, applause, and the flashes of cameras exploded.
Soon, the limousine door opened, and the Saintess took a deep breath before stepping out of the car.
She smiled beneath her blindfold, waving to all sides with a fan service that was a given.
Her acting was so superb that even Mara and Seti, who were standing beside her, were amazed.
“You’re wicker than I thought…”
“Shh, keep quiet from now on. If you don’t want your lip movements to get you roasted, that is.”
“…”
At the oddly realistic advice, Mara chuckled and kept quiet, waiting for the Saintess’ performance to continue.
The Governor, who was the first to step onto the stage, began his speech.
[My beloved and respected citizens of America, Illinois, and Chicago.]
[I am deeply honored to be the first speaker of this meaningful event.]
[Decades ago! The citizens of Chicago used their freedom and will to…]
The speech, starting with a strong and powerful voice, quickly captivated the audience. However, the Saintess, who sat right in front of the stage, was half-listening to the speech with one ear while the other ear let it go.
Her eyes, hidden beneath her blindfold, were directed towards the red haze flickering on top of the tall buildings in downtown Chicago, across from Navy Pier.
Similarly, Mara, who had also spotted the red haze, muttered quietly.
“That guy really likes to fall from the sky, doesn’t he?”
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* * *
[The reason the United States became the target of a terrorist attack is because America is the brightest beacon of freedom and opportunity in the world! No one can extinguish the light of this beacon!]
As the Governor’s powerful speech continued.
The first person to notice something unusual in the sky was a little kid holding his mom’s hand.
The little kid, chewing on an ice cream his mom bought him, neither understood nor cared about the Governor’s speech.
From the start, the kid’s eyes were fixed on the beautiful Saintess, and thanks to that, he could tell when she subtly adjusted her blindfold and glanced at the sky.
“Mom, what’s that?”
The kid pointed to the sky, where the Saintess had just looked. It was over Navy Pier, in the sky above downtown Chicago.
“…Huh?”
The kid’s mom, who had been focused on the speech, followed her child’s finger and saw…
A red dot moving quickly toward them. No, based on the speed, it was more appropriate to call it a missile.
The speed left a long tail behind, almost like a flare.
Just as the kid’s mom screamed and grabbed the little one, spinning him around, everyone at the podium noticed the approaching red dot.
[Recently, we witnessed the worst evil in human nature. In response to this evil, America has heroes of courage… Ladies and gentlemen?]
The Governor began to sense something was wrong as he saw the citizens suddenly shouting or turning their backs.
!!!!!
The red haze overtook the podium where the Governor was standing. The steel and wood podium shattered, sending splinters and dirt flying.
- Attack! It’s an attack!



	Protect the Governor!



	What about the Mayor? The Mayor!
Amidst the guards’ shouting, the dust began to turn red. The red haze spread wider.
- The… Red Star?



	It’s the commie! Everyone, dive in! Protect the Governor—!
Finally, the guards realized the identity of the attacker and drew their guns. But before they could do anything, something shot up from within the red haze.
Red Star.
The guards, holding their guns, couldn’t pull the trigger because Red Star had the Governor by the collar.
- Stop him!



	Tackle him!



	Where is the Mage? Where the hell is the Mage?!
Amidst the guards’ yelling, the screams of fleeing citizens, the hurried footsteps of the mages, and the frenzied camera shutters of reporters capturing the exclusive.
All the noise mixed together in a split second as Red Star reached out toward downtown Chicago.
In the next moment, Red Star’s mana intertwined, and the threads of a spell wove together, creating a fabric.
Zzzzing—the air trembled, and Red Star’s body flew upward, defying gravity as he moved in the direction he came from.
“Telekinesis! He has an accomplice!”
Realizing the spell, a mage gasped and tried to cast telekinesis as well, but Red Star was already speeding away.
- No!



	Call a helicopter!



	Damn it, what are you doing?! Protect the Mayor and the Saintess!
Amidst the chaos, Mara, who was watching the red lines across the sky, smirked.
“Wow, that’s a real professional.”
“…”
The Saintess couldn’t laugh along. The plan had gone awry in that brief moment.
Originally, the plan was for the Governor to reveal his superhuman abilities and resist, then Yeomyeong would beat the Governor, and the Saintess would save him…
As the Saintess pondered, Mara asked in a subtle voice.
“Hey, can I go watch the fight?”
“…You crazy bastard.”
Despite saying that, the Saintess couldn’t stop Mara. She, too, was desperate to go to Yeomyeong.
She sighed and responded.
“Be careful not to get caught. And… record the fight and send it to me.”
“Record? I don’t have a camera right now… ugh!”
At that moment, Seti hooked a camera-equipped belt onto Mara’s neck. Seeing the black feathers embedded in the belt, it was clear that it was the same camera and belt that the crow had worn when she was filming the Governor.
Anyway, after tightly fastening the camera around Mara’s neck, Seti spoke.
“Wear this. If you double-cross us, it won’t be fun, so don’t play any tricks.”
Fucking bitch, why don’t you try to show even a fraction of the kindness you give your boyfriend to other people for once—Mara, holding back a curse that rose to her throat, nodded.
“…Okay.”
* * *
On the rooftop of a building destroyed by an unexplained explosion a few days ago.
Boom!!
Two people wrapped in red heat haze crashed onto the ruined rooftop debris, sending shockwaves.
The impact of their fall was so great that they rolled across the floor, covered in rebar and concrete.
The one who had created the red haze, the Red Star—no, Yeomyeong—had barely regained his posture before falling off the building.
“Ahh, I’m sorry. This is my first time pulling off a distance like this, brother-in-la—!”
Hidden behind an invisibility cloak, Neti whispered to Yeomyeong. Yeomyeong gestured back, signaling that he was fine and to stay back.
As expected, the Governor also got up from the floor. The fact that he stood up so quickly made it obvious that he had let himself get captured on purpose.
“If you wanted to meet me, why didn’t you contact my secretary? I, too, wanted to have a very meaningful conversation with y—”
Brushing off the dust from his suit and adjusting his red, white, and blue tie—reminiscent of the American flag—the Governor grinned as soon as his eyes met Yeomyeong’s.
“…We’ve met before, haven’t we?”
Yeomyeong clenched her fist and replied.
“How did you know?”
“A politician’s keen eye. There’s a big difference in the way I look at someone I’ve met for the first time and someone I’ve seen before.”
A typical politician’s line, honed after decades in the game. Yeomyeong reached for his sword from his inventory, but then just clenched his fists and responded.
“I’m glad you knew. Now you’ll understand why you’re getting a beating.”
The Governor didn’t respond right away. He silently took a cigarette from his suit pocket, took a puff, and then replied.
“Hmm… Sorry, but I don’t know. I’ve done so many things that deserved a beating. Can you explain the reason?”
This time, Yeomyeong didn’t answer. He kicked off the broken concrete and lunged forward.
In an instant, he closed the distance between them. The speed of the Flying Kick technique accelerated from his feet to his thighs, from his waist to his shoulders, and all that force was channeled into his punch.
It didn’t resemble any martial art—more like a simple punch. Yet within it lay a complex principle: a strike powerful enough to crush the head of an ordinary superhuman.
The Governor didn’t block it. Instead, he laughed loudly, “Ha!” and threw a punch of his own. A textbook straight punch.
The two fists collided, almost simultaneously. The Governor had the distance advantage, but Yeomyeong was faster.
However, the result was clear.
The Governor’s punch only grazed Yeomyeong’s cheek, but Yeomyeong’s punch landed squarely on the Governor’s face.
As soon as he withdrew his fist, Yeomyeong stepped forward with his right foot and swung his left hand. This time, his punch landed squarely in the Governor’s side. The sound of air bursting echoed.
It seemed to have landed well. The large body of the Governor wobbled slightly. Yeomyeong didn’t miss the opportunity and kept hammering away. Head, chest, abdomen, and then back to the head.
After a rapid barrage of punches, the Governor’s body staggered back. And just as he was about to tumble over the building’s edge…
The Governor’s legs went blurred. His muscular thighs cut through the air, and his knee, larger than the head of most children, shot up, aiming straight for Yeomyeong’s groin.
It was a cheap but efficient sneak attack.
Yeomyeong, who had been reaching out, immediately lowered his arm to block the knee. He saved his precious area, but the direction of the attack changed.
Boom!
The Governor planted his foot heavily and pushed Yeomyeong back. His large frame moved surprisingly quickly as he threw a punch and kicked out.
There was nothing particularly special about his martial arts or techniques. What he was using was closer to traditional street fighting.
Boxing, Muay Thai, kickboxing…
To put it bluntly, it wasn’t much different from what an ordinary person would do, but to put it even more directly… he didn’t need martial arts.
Steel didn’t need martial arts. Yeah, his body was literally like steel.
Clang!!!
When Yeomyeong’s fist collided with his, a sound like metal clashing against metal rang out.
What the hell did he eat to have a body like this?
Yeomyeong furrowed his brows, but continued his counterattack. He dodged the following punch and landed one to the Governor’s face.
Crack! The sound of his cheekbone breaking was followed by the Dzhugashvili mana digging into his skull.
“Ha ha ha! A commie like you throwing punches! It’s been a while since my blood’s boiled!”
However, the smile never left the Governor’s face. He didn’t even scream—and with the cigarette still hanging from his lips, it was clear his body was tough as steel.
“Hey, commie. Do you know how we calculate the fighting power of a democrat?”
Yeomyeong didn’t say anything but responded with another punch. The Governor’s nose was crushed, and blood began to spill, but that was exactly what he wanted.
As the distance between them closed, the Governor reached out and grabbed Yeomyeong by the collar and arm.
“In democracy, the number of voters equals fighting power!”
With the nonsensical words, he executed a perfect body slam that stunned Yeomyeong.
Pulling on his arm and twisting his waist, his technique was as flawless as an Olympic gold medalist’s.
“And I, am the Governor who was elected with 3 million votes!”
The cigarette smoke mixed with the red haze as Yeomyeong’s body, lost in balance, traced a parabolic arc.
And then…
Boom!
The concrete rooftop screamed. The shockwave burst out, shattering windows below, and dust flew up as it rattled the rebar.
It was hard to believe that this explosion resulted from just one body slam.
Neti, who had been secretly watching while hiding behind the invisibility cloak, held her breath as the dust slowly settled, revealing the aftermath of the slam.
On the cracked concrete, both Yeomyeong and the Governor lay side by side.
How? It was Yeomyeong who had been getting slammed. However, Neti’s confusion didn’t last long.
The Governor, who had slammed his head onto the concrete, lifted his trembling head and spat, speaking.
“Nice counterattack. You pulled my head with telekinesis in that gap.”
There was a touch of sarcasm in his voice. He was mocking the fact that if it had been pure hand-to-hand combat, he would have won.
Yeomyeong didn’t answer and got up from the ground. The effects of the slam were evident as the back of his clothes was completely torn.
It was clear that the Governor’s strength was no joke. After all, if he were weak, he wouldn’t have been able to team up with the Ayatollah.
Eventually, Yeomyeong threw off his upper garment and replied.
“3 million votes don’t mean much.”
“…”
The Governor smirked. He fumbled for a new cigarette, but when he realized his suit was completely torn, he unwrapped his now-tattered tie and removed it.
“You little commie bastard, the fun ends here.”
It was Yeomyeong’s turn to speak. He clenched his fist, ready to draw his sword from his inventory.
As their breaths became heavy and the tension thickened, droplets of sweat formed on their jaws, falling through the dust.
Suddenly, a familiar voice interrupted between them.
“Aren’t you supposed to fight a bit, then shake hands?”
They both froze, then turned their heads as the Holy Knight floated above them, holding a camera and waving at the same time.
“Ah, sorry. I ruined the mood, huh? Let’s pretend you didn’t hear that and keep fighting.”
“…”
Mara’s voice, unable to be hidden, echoed. Yeomyeong, deflated, sighed. However, the Governor seemed even more defeated.
“An illusion that can cover your whole body… KGB? The Saintess has joined hands with the commies?”
It seemed like another misunderstanding had occurred, but Yeomyeong neither confirmed nor denied it.
However, Mara seemed to want to amplify the misunderstanding, so she took out the business card Yeomyeong had received and threw it at the Governor.
“The Saintess said she’s willing to join hands with you.”
“…Is that so? Then why the hell did all this happen?”
The Governor glanced back and forth between Yeomyeong and Mara. This time, it was Yeomyeong who responded.
“I wanted to slap you because your face looked like shit.”
“…Isn’t it a rather likable face? Even though it looks like this, it’s the face of someone who received 3 million votes.”
“…”
“Just kidding. Well, I guess it means you wanted to hit me for what I did.”
The Governor said this and relaxed his battle stance, brushing off the dust from his body. Yeomyeong, who had been silently observing, pondered whether to stop here. He didn’t feel like he’d really landed a good hit.
Was it because the Governor was stronger than expected? Well, that was part of it, but Yeomyeong himself had grown stronger than he thought.
I don’t know how to control my strength.
If Neti hadn’t been there, he might have just destroyed the entire building while fighting without worrying about casualties. In this state, maybe he couldn’t defeat Ayatollah inside the dream, but… at least he could take out half the city on his own.
Is it because of True Intention? Or…
As he was briefly lost in thought, Mara suddenly said something strange.
“Oh, right. Star Entrails had something to say.”
“Star Entrails?”
“The next Demon King will come from Korea.”
“…”
It was as if Mara wanted Yeomyeong to hear it. He stopped thinking and looked at her. Before he could say anything else, the Governor interrupted.
“When did he say that?”
“Hmm, about a week ago?”
“…That was the day after I hired you two.”
Mara didn’t respond, just smiled. The Governor spat with a mix of saliva and teeth.
“These damn prophets… Hmph. Tell Star Entrails that the next time I meet him, I’ll tear him limb from limb.”
“If you wish so.”
Mara chuckled and walked away, leaving the Governor to look at Yeomyeong.
“Now it’s time to talk to the Saintess. What conditions does she want for an alliance?”
“…”
The Governor immediately changed his expression, as if nothing had happened earlier. Yeomyeong smiled wryly, wondering if this was what politicians were like.
“Aren’t you upset about getting slapped?”
“I’m a politician.”
It was a response full of implications. Yeomyeong paused for a moment and then, while watching a broadcasting helicopter approaching from the other side of the building, spoke.
“You’ll pay for your little prank.”
“Pay? Isn’t the Holy Relic of the former Saintess enough? What? Do you want me to make a confession?”
“I don’t care about that.”
“Then what?”
“Just reveal the mask you’ve been hiding from the public.”
“…?”
Just as the Governor was about to ask what he meant, Yeomyeong lifted his heel and struck the ground with a powerful stomp.
!!
The Quake Stomp from the Flying Kick technique. The entire rooftop trembled in response to the shockwave. It was a sudden attack, and for a brief moment, the Governor lost his balance.
Yeomyeong didn’t miss the chance and flew forward to strike the Governor’s body. The attack wasn’t meant to rupture his internal organs or break his ribs, but to purely push his body away.
“You bastard—”
Only then did the Governor realize what Yeomyeong was trying to do and tried to grab her foot, but his body was already flying over the rooftop railing.
“Reveal to the media that you’re a Superhuman as well.”
As the Governor fell toward the ground, he couldn’t even curse, much less respond. Countless cameras from the helicopter aimed at him.
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