
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Main Character hides his Strength 
 
    Book 3: Seven Heroes 
 
      
 
    Roadwarrior 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Oppatranslations 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Oppatranslations, LLC. 
 
    5110 Ravenna PL NE #201 
 
    Seattle WA 98105, USA 
 
      
 
      
 
    oppatranslations.com 
 
      
 
    Translated from the Korean by Edward Ro and Minsoo Kang. 
 
    Edited by – Sahil Bansal, Ana 
 
      
 
      
 
    First published by Oppatranslations, LLC 2021 
 
      
 
    © Roadwarrior 2016 
 
    English translation © Oppatranslations, LLC 2017 
 
      
 
    The moral right of the author and illustrator has been asserted. 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. 
 
      
 
    eBook 
 
    ISBN: 978-0-9992957-6-2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Send us feedback regarding any problems at oppatranslations@gmail.com 
 
      
 
    Our website for more novels by us https://www.oppatranslations.com/ 
 
      
 
    Join our newsletter for future release information Click Here 
 
    

  

 
   
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Table of Contents 
 
    Chapter 1 – City Over the River 
 
    Chapter 2 – Ruins 
 
    Chapter 3 – Sajators 
 
    Chapter 4 – Familiar 
 
    Chapter 5 – An Unfortunate Woman 
 
    Chapter 6 – Colossus 
 
    Chapter 7 – Tower of Recluse 
 
    Chapter 8 – Voice of Calamity 
 
    Chapter 9 – Half-Dragon Hermit 
 
    Chapter 10 – Fog Guide 
 
    Chapter 11 – Delayed Meal 
 
    Chapter 12 – Unexpected Reunion 
 
    Chapter 13 – White Shadow 
 
    Chapter 14 – The Great Sewers 
 
    Chapter 15 – Capital City, La Grange 
 
    Chapter 16 – Remnants of the Order of the Iron Blood Knights 
 
    Chapter 17 – Letter of God 
 
    Chapter 18 – Largo 
 
    Chapter 19 – Night of the Festival 
 
    Chapter 20 – Divergence 
 
    Other works by Oppatranslations 
 
    Connect with Us 
 
    LitRPG/Gamelit Communities 
 
    
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 – City Over the River 
 
      
 
      
 
    The news of the Demon King’s death and the end of the first Calamity, as well as the inexplicable death of all the Devils of the Demon Realm, spread across the continent in just a few hours. 
 
    The commoners, who didn’t know much about the Calamities, celebrated the sudden extinction of the Demons who had been threatening the northern frontier. Still, those in positions of power knew better and trembled in fear of the danger that was to come. 
 
    Two months passed quickly amidst all the celebrations and terror. 
 
    There were no reported sightings of the Seven Heroes they had expected during this time. But still, the ruling elites of various nations sent ninjas to the farthest reaches of their influence to become their eyes and ears and prepared for the next Calamity that was to come. 
 
    Meanwhile, in an undisclosed location somewhere on the continent, a secret but important movement was gaining momentum. 
 
    “The one who saved us was not the Emperor of the Floating Palace, nor the Thirteen Champions of the Continent, nor the churches serving the gods. The one who saved us is an exile, the Lonely Hero.” 
 
    The stories of the soldiers who had returned from the fierce battle of Harupaya Ridge became the catalyst and foundation for the start of worship of a man. 
 
    It was difficult to make a fair and rational judgment during the battle while being swept away by the fervor of war. But after some time had passed, they were finally able to have some clarity, as if they could finally see through the opaque water after the obscuring grains and impurities settled down. The result was that they ended up with a clear-cut and simple conclusion. 
 
    Regardless of what anyone could claim, it was undeniable that the Enemy of the World, Sungchul Kim, had appeared at the site of the battle to rescue them before moving on to singlehandedly slay the universally feared Demon King. 
 
    It was an accomplishment that the ruling elites of the world had neither the desire nor the capacity to carry out. 
 
    No one dared to do anything about it. But once an organization that wanted to reevaluate the Enemy of the World was formed, Sungchul's subordinates, especially the former members of the “Lion of Death” brigade who served under Sungchul’s command—most of whom were given a dishonorable discharge and descended into alcoholism—gathered en masse to join and break their long silence. 
 
    A half-disfigured undead beauty and a mystical old man appeared, claiming to have met Sungchul recently. They, too, gathered a lot of attention as well. 
 
    The Human Empire announced that the punishments would be severe for those involved in this disquieting movement in the capital city. But the organization that worshipped Sungchul steadily grew in the darkness and continued to expand their influence. 
 
    Meanwhile, Sungchul, the focus of the world’s attention, had now left the Demon Realm located in the northernmost end of the continent and was instead wandering along the Screaming Sword’s Edge mountain range in the region’s southernmost end. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Shit. Fuck it.” 
 
    It was rare for profanities to be on Sungchul’s lips. He was more inclined to remain silent, no matter how difficult things became. But the sweltering and sticky heat of the Screaming Sword's Edge Mountains, the endless torrent of insects, and the seemingly endless labyrinthian jungle were enough to test Sungchul’s superhuman patience. 
 
    Even the most complicated dungeon could be easily brute-forced by Sungchul smashing through the walls toward his goal. But here, the trees and roots grew back overnight no matter how much he destroyed. 
 
    “Yuck… I think I’m starting to get moldy!” 
 
    Not even Bertelgia was spared from the torment. The jungle’s musty humidity and overabundant bacteria were the worst kind of environment for a book. 
 
    However, following dutifully behind Sungchul despite her misery demonstrated just how much she disliked being trapped in the Soul Storage. 
 
    “Here’s a surprise proposition!” Bertelgia now stood in front of Sungchul, blocking his path. “A short break. How about it?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded before beginning his search for a good place to rest. 
 
    There was at least one good thing about the Screaming Sword's Edge Mountains that even the forest-loving elves avoided: There were many high-quality hot springs all over the place. 
 
    Sungchul headed toward one of these springs that he had noticed earlier. 
 
    Though it bothered him that there was a large number of white skeletons belonging to unidentifiable creatures strewn about, the hot spring itself was top quality. 
 
    Sungchul took his clothes off and submerged himself into the warm water of the hot spring. The Golden Duck that he carried in his pocket was just the cherry on top. 
 
    Sungchul watched the Golden Duck float on the calm surface of the water as he washed away the fatigue he’d built up during his exploration of the jungle. 
 
    The reason he had traveled all the way down to the southernmost part of the Screaming Sword's Edge mountain range from where he was up north at the Frontlines of the Demon Realm was to obtain a secret skill he had found out about long ago. 
 
    Multicasting. 
 
    It was the secret ability of one of the Seven Heroes, Sajators. 
 
    However, Sajators was a nasty fellow from beginning to end. The two items he had given, supposedly to help obtain the Secret Tome of Multicasting, were completely useless. 
 
    The first item was a map made of Goblin leather. Yet, perhaps due to the passage of time, it had not a single recognizable or even remotely similar landmark that Sungchul could locate. 
 
    The second item, the ring with the blue gemstone, had no obvious utility. 
 
    The one and only real lead he had received was the text in an ancient language scribbled on the bottom half of the Goblin leather map. But Sungchul’s understanding of the language was not good enough to read it properly. The best he could do was organize and arrange the unrecognizable characters to piece together some words. 
 
    The parts he could read were as follows. 
 
    [Powerful and… strong… morning… if... to ask…cute… Small critter… ring… likes… sunlight… illuminate… earth… is unlocked… together… aria… through… the secret…] 
 
    He wistfully asked Bertelgia to try and translate it, but the results weren’t all that different. In fact, it was even more inadequate, causing her translated words to read even more chaotic and nonsensical than Sungchul’s. 
 
    “Hm…” 
 
    A month had already passed since he had begun roaming the mountain range without a clear destination. His mind and body were getting more and more exhausted by the fruitless exploration, but there was little else he could be doing. Sungchul reached great heights both as a warrior and as a mage, so there were not many opportunities available for him to grow any stronger. 
 
    Multicasting was also a necessary skill in preparing for the upcoming battle with the Seven Heroes. Having one more ability in your arsenal could become the deciding factor between victory and defeat in a close fight. 
 
    Sungchul submerged his body deep into the hot spring and opened the status window. 
 
    “Blessings, Stats.” 
 
      
 
    
     [Blessing] 
 
       
 
     1) Indomitable 
 
     (Immunity to Mental Attacks) 
 
     2) Blessing from the God of Chaos 
 
     (Strength, Dexterity, Vitality 10% up) 
 
     3) Successor of Heracles 
 
     (Strength +50) 
 
     4) Berserker’s Bloodline 
 
     (Massive Recovery once vitality is below 10%) 
 
     5) Champion of the Allied Kingdom 
 
     (Resilience +10) 
 
     6) Quick Bow of the High Elf Kingdom 
 
     (Dexterity +20) 
 
     7) Heart of the Ancient Warrior 
 
     (Strength +5, Resilience+5, Vitality +5) 
 
     8) One Who Stands against the Calamity 
 
     (All stats +10, Qualification) 
 
       
 
     [Stats] 
 
     Strength999+Dexterity864 
 
     Vitality813Magic Power592 
 
     Intuition  598Magic Resistance720 
 
     Resilience513Charisma28 
 
     Luck28 
 
   
 
      
 
    The blessing he had earned by slaying the Demon King had not only raised all his status points by 10, but it also came with something called Qualification, whose purpose was yet unknown. He was unsure what it was, but it was definitely an unordinary blessing. Judging by his change of stats, he could surmise that the being that had granted him the new blessing named “One Who Stands against the Calamity” was very powerful, enough to override the curses of other beings. 
 
    He came to this conclusion due to the changes in both his Charisma and Luck. Sungchul’s Charisma and Luck had been locked at 18 without a change for a long time due to one of the curses. The fact that it overcame those curses and resulted in the increase of stats was undeniable proof that the entity that had granted him the new blessing was a higher order of being than the one that had applied the curse upon him. 
 
    Gods were the main players behind the Calamity, as expected, thought Sungchul. 
 
    He shook his head before allowing it to rest. He had come here to relax. All of these complicated thoughts were unnecessary because his path forward was crystal-clear. 
 
    When he looked up past the thick foliage, he could see white clouds floating lazily by in the blue sky. Sungchul allowed himself to relax in the warm water that gently enveloped his body and closed his eyes to indulge in the comfort of the warmth and the carefree passing of time. 
 
    He had lost track of time. 
 
    Suddenly, Sungchul noticed an unexpected presence of something approaching. Whatever it was, it was confident and an expert in stealth. Sungchul opened his eyes to locate what he’d detected, then grinned when he saw what it was. A hot-spring cat, is it? 
 
    It was a massive cat with a coat like the color of clouds. It was one of the animals that the cruel aristocrats of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea liked to keep as pets or food. Its size was about as large as a tiger, but it was a docile creature that enjoyed lazing about the hot spring. 
 
    The large cat stood in front of the hot spring and carefully dipped its front paw in to check its temperature before diving in with a splash. When it noticed Sungchul looking its way, it looked back with a vacant expression before yawning. 
 
    “Wow. Hot-spring cat? This one’s kind of cute.” 
 
    Bertelgia, who had been sunbathing on a rock to dry herself by the hot spring, noticed the cat and floated up into the air. 
 
    “It would be better for you not to fly unnecessarily.” 
 
    Even before Sungchul had a chance to finish his sentence, the hot-spring cat leaped out of the water and charged toward Bertelgia. 
 
    “Hiii-ii!” Bertelgia immediately tried to run away, but the cat was a step faster. The hot-spring cat pressed her down to the ground with its wet front paw. 
 
    “S-save me!” cried the familiar. 
 
    Sungchul looked at Bertelgia with a grin before speaking to the cat in a soft voice. “Get going.” 
 
    After a brief staring contest, the cat let out an unhappy meow before returning to submerge its body at its previous spot. 
 
    “I thought I was dead. What was that? Why is this one so violent? Papa said that they don’t harm humans…” said Bertelgia. 
 
    “You’re a book now. You’re also just about the right size to be interesting to it,” responded Sungchul. 
 
    “Uuu… is that so?” 
 
    Sungchul leaned back and stared off into the sky for a while before pulling out a ring from his Soul Storage and holding it up against the light of the sun. It was the blue gemstone ring he had received as a reward for a quest. In the sunlight, the blue gemstone ring scattered the needlessly serene light in all directions. 
 
    “There’s no answer at this rate.” 
 
    The way forward was unclear, and he was part of the problem for wanting to find the clues to obtaining the Multicasting on his own if possible. But there was no end in sight this way. 
 
    Sungchul decided to leave the jungle to explore the human territories. It was risky, but he didn’t have any better ideas. That, and he was sick of the jungle and wanted to get out as soon as he could. Not only that, but he also had more than a slight desire to leave this wretched jungle. 
 
    - 
 
    Panchuria, the City Over the River. There was the Human Empire to the north and the kingdom of Lizardmen to the south. This independent city that sat between the Screaming Sword’s Edge Mountains was famous for its bustling commerce and abundance of resources, but it was also infamous for its terrible climate and den of human scum drifting in from all parts of the continent. 
 
    This city was built on top of a river with powerful currents by tying many ships together. Some ships voluntarily joined the structure of the city, and others were forcefully added. Because of this, navigating the city necessitated a way to traverse over water. 
 
    “...” 
 
    Sungchul sat alone on a sturdy boat made for five passengers. The original owners of the boat were a five-member group of murderous bandits, but their celebration upon locating Sungchul turned out to be the last moment of happiness they got to experience. 
 
    The bandits who now lay at the bottom of the river had given Sungchul the gift of a suitable boat and general information about the city before they were turned into fish fodder. 
 
    For someone visiting Panchuria for the first time like Sungchul, this piece of information was as valuable as gold. He rowed the boat without any rush. When he saw merchants selling fruits from their ship, he purchased a few to eat as he looked around the city. Not long after, he finally located the structure he was searching for. It was a massive structure composed of the bodies of five galleys held together by wooden boards. The name of the building, which was rowdy with commotion and reeking of alcohol even during the day, was no other than the “Emperor’s Outhouse.” 
 
    There were no intellectuals here. It was a place of pandemonium, teeming with nothing but thieves and scam artists that made up the general populace of Panchuria. 
 
    Sungchul docked his boat onto the Emperor’s Outhouse and headed inside the establishment. There was a large wanted poster stuck on the notice board beside the entrance. 
 
    [Anyone that can provide information regarding the Enemy of the World will be given a considerable bounty—Governor of Panchuria, Rolmay Chui] 
 
    Beneath the alarming words was a vile illustration of the supposed Enemy of the World. Thankfully, there was no need for Sungchul to hide his face nor change his attire. To think that there was someone worse than me at drawing. However, there was a flying book drawn behind that hideous illustration of Sungchul. 
 
    “W-what is that? That thing… Is that supposed to be me?” asked Bertelgia. 
 
    The book drawn behind the illustration of Sungchul was shoddy and small with pitiful wings, but more than anything, the book appeared to be quite thin. 
 
    “Do they think that I am some sort of children's picture book or something?!” 
 
    Bertelgia’s fury was directed toward the thinness of the book in the illustration. Sungchul firmly pressed down on Bertelgia, who was making a racket inside his pocket to calm her before taking a step into the Emperor’s Outhouse, which was a bar as well as a place for recruitment. 
 
    The bar was filled with drunk patrons laughing and shouting obnoxiously beyond the door. He could see a glittering chandelier hanging high above their heads. Just as he was thinking that the objet d'art was looking very out of place in this otherwise rather distasteful location, a loud group of musicians moved past him. One of the band members stared at him absentmindedly, but then he suddenly grinned and looked away. In the place where the band had passed by, there were all sorts of people sitting on the many tables and chairs that had been arranged in rows and columns. The tables and chairs were affixed to the ground with large nails—the reason needed no further explanations. There were drunks fist-fighting on a table in the distance with onlookers in a circle making bets on the victor. 
 
    “Wow… This... is no joke. Out of all the bars I’ve seen, this one is the most out-of-control,” Bertelgia spoke with a slight tremble from her pocket. 
 
    Sungchul felt the same way. One would be hard-pressed to find a place more suitable to be described as “out-of-control” than this. Sungchul found an empty table and sat down to observe his surroundings. He first sought out those who looked particularly dangerous. There was bound to be one or two spies or agents from the upper crust of Panchuria or the Human Empire within a crowd of this size. 
 
    A group of gloomy and hostile-looking individuals soon caught his eyes. They were positioned on the second-floor terrace from where they overlooked the entirety of the large hall below while sipping on their beers. 
 
    There were six in all, split into three groups of two-member teams, and they seemed to have been swept up in the atmosphere as they appeared quite relaxed. They were more focused on betting with their partners than monitoring their surroundings and only gave a cursory look whenever a new ruckus broke out. 
 
    Sungchul continued observing the various crowds in the bar. He particularly took notice of the mannerisms and conversations of those he believed to be regulars. After he finished his surveillance, Sungchul approached the bartender and placed an order in a nonchalant manner. 
 
    “Hm… Haven’t seen your face around here before. First time?” 
 
    “I came by three years ago. I’m a bit sad that you don’t recognize me.” 
 
    “Ah, is that right? Well, it’s fine either way. What’s your poison?” 
 
    Sungchul ordered some drinks and food before asking his question with a bit of financial lubrication. 
 
    “It’s a bit out of nowhere, but I need some information worth some money.” 
 
    “I don’t deal with that stuff, but that Elf thief in the corner might know something.” 
 
    The bartender introduced him to a member of the Thieves’ Guild. 
 
    Sungchul devoured the food quickly before heading toward the thief. 
 
    [This recipe’s score is 13 points.] 
 
    The food here couldn’t be considered tasty. 
 
    “Someone recommended you to me.” Sungchul washed out his mouth with a strong drink before introducing himself. The thief kept his guard up as he glared at Sungchul, but the latter’s mannerism kept the conversation flowing. 
 
    There were largely three pieces of information Sungchul wanted from the thief. The first was on the movements of the Seven Heroes. The Thieves’ Guild possessed fast networks all around the continent and would be able to gather external information relatively quickly, even in these backwater towns. The elven thief reported that there was nothing worth mentioning of the Seven Heroes' activities before he frankly stated his own thoughts on the matter. 
 
    “Regardless of how great these Seven Heroes claim to be, it’d be difficult for them to move about with the current state of affairs. All of the fat bigwigs are waiting for them to show themselves with their eyes peeled. How would even one of them make an appearance now? The bigwigs would gather a much greater suppression force than they did for the Enemy of the World if that happened.” 
 
    The ruling elites who were uninterested in the expansion of the Demon King’s territory were now vigilant to the utmost limit of their ability since their own livelihood came into jeopardy. It was both funny and sad to witness as an onlooker. 
 
    In addition to this, Sungchul asked for information on two more topics. The other two were about the legend of Sajators that had been passed down in this region and the tales regarding Multicasting. With these two questions, he particularly avoided the word “Multicasting” and carefully used words associated with it instead. Unfortunately, the Elf didn’t seem to have any idea regarding the latter two subjects. He pointed to the old man harassing the female staff of the establishment in another corner instead. 
 
    “Well, I’m not from this place, so I don’t know much about local history and stuff. But that old fogey might know something.” 
 
    As soon as the words left the Elf’s lips, the old man was beaten up by a younger and healthier man. He was soon laid out onto the table like a frog. The second-floor observers’ callous gazes swept over in that direction, but they quickly lost interest and moved back to what they were doing. 
 
    “Turns out the guy was an alderman some odd years ago. He even published a few books.” 
 
    Sungchul approached the old man once the observers had lost interest in him and turned their gazes away. When he got near, the stench of cheap booze washed over him. 
 
    “A punch from a man with a sub-three-digit Strength can’t so much as leave a mark on my skin!” Yet, in contrast to the old man’s bold claims, blood was dripping from his nose. 
 
    Sungchul handed him a rag as he spoke, “I heard you were familiar with the history of this region.” 
 
    “History? Of Panchuria? What history is there to a gutter of a city made of planks? Would there be a history to a den of bats filled with droppings and excrements?” 
 
    The old man didn’t seem to be quite of his own mind yet. Sungchul temporarily let him be and looked behind instead. It was because the entire establishment had gone silent as though someone had doused the entire place with cold water. 
 
    At the door of the building, a group of people resembling humans had entered. The head of a snake, a slithering tongue, and a wide, scaly humanoid body just below it—they were the Lizardmen. They were famous as a race that created a world of their own, having raised a kingdom centered around the Screaming Sword's Edge Mountains and extending out into the great expanse of marshes and jungles around it. 
 
    “Woah… It’s the Lizardmen. It’s my first time seeing them in person.” 
 
    Bertelgia could not hide her awe as she shrank into her pocket to peek from within. This was also Sungchul’s first time seeing the Lizardmen up close. His mind suddenly flashed back to a peaceful moment from the past. 
 
    “I am not sure if you are aware, but the Lizardmen live in a perfect society within the Other World. It could be nice if you manage to travel to the Great Wetlands and see it for yourself. To see how well they embrace their place in the world and live harmoniously. It’s probably impossible for humans even to mimic them.” 
 
    The young man who spoke passionately while gazing far into the distance later became the Emperor. 
 
    Are these the Lizardmen you couldn’t stop praising? Sungchul scattered the memories of his past and focused on the Lizardmen that had entered the building. The Lizardmen who were individually donned with armor casually took seats at the counter before making their orders with a lisp. 
 
    “One mealworm special. Don’t skimp on the pepper fruits.” 
 
    “Give me a fresh horse head, if you got one. Donkey is fine as well.” 
 
    “A shot of hard liquor with calf blood. Shaken not stirred.” 
 
    Despite their appearance, they were very specific in their tastes. The server courteously handed them a dish as though he was already familiar with the Lizardmen. A bumpy wooden dish filled with wriggling mealworms was placed on the counter. The server added a good amount of pepper fruits before handing it to an armored Lizardman. 
 
    “Here’s the mealworm special with plenty of pepper fruits.” 
 
    “Mmmm…” 
 
    The Lizardman must have been difficult to please because he stared into the bowl for a long while before cautiously tasting the content with his tongue. Bang! The Lizardman suddenly slammed his hand onto the table angrily. 
 
    “This is a grade-3 mealworm! I don’t eat anything below grade 4. Go and get it changed immediately!” 
 
    There was even a rating for insect quality. The server appeared troubled as he attempted to persuade the Lizardman to eat it anyway while explaining that he had nothing better to serve him. Another Lizardman sitting beside muttered under his breath as he swallowed all of the mealworms with the peppers in tow. 
 
    “Ugh… why are you being so difficult? What difference does it make if it’s a mealworm of grade 3 or 4 when you’re going to eat it all anyway?” 
 
    The chilled atmosphere caused by the Lizardmen’s appearance soon warmed back up again. There was a simple reason why humans feared the Lizardmen. It was because they were strong. They were born with powerful physiques, possessed rapid regenerative abilities, and were resistant to diseases while also bearing sharp fangs and a muscular tail that humans did not have. They also lived with a steadfast belief of predestination that made them fearless warriors in battle. This all meant that there was nothing to gain from turning them into enemies. 
 
    Sungchul observed the Lizardmen for quite a bit before reaching a conclusion in his mind. I can’t see what’s so different about them from humans. 
 
    He sank another shot of liquor down his throat before looking around for anything of interest. A group of men and women who were making an unusually loud fuss nearby stood out to him. Judging by their appearance, they looked like traditional hunters. But the game they brought was an unexpectedly small rodent. What was likely to be the hunters’ catch of the day was laid out over the table. 
 
    Are those Carbuncles? thought Sungchul. He had never seen a live one before, but he had seen several of the creatures’ hides or objects crafted from their parts. 
 
    To begin with, Carbuncles were intelligent creatures. Though they looked like a cousin of squirrels, there was a large ruby embedded into their forehead that was larger than their eyes with which they cast magic. Carbuncles were the sole example of a species of creatures that could use magic. 
 
    At one point, these creatures were once easily sighted in forests all around the world. But the gemstone in their forehead dyed in beautiful colors and markings, not to mention their magical power, resulted in them being hunted indiscriminately until they faced extinction. It appeared as though they might still have a habitat near the Screaming Sword’s Edge Mountains. 
 
    Sungchul was not strictly a nature conservationist. But seeing rare animals killed and pitifully laid out like that did not sit well with him. On the other hand, Bertelgia was shouting excitedly upon seeing the Carbuncle corpses. 
 
    “Wow! Carbuncle crystals! Those are really rare Alchemy ingredients! You have plenty of gold. Why don’t you try your hand at haggling?” 
 
    “Mm…” Sungchul wasn’t happy about it, but hearing that it was a rare ingredient moved him to walk over to the hunters. 
 
    There were six Carbuncle corpses laid out on the table in all. One of the hunters turned to look at Sungchul, who was lingering behind them. He immediately let his intentions known. 
 
    “Can I buy those Carbuncle crystals there?” 
 
    “Carbuncle crystals?” The hunter scanned Sungchul’s appearance from top to bottom. Worn-down attire with a face that didn’t look like it belonged to the aristocracy. He wore not a single piece of eye-catching accessories. However, the hunter saw a golden broach peeking out from beneath his coat and immediately changed his mind. 
 
    “This is a bit pricey. How much do you got?” 
 
    Sungchul pulled out a single gold coin of high purity from the Empire and laid it on the table at the hunter's question. One of the men’s eyes lit up. It was the drunken old man that was bleeding from his nose. The hunters, on the other hand, remained indifferent. They waved away the old man that ran toward them with his mouth agape and sharply shot back toward Sungchul. 
 
    “It's not even close with just one.” 
 
    With this, Sungchul replied with a low tone, like he was responding to a provocation, “I don’t think there’s anything to gain from boasting about my wealth here. Why don’t you just tell me how much more you need?” 
 
    The hunters looked back at Sungchul after hearing those words and held a smug smile on their faces. After a brief back and forth, the deal was set at three Carbuncle crystals in exchange for twenty gold coins. They told Sungchul that three of these would sadly be sold for a lower price thanks to a certain precious customer. 
 
    “I am all for breaking that promise, but there is no way to earn your keep around here without that man’s grace, so it can’t be helped,” said a hunter. 
 
    The hunters separated the Carbuncle crystals from the corpses and handed them to Sungchul. There was a metallic stench as Sungchul received the crystals and paid with his gold coin. 
 
    One of the hunters who received the gold coins pulled off the glove he was wearing to gauge the gold’s feel and weight. At that moment, a familiar light caught Sungchul’s eye coming from the hand of the hunter that was confirming the gold coins. 
 
    Isn’t that the blue gemstone ring? It was the same ring that he couldn't figure out the purpose of. However, this particular ring looked far inferior to the blue gemstone ring that he had in his possession. 
 
    “What is that for?” Sungchul abruptly asked. 
 
    “This? It’s my lucky charm,” the hunter absentmindedly responded. 
 
    Sungchul checked the hands of the other hunters as well. Two others had also taken off their gloves, but they were not wearing the ring. Could it be simply a coincidence? As Sungchul was immersed in thought, the hunter who had checked the gold lightly tapped the table. 
 
    “Done verifying. I hope there’s another good opportunity to trade like this.” 
 
    With that, the deal was complete. Sungchul returned to this seat and placed the Carbuncle crystals on the table for Bertelgia to look at. 
 
    “Eh he. This is high quality. Although there’s not that many, it should be enough to make it,” said Bertelgia. 
 
    “What do you mean by it?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “You know, for making a golem, or a golem, or even a golem.” 
 
    Bertelgia let out a strong vibration from her pocket to reflect her good mood. Sungchul firmly pressed on her to calm her before asking again. “Is it the main ingredient for golems?” 
 
    “That’s right! Not the cheap knock-offs, but the real golems!” 
 
    While they were talking, a man lingered in front of Sungchul. Sungchul looked up to see who it was, and it turned out to be none other than the nose-bleeding old drunk. 
 
    Sungchul spoke callously, “What’s your intention?” 
 
    The old man felt his heart sink from the hostility instilled in Sungchul’s sharp gaze, but liquid courage allowed him to speak anyway. “You, just now. Didn’t you ask about this city’s history?” 
 
    “I did. And?” Sungchul placed the Carbuncle crystals into his Soul Storage before fixing his posture. 
 
    The bloodshot eyes of the old man lit up. He even has a Soul Storage… Undoubtedly this man… is incredibly wealthy! The old man wiped off the drool before continuing to speak. 
 
    “The alcohol made it hard to remember earlier, but now that I’m a bit more sober, I definitely recall something!” 
 
    His words lacked credibility. But Sungchul knew that anyone could break down and fall from grace. He pulled out his own blue gemstone ring from his pocket as a test and laid it before the old man. “Do you know where this is used?” 
 
    The old man’s eyes grew wide when he saw the blue gemstone ring. He covered the ring with both of his wrinkled hands and spoke as if giving a warning. 
 
    “This is not something to take out lightly.” 
 
    His voice reeked heavily of alcohol, but as Sungchul knew the man had no ill will, he put the ring away into his pocket and looked up at him nonchalantly. “Tell me more.” 
 
    The old man was cautious of his surroundings, especially the hunters, as he spoke carefully, “It’s a secret of their kind; the blue gemstone ring is used as bait for the Carbuncles.” 
 
    “It’s the first time I’ve heard of this,” said Sungchul. 
 
    “It’s not surprising. Using the blue gemstone ring to hunt Carbuncles is unique to the Panchurian region.” 
 
    “What’s the reason behind it?” 
 
    “Like humans, who choose their mates according to the attractiveness of the other’s appearance, Carbuncles tend to place an importance on the clarity and the chroma of the gem on their forehead. It could be said that the stones are their measure of beauty. The light reflected by the blue gemstone is considered similar to their favorite color.” 
 
    “In short, the blue gemstone works to attract the Carbuncles like bait.” 
 
    “Exactly. If not for that, it would be hard enough to find the Carbuncles, much less hunt them. They are small, and they also use magic, making them supernaturally elusive.” 
 
    The first impression of the old man wasn’t good, but it seemed that he was trustworthy. This was especially true as the old man’s words seemed to be related to the text that Sungchul had poorly deciphered. Cute… Tiny animals… ring… love it… I remember seeing those words. The part about the cute animals could be referring to Carbuncles. The ring must be referring to the blue gemstone ring. 
 
    However, it wasn’t clear how Carbuncles were related to Multicasting. The truth about Multicasting was still veiled in fog, but it was enough to obtain that small hint. 
 
    Sungchul handed the old man a single gold coin as compensation. “Buy yourself some drinks.” 
 
    The old man was befuddled as he wrapped both hands onto the gold coin and put it to his lips. “How long had it been since the last gold coin? Ah, this unchanging seductive light!” 
 
    He hadn’t noticed anything suspicious yet, but Sungchul decided to stop his conversation with the man for now nonetheless. He wasn’t happy that the old man was well-known enough to attract glances from the onlookers, and the fact that the hunters who had completed the trade earlier whispered among themselves as they looked his way also bothered Sungchul. In an unruly place like Panchuria, it would be of little benefit if the rumor of an unfamiliar traveler loaded with gold were to spread. Sungchul asked him where he lived before promising to meet again and then left the establishment. 
 
    - 
 
    It wasn’t until after the sun had set that Sungchul headed toward the old man’s home. His home was a small boat anchored near a reed forest in the downstream area of town. Living in this poor area of a city like Panchuria, where sewage and garbage dumped straight into the river below, meant that the old man was living a truly meager life. The smell was a given, but the local sanitation was even worse. This was especially true during rainy days when the filth was at its most extreme. 
 
    The name of the old man that lived in this smelly garbage-riddled forest of reeds was Kruut Assam. He started by explaining that he belonged to one of the core founding families of the Free City of Panchuria and had commanded enough influence once upon a time to greatly influence the running of the town, despite never having been asked. It wasn’t until the dim lamps of the city on the river were being lit one by one that Kruut came to talk about the main subject. 
 
    “There are many theories regarding the founding of this city, but there is no conclusive evidence one way or another. It was just there one day. One theory speculates that the city might have been formed by refugees fleeing via the river during the invasion of the Centaur Army of a previous era. But this doesn’t seem all that convincing to me.” 
 
    The old man put forth several theories postulated by amateur academics followed by his own opinions on them. He was sincere and rather enthusiastic in his explanation. But to Sungchul, the topic was more or less irrelevant. He couldn’t stifle a yawn after listening to something that didn’t interest him for hours on end. 
 
    “I do not feel that this story is worth paying for.” 
 
    This made Kruut look troubled for a moment. But he soon gathered his resolve and replied with a sly voice. “It appears that this isn’t piquing your interest. But what about this?” 
 
    The old man stirred up the brazier situated between Sungchul and himself to enliven the flames. He looked around cautiously before continuing, “Everything I have described up until now was the theories of others, of unimpressive no-name academics. But let me tell you an almost forgotten story that I, Kruut Assam, have come across after roaming La Grange’s great Floating Library with my own two feet after digging through countless books.” 
 
    Sungchul had no real expectations, but still, he chose to lean in for a closer listen. And true to his word, Kruut’s theory was certainly unheard of. 
 
    “Up to this point, all of these theories were written with the assumption that Panchuria’s ancestors were refugees or wanderers from the north, looking for any way to substantiate their claims. But the way I see it, it’s all wrong.” Kruut shoved his wrinkled face closer to Sungchul as he whispered discreetly, “The founders of Panchuria came from the south.” 
 
    “The south?” Sungchul had a lukewarm response. The south was the territory of the Lizardmen. There were Centaurs, Orcs, Ogres further south, and beyond that were nothing but warmongering races of savages living in the inhospitable wastelands. There simply were no habitable land humans could have come from. The old man’s claims were absurd. 
 
    “It looks like you don’t believe me. Figures. Everyone had the same response. However, I believe that there is a lost kingdom beyond the Screaming Sword’s Edge Mountains within the Lizardmen’s territory.” 
 
    “And the proof?” 
 
    The old man frowned at Sungchul’s question, and he let out a deep sigh. He popped open a single bottle of spirit rolling around a corner of his boat and drained it into his gullet before continuing. 
 
    “I have already spent too much money in search of proof. As you know, it takes a considerable investment to explore the Lizardmen’s territory.” 
 
    “Sounds like you hired a company of mercenaries.” 
 
    The old man nodded and spoke with a groan. “Thanks to that, I lost all of the money I had inherited. I lost my status. As a result, when my son fell ill, I was unable to get him treatment. This made my granddaughter resent me. It’s why I’m stuck living in a place like this, reeking of piss and poo.” 
 
    It was a common tale of misfortune. Sungchul did not feel the tiniest bit of sympathy for the old man. He had done it with his own hands. Who else could he possibly blame? Sungchul felt exhaustion instead of pity. 
 
    So, as expected, does nothing tie this city to Sajators? Well, Sajators did live thousands of years ago. Even if he did visit this place, it was probably just a brief visit, thought Sungchul. 
 
    Just as he stood up from his seat when the old man suddenly grabbed Sungchul's arm. 
 
    “My story isn’t over yet! I haven’t even got to the most interesting part!” 
 
    “Be quick,” Sungchul spoke with a frigid tone as he remained standing. 
 
    “I almost discovered the city! Beyond the Screaming Sword’s Edge mountain range, I almost found the lost city that had always existed in the current Lizardmen’s territory!” 
 
    Sungchul gave no response to the declaration. 
 
    “I really did discover the entrance! If that cowardly Mercenary Captain hadn’t run away at that time, I would have been boasting away about discovering the lost city by now!” The old man unfolded a dirty piece of paper after searching through his pockets. Looking at it under the light, it appeared to be a hand-drawn map. It was unorganized and difficult to read, which made it more of a sketch than a map. 
 
    It’s unremarkable, thought Sungchul as Bertelgia began to shake from inside his pocket vigorously. Sungchul excused himself from Kruut and headed toward the bow before speaking quietly to her. “What is it?” 
 
    “That map just now!” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “That map. Isn’t it similar to that other one? The one drawn by Sajators?” 
 
    “Is that right?” Sungchul opened up the map drawn on Goblin leather and compared it with the one held by the old man. There was nothing similar to the naked eye. Both of them were drawn sloppily with no scale and were made in different styles. However, the important landmarks noted by both maps shared similarities. 
 
    Something clicked, and Sungchul felt the mystery that had been plaguing him for so long finally begin to unravel. He sincerely compared the two maps and found several more similarities. The lone rock, the stream of rusted water, and the white monkey habitat were landmarks he could not physically locate despite all his efforts but were drawn on both maps. 
 
    “Did you draw this map yourself?” Sungchul asked Kruut with a subtly different tone of voice. 
 
    Kruut nodded enthusiastically. “I drew it all myself! I sought them out with my own two feet as I drew them.” 
 
    “Guide me.” 
 
    Sungchul tossed the old man a sack filled with gold coins. The old man checked its contents before breaking into a small smile but shook his head as he replied, “This is nowhere near enough.” 
 
    Sungchul handed him another sack of coins, but the old man put up three fingers. 
 
    “I’ll form an expeditionary team. With the most capable members.” 
 
    “I don’t need an expeditionary team.” 
 
    “Ahem! That’s foolish talk! You don’t seem to understand the terror of the Lizardmen. Not to mention that you’ll need an experienced pathfinder to lead the way through the constantly shifting jungle!” 
 
    The old man passionately defended their need for a large-scale exploratory team with spittle flying out of his mouth. It dawned on Sungchul while listening to Kruut’s ramblings that the old man knew close to nothing of the jungle. Kruut was more of an experienced employer than a skilled explorer. 
 
    It can’t be helped, concluded Sungchul. He had plenty of funds. Sungchul set forth the condition of keeping his financial involvement a secret before agreeing to Kruut’s request. 
 
    Two days later, Kruut appeared before the Emperor’s Outhouse wearing a fancy coat instead of his usual rag. He stood before two fit mercenaries and raised his voice for his announcement before all those watching him. “I will now be gathering members for the 12th Kruut expedition. Those who consider themselves outstanding, step forward!” 
 
    Bertelgia, who was watching this scene unfold from the rear, made a bitter remark, “Eeeh… he did this nonsense 11 more times? No wonder he went broke.” 
 
    - 
 
    There was an unexpected storm brewing within the distant Ancient Kingdom as Sungchul was forming his exploratory team with Kruut. The Ancient Kingdom, located on the north western portion of the continent, has a long history as a major power. The official designation of the country being “Kingdom.” 
 
    The reason why the Ancient Kingdom stresses the designation of “Kingdom” is that the very first king in recorded history, the Sword King, ascended to the throne and formed the very first kingdom. 
 
    The Kingdom worshipped the sword and distanced themselves from magic. They projected their might over the whole continent with Sword Masters, warriors that only they could train. They had been called Kingdom as they built up their power, but when they retreated from the hegemony of the continent, they adopted the name of Ancient Kingdom to differentiate themselves from the other Kingdoms. 
 
    On this day, an unwelcome guest appeared at Wuldmark, the capital of this Ancient Kingdom. He wielded a single worn-out, rusty iron sword as though to mock this kingdom of swordsmen. This man obstructed the main road leading to the capital and started cutting down all that tried to pass. 
 
    It was first assumed to be nothing more than commotion caused by a crazed man. But once a Royal Guard Swordmaster, the pride of the Ancient Kingdom, was cut down too easily, the Captain of the Royal Guard, Ghenghis Aaron, urgently sent out a call for reinforcements to all corners of the world. The notice he had sent out was as follows: 
 
    [Seven Heroes appeared next to Wuldmark.] 
 
    The countries of the world, united in the absurdity of their attention on the defense of the ruling class, immediately dispatched reinforcements for Wuldmark. When an awe-inspiring fleet of airships arrived above the capital of the Ancient Kingdom, they shelled the area and sent out thousands of elite soldiers to cut off the escape routes. But the unknown swordsman disappeared without a trace. His identity remained a secret, but the high-ranking commanders he faced recalled his name. A name that had once been uttered with reverence but was now unholy. 
 
    “Dragoman of the Seven Heroes. The one that reached the peak of the sword appeared in the capital of the Ancient Kingdom.” 
 
    The opinion regarding the man’s identity as Dragoman wasn’t unanimous, but the fact that he was one of the Seven Heroes left no room for doubt. 
 
    - 
 
    A dark cavern. It was a cold and damp place where cloudy water infused with calcium deposits poured out like waterfalls, and stalactites reflected faint lights as they obstructed the line of sight. 
 
    A man entered the waterfall to wash away his blood-soaked clothes and then proceeded further into a deeper area of the cave. A woman’s voice greeted him as though she had been waiting for him. 
 
    “How was it, Dragoman? The resistance of those living in the present? It wasn't as easy as you thought, was it?” 
 
    A pale white hand was strumming a harp. It was a gloomy and mournful piece. 
 
    “I could have taken care of them on my own, but I only left because of the Captain’s orders.” 
 
    The man referred to as Dragoman pulled out the rusted sword from its scabbard. The blade was soaked in blood. But soon, the dripping blood disappeared without a trace. The blade had consumed the blood on its own. 
 
    “The Captain’s judgment is correct. There is no need to reveal our strength as of yet. There is bound to be some unexpected potential among these mortals, just as it was for us.” The woman partially veiled by the darkness spoke in a flirtatious voice. 
 
    Dragoman simply scoffed with a wretched expression on his face. “What nonsense.” 
 
    “Don’t we also have that brilliant tool made by that kid?” The melody of the harp stopped. The woman turned her head and looked behind her. On the far side of this massive cave, there was a dark figure taking space under faint light. It was something massive with an oppressive presence that human hands couldn’t have made. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Ruins 
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed that there was still some redeeming quality from his experience failing 11 times before. Kruut Assam was quick and efficient in gathering the members he needed and formed an expeditionary party in no time. Several scammers applied for the money, but Assam’s sharp, discerning eye did not allow such unsuitable men to participate in this expedition. 
 
    It didn’t even take three days for a party of twelve to be formed for the expedition. Kruut, who had successfully gathered the party, announced its completion to Sungchul, the financier, with pride. 
 
    “There’s a bad atmosphere about the scammers. I can tell who's planning to take the money and flee by just their eyes, and when it comes to mercenaries, it's actually preferable to find ones who demand stringent and detailed exit agreements. The reason being those that are untrustworthy give no importance to the terms of the agreement since they can just bounce out of town at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
    Kruut, who had been living in the slums as a vagrant, looked healthy and bursting with energy unbefitting of his age as he transformed into a fancy expedition leader overnight. The day after, he had everyone, including Sungchul, divided among three small boats that were just large enough to seat five. He had even managed to get a Lizardman ferryman on each boat. They wordlessly watched the humans board with their cold reptilian stare as their tongues flicked back and forth between their lips. 
 
    Kruut appeared at the docks with three laborers for odds and ends. 
 
    “Let’s get going!” 
 
    Word quickly spread throughout Panchuria about Kruut’s 12th expedition. On top of narrow planks that spanned the waterway was a large gathering of onlookers who had come to watch their departure. 
 
    “I don’t know where he got the money from, but it’s probably irrecoverably over for him if he fails again.” 
 
    “Isn’t he already ruined? I think I saw him living downstream.” 
 
    The people had terrible opinions of Kruut. Their scornful whispers followed the expedition like a shadow. However, there wasn’t a single change in Kruut’s expression. Even as he listened to all the criticisms and doubts pouring upon him, he appeared to be at peace. You’ll all see. No one will be able to laugh at my efforts anymore if this expedition is 
 
    successful. 
 
    But even Kruut had a weakness. There was a small row boat rapidly chasing after them as the expedition slowly departed from the docks. 
 
    “Again! What are you up to this time?!” 
 
    Was it a baker? A young woman with an apron and oven mitts was desperately rowing the oars. She must have had a good deal of strength because the speed of her rowing was abnormal. Sungchul watched the woman’s boat splitting the waters and couldn’t help but be reminded of a motorboat. The woman’s boat caught up to the fleet in no time and smashed into the back of the boat carrying the old man. Then the woman lightly leaped onto the boat with ease. 
 
    “What were you thinking starting this up again? Where did you even get the money from?!” 
 
    Sungchul, who was mingled in with the laborers on the old man’s boat, calmly watched the pair. Kruut, who had been impervious to the heckling of the crowd until now, buckled before this woman as if his maker was confronting him. 
 
    “T-that is… Clarice. I’m REALLY going to succeed in the expedition this time. The course was revised to be completely safe, unlike last time. The expedition crew is of the highest quality, and the contingent fee is also quite lucrative…” 
 
    “Shut it!” The young woman pulled at the old man’s arm in an effort to get him onto her boat. “How much longer are you going to continue with this foolishness? Cancel the contract immediately and hand over your remaining money!” 
 
    Kruut looked unable to act one way or another. 
 
    “Hand over the money right now! Why can’t you give me the money instead if you’re just dumping it down the drain anyway?” 
 
    After this went on for a while, one of the mercenaries finally stepped forward to peel the woman named Clarice away from the old man. He was a gentlemanly old knight, the leader of the mercenaries. “Just leave, lady. It doesn’t matter who you are. We have a job to do.” 
 
    Kruut sent a look of gratitude toward the man. 
 
    Clarice stopped making a scene after the intervention of a third party. But she moved to lock eyes with Kruut, who had hidden behind the dependable mercenary, to utter one last word laced with resentment. 
 
    “Remember this. I’ve already severed ties, but I won't so much as look at you anymore. I’m going to the city hall to change this humiliating family name!” 
 
    The expedition fleet that had been delayed by the sudden happening began to split the waters to move forward once again. Kruut poured out his painful apology toward Sungchul, his financier, with an apologetic face. 
 
    “I am truly sorry. I’ve shown you something unsightly.” 
 
    “Who was that woman?” 
 
    Sungchul could vaguely figure it out, but he asked, feigning ignorance. 
 
    “My granddaughter.” 
 
    There were countless emotions intermingled with that single word: granddaughter. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t press him any further. It was because he didn’t particularly care. 
 
    Soon they left the city borders and entered the upstream that connected into the jungle. 
 
    “She sings well. Has a talent for it. She enjoys it herself as well.” The old man who was staring off into the distance broke the silence to utter his words in a woeful voice. He then clenched his fists as though he had made up his mind. The fact that the man was deeply resolved to succeed was self-evident, but that did not mean that things would go his way. 
 
    “What the… did the path change?” Kruut looked surprised as he compared the scenery before him and the map he had drawn himself. There was a discrepancy between the path ahead and his map. “H-how could this be? There was definitely a waterway in this direction last time.” 
 
    However, large amounts of small trees entangled in vines obstructed the way. There was no way that a boat could pass through. The mercenaries and hunters boarded on another boat were coldly watching the old man’s panicked reactions. The mercenaries’ ship approached the old man’s boat. Their leader, the old knight, spoke to Kruut with a solemn look. 
 
    “The contract stated that the route to the destination was fully mapped ahead of time and that you guarantee that we won’t lose our way. If you’re lost, then I’m afraid we have no choice but to pull the plug.” 
 
    The mercenary leader took out the contract whose ink hadn’t even dried yet to pressure Kruut. The fastidiousness of higher-quality mercenaries had now become an obstacle. 
 
    “It might not be wise to take any detours. This place is filled with signs of Lizardmen.” 
 
    The hunters also pushed Kruut into a corner. They pointed to the ropes dyed in blue, white, red, and deep red, tied off in various places throughout the jungle. The Lizardmen left them as a form of territorial markers to warn intruders that there will be no mercy. This meant that not only was it impossible to continue forward, but detours were likewise out of the picture. 
 
    The old man was completely cornered with no way out. 
 
    He looked toward Sungchul with a pained expression. He was asking for more money. 
 
    Sungchul intentionally avoided his gaze. Was it wrong to expect anything from this? It wasn't like he had high expectations, to begin with. 
 
    Kruut, the mercenary leader, and the hunters gathered to discuss new conditions. Other than the occasional outbursts of anger from Kruut, it was a quiet and uninteresting conversation. Sungchul looked around at the surroundings as the negotiation dragged on. It was still the same green hell that he had been wading through for the past month. He irritably waited for the time to pass. 
 
    There was no end in sight for the negotiations. 
 
    Sungchul didn’t dislike solitude in particular, but he had always deeply hated the boredom that resulted from the actions of others. 
 
    “Just as I suspected, it looks like that old man was a scam all along,” Bertelgia complained from inside her pocket. Sungchul felt the same, but he didn’t condemn the old man just yet because he knew Kruut’s passion was genuine. 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes drifted toward the hired Lizardman rowers after a while. They looked disinterested in the argument unfolding before them and were muttering something among themselves. Sungchul tried to eavesdrop, but he couldn’t make out anything. Not only were they speaking unreasonably softly, but their characteristic hissing accent also made it even more difficult to understand. 
 
    Wait… 
 
    Sungchul was struct by a realization. Why couldn't he think of it earlier? The true masters of the jungle at the foot of the Screaming Sword’s Edge mountain range were not the residents of Panchuria but the Lizardmen. To Panchurians like Kruut, the jungle was an unknown to be explored. But this was home to the Lizardmen. Asking the Lizardmen was bound to be faster. 
 
    Well, there were really no opportunities to meet with Lizardmen in the past. 
 
    Lizardmen were particularly wary people, with great reservations about other races. In that regard, Kruut might have been far more skilled than he appeared to be. After all, he somehow managed to hire four of these xenophobic Lizardmen rowers. 
 
    How do I even start the conversation with them? Sungchul needed some sort of pretext. The Lizardmen have a reputation as devout fatalists. A blunt approach might only bring unintentional suspicion and hostility. It didn't take long until Sungchul remembered that he had something in his pocket that could arouse their interest. He pulled out the Golden Duck, the golden and perpetually lustrous bathing companion, and let it float on the murky river water. The Golden Duck floated on the water toward where the Lizardmen were gathered. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    Sungchul naturally hopped onto their boat to recover the Golden Duck. As he did so, he eavesdropped on their conversation. 
 
    “That shop’s mealworm special is no longer the best. There are rumors that the mountain herbs they have aren’t fresh, and the mealworms are served underdeveloped.” 
 
    “Messing around with food. Those humans are unsalvageable species!” 
 
    They were in the middle of a rather pointless conversation. One of the Lizardmen noticed Sungchul climb aboard their boat and turned to look at him with his tongue slithering back and forth. His face was difficult to read, but he was visibly wary. The other Lizardmen also stopped talking, and they all turned to look at Sungchul. Their un-murderous yet hostile attitude caused the atmosphere to go cold. 
 
    Sungchul retrieved the Golden Duck nonchalantly and showed it to the Lizardmen. 
 
    “I’m here for this.” He then pulled the Golden Duck closer where the Lizardmen could see it. The Lizardmen showed interest when they saw the toy floating despite it appearing to be made of gold and therefore too heavy to float. 
 
    “Human. What is this? A trick?” A Lizardman began the conversation. 
 
    “No trick. Why not just try it yourself?” 
 
    Sungchul held out the Golden Duck to the Lizardman in the front. He was upwards of two meters tall with a massive harpoon and net slung around his back. His tongue slithered in and out as he carefully examined the Golden Duck. He was particularly obsessed with shaking the Golden Duck to see if there were some air compartments inside. 
 
    “Mmm.” Its weight was quite hefty, and its texture felt like pure gold. The Lizardman let his tongue hang out as he lowered his body to float the Golden Duck onto the water. It fell onto the river with a small plop and wavered precariously as it became submerged halfway into the water. But it eventually burst back up like the return of a phoenix. The Lizardmen couldn’t hold back their surprise. “Harasho!” 
 
    Sungchul watched the Lizardmen cheer with indifference. 
 
    “This is amazing.” 
 
    “How did you make it, human?” 
 
    The Lizardmen began to push each other for an opportunity to talk to Sungchul. For them, it was as if they had discovered something that smelled like peanut butter. 
 
    Sungchul wiped down the Golden Duck with the rag he always carried while keeping a serious expression. He then placed it back into his pocket. 
 
    “It’s the power of Alchemy.” 
 
    “Alchemy!” 
 
    Everything was progressing smoothly when they were interrupted by the sound of someone at the front suddenly yelling. It wasn’t the usual voice of Kruut but the voice of the solemn Mercenary Captain. 
 
    “Are you planning on killing us all? We might not have been here for long, but I know full well how many men have met their untimely end because of you. We have no intentions of dying like dogs for you.” 
 
    The mercenaries uttered profanities along with their Captain as they moved to an empty boat. 
 
    Kruut, whose face was already red with fury, gulped down another swig of liquor before shouting toward the mercenaries. “Hand over the deposit! At least hand the deposit over before you leave!” 
 
    The mercenaries only smirked in response. “How pathetic. Do you not even understand the concept of deposits? The one who violated the terms of the agreement is you.” 
 
    “Give it back! My money!” 
 
    Bertelgia, who had heard everything, muttered in response, “Huh? But it’s our money, isn’t it?” 
 
    “My money,” Sungchul corrected her. 
 
    “If you feel wronged, feel free to sue when you get back. We will respect the decisions of the court,” said the Mercenary Captain to Kruut. 
 
    Having no oarsman, the mercenaries rowed the oars themselves to slowly return to the city. Kruut’s face flushed red then blue as he helplessly watched them leave. Once the mercenaries left, the hunters who were brought to help with pathfinding gathered on another boat. 
 
    “I’m afraid we cannot continue without protection from escorts. Call us again after you’ve hired more mercenaries.” 
 
    The hunters left as well. The only ones who remained with Kruut were the Lizardman boatmen and the laborers. The old man who had realistically been left to fend for himself began to scream something indiscernible while pulling at his hair. Kruut’s 12th expedition had suddenly come to an abrupt end. The blameless laborers simply watched the old man with a discontent expression on their faces. The Lizardmen looked at the despairing old man and began to mutter among themselves. 
 
    “A human that doesn’t understand the whimsical nature of the Tree Mother wants to be an explorer? How laughable.” 
 
    “What else could he have done? But our workload just decreased thanks to that, though.” 
 
    It was impossible to decipher the facial expressions of the Lizardmen, but Sungchul noticed that they were making a similar expression to when they were observing the Golden Duck. In other words, they were happy. Ah, these demihumans. They look like they know something. It felt like the rusted needle of the compass was finally beginning to shift. 
 
    “Hey, friends,” Sungchul called out to the Lizardmen. Their lizard eyes all turned toward Sungchul. 
 
    “Well, it looks like our work finished faster than expected. How about it? I was thinking of having a round.” 
 
    Their eyes flashed a strange light, but they eventually nodded. “I wish to hear more about this Alchemy, human,” said one of the Lizardmen. 
 
    Kruut Assam’s adventure may have come to an end, but Sungchul’s adventure had now started anew. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You make it like this.” 
 
    Sungchul handed the newly made Golden Duck to the Lizardmen, and their eyes began to shine brightly. 
 
    “Amazing. This thing referred to as Alchemy by humans.” 
 
    The praise was directed toward Sungchul, but Bertelgia began to vibrate in her pocket with joy. Sungchul managed to get information about the jungle as thanks for crafting the Golden Duck. 
 
    The Lizardman, referring to himself as Rolling Stone, spoke, “That old man wouldn’t know this in his wildest dreams, but the paths within the jungle change frequently. According to the whims of the spirit residing within the jungle, that is. We call it the Tree Mother. If you seek to find your path within the jungle, it would be best if you first learn how to gain her favor.” 
 
    Sungchul threw out another question. “The lost city that Kruut Assam was searching for… Does that city really exist?” He asked the question point-blank, and the Lizardmen glanced at each other while being selective of the words they chose to speak. 
 
    “I cannot answer that question, human friend. As all things living in the jungle must seek out food on their own, you must seek out what you want in the jungle yourself,” Rolling Stone politely explained their reluctance. 
 
    Sungchul wasn’t too disappointed. The important information was that the paths within the jungle changed periodically and that the change was directed by the whims of a spirit called Tree Mother. He had already gained much from learning just these two things. 
 
    Sungchul began preparations for another trip after they parted ways. He obtained various things such as fresh water, dried food, insect-repelling incense, and a net to cover his body. They were the small bits of wisdom he had gained from his time in the jungle. 
 
    A familiar voice rang out from behind as he slung his fully loaded pack over his shoulder to return to his boat. “Hey, Mr. Summoned.” It was Kruut Assam. He looked awful, making a face like a dog drenched in the rain. 
 
    “I don’t need any of my investment returned. The decision to trust you was my own,” said Sungchul. 
 
    “T-thank you, but I have a request.” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    The old man bowed his head and pleaded with tears in his eyes. “Once more… can you invest in me once more? Things fell apart because I hired the wrong people, but if you invest a bit more, I can get the very best…” 
 
    “My business with you has come to an end,” Sungchul coldly cut him off and began to walk toward the docks. He could hear steps following behind him. 
 
    “Please, I beg of you. Just once more. Give me just one more chance.” Kruut resiliently tailed Sungchul. Once Sungchul boarded the boat, Kruut boarded his own shabby vessel to follow behind. 
 
    He’s becoming a bother. Sungchul had half a mind just to smash the boat, but he decided to keep the disturbances within the city to a minimum. There was nothing to be gained from attracting more attention. The unwelcomed companionship continued before the voice of a young woman could be heard from one side. 
 
    “Old man! Just what are you doing?” 
 
    A woman wearing an apron was peeking her head out from a building floating on the water. It was the female baker from the day before. Was it Clarice? She had left a deep impression on him with her strength that better suited a strongman, not someone of her slim stature. She nimbly tossed her body over to the old man’s boat. A loud splash was made as the boat rocked heavily. 
 
    “Where are you going now? I heard you failed this time as well?!” 
 
    The old man could not say anything in response to her blunt words. Instead, he simply hung his head in shame. Bertelgia giggled as if this interaction amused her. 
 
    It was at this moment that Clarice suddenly turned back to gaze in Sungchul’s direction. She politely greeted him once their eyes met. 
 
    “I am deeply sorry that my grandfather caused you such an inconvenience. I would be grateful if you could forgive him out of generosity.” 
 
    She appeared to be unruly, but she was actually a woman with a lot of grace. Her words also seemed quite rough, but she was still taking care of Kruut. 
 
    Sungchul wordlessly resumed rowing, departing from where he was. The old man that had been tightly held by the woman could follow him no longer. Sungchul had now entered the jungle once again, following the path that the old man had taken—the waterway that continued upstream to land. In this regard, Sungchul felt that Kruut's experience was not all that flawed as the river was the only fixed path within the jungle. 
 
    Sungchul soon arrived back to the point where the path forward was blocked off by trees. The geography had shifted ever so slightly. The tree roots that had obstructed the river were now slightly twisted. 
 
    Is this what they call the Tree Mother? Sungchul checked with his Eye of Truth for any hidden element to see if he had overlooked anything. No magic energies or special spells were detected, nor the presence of any nearby spirits. 
 
    It was a tree that had lived for close to an eternity. Beings and objects that survive that long gain power in a way that’s difficult for humans to understand. 
 
    Sungchul sat at the head of his boat and patiently observed the great tree. After the time it would’ve taken to drink one cup of tea had passed, he was able to come to a conclusion. It’s moving. It’s almost imperceptible, but these trees are moving. 
 
    The wall of trees obstructing the river was actually just the roots of this one great tree—a portion that was so large that it made it difficult to discern which parts were tangled together to form this wall. The stalk that had blocked the river was sucking in the water. 
 
    Two options came to Sungchul’s mind. One was to wait, and another was to break through the roots of this massive tree. He didn’t particularly like either option. The former required too much time, and the latter would potentially cause an unnecessary conflict with the Lizardmen. 
 
    Is there any way to speed things up? No particular idea came to mind. He had thought of diving under the roots but quickly gave up on the idea. Even if he were to jump into this yellow-tinted cloudy, almost mud-like river, he would not be able to see an inch ahead of him. At the same time, traveling by land could leave him stranded in the ever-changing maze of the jungle. 
 
    As more time passed in contemplation, Sungchul could hear a beautiful melody in the distance. He hid his presence and headed toward the sound. Five Lizardmen were wandering around the jungle. The beautiful melody was coming from the wooden flute of the Lizardman at the front of the group. They, too, soon arrived at the roots that had obstructed the expedition’s path. But the roots reacted completely differently from when Sungchul had stood in front of them. The tree roots seemed to open a path for the Lizardmen as though they were sentient. 
 
    The Lizardmen leisurely made their way through the path between the roots. Soon after, the Lizardmen were through and out of sight, and the roots extended back down once again to resume blocking the way. It was a sight that was difficult to believe even as Sungchul witnessed it with his own eyes. 
 
    “It looks like it’s responding to the music?” 
 
    “I agree,” said Bertelgia. 
 
    It appeared as though the Tree Mother decided whether to open its path based on the music being played to her. However, how was Sungchul supposed to produce music in his current situation? 
 
    Sungchul was a poor artist, but he was likewise a terrible musician. There were no instruments he knew how to use properly. The only instrument he had any experience using was the recorder he was taught to play during music class in his elementary-school years. 
 
    “Bertelgia,” called out Sungchul. 
 
    It was a much softer voice than usual. Bertelgia knew very well the circumstances in which Sungchul used such a voice to call out to her. 
 
    “Uh... hm? What’s wrong?” she responded innocently as though she hadn’t noticed anything. 
 
    “Sing a song.” 
 
    “N-no way!” 
 
    “I’ll even clap along. Quickly now,” Sungchul urged her on by making a clapping gesture. 
 
    “No way! I can’t sing!” Bertelgia’s resistance was much stronger than expected. 
 
    It couldn’t be helped. Sungchul cleared his throat and began to sing with a powerful voice toward the tree roots blocking his path. 
 
    “On top of the rolling green field… the picturesque house…” The results were pitiful. Even before Sungchul finished a single verse, the tree roots clumped up tighter than before as if enraged. 
 
    Sungchul turned the boat around without hesitation. 
 
    - 
 
    Finding a singer or a performer was easy enough, but it was practically impossible to find one willing to enter the jungle. Anyone living in Panchuria knew fully well how dangerous the woods were. 
 
    A musician fairly advanced in age clicked his tongue as he spoke, “Would millions of gold coins be worth risking my life for? If you truly need a musician, learn the arts yourself.” 
 
    Sungchul spent the entire day on his feet without results. He tried different methods as he went along, such as offering a large sum of money to entice people. But every attempt ended up in failure the moment he brought up needing to enter the jungle. The few musicians who seemed interested required an expeditionary force comparable to what Kruut had assembled. 
 
    Sungchul went as far as to seriously consider options with little possibility of success, such as learning music himself. He was still thinking about his next move as he headed toward the Emperor’s Outhouse. Once again, the familiar chaotic scene of the local bar greeted him. 
 
    Sungchul sat where the eyes of onlookers couldn’t reach him and began to down his drinks in an attempt to soothe his weary soul. Once his fatigue faded to a certain degree, he began to ask around about a musician willing to enter the jungle with him again. He chose the local watering hole because he thought that a musician might be found even among the throngs of human trash who’d come every day to get drunk. 
 
    Sungchul pushed a tip toward a steward before asking him to seek out a musician or someone that knew how to handle an instrument among these drunkards. Encouraged by the sudden influx of a substantial amount of cash, the steward moved around diligently like a herding dog. Sungchul then rented a guest room on the third floor and waited for the potential applicants. Eventually, three drunkards were put before him in the room. They were all similarly shabby-looking and reeking of alcohol. 
 
    “Please perform for me one at a time.” 
 
    The auditions began with low expectations. However, not a single person managed to overcome even that low of a hurdle. Others who showed up didn’t even do what they were supposed to. 
 
    “Is imitation also viable? I am confident that I can mimic a Lizardman! Shk! Sheee! One mealworm special here! Plenty of pepper fruit on top!” 
 
    “Get lost,” said Sungchul. 
 
    Several more layabouts came. Finally, there was a man with the word “rapist” tattooed on his forehead who knew how to play the flute and expressed his willingness to enter the jungle. But Sungchul disapproved of him. His performance was mediocre, and, more than anything, Sungchul didn’t like his background. 
 
    Once it became apparent Sungchul was hesitating, the rapist fell to his knees and spoke in a voice filled with sincerity. 
 
    “I am living every single day in repentance for what I’ve done. I vow not to inflict physical harm on any other citizen, so consider this an act of reforming a man. Give me this one opportunity.” 
 
    Sungchul told him to wait for a decision and called for the next applicant. The next applicant was a familiar face he was fully acquainted with. 
 
    “Mr. Summoned!” 
 
    It was Kruut Assam. He must have sold off the fancy clothing he had worn when he led the exploratory team as he knelt before Sungchul in his old rags, trying to kiss his hand. 
 
    Sungchul lightly pushed him aside and called out to the steward waiting outside. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    He was about to immediately have him thrown out when Kruut, who had caught on, dashed to the door and locked it. 
 
    “You’re making this difficult.” Sungchul allowed his anger to leak out for the first time. 
 
    Kruut could feel a terror that made his body freeze over, but he grit his teeth and barely managed to spit out his prepared speech. 
 
    “I heard you were looking for a musician.” He managed to sound dignified once again. 
 
    “You’re telling me that you know how to handle an instrument?” 
 
    Kruut nodded at Sungchul’s question. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “T-That is…” The old man hesitated, and Sungchul let out a small sigh. 
 
    “This is a warning. Do not show up before me again,” Sungchul spoke sincerely. He tried to avoid harming the innocent, but by no means did it mean he would show mercy to someone who consistently got in his way. 
 
    “Clarice! My granddaughter can sing remarkably well.” 
 
    “Then bring her here.” 
 
    “That is a bit more complicated. As I said before, our relationship isn’t so good.” 
 
    Sungchul looked on silently. 
 
    “But I know where she is! I suspect that she should be singing at the moment. Let us go together. If I’m wrong, you can strike me down or grind me up. I’ll accept my fate.” 
 
    Sungchul felt exhausted. He rose from his seat and opened the door before looking down the inn’s corridor. Several layabouts who weren’t vastly different from the rapist earlier were staggering about and reeking of alcohol. Sungchul, whose eyes locked with one of them, replied coldly to Kruut, “Lead the way.” 
 
    - 
 
    The place that Kruut had led him to was not on the water but a grand residence on the shore. Roses of various colors were blooming splendidly along the fence, while beautiful music and a murmur of voices were lingering in the air. Men and women in gaudy clothes sitting around several tables filled with scrumptious feasts came into view as they approached. There was a banquet being held inside. 
 
    Sungchul could feel goosebumps crawling across his body. Socializing and banquets were two of the few things he hated most. One of the most difficult things he had to do during the time he had devoted himself to the Human Empire was attending these tiresome social gatherings. No matter how good a feast or the beauty of the gathered women, he felt strong revulsion every time he saw the disingenuous smiles and the undeserving smug looks of the ruling elites who were pretending to be important. This was a banquet in the backwater countryside that paled in comparison to the banquets of the Empire at the heart of the continent. But still, it was enough for Sungchul to feel a natural sense of aversion. 
 
    As he held in his nausea and continued toward the entrance, a burly servant noticed Sungchul’s party and blocked his path. 
 
    “Suspicious-looking people and those without invitations cannot enter.” 
 
    “Suspicious-looking people” was another word for people that looked poor. Sungchul was rather happy with this turn of events. As they loitered about the entrance, Kruut pointed a finger into the banquet. “There, that’s my granddaughter!” 
 
    Sungchul looked in the direction he pointed at. Clarice was stepping onto the stage amidst the indifference of the crowd. The only one that showed any interest in her was a mischievous kid lingering at the side throwing crumbs at her. 
 
    Clarice withstood the indifference and began to sing along with the performance of the band. 
 
    “Wow!” said Bertelgia as she let out a low exclamation while Sungchul’s eyes shone as he watched with interest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going. I won’t go. I will never set foot in that place with a sound mind.” 
 
    It was obvious; Clarice adamantly refused Sungchul’s proposal. Kruut tried to convince her instead. 
 
    “Clarice. This will be our last opportunity. I’ll never go to the jungle again, so please just once. Just once, come with us.” 
 
    Clarice was wavering under Kruut’s urging, but it wasn’t enough to fully bring her on board. 
 
    “Ey, Clarice. It’s time for your next song.” 
 
    A fellow band member was waiting for Clarice with an impatient look on his face as he consulted his watch. Clarice lightly walked toward the banquet hall once again. Soon the sound of music could be heard, and the beautiful melodies spread over the river in the night sky. 
 
    “She has a beautiful voice.” 
 
    It was rare for Sungchul to give a word of praise to others. But the audience at the banquet didn’t seem to come to the same conclusion as he. As the song was reaching its peak, a drunk aristocrat who had been laughing and talking aloud hurled a glass cup at the stage. 
 
    “Hey! Shut up!” 
 
    It was some middle-aged pot-bellied man with sideburns that hung at length on each side. 
 
    “What’s with the terrible singing? Get rid of her now!” He pointed his fingers as he shouted profanities. 
 
    Several aristocrats of this backwater countryside saw the spectacle and snickered. Clarice and the musicians stopped the music as if they were used to this kind of situation and tactfully waited to see what the man would do next. The man with the sideburns looked over at Clarice with a longing gaze and shouted with a smug smile on his face. 
 
    “Miss Clarice! Where are the clothes I’ve sent you? It’s a special outfit that I’ve spent a fortune on to get from La Grange!” 
 
    “Why… that bastard…” 
 
    Kruut’s face flushed red with anger as he watched on. 
 
    “How could that bastard dare do such a thing to my granddaughter?” Kruut stepped forward. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    Kruut answered him without stopping, “I cannot stand by and watch that man, who used to serve as a manservant in our household, lay his hands on my granddaughter.” 
 
    He walked toward the entrance of the banquet hall, but the burly men obstructed his path. Kruut forcefully pushed them aside and entered. 
 
    “Shove off! I said shove off! I just have something to say.” 
 
    He was making another scene at the entrance. The music stopped, and the attention of the aristocrats turned toward the entrance. The man who had thrown the cup toward Clarice to mock her was also among them. He recognized Kruut’s face and roared with laughter. 
 
    “Look who it is. Isn’t it the great explorer, Mr. Kruut Assam? I’ve heard that you went to the jungle once again, but why are you back already? Did your venture fail again?” 
 
    He glanced about at the people around him as he spoke, and they all broke out in laughter. 
 
    “Garehs Ale! You who came from generations of servants of our family sure act big just because you made some money!” 
 
    The smile on Sideburn’s face disappeared as he heard the word “servant.” 
 
    “That was in the past, but that is no longer the case. Don’t forget that. I have elevated my family name while you have brought yours to ruin. And I am now enjoying the fruits of my achievements while you are facing the consequences of your actions. If it wasn’t for the Curse of Extinction, I would have subjected your family to generations of servitude to mine. What a shame.” 
 
    His words were detestable, but looking past how it was stated, he was actually right. Unfortunately, the truth had a way of driving people mad. 
 
    “Garehs! You bastard!” 
 
    Kruut broke past the bouncers and leaped toward Garehs, but the bouncers following behind managed to get a hold of him. He was thrown out after receiving a thorough beating. Once Clarice was done with her performance, she hastily ran over to check on him. She initially looked quite angry, but it faded into a look of worry once she saw the state of Kruut’s face. 
 
    “Gramps, are you okay?” 
 
    “Uuuh… I’m sorry, Clarice.” 
 
    Tears flowed down Kruut’s face making him appear even more pathetic. They were tears of anger, regret, and physical pain. 
 
    “I… I have ruined you. If things were as before, you would now be making your name known at the La Grange Music Academy. All of this was brought on by my greed…” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Gramps? Wait… that actually does piss me off now that I think about it. If it weren’t for Gramps…” Clarice’s fist trembled. It was at this moment that Sungchul appeared before the duo. 
 
    Clarice looked toward him. “Wait, you. You just watched as Gramps was getting beaten, right? How does a person have so little empathy?” 
 
    A box dropped in front of Clarice, bearing the seal of the Merchant Coalition. Golden lights that brightly illuminated the surroundings poured out once the seal was broken and the box's contents were revealed. Clarice and Kruut’s eyes were dyed in this golden light. 
 
    “Is this enough?” 
 
    Sungchul asked in a calm tone. 
 
    - 
 
    There were four people on board the boat heading toward the jungle. Kruut and his granddaughter took their place at the stern while gazing at opposite riverbanks with apprehensive looks. 
 
    “He he…” The burly man with the name “Light” with “Rapist” tattooed across his forehead stared only at Clarice while sitting at the ship's bow with his back turned against the water. 
 
    Sungchul stood at the stern to row the boat, watching the scene unfolding on the deck with disinterest. 
 
    “Ey.” 
 
    Sungchul called out to Light. Sungchul’s voice did not register in Light’s ears. Mmm… as if to prove that he’s a regular at the Emperor’s Outhouse. Sungchul had chosen him despite being fully aware of him being a rotten apple, but that did not prepare him for just how rotten that man truly was. 
 
    Confirming Sungchul’s premonition, Light abruptly stood up and blew hard into the whistle that was hanging around his neck as soon as they left the city boundaries. 
 
    Several small boats that had been hiding in the reeds diligently rowed their way over. 
 
    “There’s a rumor that the Summoned bastard is rich. Kill ’em all!” 
 
    He let loose a haughty laughter while revealing an axe. 
 
    “Kuhahaha! One doesn’t change so easily! Did you really think I’d change my ways? That woman is mine, so no one touches her!” 
 
    A brief moment passed, and there were bandit corpses floating around the boat. The boat carrying the bandits was smoldering in flames as it gradually sank into the muddy water. The man with the tattoo on his forehead was now kneeling in front of Sungchul. 
 
    “I have finally come to discover the true beauty of my inner self and now have the strength to forcefully stand against the wickedness of my heart. That’s correct. I have been reborn, having met you, and have achieved true meaning in turning over a new leaf. I beg thee, if you could find it in your heart to show mercy to a lost soul like me just one more time…” 
 
    The rapist meekly spoke about his reformation to Sungchul, and Sungchul kept him alive for the moment. In spite of it all, he still had his uses. 
 
    The ones surprised the most by this turn of events were Kruut Assam and his granddaughter. They couldn’t close their slacked jaws at the overwhelming power that Sungchul had displayed. Something flashed and whizzed by, and all the countless murderous bandits were killed. It was inconceivable to the duo. 
 
    “Gramps… just who is that man?” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure… maybe a m-mage?” 
 
    Kruut had no way of knowing that the man that had hired him was the most famous figure in this world. 
 
    Sungchul’s boat finally arrived at the river’s end, the one the Tree Mother obstructed amidst the chaos. 
 
    “Play,” Sungchul curtly ordered the rapist that he had spared. 
 
    “Hey, can I come out?” 
 
    A female voice rang out from Sungchul’s pocket. Sungchul nodded, and when he did, a small book floated out from his pocket and expanded with a loud poof in the air. The flying book, Bertelgia, had made her appearance. Bertelgia fluttered as she flew over toward Clarice and orbited around her. “Hii-ii!” 
 
    Clarice nearly jumped ship at that moment, but Kruut held onto her. 
 
    “Hey, pretty lady. You sure know your way around a song. Not that you can sing as well as me,” said Bertelgia. 
 
    “T-the book is talking…!” 
 
    The sound of a flute could be heard coming from the front at this time. The rapist, Light, was blowing a flute that looked like a recorder with trembling hands making “pii” sounds. But his subpar musical ability must have been insufficient to impress the Tree Mother. She seemed to tremble slightly but soon became rigid and still like a solid wall. 
 
    Sungchul’s shadow loomed over the rapist’s face. 
 
    “Ah… I poured my reformed heart into it… but it doesn’t seem to be going well. I’ll try again with my reformed heart…” 
 
    The man played his flute once again, but the results were the same. Sungchul pulled out his beloved rope from his Soul Storage and looped it around Light’s neck. His whistle got in the way. 
 
    Sungchul tore away the whistle and looped the rope around the man’s neck once again. 
 
    “U...uwaaaaah!!!” 
 
    Light’s scream rang out across the overgrown foliage. His cry of pain must have impressed the Tree Mother more than his flute-playing because several roots were now moving about. 
 
    Sungchul approached Kruut and Clarice, leaving the hung corpse with its tongue sticking out in the background. 
 
    “Now, your turn.” 
 
    Clarice swallowed deeply and stood at the bow. Her heart pounded intensely. But after taking two deep breaths, as usual, she regained her composure. Her experiences of standing on the stage hundreds of times helped her calm down out of sheer habit. Though there was no audience, lighting, or the accompaniment of a band, she opened her lips while facing the myriad of roots standing in her way and began to sing. 
 
    “... Finding the courage to move forward in the face of unparalleled beauty. The light of the two suns grows dim but brightens once more.” 
 
    The mumbling and low first verse of the song finished, and each subsequent verse became stronger and more melodic as they stirred the air. The previously indifferent trees slowly began to quiver, and Sungchul witnessed the magical scene of the tree roots parting like flowing water meeting stone downstream. Beautiful music filled the Great Jungle that was otherwise shrouded in a veil of silence and stillness. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    As I thought. 
 
    The path had opened. The original path the infinitely expanding tree roots had hidden was now finally unfolded before Sungchul. Sungchul confirmed the scenery around him with the map made of Goblin leather. Rock in the shape of a sharp blade, white monkeys sitting on a large tree, and the hot spring spewing orange-colored water. The landmarks that had never once revealed themselves despite searching all this time were now appearing in front of him so naturally in rapid succession. 
 
    “This is it. This is it!” The one most excited was Kruut. “It must have been the eighth expedition. One of the mercenaries played the flute to keep his boredom at bay. It looks like the path had opened then because of him.” 
 
    The wall of trees that had blocked their path was now gone. Sungchul noticed something as Clarice’s song came to an end. There was a sharp spire rising out of the overgrown hell of green, shining in the distance. Is that it? 
 
    Kruut spoke up in that moment as he looked around with concern. “If we go a bit further, we’ll hear a strange sound.” 
 
    “A strange sound?” 
 
    “It’s some strange mechanical sound I’ve never heard before. The mercenaries heard that sound and fled while screaming about some monster that crawled out of the afterlife. Or perhaps a High Devil in hiding.” 
 
    Sungchul soon heard the sound as well. There was an irregular sound of impact echoing from beyond the vines and bushes. It resembled the sound of metal striking metal, but it also strangely resembled the sound of a heavy mortar being struck down repeatedly. The strange unidentifiable noise grew closer and more aggressive as they pressed on. 
 
    Clarice rolled up her sleeves and stood in front of Kruut protectively. Her hand held the axe left behind by the rapist. The axe’s handle had the words “Celebrating release from prison, with a fresh heart!” etched onto it. 
 
    Cowardly Bertelgia took refuge as always within Sungchul’s pocket, but as they drew closer and the sounds grew clearer, she furtively poked out from his pocket. 
 
    “Hm… this sound. It feels familiar and nostalgic for some reason.” 
 
    Sungchul held no expression on his face as he continued to row forward. His group soon discovered the source of the sound. 
 
    Crunch! A massive tree fell, and a spinning saw blade could be seen beyond it. Its owner was a golem made of stone and iron. It was about five meters tall, and its two gem-encrusted red eyes gleamed while its moss-covered torso made of white granite was intimidatingly stained with blood-like rust that had leaked out from within. 
 
    “Hm… that’s a standard combat golem. Papa made that!” Bertelgia flew out of the pocket and over to the golem. “Hey! It’s me. Me! Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    A spinning sawblade moved toward her in the next moment. 
 
    “Eh…?!” 
 
    But at the last second, there was a refreshing impact sound before something dark wrapped itself around the spinning saw blade. It was the Demonic Weapon, Cassandra. 
 
    “Come here, Bertelgia.” 
 
    As she quickly retreated toward Sungchul’s direction, Cassandra was drawn tight. 
 
    “Guuwaaaa…” 
 
    When the golem tilted its head, its bulky body looked like it was being lifted into the air before it was then discarded into the river. It was a monstrous strength, one that was difficult to believe even upon witnessing it. 
 
    Sungchul waited for the bubbles rising to the muddy waters to calm before rowing the boat once again. Kruut and Clarice only stared at Sungchul’s face with dumbfounded expressions on their faces. 
 
    Kruut managed to gather up some courage after a while to broach the topic. “W-who are you?” 
 
    Sungchul did not respond. He silently continued to row the boat. 
 
    Eventually, an ominous sound could be heard coming from the distant jungle. More golems. Sungchul briefly spoke to Kruut and Clarice. 
 
    “Please wait a bit. It shouldn’t take long,” Sungchul said and lightly leaped over to the source of the sound, clearing away the bushes in his path as he went. He noticed the mark of the Lizardmen placed here and there, but he gave it no importance. It didn’t take long for Sungchul to discover the other golem. 
 
    His eyebrows shot up when he saw the golem. It had a spinning saw blade attached to one of its arms, similar to the golem before, but the problem was what was attached to the other arm. There was a blue gemstone similar to the one held by Sungchul embedded into the other arm that was emitting a bright and clear light, and there were countless small animals lying dead around its feet. They were Carbuncles. 
 
    “My word… How could you?” Bertelgia was in horror. 
 
    Sungchul immediately pulled out Fal Garaz and swung toward the golem. Struck by this single blow, the combat golem broke apart where it stood. 
 
    “Wait! I need to have a look at the golem.” 
 
    Bertelgia flew out of her pocket and headed toward the remains of the broken golem. She looked for the golem’s shining core beyond the granite fragments. After a short period of time, she spoke with a voice filled with certainty. 
 
    “This was modified recently! Someone had woken these golems recently and commanded them to commit these horrible acts.” 
 
    “There are still people around that are capable of controlling such a thing?” Sungchul asked the obvious question. 
 
    “Only Papa could… but that’s impossible!” 
 
    “Could it be anyone else that lived in that era? Maybe the Seven Heroes?” Sungchul asked again while vigilantly looking around. 
 
    “I-I’m not so sure about that. Papa knew them and went on a few adventures with them, but… no, he might have told them enough to modify the golems. It’s not particularly difficult.” 
 
    “Then there is only one answer.” Sungchul’s eyes lit up fiercely. Sajators. 
 
    The flippant laughter still remained fresh in his memory. Sungchul focused his hearing on the sound ringing out from deeper in the jungle. The sound of another golem moving could be heard from afar. He immediately ran over to that place to discover another golem massacring Carbuncles. 
 
    “Just why are they doing this…?” Bertelgia muttered to herself as she looked over the Carbuncle corpses. 
 
    “It looks as though there is a connection between Multicasting and Carbuncles.” 
 
    Sajators’s childish plans were clear. He had intended to destroy all the pieces so that he could bury the secret to Multicasting forever. Ironically, this presented an opportunity for Sungchul. The chance to kill him if he happened to be found there. 
 
    After Sungchul got rid of two more golems, he headed toward the boat Kruut was waiting in. 
 
    “W-where had you gone? I heard some terrible noises,” asked the old man. 
 
    “The situation is worse than I thought. But if we do as I say, you’ll be able to get back to Panchuria safely.” 
 
    Sungchul rowed the oars to move forward. The spire poking out between the trees drew closer, and soon the signs of a ruin appeared beyond the flowing waters. It was the ruin of a marina made of stacked stone and etched thoroughly with the trace of an eternity’s passing. The rope for anchoring boats had already rotted away long ago, but the place to tie the rope still remained. Sungchul pulled out his rope and securely fastened the boat before he stepped onto the wharf to look around at his surroundings. 
 
    The area around the wharf was different from the other areas in that it was plunged into a deathly silence. 
 
    “It might be good just to wait here.” 
 
    Sungchul picked up the whistle left on the boat; it was the whistle used by the rapist to alert his comrades. He then handed it to Clarice. “If something happens, use this.” 
 
    These were people that Sungchul had brought out of necessity. He did not make a habit of discarding people under his protection. If he did, he’d be no different than the ruling elite that he detested so much. However, there was an exception. 
 
    “I would suggest that you don’t do anything unnecessary.” Sungchul glared at Kruut so as to emphasize this point. Kruut opened his eyes wide and gave a nod. 
 
    Sungchul left the old man and his granddaughter behind and headed forward. He used the towering spire as a landmark to navigate through the thick foliage when he discovered something so spectacular that it made him doubt his eyes. There was a well-preserved stepped pyramid sitting in the middle of the jungle. Not a single vine or blade of grass could be seen penetrating this relic. It was practically impossible for something to be maintained so perfectly for so long in the middle of the Great Jungle that was bursting and squirming with life. 
 
    “Looks like this is the place.” 
 
    The destination marked on the map made of Goblin leather was simply denoted with an X, but it was difficult to imagine that it could denote any other location other than this. 
 
    Sungchul activated the Eye of Truth and scanned the surroundings. There were no magical formations being employed here in particular, which made the question of how this relic remained so pristine even more intriguing. Fortunately, that question was answered rather soon. 
 
    There was a single golem moving in the distance. This golem was different from the other combat golems Sungchul had faced thus far as it was human-sized with shorter legs, torso, and arms giving it an almost cute appearance. It used its short arms to diligently check and clean between the relic for sprouting grass, branches that grew too close, or fallen leaves and such. In other words, this golem was the groundskeeper of this relic. 
 
    The golem didn’t show any response to Sungchul even as he approached. Rather, it grabbed the weed that had been growing underneath it, uprooted it with its short and stubby hand and threw it away before moving away. 
 
    “That one looks like it was made by Papa as well. Papa was the only one that could make such a miniature golem.” 
 
    “Your father, just what kind of person was he? Wasn’t he an Alchemist?” 
 
    “Yep, correct. An Alchemist. He used only to make alchemic items to sell when I was very young. But when that day came, he mostly made golems instead. The Merfolk from the sea were threatening the entire world, you see.” 
 
    “Merfolk? Were they part of the Calamity?” 
 
    Bertelgia nodded at Sungchul’s question, but there were no records in the Scripture of Calamity about any Calamities relating to the Merfolk living on the ocean floor. 
 
    After wrapping up here, I’ll have to head directly to the Tower of Recluse. Sungchul put the small golem behind him as he walked toward the pyramid’s entrance. The inside of the pyramid was shrouded in thick darkness and silence. 
 
    Stomp! 
 
    The sound of his footsteps bounced off the walls to echo long into the distance. The corridor seemed to extend quite far ahead. Sungchul lit up the torch he’d pulled out from his Soul Storage and headed inside. The moment he stepped foot into the darkness, bright letters appeared in front of his eyes. 
 
    [You’ve somehow managed to find this place. I welcome you in the name of Sajators.] 
 
    As the words faded away, the corridor began to reveal itself from a distance. The lanterns on the upper half of the corridor lit up all at once, and an unimaginably ancient mural on the corridor wall came into view. But it was difficult to tell what appearance it originally had due to the long passage of time. The dye it was drawn with had long since degraded. 
 
    Sungchul walked slowly to take a look at the art. It depicted humans and beasts being chased by humanoids that bore the characteristics of fish alongside Demons. The faces of the humans were filled with fear, while the Devils and the Merfolk appeared indifferent. Above the mural were ancient words that were difficult to decipher due to the paint having peeled away here and there. Sungchul tried to read what he could. 
 
    They are coming… resist… the difficult… help!... help! The rough translation of the text seemed to depict the horrors of the Calamity. 
 
    Sungchul walked a bit closer, and another text appeared in sight. 
 
    [By the time you’re looking at these words, we’ll either be dead or have become heroes that have saved the world.] 
 
    [However, we might also be something that doesn’t fall into either category as humans are ungrateful beings. Captain still maintains faith in humanity, but Vestiare and Ga Xi Ong do not share the same sentiment.] 
 
    [I am on the fence for now, but… how will it all turn out?] 
 
    Sungchul could roughly determine when this relic was first created after reading this text. After leaving his mark on the Summoning Palace, Sajators must have come to this place. It was before the final battle with the world at stake before the Seven Heroes degenerated into Calamity themselves. 
 
    Sungchul continued to walk forward. The mural’s condition was better preserved as he walked further in, and he soon discovered an interesting image. The race with the wings and beaks of birds. The Avians. The ancient text had something recorded about them. Sungchul translated that bit with his mediocre deciphering ability. 
 
    Sky… danger… Ancient God… subservient… dripping… king… help! Sungchul felt strange about reading this portion. Devil. Merfolk. Avian. The three Calamities had appeared within the era of the Seven Heroes. However, the content of the Calamity then was different from the advent of the current Calamity. The Calamity of Sungchul’s era was as follows: Demon King, Seven Heroes, War. Leaving the Seven Heroes aside, the other two Calamities that had occurred within their era were not within his own. 
 
    Can the content of the Calamity change? It was a possibility that he hadn’t considered… no, he couldn’t have imagined it until now, because it was accepted that the Calamities were the result of the will of God, to be played out exactly as it was foretold on the autonomous Scripture of Calamity. It was not something that could be altered by human will, and those at the receiving end of it had to accept its content at face value. 
 
    Sungchul posed a question to Bertelgia, “What were the contents of the Calamity back in your day?” It was the first time he had asked that question. 
 
    “The only one I remember was the Calamity of the Merfolk. After that, things happened, and I fell into a deep sleep. My body wasn’t in the best condition either.” There was a hint of resentment in Bertelgia’s voice as she answered. 
 
    Sungchul listened silently and resumed his walk forward, and a wide hall occupied by stone tables appeared. There were scrolls made of papyrus on top of the tables, but they scattered into dust as soon as they were touched. I can’t use this. Sungchul continued forward, and when he did, another text blocked his sight. 
 
    [Multicasting is a secret technique that I created by chance.] 
 
    [Countless Carbuncles are living within the jungle of the Screaming Sword’s Edge mountain range. Carbuncles are common enough across the whole continent, but here in the jungle, you can meet quite the intelligent ones that can't be found anywhere else.] 
 
    Sajators’s message here was definitely intended for someone who would find it in the future. There were no hostile traps nor tests that were so common otherwise. It might have been because all the tests required for Multicasting were already completed in the Summoning Palace. 
 
    The path branched off as Sungchul passed by the hall. 
 
    Another line of text appeared in his sight. 
 
    [Choosing left or right won’t matter, but you’ll come across a message left behind by an interesting friend.] 
 
    Sungchul turned left. His pace was visibly faster than before. 
 
    Another hall appeared. In the middle of this hall, there stood a massive slab of stone with the image of a single animal drawn by the artist with great care. It was a Carbuncle, but it looked different from the regular ones. Its fur had a white tint, and the gemstone in its forehead had a blue glow like the blue gemstone. 
 
    [The one before you is the one that holds the secret to Multicasting.] 
 
    [The bugger’s name is King Carbuncle, and don’t mock the name as I have thought it up myself. The most important part of this is that the beast can read the thoughts of any living being its body touches.] 
 
    [Think on it well. What it means to make a familiar out of a being that can read your mind and cast magic.] 
 
    The text continued. 
 
    [The blue gemstone ring earned from the Summoning Palace has the power to draw all Carbuncles.] 
 
    [When the sun rises, stand on top of the pyramid’s spire and shine the light of the ring with the blue gemstone.] 
 
    [Do so, and all the Carbuncles within the forest will gather to you.] 
 
    There was a jewel that shone like a crystal beneath the picture. Bertelgia, who noticed it opened her mouth to speak. “That looks like the Golem Core made by Papa.” 
 
    Sungchul held the jewel in his hand. It didn’t seem to hold any notable magical properties. Instead, another set of words appeared. 
 
    [Taming the King Carbuncle is the ideal method, but a capable Necromancer should be able to extract its soul and seal it within the Soul Stone below to use the beast like a tool.] 
 
    [But remember this: If you take a Soul Stone without winning over the King Carbuncle's heart first, then it could become as useless as those pebbles found lying around outside.] 
 
    Sungchul inspected the jewel in his hand. It appeared plain, but it held an unusual power. A Soul Stone. 
 
    It was a technique that did not survive to the present day. The technique of extracting and imbuing the soul was that of a Devil’s. Not only was it strictly forbidden in the present-day mortal world, but it was also a technique that was long extinct. In any case, there was no more text. It looked like Sajators’s message had come to an end. 
 
    Sajators. It seems that you weren’t entirely bad at this point, thought Sungchul. Though he was full of mischief, he was still relaying his own ancient technique in an unprecedentedly concise and friendly manner for those that came after him. Those who have climbed to a certain level tended to speak vaguely about some breakthroughs and talk about pedantic sophistry. Sajators’s attitude was friendlier and more accommodating in comparison. 
 
    Once Sungchul left the room, he returned to the fork in the path. Sungchul headed to the path on the right this time. He passed by several murals until a small room appeared in the dark. Compared to Sajators’s room with the mural, it was closer to a closet in volume. Something stood in the center of the room, oppressively taking up the small space. 
 
    Sungchul's torch illuminated it. It looked like something similar to a golem. 
 
    “Hm… I think I’ve seen this before somewhere,” Bertelgia piped up. 
 
    When Sungchul approached the golem, text readily appeared before his eyes as though it had been waiting for this opportunity. 
 
    [How are you feeling? What emotions are you experiencing as you gaze upon the Super Genius Eighth Hero’s creation, The Colossal Calamity Warmachine?] 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes flickered with interest as he thought, It was Eckheart. The man he referred to as an interesting friend. 
 
    The text continued. 
 
    [The form for this model of the Colossal Calamity Warmachine was created in a rush, so don’t judge it too harshly on its appearance. My labor of love, the Colossal Calamity Warmachine will be the single largest golem ever created!] 
 
    [This Colossus will be able to repel all Calamities that threaten us…] 
 
    As the message was being dictated, the pyramid began to tremble. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It seemed as though there was some great impact on the structure from outside. 
 
    Is it a quake? No, this is… Sungchul glared in the direction of the noise. 
 
    At the same time, the sound of a whistle sharply rang through the jungle. Clarice’s terror-filled eyes were locked on the air above the pyramid. A man with a small frame surrounded by some magical formation was floating about the area above the pyramid like a messenger of death. 
 
    “Hahahaha! Are you some fucking beggar? You’ve come all this way because I dropped some crumbs? This will be your grave!” 
 
    Sajators of the Seven Heroes. The Multicast Mage had made his appearance in the jungle. 
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    A merciless bombardment of magic landed on the pyramid. One after another, each blow carried destructive power as if it had been imbued with the wrath of God itself. Cracks formed all over the pyramid before it finally began to collapse. 
 
    Sajators broke into a satisfied smile as he watched the cloud of dust rise toward him and envelop the surroundings. A magic formation appeared beside him at this point, from which a small girl emerged. The girl looked just like a miniaturized version of Vestiare of the Seven Heroes. The small child looked at Sajators with intelligent eyes as she spoke with a clever tongue. 
 
    “Lord Sajators. You cannot act in this manner. Didn’t our Captain give the order to avoid direct contact with the Destroyer?” 
 
    “So annoying. Is there any way I’d lose to a Summoned? Huh? Look at it. The idiot’s grave.” 
 
    The dust slowly settled and revealed the messy ruins of the collapsed structure. 
 
    The large stones of the once impeccably maintained pyramid were so thoroughly broken that it was no longer possible to deduce what it had once been. It seemed impossible for any living thing inside of it to have survived. 
 
    “Behold. The power of the Multicast Mage, Sajators!” 
 
    The white gemstones lining the inside of his robe gleamed suddenly. Each stone was illuminated by a strange, seemingly living and dancing light, and a magic formation appeared above one of them. 
 
    The little Vestiare looked at the ruins with a blank stare before replying to Sajators bluntly, “Do you think the Destroyer would die to something like this?” 
 
    “What?” Sajators’s expression twisted in anger. 
 
    “He is also one that stood before God, though with a different method. I do not believe an attack of this caliber is enough to kill him.” 
 
    “If he’s not dead, then why do you think he hasn’t come out yet? Is it because the rubble is too heavy for him? Well, what can I say? It’ll take more than a hundred years to be able to dig himself out of this one.” 
 
    “And if he does manage to come out alive? You are more important than you might realize. Keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Even if he does manage to crawl out of this one, he won’t be able to catch me. You should know that no one can catch me if I put my mind to it. I am the Multicast Mage, Sajators.” 
 
    Sajators continued to brag, but little Vestiare did not bat an eye. Instead, she chose to move on to the next topic. 
 
    “Captain has issued a command. Activate the next Colossus immediately. The preparations at the next location are already—” 
 
    The miniaturized girl was suddenly cut off. Sajators’s hand, or more accurately the massive spectral hand that sprouted from his hand, had grabbed the entirety of her tiny body. 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Vestiare! Captain seems to value you for knowing how to do some tricks, but remember this, the greatest mage of the Seven Heroes is me, Sajators.” 
 
    More strength poured into the hand that gripped the tiny body of Vestiare. 
 
    Crunch. Crunch. 
 
    The girl’s frail body began to deform into a grotesque shape. But despite it all, the child did not so much as change her expression and continued to speak in her distinctly exquisite voice. 
 
    “If that is so important to you, you are welcome to take the title of the first. It doesn’t interest me one way or another. But please do make sure to activate the Colossus. Captain commands—” 
 
    The tiny figure was utterly destroyed. Sajators spat as he put his hand down. His spectral arms vanished after it tossed the meaty remains below. The wind lifted Sajators’s mantle to reveal the jewels strung in a row hidden beneath it. Two of the six gems were already faintly lit with magic formations glowing above them, one of which soon faded. 
 
    “Fuck. She just had to rain on my parade.” 
 
    Sajators turned his gaze down toward the ground below and did a quick swipe in that direction. 
 
    “Inferno.” 
 
    A tall tower of flames rose from the ruins of the pyramid below. At the same time, some kind of liquid with a repugnant smell fell from the sky in many places over the rubble as if buckets were being thrown upon it. Soon, an inferno as terrifying as the flames of hell ignited as they billowed black smoke into the air. 
 
    Sajators quietly observed the flames unenthusiastically for a while before flying toward the east. 
 
    But then he heard some loud noise coming from below. It was the sound of a whistle. 
 
    “Hm? A human in a place like this?” 
 
    Along the muddy riverside, an old man and a young woman were sitting on the docks. A cruel light flashed across Sajators’s eyes. 
 
    “Should I go recharge some of my magic power?” 
 
    Sajators gently descended toward the ground and landed in front of Clarice, who blew the whistle even harder upon the monstrous man’s sudden arrival. 
 
    “Clarice!” 
 
    It was only after Kruut gave warning from behind that the whistle fell silent. 
 
    “You two appear to be normal humans. For what have you come all the way here?” 
 
    Sajators spoke softly. But Clarice and Kruut could instinctively sense the stranger’s unfathomable malice. 
 
    When the two did not answer, Sajators lifted his hand slightly. A massive spectral hand arose before him like some sort of an illusion. Sajators closed and opened his hand, whose motions were mimicked by the ghostly hand. 
 
    “Mmm. Now that I think about it, it might be better to leave one alive to have them go and spread my name into the world once more.” 
 
    The spectral hand disappeared. Sajators glared at Kruut Assam as he tossed out a question. “What is your relationship with each other?” 
 
    Sajators’s eyes suddenly turned yellow. Kruut who looked at that golden eye straight on felt his hair drain of color and found himself unable to defy the youthful mage. Kruut involuntarily answered the question. 
 
    “Clarice… is my granddaughter.” 
 
    “Is that so? Generational relatives? That’s good.” 
 
    Sajators had a mischievous grin on his face. Taking note of Clarice being armed with an axe, he took out a single sword from his Soul Storage and tossed it over to Kruut. 
 
    “Take it. And then fight.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    Kruut, who was given the sword, had a dumbfounded expression and hesitated. Sajators flew up into the air and shouted with a whimsical tone. 
 
    “I said fight! Both of you. Until one of you dies. The survivor shall be rewarded with my permission to live. If either of you hesitates or tries to spare the other, then this is what will happen to you.” 
 
    Sajators lifted his hand and pointed toward the dense jungle to the north. A magic formation arose above him, followed by an explosion strong enough to shake the earth. Where the jungle was once bursting with overabundant life remained only dirt in the aftermath of the explosion. The densely packed trees were gone. 
 
    As Clarice and Kruut looked back at him with fearful eyes, and the grin on Sajators’s face grew deeper. 
 
    “I am the Multicast Mage, Sajators. The greatest mage among the Seven Heroes. I have returned to this world to exterminate humanity! But I am willing to make an exception and offer an opportunity to spare your life. Can you understand just how generous I am? So, hurry up and fight, grandfather and granddaughter!” 
 
    Sajators viciously goaded them to fight. Clarice and Kruut turned to look at each other. Clarice’s eyes were trembling, but Kruut’s eyes remained as calm as the surface of a lake. 
 
    I knew that my luck had been suspiciously good lately. The ruins that he had searched for all his life were now reduced to rubble, buried under the jungle by the mage named Sajators. If I knew this was going to happen, I would have at least snuck in after that Summoned. I wouldn’t have had any regrets if I at least got to see the ruins. Kruut lifted his sword. 
 
    “Clarice.” 
 
    He walked toward Clarice with his sword in the air. 
 
    “Gramps.” 
 
    Clarice shook her head, but Kruut didn’t stop. Instead, he whispered to his granddaughter at a volume that Sajators would not be able to overhear. 
 
    “Pretend to fight for now. We’ll look for a way out later.” 
 
    Clarice immediately understood his intentions and gave a small nod, but Kruut’s body moved on its own. To be exact, the sword he held in his hand moved automatically. 
 
    “W-what?!” 
 
    Kruut’s eyes went wide. He tried to drop the sword down, but his arms refused to listen. It felt as if everything below his shoulder to the hand that held the sword was no longer his own. 
 
    A burst of flippant laughter exploded from behind them. “Kyahahaha! Dumb old man, do you think I wouldn’t know of your stupid schemes? The sword you hold is cursed. It won’t stop until your opponent is dead!” 
 
    Sajators laughed to his heart’s content before reclining sideways in the air while observing Kruut and Clarice down below. 
 
    “Hey, hurry up and start. I want to see a real tear-jerker.” 
 
    Kruut’s arms continued to move on their own. On the otherwise unsuspecting surface of the blade appeared mysterious ancient letters. Kruut, who was somewhat versed in the ancient language, was able to decipher their meaning. 
 
    [There shall be no end until a blood tribute is paid.] 
 
    “This is wrong!” 
 
    Kruut let out a shout that was closer to a scream. 
 
    “This is wrong! I don’t care what happens to me, but spare my granddaughter!” 
 
    Sajators held his stomach and laughed mockingly at Kruut’s state. 
 
    “What did you say? I can’t hear you. Why don’t you try shouting a bit louder, old man?” 
 
    The sword turned red then tried to stab Clarice on its own. Kruut screamed in pain. The sword’s attack drew out more power than his physical limit, subjecting Kruut to unbearable pain that felt as if his shoulders would be torn out. 
 
    “Kwaaak!” 
 
    The evil blade of magic continued to stab toward Clarice’s heart. She managed to parry it away for a while by lifting her axe and blocking the first round of attacks, but the power behind the sword was tremendous. The axe blade rang like a bell and trembled. Clarice’s powerful and thoroughly trained arms went numb as if they were paralyzed. It wasn’t Kruut’s strength. It was from within the magical blade. 
 
    In truth, the rough movements of the blade were destroying Kruut physically while using his shoulders as a fulcrum. Whenever the sword moved on its own, the uncomfortable sound of bone grinding against bone loudly came from Kruut's skinny arm along with his screams. 
 
    Both Gramps and I will die at this rate. The magical sword began another round of attacks toward Clarice. But this time, its movements were different. It moved fast enough to leave an afterimage. Clarice desperately moved her eyes to seek out the path of the sword, but it was impossible with her level of skill. 
 
    “Wrap it up.” 
 
    Sajators’s tone was flat as if he had lost all interest. His words triggered the sword to immediately launch another attack toward Clarice. Clarice looked at Kruut’s face that was distorted with pain and shock and gave a big smile. 
 
    “Gramps. I want you to know I didn’t change my family name.” 
 
    It was at that moment that something black from the dense jungle moved as fast as light and wrapped itself around the magical sword. The magical sword thrashed about, trying to free itself from the black object that bound it. But it was soon struck by a hammer and immediately shattered into pieces. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A single hammer lay embedded in the ground. All those who saw it knew its name. Fal Garaz. The divine hammer forged with the fragments of the sky. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Sajators, who was still floating in the sky above, raised his eyebrows. A single man appeared from the jungle, accompanied by a flying book. He bore no injury nor a speck of dust. 
 
    “Sorry I was late. I would’ve come a bit faster had you blown the whistle.” 
 
    “I was blowing it for quite some time!” Clarice protested as she raised her axe. 
 
    Sungchul walked over to Fal Garaz and retrieved his beloved weapon before he took hold of Kruut’s shoulder, who was groaning in pain. 
 
    Crunch! 
 
    “Kwaak!” 
 
    Kruut’s body curved like a bow. Clarice lifted her axe and ran toward Sungchul. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Clarice, stop! This man was just fixing my dislocated shoulder.” 
 
    Sajators simply watched the scene unfold below him with an unpleasant expression on his face. That fucker… he’s unscathed? It was a devastating blow imbued with the truth. 
 
    Although one could argue that he hadn’t attacked him directly, Sajators was confident that he could have at least dealt some damage. Hadn’t he even gone as far as incinerating the surroundings as assurance? Physical wounds aside, the fact that even Sungchul’s clothes looked completely untouched deeply annoyed Sajators. 
 
    But he also felt wary. Seeing Sungchul up close led to an inescapable conclusion that he was far stronger than anticipated. There was a possibility that things would go really poorly if Sajators was unlucky. 
 
    It might be better if I slip away from this place for now. Sajators quickly dropped the idea of fighting. But he didn’t want to leave like this. He wanted to at least land some sort of attack on Sungchul before leaving. I’ll show you the might of the Multicast Mage. 
 
    However, Sungchul suddenly disappeared. Sajators sensed hostility from behind, so he immediately summoned the spectral hand to protect his back. Sajators’s eyes became sharp and focused. The hammer Fal Garaz was flying toward him. 
 
    He tried to use the spectral hand to stop the hammer. Still, when the hand came into contact with the hammer, Sajators knew that the man who was after his life could not be stopped. 
 
    “Kwaaaak!” 
 
    The spectral hand shattered, and Sajators fell toward the earth like a cannon before being lodged into the jungle below. Sungchul hopped over toward the location where Sajators had fallen and let out a shallow sigh. He looked down toward the ground without any expression before fixing his grip on Fal Garaz. Easy. 
 
    Sajators was too careless. But he was also lucky. Aside from small scratches from the trees, he was unharmed by the fall. But it was only true on the surface. 
 
    Sajators wobbled when he got back up on his feet. He had successfully blocked Sungchul’s hammer with his spectral hand, but the shockwave from the impact alone was enough to damage his organs. The strength of the attack was terrifying. 
 
    This level of strength is enough to make Daltanius, with his near 1000 points in Strength, seem like a child…! How does someone like that even exist? Sajators’s confidence was starting to wane. 
 
    He might have been a mage, but he was skilled in and enjoyed one-on-one duels. Gifted with an innately vast pool of mana, an excellent mind to learn a great many spells, and the Multicast ability, all of these combined made it difficult for anyone to stand up to Sajators. Only the leader of the Seven Heroes, Desfort, was slightly more powerful than him in the past. 
 
    For someone like Sajators, it was his first time coming across someone like Sungchul. Sungchul was just fast and strong. And Sajators could die if he took a hit. It’s frustrating, but it seems he’s too much for me to handle alone. 
 
    Sajators changed his plans. The problem with Sajators was that he frequently made mistakes due to his arrogance. But he was also unstoppably tenacious and diligent in completing whatever he set out to do. He decided upon two important rules when facing Sungchul. First, avoid a fight. Second, do not allow him to close distance at any cost. In short, he was going to run. 
 
    Sajators was well versed in this endeavor. He was quite mobile, unlike the average mage. Not only did he possess great agility, but he also excelled in feints and reading his opponents to stay one step ahead. 
 
    Sajators ruffled his mantle with his hand after finishing his thoughts. 
 
    Of the six Soul Stones hidden under the mantle, magic formations appeared above three of them. The first Soul Stone cast “Invisible,” a transparency form of magic from the School of Illusions. The other two bore more ubiquitous general magic spells: Fly and Magic Shield. The three Soul Stones cast all three spells almost in unison, simultaneously granting him the ability to fly, guard against spells, and become invisible. The rest now depended on Sajators’s own wit and agility. 
 
    He flew through the tall grass upon becoming invisible and headed toward the river as the path was clear of obstacles. He could have flown through the open sky, but it was too risky. 
 
    Sajators maintained an altitude just barely above the river's murky waters and continued to fly forward at breakneck speed. Let’s create some distance first. 
 
    Strictly speaking, in terms of survival, his best option was to cast a Long-Distance Teleport to escape far away from there. But his pride would not allow it. He had gone as far as to kill Vestiare’s little messenger to flaunt his strength after she had warned him to avoid a fight. Returning now without having completed the order he was given would turn him into a subject of humiliation for a long time to come. I will awaken the Colossus if it’s the last thing I do. 
 
    Sajators’s eyes narrowed coldly. But he noticed that there was suddenly a bulge of water approaching him from the front. It was a massive wave headed his way. Hmm? Isn’t that supposed to be downstream? 
 
    The rapid torrent of water was heading upstream like a tidal wave. It was clear that there was no choice but to avoid being swallowed by that surge of water. Sajators adjusted his altitude slightly, just barely to pass over the oncoming wave. 
 
    The area below his feet suddenly became dark. A shadow?! 
 
    He raised his head up to look and then saw what it was. A tropical tree was falling toward where he was going from his blind spot. 
 
    Sajators performed a flurry of movements over his Soul Stones as if he was sweeping something away. The tree appeared to be hit by some great force and changed trajectory, landing in the water with a splash. But this was not the end of it. He saw someone running parallel to the river with incredible speed. The figure had its head turned, looking squarely in his direction. Sajators’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    That man… He can see through my invisibility?! He wasn’t aware that Sungchul had the Soul Contract known as the Eye of Truth. 
 
    As soon as their eyes met, Sungchul raised Fal Garaz high in the air before striking the gravel riverbank. The ordinary stones rolling about in the mud transformed into a terrifying and lethal weapon after they were propelled by god-like strength. 
 
    Two of Sajators’s Soul Stones lit up. They had only flickered for a fraction of a second but Sungchul, conditioned by hundreds of battles against mages, was able to grasp the general type of spells being cast by Sajators’s Soul Stones. 
 
    [ Elementary Wind Magic ] 
 
    [ Elementary Destruction Magic ] 
 
    There was an explosion in the gravel ahead of where Sajators was flying, followed by another blast of air that kicked up a powerful gust of wind. 
 
    One is Strike, and the other must be something with a similar function, deduced Sungchul. 
 
    Not much was known about Wind Magic, so it was not clear as to exactly what spell was used, but the purpose of both spells was unmistakable. The two rounds of intentional explosions, one to kick up a spray of gravel and the other to create a headwind, were to soften the incoming shrapnel of gravel. And sure enough, the gravel was slowed enough that they harmlessly bounced off the Magic Shield surrounding Sajators’s body. This was a rapid reaction that was very uncommon in mages. 
 
    Sajators didn’t stop after deflecting Sungchul’s assault. He flipped his body mid-air to change his trajectory and activated multiple spells simultaneously. The six Soul Stones, as well as his own magic formations, appeared all at once. Sungchul's eyes were able to instantly grasp the general intent of all seven magic formations. 
 
    Sajators [Intermediate Destruction Magic] 
 
    Soul Stone 1 [ Fly ] 
 
    Soul Stone 2 [ Magic Trap: Flame Attribute ] 
 
    Soul Stone 3 [ Inferno ] 
 
    Soul Stone 4 [ Mutation School of Magic: Transform ] 
 
    Soul Stone 5 [ Magic Shield ] 
 
    Soul Stone 6 [ Dimensional School of Magic: Large-Scale Summon Magic ] 
 
    Sungchul couldn’t contain his surprise. So this is what it means to be a Multicast Mage. 
 
    Each spell had its own cast times and function, but they were likely deployed with great intricacy. Aside from one Soul Gem that was maintaining the flight magic Fly, the first aria to be completed was Intermediate Destruction Magic cast by Sajators himself. 
 
    “Explosion!” 
 
    Suddenly, the air near Sungchul seemed to get sucked into a vacuum. It was the sign of an impending explosion. Sungchul vanished before a powerful explosion went off where he had been. The second Soul Stone’s magic trap and the fifth Soul Stone’s Magic Shield were ready even before the heat from the explosion had dissipated. 
 
    Sajators enveloped his body in another magical barrier as diverse forms of traps were set in front of him, as indicated by the afterimage of magic formations lingering for a moment. 
 
    In the short time he had, Sungchul had stepped back to avoid the Explosion spell. Yet, this was enough for Sajators to ready a rather formidable minefield between them. 
 
    In the short time Sungchul took to check the layout of the traps, the aria from Soul Stone 4, Transformation, was complete. 
 
    A foul-smelling dark liquid was scattered in Sungchul’s vicinity. It was the same substance used earlier to incinerate the remains of the pyramid. 
 
    Sungchul slammed the ground to kick up a cloud of dirt to deflect the incoming liquid. The aria for Soul Stone 3, Inferno, was completed just an instant too late to hit Sungchul, but it still created a devastating wall of flames around him. 
 
    The sound of the intermittent explosion could be heard from the flames that burned everything in their path. It was the sound of the wet clumps of dust Sungchul had produced exploding. 
 
    Sungchul backed off before the flames could reach him. He could choose just to charge straight in, but the magic traps deterred him. The reason was that it could harm his clothes. It wasn’t like Sungchul had anything else to wear. He was simply a man who enjoyed wearing the clothes he liked until their time was up. 
 
    Sungchul was forced to reevaluate Sajators as he backed off. He could get really annoying if he plans to drag things out. 
 
    The classification “powerful mage” is often associated with someone who possesses a high Magic power stat and the ability to cast high-class spells. But Sungchul believed that the ones with great reflex and combat sense were far more formidable as opponents. His many battles against countless mages were an ironclad testament to his belief. 
 
    But Sajators had it all. That is why he had to die here. He had to be killed before he could regroup with the rest of the Seven Heroes. 
 
    Sungchul’s emotionless eyes now bore unmistakably murderous malice. He ran toward the river to go around the wall of flames caused by the Inferno spell so that he could reestablish his sight on Sajators. 
 
    Sajators was escaping in the opposite direction toward the cliffs on the other side after deploying fire traps. His 6th Soul Stone evidently still hadn’t completed the aria for the large-scale summoning magic. 
 
    Sungchul broke a large tree nearby with a strike from Fal Garaz and threw entire trees toward Sajators like javelins. 
 
    Sajators flew rapidly and zig-zagged in the air to dodge all the trees, but Sungchul’s targets were actually the magic traps. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    One of the trees hit a trap and activated it, instantly reducing the tree to cinder and ashes. After eliminating all the irritating obstacles, Sungchul ran straight toward Sajators. 
 
    But Sajators’s Soul Stone finally completed its aria. A large magic formation materialized around them, and golems made of steel and stone poured out. 
 
    “Huh? Aren’t those ones made by Papa? Why does that man have them?” Bertelgia shouted sharply. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out and held the Demonic Weapon, Cassandra, with his left hand and proceeded to thoroughly destroy the charging golems with both the whip and Fal Garaz. 
 
    While Sungchul dealt with the golems, Sajators started casting new spells on three of the Soul Stones. Sungchul caught sight of the magic being cast while crushing one of the golem’s heads with his hammer. 
 
    Sajators [ Thunder Break ] 
 
    Soul Stone 1 [ Fly ] 
 
    Soul Stone 2 [ Slow ] 
 
    Soul Stone 3 [General Purpose Magic: Physical Barrier Technique] 
 
    The rest of the Soul Stones seemed to be inactive. The only one among them that was problematic was Thunder Break, which was the most powerful of the known wind attribute spells. It might not be enough to kill him in a single blow, but it was capable of inflicting significant damage onto him. 
 
    Once the aria began, storm clouds formed above Sungchul and Sajators’ heads as though it was going to rain at any moment. Just then, the aria of Soul Stone 2, Slow, was completed causing an aura of malice to envelop Sungchul. However, low-grade magics were nullified by Sungchul's Soul Contract, Thunder Shield, and bounced off harmlessly. All that was left were the small number of golems, the Magic Shield, and the unknown physical barrier technique whose aria was still in progress. 
 
    So, that’s your plan? 
 
    Sajators was clearly ignorant of the full extent of Sungchul's power. No, he might have been incapable of discerning the possibilities because he was so overwhelmed by Sungchul's oppressive strength. Sungchul wrapped himself around the final golem with the Demonic Weapon, Cassandra, and threw it toward Sajators using centrifugal force. 
 
    Sajators, now surrounded by magic formations, dodged the blow and attempted to finish the rest of his spells. He was afraid but remained calm. 
 
    Sungchul charged toward Sajators with Fal Garaz in hand. Sajators’s Physical Barrier Technique was close to being completed. Sajators likely planned to try and withstand at least one attack with his latest round of spells to turn the tables with the Thunder Break. And fair enough, Thunder Break was nigh impossible to evade once it was fired. 
 
    Suddenly, there was an interruption. The previously quiet jungle shook with the roar of something impossibly large to be a jungle creature. Soon, tree roots began to cover everything rapidly, starting from afar. 
 
    Is the so-called Tree Mother responding to the battle? Sungchul gave no heed to the change in his surroundings and delivered his prepared attack. He first attacked with the Demon Weapon, Cassandra, in his left hand. Cassandra flew like a snake and coiled around Sajators, peeling off the Magic Shield wrapped around him. Next, he swung with Fal Garaz. 
 
    The Thunder Break spell was moments away from completion. Sajators didn’t so much as blink as he stared at the approaching hammer. He had faith in his physical protection spell. The hammer struck the barrier that negated all physical attacks. Sajators’s body shook, but he was unharmed. A smile formed on Sajators’s lips—Thunder Break’s aria was now complete. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sungchul’s finger was pointed at him. 
 
    Glare. 
 
    The beam of light from the School of Cosmomancy aimed at Sajators pierced him. 
 
    “KWAAAAK!” 
 
    The beam burned a smoking hole in Sajators’s body. But it wasn’t over yet. 
 
    [ Echo x5 ] 
 
    Five additional beams of light were fired from the tip of his finger in rapid succession, piercing his body mercilessly. The finished spell, a perfect arrangement of all magical formations, was torn asunder. Sungchul grabbed the trembling Sajators by his collar. “I told you.” 
 
    Sajators glared at him. 
 
    “That I will kill you no matter what.” 
 
    Sungchul immediately fell from the sky, Sajators still in hand, and smashed the mage’s head into one of the trees. His head was forcefully lodged into the center of the tree from the impact. Sungchul pulled him back out and saw that his face was wrecked beyond recognition. 
 
    He was still alive. Sungchul repeatedly smashed him against the ground as though he was hammering a stake. Every one of his bones was broken, and his vitality drained away. Sajators was dying without even being able to speak. 
 
    Finally, the sound of something snapping was heard. Sajators had expired. 
 
    Sungchul put Sajators down to pick up Fal Garaz. He was going to destroy everything. 
 
    But a strange light rose from Sajators’s body. Sungchul quickly realized that it came from an external source. It’s a Soul Contract of Resurrection. 
 
    It was the Soul Contract that was common among Inquisitors. The Inquisitor back in Airfruit had the same Soul Contract. Although the benefit was that you could come alive several times, Sungchul frankly thought it was pointless. If you were defeated once, you would likely be defeated again after coming back. 
 
    Sungchul waited for the blessed light covering Sajators’s body to finish what it was doing. But the roots that had been covering everything from afar were now drawing close. He had ignored them earlier, but now that they were here, the timing could not be any worse. On the other hand, this was a miracle for Sajators. 
 
    Sungchul considered a possibility. Is it because of his Luck? 
 
    Sajators was one of the Seven Heroes known to possess an exceptionally high value of Luck. Compared to Sungchul, whose Luck was affixed to 28, Sajators’s Luck might be multiple times higher than Sungchul’s. Luck is relative. Therefore, there is a higher chance of it coming to those with a higher Luck stat. 
 
    Although it rarely ever becomes the deciding factor for most battles, it still had the potential to cause profound changes. 
 
    Sungchul lifted his hammer and brought it down upon the light that surrounded Sajators. The strike of his hammer might have carried Sungchul’s god-like strength, but it was futile in the face of the divine power of the Soul Contract bearing the blessings of the God of Order. 
 
    Right as Sungchul’s attack was countered, the tree roots encroached over to where Sungchul and Sajators were. Sungchul jumped into the air to dodge the grasping roots and landed on a tree before he mercilessly attacked the roots. 
 
    Countless roots were destroyed and reduced to dust. But it was not possible to defeat nature itself, whose age was measured in the billions. 
 
    “Ugh…” 
 
    Sajators woke from the aggressive rumbling and gave Sungchul a faint smile as his body was being entwined. He must have thought that he could escape from Sungchul now. And the circumstance certainly made it possible as the roots separating them grew thicker and thicker. 
 
    Sungchul could incinerate Sajators using Starlight, but he hesitated in bringing that spell to bear. He was worried about unforeseen consequences. 
 
    It was Sajators’s unbelievable Luck that stayed Sungchul’s hands. The Goddess of Fortune had a tendency to smile upon the bearer of good luck at their most critical hour. 
 
    As someone far removed from Luck, Sungchul had several experiences like these. More than a few times, inexplicable and improbable things had occurred to ruin everything at the end. 
 
    But Sungchul also knew a way to overcome the overwhelming difference in Luck. I don’t want to, but I’ll have to use it. 
 
    Sungchul let out a deep sigh and pulled something from his Soul Storage. A short spear… no, it was closer to a short sword in form. But it was not the shape of the weapon that was important. This weapon was shrouded in an endless abyss that completely enveloped it. The sun overhead was scorching the world with its rays of light, but an ominous darkness was surrounding the strange weapon wielded by Sungchul. 
 
    Bertelgia, inside of his pocket, shivered instinctively. 
 
    Wait… It couldn’t be… Bertelgia was not the only one in shock. Sajators, who had been beaten to a pulp, was unable to breathe from the terrible shock upon seeing what Sungchul held. His entire face that was reduced to a pulp was now contorted in despair while he continued to speak with a raspy voice. 
 
    “How… how did you… get that? That accursed weapon…?!” 
 
    Sungchul threw the dagger-like short spear at Sajators. The weapon shrouded in dark-green light flew toward the enemy autonomously. Sajators desperately tried to resist but was unable to stop the terrible weapon from being embedded in his chest. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “You can run away from me, but you won’t be able to hide.” 
 
    Sungchul forewarned Sajators with the coldest of glares. The whirlpool of roots swallowed Sajators along with his cry of despair as he disappeared under the roots. 
 
    A small bell, glowing with deep dark-green light, appeared in Sungchul's hand. When the bell was rung with a soft waving of his arm, it rang out with a suspiciously clear sound. 
 
    A self-propelled short spear followed by the ominous bell that appeared after the short spear was gone… Bertelgia, who saw all this, was now certain. 
 
    That… is no ordinary weapon. If what I was told is correct, then the weapon he is holding... was the divine weapon used by the Second Calamity of my era, the Ruler of the Deep Seas! It’s a Weapon of Calamity! Bertelgia clearly recalled the hair-raising stories she was told of an undying shaman of the Ancient God that lurked deep underwater for as long as time at a depth where no light could ever reach. 
 
    Although the dutiful follower of the Ancient God traveled slowly by riding on a palanquin carried by the unholy Merfolk when out of the water, it was said that it was impossible to escape once you were selected as its target. And that was because it carried with it the weapons of Calamity that came in a pair: the short spear and bell of judgment, Oom Bruuk. 
 
    But how did he get a hold of this Weapon of Calamity? 
 
    According to legend, a Weapon of Calamity was a gift directly from the God that initiated the Calamities, and it was a part of the Calamity itself. This meant that the weapons of Calamity dematerialized at the end of the Calamity and were impossible to collect, even if you were the one who ended it. 
 
    Sungchul climbed on top of the overgrown roots and stared expressionlessly at where Sajators would approximately be. When the bell was rung, the sound was so unbelievably clear that it could be mistaken as coming directly from inside the head. 
 
    Sajators was near, but it would be a fruitless task to try and find him in this current situation. However, that did not change the fact that Sajators’s life still inescapably belonged to Sungchul. 
 
    Oom Bruuk. Those pierced with the short spear of Calamity had no escape from the sound of the bell. It did not matter how much Luck one possessed. No human could override a curse established under the authority of a God. 
 
    Sungchul, who knew that better than anyone, checked the flood damage for a while before falling into thought. This might actually be an opportunity. It could spare me the effort of hunting them down if Sajators manages to call down reinforcements. 
 
    The numbers didn’t matter. It didn’t matter if all six of them came. Sungchul left the spot without hesitation. 
 
    “Hey…” Bertelgia hesitantly opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Bertelgia trembled lightly when Sungchul replied. “No, it’s nothing…” 
 
    It was not the right time to be asking questions. But for whatever reason, Bertelgia seemed reassured and let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    - 
 
    Sungchul returned to the ruins. Clarice and Kruut were safe, but Kruut had mobility difficulties. His entire right arm had become severely damaged by the forced movements of the magic sword. Fortunately, it didn’t look permanently disabled when Sungchul examined it. Even considering the man's advanced age, it would make good recovery with enough rest and recuperation. 
 
    “T-that man… what happened to him?” Clarice’s voice trembled as she spoke. She held the axe firmly. 
 
    “He fled with critical injuries,” Said Sungchul. 
 
    “He’s not dead?” 
 
    Sungchul did not affirm nor deny her question. 
 
    Clarice was about to ask another question but gave up and didn’t say anything. She had not seen Fal Garaz with her own eyes, but it seemed as though she had caught on to Sungchul being the very man in the troubling rumors. Not only was such a powerful individual rare, but the flying book that accompanied him was also all the proof she needed. However, Clarice and Kruut did their best to ignore this. 
 
    A significant incident had already happened, and there was no need to create unnecessary problems. 
 
    Wise. Sungchul decided to compensate the two of them. He made a hand gesture toward the pair to lead them into the ruins. Sajators had completely destroyed it, but there were some remnants of the formerly picturesque ruins still remaining. 
 
    Kruut’s jaws dropped as he caught sight of the wonder he had been chasing his whole life. “I was right! Clarice! They all called me crazy and pointed fingers at me, but in the end, I was right! There was a kingdom of humans in the jungle!” 
 
    He forgot the pain in his arm as he hopped about roaring in delight. His joy was so great that it didn’t matter that the man who brought him there was the Enemy of the World. But he overexerted himself and fell over backward while clutching his arm. 
 
    “Ugh!” 
 
    Tears were streaming down his eyes. They were complicated tears filled with joy and pain, but that also didn’t matter. He accomplished a goal he’d spent his entire life and fortune chasing. 
 
    Sungchul had come across a few people who had that experience. But he had seen far more that had failed. And even though each person had their own circumstances, Sungchul preferred to witness the joys of people who found success over the resignation and despair of those wallowing in failure. 
 
    When some time had passed, and the old man’s excitement settled down, Sungchul spoke to Kruut and his granddaughter. 
 
    “Please return first.” 
 
    “What? By ourselves?” Clarice asked in surprise. Kruut didn’t say much, but his eyes revealed a similar sentiment to Clarice. 
 
    “I still have business to take care of here. I apologize, but I would like to ask the two of you to go back.” 
 
    “How do we get back?” asked Clarice. 
 
    “It’s difficult finding something in the jungle. But leaving isn’t nearly as difficult.” 
 
    “But, going by ourselves…” 
 
    Seeing Clarice’s hesitation, Sungchul handed out an Alchemic Bomb (Dark) and various other alchemic items from his Soul Storage. They were a collection of useful items that could be used in all sorts of situations, from combat to recovery. 
 
    “These will help. Use them in case of emergencies. If you insist on waiting by the riverside, I won’t stop you. But I wouldn’t recommend it.” 
 
    Sungchul was still waiting for Sajators. 
 
    From the moment Sajators was stabbed by Oom Bruuk, returning to Sungchul became inevitable because of the bell. If he did not, the sound of the bell ringing from the abyss would eventually destroy his mind, and the servants of the Ancient God would drag him into the abyss. 
 
    Of course, there was no guarantee that Sajators would arrive alone. Coming alone was a possibility, but Sungchul determined that Sajators was more likely to bring reinforcements. 
 
    So be it. 
 
    Sungchul wanted to slay the Seven Heroes as quickly as possible, even if it meant that the beloved clothes he so treasured were to be reduced to rags. 
 
    Kruut and others were hindrances in that regard because the arrival of Sajators would inevitably result in a battle. Kruut and his granddaughter would only get caught up in the fight and end up dead, or worse, be used as hostages against him. 
 
    Sungchul wanted to avoid unnecessary sacrifice. 
 
    “As long as you follow the river, the Lizardmen will not attack you.” 
 
    Kruut fidgeted with the brace holding his arm and opened his mouth to whisper to Clarice, “That man… he’s probably that man.” 
 
    Clarice’s eyes opened wide. She had finally internalized the fact that a dangerous being incomparable to mere Lizardmen was standing beside her. They both bowed their heads and showed their respect before hopping onto their boat. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute!” 
 
    Bertelgia stopped them, leaving Kruut and his granddaughter utterly shocked. There was a large statue occupying the space behind Bertelgia. It was a golem. One of its arms had been blown off, and the stone and metal surrounding the core had been destroyed by the hands of Sungchul, but there was enough of its functions remaining that Bertelgia was able to modify it. 
 
    “This guy will protect you, miss songstress.” 
 
    The golem made a strange “Oong” sound as though replying to her words before its eyes lit up. Clarice gave a peculiar smile before reluctantly nodding. 
 
    “O-ok…” 
 
    Kruut and his granddaughter got on the boat and headed back toward Panchuria. The golem walked on the floor of the riverbed and followed behind them. 
 
    “You’ve finally managed to earn your keep for once.” 
 
    Sungchul gave a rare compliment to Bertelgia. It did bother him that he was rushing to get them to leave. But Bertelgia tactfully intervened to make the situation a bit better. 
 
    “I already told you, I have no expenses!” 
 
    Sungchul surveyed the area around the ruins. Nothing remained that could teach him the secrets of Multicasting that he had sought out for so long. He looked at the destroyed golems and the corpses of Carbuncles lying around them. 
 
    There was a single Carbuncle with white fur and a blue gemstone lying dead among the rest. It was the corpse of the King Carbuncle indicated within the ruins. The key to unlocking the secret of Multicasting now no longer existed. 
 
    Even though he had an empty Soul Stone in hand, it was meaningless without a Necromancer to extract the soul into it. The Carbuncle must have died quite a while ago as it had already begun to rot. There was a mass of flies buzzing about it. 
 
    “What a horrible person! He did all this just so that no one else could obtain the secret to Multicasting! How despicable! I don’t think he was such a bad person in the past as far as I can remember…” said Bertelgia. 
 
    The experience of having something he had worked so hard crumble into nothingness was not something he was unfamiliar with. Sungchul found solace in the fact that he had managed to meet Sajators and seriously wound him. He finally took his eyes off of the Carbuncle corpses. 
 
    The sound of a golem could be heard from not so far off. It was the small golem that had been cleaning the vicinity of the ruins that he had seen not so long ago. 
 
    “Poor thing. There’s so much to clean…” Bertelgia clicked her tongue with pity as she spoke. 
 
    There was trash everywhere. Even the wreckage from the fallen ruins itself would take several hundreds of years to clean up. 
 
    The small golem was heading directly over to them. Did he have something to say? As they watched him, the golem was dumbly looking at the corpses of the Carbuncles. 
 
    Sungchul silently observed the golem’s actions. Does it register them as trash? 
 
    Then, something unbelievable happened. The small golem dug the ground, carefully placed the dead Carbuncles with its two hands, and began to make graves for them. It didn’t speak, but the golem’s actions clearly spoke of care and formality uncommon to human beings. 
 
    “Huh? That golem,” Bertelgia said as she suddenly flew toward it. She used the corner of her book to point out a hidden compartment concealed by stones located somewhere on the golem's back. 
 
    “Look here.” 
 
    “Is something there?” Sungchul let out a sigh and looked over to where she was pointing. His eyes widened in surprise. Embedded in the hidden compartment on the golem's back was a Soul Gem emitting a milky light just like the ones Sajators carried around. 
 
    Could this be…? At this moment, the trail of crumbs leading to Multicasting that he thought he had lost forever was found in the most unexpected of places. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite the rage that the Tree Mother had demonstrated as a reaction to the fierce battle between the hero of old against the hero of the current age, she still remained generous to those who made beautiful music. 
 
    The sound of Clarice's beautiful music was making the thickly overgrown roots retreat on their own, creating a path for them through the muddy river. 
 
    “Now that I think on it, I don’t think the path is that dangerous.” 
 
    Kruut, who had been on edge with all of the Alchemic Bombs in his hands, let out a sigh of relief before collapsing on the side of the boat. 
 
    The roots laid out by the Tree Mother were an obstacle at times, but it was also a dependable shield that protected them from others. At the very least, the path of the tree roots prevented encounters with dangerous predators or hostile Lizardmen. 
 
    Clarice slowly calmed her breathing and began to sing her next verse. 
 
    Something suddenly fell out from between the retreating roots and fell into the water with a splash. She felt uneasy as she watched the surface upon which the droplets of water splattered. 
 
    Nothing emerged, and the boat glided across the bubbling surface, and Clarice took her eyes away from the bubbles as she sang toward the roots blocking their path with all of her might. 
 
    But the stern of the ship unexpectedly began to tremble. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Kruut let out a scream as he crawled on his back. His hands, now dyed in bright red blood, were holding onto the sides of the boat. 
 
    “Uggggh…” 
 
    He added all the strength he could muster to pull out a single man from the water. A man in terrible shape, with an entire side of his face ripped up beyond recognition, collapsed into the ship. Clarice and Kruut knew full well the identity of this man. 
 
    “Shut your mouth… and continue forward… I won’t harm you if you do as I say…” 
 
    The Multicast Mage, Sajators, of the Seven Heroes began to hum softly while looking up toward the sky with a blank expression on his face. The area near his heart had a short spear lodged in, with an eerie dark-green light spreading bleak and bone-chilling darkness. 
 
    “Hurry…!” 
 
    Sajators, who had been urging them, heard the sound of a bell ringing in his ears. It rang the melody of doom that could only be heard from deep within the endless abyss. 
 
    - 
 
    He had been chosen to be a hero that would save the world before he was born. The greatest mages fought among themselves to become his mentors, and ancient and frail sages were eager to hand over their Soul Inheritance. Young Sajators, who was born into worship and expectations, grew up to be a true hero who would fight against the Calamity. 
 
    When he finally became a Transcendent, an expedition was formed in order to overcome the Calamity of the Demon Realm. It was a group of extraordinary people hailing from various parts of the continent who have been raised into excellence or achieved excellence through their strength. 
 
    But out of the several hundreds of people that made up this grueling expedition, only eight survived. 
 
    The expedition sustained a devastating loss and was all but destroyed, but Sajators himself was never in any real danger. He had been outstanding from birth and had been given everything. No enemy nor hazard was capable of pushing Sajators into desperation. Even during his defeat to the leader of the Seven Heroes, Desfort, he had lost by but a narrow margin. If he experienced anything, it was exhilaration. Not even that duel came anywhere close to making Sajators despair. 
 
    The world was never a dangerous place for Sajators who had been blessed by both gods and men alike, not even when he decided to become a Calamity. 
 
    How could he have known that there was someone who could so thoroughly break the Multicast Mage, the slayer of the Abyssal Sage of Absolom of the Second Calamity, and reduce him to such a wretched state? It was the first absolute defeat… no. It was the first time he ever experienced despair in the thousands of years he had ever lived. 
 
    W— Will I be able to fight again? He could hear the sound of the bell deep within his consciousness. 
 
    He tried to use vengeance as fuel to recover his dwindling morale, but the inescapably clear sound of the bell that rang so prominently in his mind brought vivid recollection of the rough treatment he had experienced at Sungchul’s hands. 
 
    Sajators’s breathing briefly paused, and his pupils grew to their maximum size. His broken and battered body trembled in terror. 
 
    “Ugh…Ugh…” 
 
    Sajators instinctively knew—the dreadful reality that he would never have the courage to challenge Sungchul ever again. 
 
    “Ugh...ugh...” 
 
    The fear of Sungchul penetrated deep down past his bones, all the way down to the genetic level. 
 
    Clarice and Kruut watched the young mage nervously, who was staring off into space while shivering by himself. 
 
    “What should we do, Gramps?” 
 
    Anyone could see that the state of this mage was extremely fragile, both in body and in mind. It might be possible to end his life with a simple swing of the axe toward the back of his neck right now. 
 
    “Gramps. He doesn’t look too good. Should we just axe him?” Clarice whispered while looking at Sajators out of the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “No! That there is Sajators!” Kruut stopped her in a panic. 
 
    “Sajators? Who?” 
 
    “That man is one of the Seven Heroes. Not sure if he’s the real deal or not, but—” 
 
    Staying in the Endless Library of La Grange for a week for the sake of his expedition wasn’t just for show. He had a general idea of who Sajators was and what he was like. 
 
    “No matter how wounded he looks, it’s probably safer for us just to do what the man commands.” 
 
    Kruut had a thought. Sajators had sustained mortal wounds that could kill him at any moment, and he was bleeding out even now. If they were to wait and see, Sajators could lose consciousness or simply die without them doing anything that put their lives at risk. 
 
    “Let’s just wait it out a bit. Time is on our side.” 
 
    Kruut’s words were soon realized. Sajators, who was watching the pair with predatory eyes, began to blink lazily before he started to wobble. Anyone could see that he was quickly losing consciousness. By the time the boat carrying Kruut’s party reached the wide opening in the river with a clear view of Panchuria, Sajators was motionless with his head down. 
 
    “Do you think he died?” 
 
    The hands gripping the handle of the axe tightened unconsciously as she kept her eyes locked onto Sajators. 
 
    He looked dead, but perhaps not. 
 
    She mustered some courage to slowly move toward Sajators. 
 
    Kruut Assam held his breath and watched his granddaughter from behind. He readied an Alchemic Bomb just in case. 
 
    There was no reaction from Sajators. It didn’t even feel like he was breathing. Clarice gulped nervously as she raised her axe high into the air. 
 
    She was actually quite proficient with axes. She had received special education during her youth which allowed her physical stats to be outstanding, not to mention her time working in the slaughterhouse after her family was brought to ruin. There was even that one time she managed to split open the head of the Great Jungle alligator, whose skin was as hard as stone, with just one swing. 
 
    She was calling upon those experiences as she prepared to swing her axe. 
 
    Swish! 
 
    An arrowhead flew past her hair. 
 
    “There! It’s those!” 
 
    Four boats appeared from within the reed forest. They seemed to be bandits or thieves, judging by their appearances. 
 
    “That bitch has George ‘Reformed’ Hunt’s axe!” one of the bandits shouted while pointing his finger at Clarice. 
 
    “Guuh uh…” 
 
    The golem that had been following the boat discovered the enemies and moved quickly to intercept them. The bandits were surprised by its sudden appearance and hastily rowed backward to escape but only ended up getting caught with their backs exposed. 
 
    Whiiing! 
 
    They saw a blade attached to one of the golem's remaining arms begin to spin precipitously. Unfortunately, its arm suddenly shattered on its own as it was about to try and split the bandits and the boat in two. 
 
    “Gwuuuh…” 
 
    The reason was simple. Sungchul was too strong. It appeared as though only one of the arms had broken off, but in reality, the inner mechanisms were in a critical state and just barely holding on. 
 
    Nothing had happened while it was slowly following the boat. But trying to move quickly to engage in battle brought all the damage to light. 
 
    The armless golem flailed around for a moment, unable to do anything before its life expired, and it sank to the bottom of the river. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    The scattering bandits regained their courage and turned their boats back around. 
 
    What happened next couldn’t even be described as a fight. 
 
    Kruut and Clarice wanted to resist with everything they had, but the bandits were experienced. Although Kruut had many items he had received from Sungchul, a bandits’ ambush from below the water had him captured and suppressed without a chance to use even a single item. 
 
    Clarice with the axe kicked up a fuss, but in the end, it was a fight without a hope of winning. After some brief shenanigans, both of them were captured along with the boat. 
 
    Kruut was screaming in pain as the boots of the bandits had him pinned down. And Clarice, for resisting with an axe, was tied up securely. 
 
    Sajators, who had been unconscious from the start, was left where he was in the corner of the boat. 
 
    “What should we do with them?” an emaciated bandit asked the rough-looking man who appeared to be their leader. 
 
    “They are the ones who killed my good friend George ‘Reformed’ Hunt. They can’t be allowed to live.” 
 
    His rough face looked over at Clarice, Kruut, then Sajators, respectively. 
 
    “Sell the girl off to a brothel in the Human Empire. Kill the others and dump them into the river.” 
 
    It was then that one of the subordinates spoke loudly with glee, “Boss! There’s something amazing here! It’s all gold coins!” 
 
    “Gold coins?” 
 
    The box covered with leather at the head of the boat turned out to be filled to the brim with shiny gold coins. 
 
    “Aren’t these Merchant Coalition gold coins? What a lucky day for me.” The bandit leader smiled, revealing his many missing teeth. The subordinates were filled with lust. 
 
    “So, about that, boss. Can we just play with the girl a little bit?” asked one. 
 
    “She was pretty strong from what I saw earlier. Can you even handle her?” responded another. 
 
    “Ah… that…” 
 
    “Get a Slave Hunter and brainwash her first. It should be several times more effective if we kill her family or close acquaintance in front of her,” said the bandit leader. 
 
    The bandits flashed cruel smiles at their boss’ words as they approached Kruut. 
 
    “This is for our friend, George ‘Reformed’ Hunt!” shouted one of the bandits as he raised his sword into the air. 
 
    “Gramps!” Clarice, who was tied to the mast, let out a sharp scream. It was the most joyous of sounds to the bandits’ ears. 
 
    But something unexpected happened. The man dressed as a mage thought to have died was slowly rising to his feet. 
 
    Beaten to a pulp, multiple broken bones, covered in blood, pallid face, and struggling to breathe… The bandits, who were initially surprised by his movement, broke into smiles and resumed ignoring him. 
 
    The man suddenly pointed at the bandits. 
 
    A bandit with a particularly good eye saw that under his mantle was a row of milk-colored glowing gems with a tiny magic formation appearing above them. “Huh?” 
 
    In the time it took for one of the bandits to tilt his head, a large number of projectiles spread out like a fan from his body in all directions following an explosion. 
 
    The bandits were slain without understanding what had happened to them. Not a single one was spared. 
 
    “These damned bell sounds…” 
 
    Sajators’s eyes closed again after his brief magical attack and slumped to the side. 
 
    Kruut Assam freed Clarice from her binds. 
 
    Clarice approached Sajators before she knew it. 
 
    She clearly remembered how he wanted to kill them. But it was also true that the one who saved them just now was the same mysterious man. Jumbled and complicated emotions came and left Clarice’s mind. After the storm had passed, Clarice kneeled next to Sajators and checked his condition. 
 
    “Are… you alright?” 
 
    “W— water. I need water.” 
 
    Sajators turned over his body and began to cough. Dark blood was mixed in with his coughing fit. 
 
    Clarice popped open the waterskin she carried with her and brought it to his lips. 
 
    “Clarice.” 
 
    Kruut stood in front of Sajators and shook his head, but Clarice didn’t stop. 
 
    Sajators drank all of her water and closed his eyes again. He had his head down and spoke with sorrow as if he was dreaming. 
 
    “Eckheart… why did you not join us?” 
 
    Sajators lost consciousness after uttering those words. Kruut grabbed the axe and came to their side. Clarice’s deep blue eyes stared blankly at the glinting blade of the axe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Familiar 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sungchul and Bertelgia continued to observe the small golem. 
 
    It continued down the ruin’s stony path and swept up the smaller rubbles that had fallen on it. The golem appeared stronger than its small frame would suggest as it lifted sizable boulders with ease. It used magic to move the ones that were too cumbersome to lift directly. It continued to work without rest for fifty minutes straight before leaving the ruins to another place. 
 
    Sungchul and Bertelgia followed behind. 
 
    The golem arrived at a secret garden hidden within the jungle. 
 
    Many different flowers of various colors were blooming beautifully around a crystal-clear spring of water, and there were equally vibrant butterflies fluttering about in the air. 
 
    The golem stood still at a corner and gazed upon the garden for a while. 
 
    “Woah… this place is really beautiful, isn’t it?” Bertelgia fluttered about with the butterflies in the garden as though her mood had improved greatly. 
 
    Sungchul’s mood wasn’t all that bad either. It’s a nice place. I would like to bring her here one day. 
 
    A butterfly with pale violet wings gracefully landed on Sungchul’s clothes to use as perch. 
 
    Sungchul found himself at peace as he watched the folding and unfolding of the unknown butterfly’s lethargic wings from the corner of his eyes. 
 
    Clouds quickly drifted past the dense foliage. Rain seemed imminent. It was at this moment that the small golem resumed activity, so Sungchul and Bertelgia likewise ended their break to follow it. 
 
    The golem resumed its work. It endlessly repeated the simple but arduous task of cleaning up the fallen debris. Sungchul became curious. 
 
    That one seems to be a golem with consciousness. 
 
    Luckily, Bertelgia was at Sungchul’s side, so he immediately asked her. 
 
    “Bertelgia, that golem over there. What do you think of it?” 
 
    “Hm. First off, I’m pretty sure it’s sentient. It’s using the Soul Gem to store that Carbuncle soul as both its core and brain. But its actions are still weird. It sometimes behaves like a mindless golem even though it has sentience, you know?” 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” 
 
    “Not sure. Maybe this is due to its quality.” 
 
    “The Carbuncle’s?” 
 
    “A clever Carbuncle would surpass the average human. But would an animal be diligent to this extent? I’m not so sure. Maybe an ant’s soul was mixed in? No… that’s not possible.” 
 
    “Mm… Is that so?” 
 
    The most important objective to complete at the moment was to befriend the golem. According to Sajators’s description, the key to unlocking Multicasting was to form a close bond with the Carbuncle that would become the second muzzle of magic. 
 
    In any case, why couldn’t this golem go into Sajators’s cape instead of being stuck doing this job? 
 
    Sungchul thought back to the explanation Sajators gave in the ruins and nodded once he remembered a certain phrase. 
 
    [But remember this; if you take a Soul Stone without winning over the King Carbuncle’s heart, then it could become as useless as those pebbles found rolling around outside.] 
 
    The one rolling about uselessly outside that Sajators referred to had to be the small golem, without a doubt. If that was true, then this golem had to have been protecting these ruins alone, from the previous age’s Calamity until now for an untold number of years. 
 
    Sungchul’s heart went out to this small and dull golem and felt a deep sense of familiarity toward it. 
 
    Does that mean it protected the ruins by itself for thousands and thousands of years? What a disheartening and lonely life. 
 
    Whatever was sealed within the Soul Stone could not have gone in voluntarily. Its soul had to have been extracted against its will and imprisoned in the Soul Stone. And then, it was deemed useless and discarded to be used for menial labor. 
 
    But why? 
 
    Sungchul decided to spend a bit more time observing the golem’s actions. 
 
    It patrolled the ruins and continued its work to remove the fallen debris. This was a meaningless task without an end. In the middle of work, the golem ran into a problem it couldn’t solve. There was debris too large to move with magic or strength. 
 
    “Gyuuung.” 
 
    It was the first time sound was emitted by the small golem. It was the characteristic “Woong” noise of the golems, but it gave off a cute feeling for some reason. 
 
    “Look at it, the poor thing.” Bertelgia, who had been watching quietly, now began to poke Sungchul’s shoulder with her corner. 
 
    “Ey, big strong man. How about helping the nice golem? Using your strength to kill people is the only thing you’re good at, yeah?” 
 
    “But I can also cook very well.” 
 
    Sungchul walked over to the small golem. It was obstructed by massive rubble whose top couldn’t be seen without looking straight up. This gigantic piece of stone that looked like it would require hundreds of horses to move was moved easily by the strength of one man. 
 
    Sungchul felt the god-like strength coursing through his body as he lightly tossed the massive refuse to the side. Mmm… Despite everything, I guess something like this is still a problem for someone my age. 
 
    He felt his hips stiffen as he looked over to the small golem. 
 
    The small golem, for the first time, had shown interest in Sungchul as it stared at him unapologetically with its two marble-like eyes. “Gyuuung?” 
 
    However, it was but a brief moment before it resumed its work. Sungchul, who watched it work for a bit longer, felt hungry, so he headed to the river. The massive rivers that crossed through the jungle were bursting with fish. 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    Sungchul enjoyed freshwater fish, but today he wanted to eat something different for once. He looked at the surroundings and noticed a marsh connected to the river. There were cotton plants that had grown to a man’s height in a few places around the marsh. Sungchul discovered a large crab crawling below the cotton plant. 
 
    Crackle. Crackle. 
 
    Several mud crabs were being roasted bright red on a fire burning by the riverside. It was the most natural way of cooking, roasted over flames without any spices or seasoning. 
 
    Sungchul tore off a crab leg that was sufficiently cooked and pulled the pincer apart. The steaming white flesh tempted Sungchul’s stomach. As he bit into it, he felt that there was nothing more heavenly than this. 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    [The score of this dish… 22 points!] 
 
    The fact that the food received such a high score with nothing but the original ingredient meant that the material used was of excellent quality. 
 
    The area in the vicinity of the Screaming Sword’s Edge mountain range isn’t so bad. 
 
    “Looks good.” 
 
    Bertelgia, who hadn’t been interested in Sungchul’s dishes before, was lingering around him for some particular reason. 
 
    “I like crab…” 
 
    “That’s quite the shame.” 
 
    Sungchul commented dryly before grabbing another leg and indulging himself. Bertelgia continued to watch him eating before she let out a sigh and hovered around him as though she was bored before abruptly opening her mouth as she recalled something. 
 
    “Oh right… is it okay for us to be so relaxed? Don’t we have to get that bad guy, Sajators?” 
 
    “The one who desperately needs to find the other isn't us, but Sajators.” 
 
    “Is it because of that weapon?” She asked the question with deliberate naivety. Sungchul nodded, so she gauged his mood before asking another question. 
 
    “That thing… how did you get it?” 
 
    “It was given to me.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “No need for you to know,” Sungchul cut her off there. 
 
    “I see! Well, I wasn’t that curious anyways!” 
 
    As she became silent, Sungchul continued his meal. 
 
    Only the shells of the juicy and succulent mud crabs remained on the floor. Sungchul bit into a fruit that he had been eyeing in the jungle before heading toward the small golem once again. 
 
    The golem was still in the middle of carrying out its endless mission without a complaint. But there was a slight difference today. The small golem’s path had changed. 
 
    As it was cleaning the fallen debris of the ruins, it was frequenting one particular path. A small path had formed where the golem had frequently crossed. It was clear to see that the golem was trying to open a path to somewhere. 
 
    “How about helping? You’ve eaten. It’ll cut down on the time you have to wait as well as increase its affection,” Bertelgia suggested. 
 
    Sungchul agreed that it wasn’t a bad idea, so he headed toward the small golem to help. 
 
    “Gyuung?” 
 
    The small golem only glanced over briefly at Sungchul before continuing with its task. Thanks to Sungchul’s assistance, the work progressed several times faster. It’s been a while since I’ve done work like this. 
 
    An indeterminable amount of time passed before the small golem stopped its movements. There was a familiar statue standing straight up before the small golem and Sungchul. 
 
    This is…? 
 
    It was a figure that could be seen in Eckheart’s room before Sajators’s attack. The small golem devotedly cleaned the figure’s vicinity. 
 
    “Gyoong.” 
 
    The small golem stared at Sungchul unapologetically while it finished the cleaning as though telling him to touch the statue. Sungchul slowly stretched his hand and reached toward Eckheart’s figure, and when he did, faint words appeared in his eyes. 
 
    It appeared that a portion of the text was lost as the destruction of the ruins had disrupted the formation, but what remained intact was activated. Sungchul read through the string of text. 
 
    [ … With the help of the Bertelgias that had been constructed all over the world, we should be more than able to deal with the Merfolk and their warlords who threaten the world, even the Shamans of the Abyss. But the Ruler of the Abyss is probably best left to brother Sajators and sister Vestiare.] 
 
    “Bertelgia, can you see it?” Sungchul called out to Bertelgia. She shook her body. 
 
    “Hm? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Try touching that model with your body.” 
 
    When Sungchul asked, Bertelgia brought a corner of her book toward the golem figure and hesitatingly touched it. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Bertelgia must have seen it as well now. The message continued. 
 
    [If you are of an Alchemist Class, then straighten your back and have your head held high. Alchemists might not be able to create something from nothing like a God, but they can certainly craft hope from despair!] 
 
    “It’s a message left by Papa!” 
 
    Bertelgia’s body trembled lightly. Sungchul nodded and read the final part of the message. 
 
    [If you see Carbung still hanging about outside, treat it well. He is quite shy but overall very friendly. I should have stopped them when they put him in a Soul Stone… he’s a good kid, so take care of him for me. Who knows? Maybe he’ll open his heart to you.] 
 
    The message ended there. Sungchul was suddenly looking up at the small golem standing beside him. 
 
    “Gyoong?” The small golem was looking down at Sungchul with its glass eyes as it cried out. 
 
    It must have been working on clearing this path to show me this. 
 
    Bertelgia suddenly flew over to the golem’s shoulders and spoke with a gentle voice. “Your name must be Carbung.” 
 
    “Gyoong!” The small golem nodded. 
 
    “It’s Papa’s naming sense, but I think it’s still better than this man?” Bertelgia spun around toward Sungchul. 
 
     “You have a problem with my naming convention?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “You’re going to add some Favre or something.” 
 
    “Favre is a famous figure.” 
 
    As they argued back and forth, a significant change occurred in the small golem’s body. The chassis that surrounded the core opened up, and the Soul Stone hidden within revealed itself. Sungchul and Bertelgia both shut their mouths and watched the small golem’s sudden behavior. 
 
    Carbung was communicating through its actions. Take him. 
 
    “Why is it suddenly doing this? Did you manage to earn Carbung’s heart already? That can’t be possible.” 
 
    Bertelgia was full of skepticism, and Sungchul agreed. His Charisma and Luck were tied at a solid 28. It was a level of Charisma that even a street cat could beat. Still, Sungchul could understand the small golem’s inner thoughts for one reason or another. 
 
    You must have been lonely, spending several thousands of years all alone. 
 
    Sungchul had also spent nearly ten years in solitude. He knew better than most how difficult it was to spend those years in solitude. Sungchul felt exhausted by just ten years, but the golem had spent thousands of such years. 
 
    Sungchul reached out and grasped the white Soul Stone from within the golem, and when he did, a brightly lettered message appeared in his view. Sungchul’s eyes opened in surprise. 
 
    [ Familiar ] 
 
    Meerkat Carbuncle (Soul Stone) 
 
    A new category opened up in his status window. 
 
    This means that Bertelgia wasn’t a mere a familiar as I had suspected. 
 
    He had realized that she had been an independent entity since very early on, but this simply served as proof to his conjecture. 
 
    Another surprising event followed. The familiar within the Soul Stone transmitted its intentions directly to Sungchul’s consciousness. Sungchul looked at the Soul Stone before speaking to it in a low voice. 
 
    “What? You want me to make another golem in your stead to clean this place?” 
 
    The Soul Stone emitted a faint light in what seemed to be an affirmation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Destroyer. 
 
    That was Sungchul’s official title. Currently, everyone referred to him as the Enemy of the World, but the only proper designation acknowledged by the Oracular Seer was the Destroyer. 
 
    As the possessor of such a title, Sungchul was the type of person who was more used to destroying things than creating them. 
 
    It was the same with the golems. He had destroyed so many golems that he could not count how many it might have been. But not once had he put one together. 
 
    “It’s not so hard. You know, creating a golem,” Bertelgia spoke in an unexpectedly proud manner. 
 
    “Are you saying that one can make golems with Alchemic techniques?” 
 
    He felt uncomfortable as a man outside of society, but nothing could be done about it. 
 
    “The only things that can be crafted through Alchemy are the golem’s core that serves as its brain and heart. The torso and limbs will require the help of a mage or a craftsman. No matter how much power you have, you need a medium to utilize that power, right? It’s not within the realm of Alchemy to breathe life into inanimate objects such as stone.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, are you’re saying that we’re currently unable to make a golem?” 
 
    Bertelgia floated about freely when asked by Sungchul before landing softly on top of the golem that was hunched over behind Sungchul. 
 
    “There’s already one here. An empty golem.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that we only need to make the core.” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “How do you make one, though?” 
 
    When Sungchul asked, Bertelgia opened her pages as though she had been prepared for it already. It was a recipe, and Sungchul read it carefully. 
 
      
 
    
     [Miniaturized Golem Core] 
 
     Level: 6 
 
     Attribute: Gold 
 
     Recipe: Carbuncle Crystal, Vortex Soul, Metallic Essence, Neutralizing Essence 
 
     Tool: Portable Stove, Hammer, Empty Soul Stone 
 
   
 
      
 
    It was a level 6 Alchemic Item. It was an item on a level Sungchul got close to attempting. And for the modern people who considered an Alchemist capable of producing a level 5 Alchemic Item to be a venerable master of the field, it was a whole new world they couldn't even dream of. 
 
    Although Sungchul felt a bit intrigued, he also recognized a critical problem. He looked at Bertelgia as he opened his mouth. 
 
    “Alright, so where can a Vortex Soul be found?” 
 
    It was an ingredient Sungchul had never heard of before, and he got the strong impression that it would be difficult to obtain as he noticed “soul” attached to its name. 
 
    Bertelgia gathered her thoughts and began to explain calmly. 
 
    “Mmm, that... it's a type of soul. It is a collection and mixture of a near-soul-like subconsciousness of beasts or large insects that lack a proper soul like a human's, fused into one for one reason or another. They got their name because that aggregation looks like a vortex, but it’s not that rare! Some of the larger magic stores often sell them and are often supplied by Necromancers.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there are no magic stores around here.” 
 
    “Mm… that’s true.” 
 
    The Tree Mother troubled their minds when they considered returning to Panchuria. 
 
    It has become quite the predicament. Sungchul lay on top of the debris and cooled his head. He decided to return to Panchuria after much thought. He knew from experience that it would be nothing more than a waste of time to force a solution that didn’t exist. Kruut and his granddaughter must have returned safely to Panchuria, right? I should find them again and ask for guidance. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out the Bell of Oom Bruuk and shook it lightly. Its sound felt more distant than before. It meant that the distance had increased. He’s alive as expected. He shouldn’t be able to last much longer, though, thought Sungchul. 
 
    The bell disappeared without a trace when he gripped it more tightly. 
 
    “We’re heading back to Panchuria,” said Sungchul as he stood up. He even explained the reason to Carbung in the Soul Stone. 
 
    “We’re going to find the ingredients to craft the golem. I will keep our promise, don’t worry.” 
 
    As Sungchul walked forth, Bertelgia flapped on behind him. Sungchul soon felt the gaze of something he hadn’t felt before, looking in his direction as he prepared to leave the ruins. 
 
    There’s quite a lot of them. 
 
    He roughly counted more than a hundred individuals around him. They had a similar presence to humans, but it was a feeling that was much colder and stickier. Sungchul soon discovered the identity of the group that was watching him. Those with the head of a lizard and the body of a man, the Lizardmen, were there. 
 
    They remained on the other side of the pyramid, the ground boundaries that Carbung had been cleaning. The golem now watched him quietly. 
 
    A Lizardman emerged from the grasses as Sungchul left the ruins to speak loudly. 
 
    “There. Human. Reveal your identity!” 
 
    Sungchul continued to trudge on and walked up to the Lizardmen. The others hidden within the foliage reeled back in fear. Sungchul found it strange. 
 
    Do the Lizardmen also feel fear? This is different from what I’ve been told. 
 
    Sungchul walked toward the crowd of Lizardmen with his arms raised to show that he was unarmed. The Lizardmen he saw up close were clearly afraid of something. Whether the subject of fear was Sungchul or not was not yet known. 
 
    Soon, a Lizardman wearing armor and a helm embedded with dazzling jewels stepped up to Sungchul. This Lizardman whose height approached nearly two meters spoke with a dignified voice as he looked down upon him. 
 
    “I am Barmui, the War Chief of the Kingdom of the Lizardmen. I ask, human, reveal your identity and the reason you are in this place.” 
 
    Gazes filled with both hostility and fear moved restlessly behind this Lizardman. 
 
    Sungchul watched Barmui and his subordinates with indifference and replied calmly, “I am just a passerby. I have come seeking secret magic hidden in this place.” 
 
    Sungchul wasn’t the type to withhold the truth if there was no need for it. He knew full well how small lies could eventually come back to bite you and how easily they destroy trust. 
 
    In any case, the Kingdom of Lizardmen was an independent faction, wholly separate from the continent's other nations. They had no ties to the Champions of the Continent, the World Parliament, and other enemies of Sungchul. 
 
    Barmui flicked his tongue a few times in contemplation before opening his mouth to speak again in a serious tone. 
 
    “We rushed to gather scouts after hearing an incredible explosion coming from this place. We also saw it. The destruction of the cursed ruins.” Barmui glared at the ruins of the fallen pyramid behind Sungchul. 
 
    “Do you know what happened here?” 
 
    “Sajators showed up.” 
 
    Sungchul spoke without hiding anything. But the mention of Sajators’s name brought something akin to terror to Barmui’s eyes. But this was a weak reaction. The Lizardmen soldiers hiding in the reeds were screaming incoherently and writhing as if they were having seizures. 
 
    Sungchul didn’t understand the reason for their behavior, but it was clear that the Lizardmen greatly feared Sajators. 
 
    “That… monster from the legends appeared here?” 
 
    Barmui pulled out his weapon. Chakram. It was a perfectly circular throwing weapon. Three chakrams were spinning simultaneously on his thick, scaly finger, making a chilling sound. 
 
    Sungchul watched the chakrams’ rotation unemotionally as he replied, “I defeated Sajators. And now he’s trying to flee.” 
 
    Barmui’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    “W-what? That… monster lost? How could that be? That human cannot be beaten… I don’t believe you!” A shadow of distrust loomed within the Lizardman’s wide eyes. 
 
    Sungchul didn’t reply but instead pulled out Fal Garaz. He struck the ground under everyone's watchful gaze. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The earth trembled with a thunderous noise. The force was so great that it caused a part of the wreckage that had been standing precariously in the distance to collapse, kicking up thick dust into the air. 
 
    The Lizardmen were unable to close their gaping jaws upon witnessing this. Barmui was no exception. “W-who are you?” 
 
    “I am Sungchul Kim.” 
 
    “S— Sungchul Kim?” 
 
    “The other humans have taken to calling me the Enemy of the World.” 
 
    “The Enemy of the World!” Barmui shouted with a raised voice. He might not have recognized the name “Sungchul,” but “Enemy of the World” seemed to have resonated with him. 
 
    “Prepare for battle!” 
 
    Barmui fell back dexterously and joined his subordinates. The Lizardmen that had been hiding within the tall grass spun their spears and chakrams and took a battle stance. 
 
    A shallow moan escaped Sungchul’s lips. Did my infamy manage to spread this far? 
 
    At this moment, an elderly Lizardman escorted by guards in ornate clothing stepped out from between the Lizardmen and walked slowly in Sungchul’s direction. 
 
    “Stop this. Barmui. This human is not our enemy.” 
 
    The elderly Lizardman possessed white scales that stood out from the others, and the clothing enveloping his body appeared more ornate and refined than Barmui’s. It was clear with a single glance that he was a noble. A single word appeared within Sugnchul’s hazy memories. This Lizardman. Is he from the Shaman caste? 
 
    William Quinton Marlboro. The man who currently held the title of the Emperor had once mentioned the social hierarchy of the mysterious race known as the Lizardmen. According to him, the Priest caste was second only to the Royal caste and was treated reverently near the very top of Lizardmen’s social hierarchy. 
 
    “I have heard of you in the past. Sungchul Kim,” the Lizardman spoke, and Sungchul became curious. 
 
    “You. So, you recognize my name.” 
 
    “Your name isn’t the only thing I know. I also know that you are facing the Calamity alone instead of the treacherous humans.” 
 
    Sungchul felt like this was someone he could reasonably speak with. He had a faint grin as he put away Fal Garaz. Once Sungchul was unarmed, the elderly Lizardman waved his hands to have the Lizardmen put down their weapons as well. 
 
    “I am Murohk. I am the Head of the Shamans.” The elderly Lizardman opened his arms in a sign of welcome. 
 
    - 
 
    It was a mountain. Like countless other mountains whose origins were unknown, it too witnessed the endless cycle of seasons as it remained in place for thousands of years. There was not a single person that doubted its identity as a mountain as this assumption seemed as natural as the rising of the sun from the east, until a few decades ago, when mages of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea under the austere protection of their escorts, came to survey the land. They discovered that there was a rumor circulating among those who frequently crossed the mountains—that the mountain had a face. 
 
    After the dissolution of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, some of those mages who became free to act as they wished returned to the mountains out of curiosity. But they were unsuccessful in locating anything that resembled a face anywhere. 
 
    Rumors about the mountain, Protector’s Peak, began to fade away as a legend until it was eventually forgotten. 
 
    But there was a completely unprecedented event taking place on Protector’s Peak. 
 
    “Hahaha! It’s moving! It’s moving!” 
 
    A man and a woman were watching Protector’s Peak, which was undergoing a massive earthquake. Despite wearing thick coats, the man’s bulky muscles still showed through. The man was built like a titan. It was rare for anyone of current times to recognize his face, but anyone in the past era would have recognized this man wearing a lion’s pelt from a distance and shouted in awe. He was one of the Seven Heroes, the Pursuer of Endless Strength, Daltanius. 
 
    At his side was a pale woman in white standing as still as a picture. The Echo Mage, Vestiare. She watched the earth, sand, and trees fall far below into the inky darkness as she opened her mouth to speak, “Communication with Sajators has been lost.” 
 
    “Sajators?” Daltanius clenched one eye shut as he asked in a husky voice. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He then crossed his arms and gave a toothy smile. “Well, he’s always done as he wanted. Isn’t this just par for the course by now?” 
 
    “The problem is that the Colossus in the jungle hasn’t been activated. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “It’s probably not true, but he might have run into trouble there.” 
 
    “That might be bad. Putting aside his character, his talents are irreplaceable.” 
 
    “For that reason, I wanted to go check on him myself, but you know he dislikes me. And quite badly too.” 
 
    Daltanius understood what she was implying. “Are you asking me to go in your stead?” 
 
    Vestiare gave a faint smile at his question and nodded. “You have a fairly good relationship with him, so he should have trouble rejecting your help should you offer it.” 
 
    “Well, it can’t be helped. It’s time for the most reliable man in the world to step up!” He had a wide smile as he punched the earth with his fist. The large bedrock shook before falling down the cliffs into the darkness below. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A massive god-like figure rose from where the stone had fallen. The true identity of this entity, thought to be a mountain for generations, was known only to an extremely small selection of people. 
 
    Colossal Calamity Warmachine, Bertelgia. This Colossus, created to fight the Calamities and protect humanity, was now a part of the Calamity preparing to deliver divine retribution upon mankind. 
 
    The sudden appearances of extremely massive god-like golems were reported all over the continent. The ruling elites of the world, whose attention had been focused on the appearance of the Seven Heroes, could only watch helplessly as these Colossi all traveled toward their territories. 
 
    Sungchul was led away from the ruins to a Lizardmen outpost not too far from the ruins by Murohk’s request. This was because the golem that patrolled the area around the ruins could appear at any moment. 
 
    Sitting inside a rather large outpost, Sungchul was told by Murohk to ask for anything he needed. Sungchul asked if it was possible to get some Vortex Soul. He had asked without any expectations, but he lucked out. Murohk commanded the fastest soldier to head to the kingdom and return with a Vortex Soul. 
 
    Naturally, there was some time to burn before the soldier would arrive, which allowed Sungchul to listen to Murohk talk about the stories of the past. 
 
    “Sajators… no, the Seven Heroes are said to have saved the world from the Calamities. But they were really just another Calamity for us.” 
 
    Murohk conveyed his story, a little-known tale about what happened thousands of years ago. 
 
    The Seven Heroes, who returned after successfully defeating the Demon King, rose to the pinnacle of prestige and authority. All kings and clergy rewarded them with the highest seats of honor and gave them as many resources as they could provide. Drowning in never-ending praises and near-fanatical worship by the people, the Seven Heroes grew more and more arrogant. 
 
    They confidentially entered the battlefield when the next Calamity, the invasion of the Merfolk from the Deep Sea, finally began. But the Merfolk proved to be a far more cunning and difficult foe to defeat than the Demons. The Seven Heroes frequently failed to defend what they were tasked to protect, which made their reputation quickly plummet to the ground. 
 
    It was then that the Seven Heroes had changed. They were no longer heroes but tyrants. They demanded great sacrifice from the common folks that lived in their era, using the need to confront the Calamities as a front. It was no different in the great jungle. 
 
    Murohk let out a mournful sigh as he continued, “Using our lack of compliance to his demands as an excuse, he led a giant army of golems into our kingdom and massacred a large number of our ancestors. And to the ancestors that survived, he had them build that accursed ruin.” Murohk pointed in the direction of the ruins. 
 
    “My God… That was built by the Lizardmen…” Bertelgia spoke apologetically with a weak voice. 
 
    “An unbelievable number of our ancestors perished in the hellish labor camps during its construction. And Sajators was not even a little embarrassed about the unspeakable cruelty he had inflicted upon our people.” Murohk’s eyes burned with rage. 
 
    “To stop the Calamity. Sajators justified his cruelty with this one phrase.” 
 
    That was when Sungchul knew that there was substance behind the elder Lizardman’s story. Murohk’s story not only implicated Sajators but Sungchul as well. If nothing else, his piercing gaze gave proof of his unspoken thoughts. 
 
    Sungchul calmly opened his mouth to speak. “I am different from those people.” 
 
    “We hope that is so.” 
 
    From afar, a Lizardman soldier ran toward them like a ferocious animal. It was the soldier sent to retrieve the Vortex Soul. Sungchul bade farewell to the Lizardmen after receiving the Vortex Soul. 
 
    “Ah, I have one more thing to say,” Murohk spoke again as Sungchul was about to leave. He spoke slowly once Sungchul turned around to look at him. 
 
    “The floating City in the River. Do you know who founded the city that the humans call Panchuria?” 
 
    Sungchul shook his head. 
 
    “Sajators,” replied the head shaman. 
 
    “Sajators?” said Sungchul finding it hard to believe what he was hearing. 
 
    “There is something hidden beneath the city. Even we don’t know what it is, but one thing that we can say is that it’s something immeasurably dangerous. That is all.” 
 
    Murohk’s voice held belied his fear and unease. He left after gifting Sungchul a flute. 
 
    “Seek us out any time you have a question. The sound of that flute will lead you to our Kingdom.” 
 
    Sungchul held the Vortex Soul and looked toward the retreating figures of the Lizardmen blankly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Sungchul was busy examining the rear of the small golem at the ruins, a deathly silence hung over Clarice and Kruut’s boat. Clarice was looking at the mage slumped beside her foot. The menacing axe was gripped tightly in her hand. 
 
    “Clarice.” 
 
    Kruut called his granddaughter over with a concerned voice. Clarice slowly nodded and raised the axe. She clenched her eyes shut and brought it down with a shout. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    She could feel something being cleaved. I… killed someone…! 
 
    Guilt and an intense sense of emptiness punched a hole in her heart, and emotions poured out like floodwater. But this couldn’t be avoided. It was kill or be killed. Clarice gasped heavily as she mentally justified her actions. 
 
    “Clarice.” She heard Kruut’s voice from behind her. 
 
    “Uh… Clarice,” her grandfather called again. 
 
    Irritation surged in Clarice because of his insistent calling. Wasn’t it because of her grandfather that she was forced to commit this murder? Every part of this was because of his choices. 
 
    “What do you want?” She angrily turned around. Kruut was pointing forward. It was the direction that she wasn’t ready to look at because of the corpse and the severed head. 
 
    “What? What? Just what do you want to say!?” 
 
    “No, just look at the front! The front!” 
 
    Kruut was pointing forward with a pale face. Something was wrong. Clarice swallowed hard and turned her head as unnaturally as a clockwork doll to face the indicated direction. 
 
    “Huh…?” 
 
    The one hit by the axe was not Sajators but a small girl they had no idea where she came from. 
 
    “Ah...Ahhhh…!” 
 
    The moment Clarice was about to begin screaming, the expressionless girl pushed the axe out of her shoulders where it had been embedded. Clarice lost her grip on the axe and fell backward on her behind after she witnessed such a surreal sight. 
 
    “I’m giving you a warning, but I’ll kill all of you if you ever try something like this again.” The girl with pale skin spoke with a tone as cold as a field of frozen ice. Kruut and Clarice immediately froze in place. 
 
    The girl walked up to the collapsed body of Sajators. One of the Soul Gems strung under Sajators’s mantle was shining. She spoke softly as she stroked the Soul Gem tenderly. 
 
    “Thank you, Carbungbung. If not for you, your stupid owner would’ve already died to some nameless barbarian.” 
 
    The girl looked toward Clarice again after her speech. The moment their eyes locked, Clarice and Kruut experienced intimidation so strong it became difficult to breathe. 
 
    “I command you, nurse this man the best you can until he recovers. If he’s dead when I come back to check on him again… then I’ll make sure to make you regret ever being alive.” 
 
    The girl disappeared into a magical formation after issuing a command they could not refuse. Kruut and Clarice had nothing they could do to change anything. 
 
    And this was how the Assam family began their bizarre cohabitation with Sajators. 
 
    Clarice was put into a situation where she had to allow two men she wanted least to live in her lovely home. 
 
    She wiped away Sajators’s blood and wet his lips with wet cotton before heading to a pharmacy on her boat to tend to Sajators’s wounds. She had to do all sorts of little tasks to take care of Sajators. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kruut was absolutely no help at all. It was a relief that he at least wasn’t drinking and getting into trouble again. 
 
    It wasn’t until the next day that Sajators regained his consciousness. He opened his eyes and looked around the bed and then saw her—a brunette woman was dozing off with her eyes shut by the bedside under an unfamiliar ceiling. 
 
    “What is this…?” Sajators felt disgusted and tried to get up. But that caused a jolt of terrible pain to shoot through his whole body, and he let out a short scream. 
 
    Amidst the agony was the clear sound of a bell. A dreadful hand beckoned him from the abyss. Sajators’s pupils dilated all the way. 
 
    That’s right… I…! 
 
    The unerasable memory of the man’s back took hold of his mind. Just imagining it was enough to drain all his strength and leave him gasping for breath. That was when Clarice woke up and opened her eyes. 
 
    She was the one who was more flustered to see the other one awake and flailed around nervously before getting a grip and asking him a question. “Y— You’re alive?” 
 
    “Are you stupid? Can’t you tell by looking?” 
 
    Sajators winced as he brushed the loose hair from his eyes. He was badly beaten, dressed in rags, and bore injuries all over his body. But even this horrific state was not enough to conceal the beauty he was gifted with. 
 
    “Have you nursed me to health?” He wasn’t aware that Clarice had swung an axe at his exposed neck before. So his eyes and words were largely devoid of his usual toxicity when he addressed her. 
 
    Clarice blinked a few times and then nodded. 
 
    Sajators made an annoyed expression and waved his hands at Clarice. “Leave my sight, wretched woman. I think all of the food I’ve eaten for the last three days will come back up if I keep looking at your ugly face.” 
 
    “Haaah…” She felt like blood was rushing to her head because a man who outwardly looked younger than her kept calling her ugly. But Clarice knew just how powerful this man was. Let it go. Let it go. 
 
    She just barely managed to hold back her trembling fists as she headed out as told. 
 
    Sajators sat on the bed with a blank expression until she left, upon which he immediately grasped his head and pressed his face into the pillow. 
 
    “Ugh…” 
 
    There was physical pain, but the never-ending sound of the bell ate away at his mind. If this continued, his sanity would be completely unraveled, and he would experience a far worse fate than death. Is there no other way but to call for help? 
 
    Unfortunately, his pride didn’t allow that option. He especially didn’t want this information to fall to his nemesis, Vestiare, or Ga Xi Ong, whom he treated like an insect. The idea he would give them an eternal source of mockery was worse than death to him. 
 
    Damn it. If only if Eckheart was still around! 
 
    Unfortunately, Eckheart no longer existed. Of the Seven Heroes, he only trusted the Leader, Desfort, and Daltanius, who was on good terms with everyone. But he couldn’t bring himself to be the one to ask for help first. His lifelong indulgence in his poor treatment of others was coming back to bite him at his most critical hour. It might have been possible had he been able to think calmly of a solution, but the endless ringing of the bell made even that impossible. 
 
    Sajators felt himself being more and more cornered and helpless as time went on. Half a day flowed by, soaked in misery and despair. 
 
    There was a sound of a struggle outside. 
 
    “That man told us not to use the gold bars carelessly! Didn’t you hear him warning us to melt it down before using it because it’s dangerous as it is?” It was a female’s voice. The person she was talking to appeared to be an old man leaning on a split. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just one. Do you really think something will happen? Do you think those friends thousands of miles away will come here just because of a single gold bar?” 
 
    The fight didn’t last long. It was because they couldn’t ignore the fact that Sajators was in the house as well. He heard a single slam of the door, and things fell silent. 
 
    Sajators felt parched, so he picked up the water bottle set next to the bed on a bedside table and gulped it all down. The headache refused to go away. 
 
    Fuck. There’s no other choice. I need to ask Daltanius for help. Fuck my pride. I won’t be able to survive like this. 
 
    Just when he decided on his plan of action and wanted to calm down, he heard a song he’d never heard before. It was music that danced between the boundary of beauty and unpleasantness as if skating on thin ice. 
 
    He initially found it unpleasant. He felt his headache worsen and wanted to scream at her to stop, but once she passed the thin ice and arrived at a mournful melody with longer and more emotional parts, he felt the torturous toll of the bell temporarily stop. Hm? Wait! 
 
    Strictly speaking, the sound of the bell didn’t disappear, but the mournful and longing melodies of a song coming from the other side of the door somehow had the power to let him temporarily forget about the dysrhythmic noise that tormented his body. 
 
    Sajators held his breath to focus on the song that continued. Ah right… 
 
    It was only after she had finished the song that Clarice remembered the unpleasant guest living in her home. It was a momentary lapse in judgment. Her boiling rage at Kruut being unable to clean up his act in this dangerous time drove her so angry that she was singing to herself to try and cope with it. It had long been her habit to sing whether she was angry or sad. Through music, she found the strength to withstand the waves after waves of misfortune that followed the brief moment of happiness of her childhood. 
 
    He wouldn’t kill me for singing just one song, right? 
 
    A breeze flowed from behind her, rustling her hair and clothes. The door to the unwelcome guest’s room had opened up. She gave an awkward smile as she slowly turned her head. She had to rack her brain for an excuse to appease this small yet violent man. But what awaited her was neither disgust nor anger. It was applause. She couldn’t even remember when was the last time she had been given applause because of how long ago it had been. 
 
    “It’s an excellent song.” 
 
    The most unlikely of an audience had appeared before her. Clarice kept her eyes wide open as she watched the man clap. She didn’t know how to react. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – An Unfortunate Woman 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Keep singing, woman.” 
 
    Sajators made a haughty gesture and ordered her to sing. 
 
    Clarice’s song didn’t really counteract the effects of Oom Bruuk. All that it did was help him regain mental stability for a moment. It may not seem like such short relief could make any difference, but for a mage of Sajators’s caliber, just moments of clarity were enough to bring about vastly different outcomes. Sajators activated a high-class form of healing magic to completely heal his body clean while Clarice was singing. Broken bones were mended, and the bleeding stopped. When he even recovered his lost eyesight, Sajators couldn't help but let out a laugh. 
 
    “What a lucky man I am.” 
 
    Sajators’s Luck was at 542 points. It was a fitting value of Luck for the man that had been handed the world to him since birth. He decided to proceed to the next step right away without taking a break. He wanted to contact Daltanius. 
 
    Sajators then ordered Clarice once again, “Continue your song, you ugly woman.” 
 
    However, the song did not resume, and when he looked at her with irritation, Clarice looked back with a cowed expression and spoke cautiously, “I’m sorry… but would it be alright if I took a short break? I’ve been overworked for the past few days, and my throat is hurting.” 
 
    “The state of your throat is none of my concern.” Sajators, now back to good health, resumed with his cruelty. He created daggers of ice and launched them toward Clarice as a warning. 
 
    “If you must rest, I’ll make sure you will never sing again.” 
 
    He moved the blade to slit her throat, but it melted the instant it touched her skin. She felt the alarmingly cold object touch her throat and slide down her neck. It made her ask herself, Why am I so unlucky? 
 
    Clarice was unbelievably unfortunate. 
 
    Even this man wouldn’t have been able to recover as quickly if she just didn’t sing a song. 
 
    Clarice’s Luck stat was 7. It was a lucky number in name only and subjected her to live her life in a permanent state of misfortune, at least up until now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Governor of Panchuria, Rolmay Chui, received a troubling report from the executives of the Coalition of Merchants. 
 
    “It seems that the Enemy of the World is within this city, and we have caught a man presumed to be his accomplice.” 
 
    The evidence was an edict sent in secret by the head of the Coalition, Governor Hornecko, which was distributed throughout the guild across the land. According to him, the Enemy of the World was spending the unmarked gold coins and bars stolen from the Coalition's vault as he pleased, and such gold bullions have been discovered within Panchuria. This meant that the Enemy of the World or people associated with him were out and about here. According to the executive from the Coalition of Merchants, this truth has already been reported back to the main headquarters of the Coalition. But the problem started from there. 
 
    A giant golem comparable in size to a mountain appeared close to the regional Coalition headquarters and was destroying everything in its vicinity, and so the Coalition’s main branch was unable to provide any kind of support. This was why the executive of the Coalition had come seeking this place out. 
 
    “We need the Governor’s help.” 
 
    The ball was in the Governor of Panchuria’s court. It was up to Governor Rolmay Chui to make the call on how to proceed. How were they going to deal with the Enemy of the World? Was there anything that he could do at all? 
 
    “Mm… I understand your situation... but even with more soldiers, do you really think we’ll be able to capture him?” 
 
    Rolmay was quite astute, contrary to his dull appearance. He continued to speak. 
 
    “Let’s just pretend we don’t know anything and ignore it. Reports say that Colossi have appeared all over the world and are destroying many cities and territories. Imagine if the Enemy of the World was triggered into a rampage, just how chaotic the world would become.” 
 
    For someone in a position of power, the Governor came to an unusually realistic conclusion. But never in his wildest dreams could he have guessed that hidden deep underwater beneath the city was a golem capable of annihilating it effortlessly. 
 
    At the same time, Sungchul was swimming in the murky mud water below the city. He had discovered the Colossus in question close to the bottom of the river. It’s much larger than anything I’ve imagined. 
 
    Sungchul climbed aboard the boat and took a quick look around his surroundings. This city will be destroyed without a trace the moment another Bertelgia gets activated. The reason was that this city was created to serve as nothing more than a camouflage to hide the Colossus. 
 
    I have to stop the activation of that weapon no matter what. But before that… Sungchul looked at the bell in his hand. The sound of the bell was close now. I’ll finish off Sajators. 
 
    This was the main reason that he had returned to Panchuria. He softly stroked the Soul Stone strung inside his coat and spoke to it. 
 
    “I’ll make you a golem next time, Carbung. I have a problem that needs to be resolved immediately.” 
 
    An oar in one hand, and a bell in the other, Sungchul began navigating Panchuria’s web-like waterways on his boat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Sajators was listening to Clarice’s song with an impatient expression on his face. The sound of the bell rang out irregularly in between the lyrics, interfering with his concentration. Its effectiveness is starting to wear off. 
 
    Fortunately, he managed to establish communication with Daltanius. According to him, he was already on his way and was preparing to use Long-Distance Teleportation. 
 
    That should be as good as being halfway done. Sajators aggressively waved his hand to stop the singing. 
 
    “That’s enough, woman.” 
 
    He threw on his outerwear and looked ready to depart. Clarice understood his intention in a glance. 
 
    “Are you leaving?” 
 
    Sajators nodded. His emotionless eyes looked at Clarice before he pulled out something from his pockets. It was an ancient dagger embedded with dazzling gems. 
 
    “This is for the service you have provided me until now. Receive it gratefully.” 
 
    Clarice looked at it with equal disinterest. It was because she had more gold coins than she could ever spend. 
 
    “Don’t you like my compensation?” Sajators looked at her with the corner of his eyes and asked straight out. 
 
    “No, I like it.” 
 
    Hollow words. Sajators saw through it immediately. He scoffed and spoke in a confident voice as he always had. “Well, since you did indeed play a small part in my resurrection, I’ll let you in on a secret as a special gift.” 
 
    Sajators ended it there and stood before a mirror to fix his attire for a while. He adjusted his clothes for so long that Clarice had begun to get bored when he spoke coldly. 
 
    “Take all your belongings and immediately leave this city once I leave this place.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” Clarice’s eyes shot up as she asked, and Sajators simply pointed a finger to the ground at his feet. 
 
    “Soon, this city will vanish without a trace by the hands of the Colossus sleeping below the waters.” 
 
    “T-that…” It was still a lukewarm reaction, but she clearly looked surprised. 
 
    Sajators smirked as he boldly stepped out the door. “Live well, ugly one.” 
 
    He stepped out the door without any hesitation. It was indeed an appropriate response for one of the Seven Heroes who no longer burdened themselves with an average human's colorful emotions and feelings. However, Sajators walked right back into the house by backtracking the moment his foot touched the ground outside. 
 
    “Hm?” Clarice tilted her head. 
 
    “Haa… Haa…!” Sajators, who had quietly closed the door behind him, looked stricken with fear and his breathing became audibly rough. The reason was simple. The moment he stepped foot out of the door, he saw a man on a boat passing by, wearing a tattered coat with his mouth clenched shut while holding a resolute expression on his face. It was Sungchul. 
 
    Sajators leaned against the shut door and was unable to move for a moment. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Clarice asked bluntly. 
 
    “Shhh!” Sajators frantically scanned the area outside with a fear-stricken expression on his pale face. Thankfully, it appeared that Sungchul hadn’t discovered him yet. It felt like a miracle to Sajators, but what really happened was that Sungchul was distracted by Bertelgia and wasn’t paying attention to the other side. 
 
    “Why not just shake that bell for all its worth? Didn’t you say that Sajators could hear it when you shake it? Let’s just let him have it while we’re at it!” 
 
    “... That isn’t a wise method, Bertelgia. This weapon isn’t supposed to be used that recklessly.” 
 
    Sungchul felt the weight of the Weapon of Calamity in his hands more heavily than anybody. The usage of a Weapon of Calamity required a payment of sorts. Even Sungchul didn’t know the exact cost of its utilization, but he could vaguely sense something gradually escape from within him. This was why he had to be deliberate in its usage. But Bertelgia thought differently. 
 
    Nothing good can come with carrying a Weapon of Calamity for too long! She hid her intentions from Sungchul and chose to carry out her wish in other ways instead. She clasped tightly onto the hand that held the bell and began to shake as hard as she could. 
 
    Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
 
    The sound of Calamity resonating from Oom Bruuk was sent in every direction in rapid succession. 
 
    “Bertelgia, what are you doing? So crass. Just get into my pocket. Nothing good can come from attracting too much attention.” 
 
    Sungchul extended his hand and tried to retrieve her, but Bertelgia flew back around to push against the back of Sungchul’s wrist and firmly shook the arm that held the bell once again. 
 
    Clang! Clang! 
 
    Sungchul didn’t realize it, but this action was devastating to Sajators. 
 
    “Uuuugh!” 
 
    Sajators fell over with his hands clasping his mouth. He felt himself lose consciousness as pain seemed to be tearing his mind and body to pieces. 
 
    “Are… you okay?” 
 
    Clarice caught Sajators from collapsing. He shook his head violently to try and recover his sanity. 
 
    “Should I sing for you?” Clarice blinked as she spoke. 
 
    Sajators didn’t hear her. He was too busy moving head back and forth to try and withstand the traumatic sound of the bell. 
 
    But she mistook this behavior as a signal for her to continue. She cleared her throat and began to sing the song she was most confident with. Sajators hopped over to Clarice in surprise as her song began and clasped her mouth shut. 
 
    “Are you mad?! Please keep it down!” He silenced Clarice before cautiously stepping toward the entrance door and peeking through a crack. The boat had stopped. 
 
    “... I think I heard a familiar sound?” Sungchul couldn’t hear properly because of Bertelgia, but he felt that the song he’d heard was strangely similar to one that he knew already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s not that important right now!” 
 
    Bertelgia shook violently to ring the bell again. 
 
    Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
 
    Sajators’s eyes shot open. He rolled about on the floor with his hand wrapped tightly around his mouth. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you today?” Sungchul grabbed Bertelgia with one rapid hand movement and shoved her into his pocket. 
 
    “What? Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    Bertelgia seemed to be in a rebellious mood today. Sungchul gave a bitter smile and rang the bell once again. The bell sounded very close. It could have been in one of the floating houses, so Sungchul considered the traditional method of searching through every house and room. It would take a long time, but it was an assured method as once Sungchul entered a home, nothing would escape his sight. He jumped clear off the boat and approached the door of one of the floating homes. It was locked, but that meant nothing to Sungchul. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The lock crumbled like a cookie once Sungchul’s hand gripped it. He then quickly searched the interior. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Inside, there was nothing but a spotted cat. Its fur stood on end at the sight of Sungchul, revealing its wariness. Sungchul headed toward the next abode and began anew. 
 
    While he was searching the third home, a particular boat caught his eye. Five rough-looking men were aboard. They were all wearing murderous expressions on their faces as they docked the boat by a house on the opposite side before clamoring up and surrounding a home. 
 
    That is? 
 
    They behaved like typical bandits, so Sungchul hid within the shadows and watched to see what they were up to. The bandits seemed to have rehearsed this quite a bit since they used hand signals to quickly surround the home while an agile man with a small frame jumped onto the roof and entered through the chimney. And with that was a signal, the other four men broke the back door to breach the house. 
 
    “Mm... this neighborhood is as lawless as I thought.” 
 
    Bertelgia shook as hard as she could from within her pocket to try and ring the bell before giving up again. 
 
    Sungchul stood on top of a house to quietly watch the home that was now invaded by bandits. He wasn’t burning with a sense of justice, but he did have enough heart to step in to intervene if someone was threatened or in danger of violence. There was a loud shout of a man from inside the house, followed by the short high-pitched screech of a woman. 
 
    “It looks like there are people inside.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded while leaning onto the banister and continued his surveillance with his arms crossed. The sounds, including the background noises, soon died down. 
 
    Sajators held a bloodied dagger as he stared at the fallen bandits. My Luck is quite horrid today. 
 
    The one on the short end of the stick actually wasn’t him, but Clarice, who had lower Luck than Sungchul. Sajators was unfortunately caught up in this mess as a bystander because he just happened to be near this luckless woman. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The intruders who were trespassing a moment ago were people who had no interest in Sajators. The small dexterous man who had leaped through the chimney and bleed to death in the kitchen floor said, “I came from the Panchurian branch of the Merchant Coalition! Where is the Enemy of the World?! Clarice Assam!” 
 
    Another man had also entered from the back door and was now sprawled out by the front door. “Clarice Assam! We’ve locked up your granddad! Come with us and cooperate with our investigation if you want him back.” 
 
    All of this was completely irrelevant to Sajators, but to Clarice, it was extremely important. 
 
    “G-Gramps?” 
 
    She began to tremble. She immediately tried to leave the house. Had he not pulled her hair back and stopped her, then there might have been trouble already. 
 
    “Let go!” 
 
    Clarice screamed in a shrill voice. This scream was what Sungchul and Bertelgia had heard. 
 
    “Shut it! I’ll kill you if you don’t!” Sajators rushed toward her and threatened her while covering her mouth. 
 
    Clarice struggled fiercely. “Why are you doing this?!” 
 
    “It’s ’cause there’s a real bad fucker right outside!” Sajators peeked through a crack in the door while restraining her. 
 
    “Eek!” 
 
    His heart sank. Sungchul had driven his boat in this direction and was heading this way. He was bound to be killed at the hands of that man at this rate. There was only one way to overcome this danger, and so Sajators swallowed his pride and lowered his head to plead to the girl. 
 
    “I have no right to say this, but just once… just save me this one time.” 
 
    He would have never considered such an action as a man with a big ego who had indulged in a lifetime of arrogance. But the man named Sungchul had inflicted such deep trauma upon Sajators that he would rather take his own life than see the man again. 
 
    “I vow that I’ll save that Gramps or whatever old man that was after this ordeal. I swear it in the name Sajators of the Seven Heroes.” 
 
    Clarice just stared at his pitiful form for a bit before nodding with a sigh. It was a request she was not permitted actually to refuse. There was no knowing what the mad mage would do if she did. And like so, she managed to calmly bring the situation to a resolution, thanks to her long experience in struggling to survive. 
 
    “Please keep that promise no matter what.” 
 
    “I’ll vow upon the name Sajators that I will keep my word.” Sajators then whispered something in her ear, and some time passed. 
 
    Sungchul stood in front of Clarice’s house. His hand still held the bell, but he didn’t ring it. It was because he came with a different purpose. He knocked on the door, but there was no response. Fortunately, the door began to open as he raised his fist to knock the door down. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Bertelgia in the pocket was first to respond. She took the opportunity to slip out of the pocket and flapped her pages. “Isn’t it the songstress lady?” 
 
    “Huh…? Y-you are?!” 
 
    Clarice had an awkward smile as she looked into the face of the black-haired man standing tall behind Bertelgia. She felt her heart sink. Even though they had worked together, the name that he had still carried the same weight. 
 
    The Enemy of the World…!! Why do I attract such weird people? I do know I’m unlucky, though. The Enemy of the World to the front with an actual Calamity behind. She felt like she was going to go insane. But she desperately tried to maintain a cool head as she greeted Sungchul. 
 
    “What brings you here? Was there something else you needed with me?” That’s what she said, but behind her was Sajators holding his breath as well as five mangled corpses. 
 
    Sungchul gazed past Clarice without changing his expression into the gap of the doorway and asked, “Was there some trouble? I just saw some unwelcome guests enter your house.” 
 
    “Ah… them? Those guests… are sleeping at the moment.” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Well. What I mean is they were unlucky. Yes, it’s the home of a single woman, but that woman happened to have a Strength score above a hundred.” 
 
    Now that he thought about it, the subtle scent of blood was coming from the inside. 
 
    “What’s the exact number of your Strength stat?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “It’s 132,” responded Clarice. 
 
    “I see. Are you sure you don’t need help moving the corpses?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure I can do it myself. All I need to do is wait until the night falls and then feed them to the fishes.” 
 
    “I guess even this dog of a city has a redeeming feature.” Sungchul nodded and shook the bell a single time out of habit. 
 
    Ding! 
 
    It was at that moment that a sound similar to a groan came from inside. Sungchul’s eyes narrowed in surprise. 
 
    “What’s that sound?” 
 
    When Sungchul asked, Clarice gave a bitter smile and replied with as much nonchalance as she could muster. “I guess one of them is still alive. Oh my, I’m not as thorough as I should be. Ahaha…” 
 
      
 
    Sungchul didn’t have any suspicions about her. He knew her personally and had traveled with her as well. Not only that, but he had also made sure they got something out of their interaction. 
 
    “As I said before, you have to use the contents of that box carefully. Assassins from the Merchant’s Coalition will come calling the moment you use the coins.” 
 
    Sungchul took a step back after leaving those words. 
 
    “If you happen to see someone that looks like Sajators around here, let me know. I’ll be at the Emperor's Outhouse.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    Sungchul was a hair’s breadth away, but he pulled back. Sajators let out a sigh of relief before putting his guard up once again. He felt that Sungchul might ring the bell at least one more time. And as he had expected, Sungchul turned around and rang the bell right in front of Clarice. 
 
    Ding! 
 
    Sajators felt a terrible pain, but he made no noise like before. He gritted his teeth hard enough to leak blood from his mouth. Shit, this pain…! It looks like I’ll be the victor here at this point. 
 
    Daltanius could turn the tables on this situation if he arrived. He alone couldn’t change Sajators’s circumstances, but the man was friendly with every member of the Seven Heroes. He would gather every member of the Seven Heroes that Sajators himself could not call upon to this place. No matter how strong Sungchul was, he would not be able to face all Seven Heroes at once and win. Sajators calmed himself with these thoughts as he listened for the footsteps to walk away. Unfortunately, the accursed ringing of the bell began to blast out in rapid succession. 
 
    Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
 
    Bertelgia was the culprit. She had grasped onto Sungchul’s arm when his guard was down and shook her body with all of her might. 
 
    “Alright! Weakness spotted!” 
 
    Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
 
    Oom Bruuk’s Bell of Calamity rang excitedly like a bell during a Christmas carol. Sungchul simply gave a bitter smile and watched her do it. 
 
    “I don’t think this kind of action has any meaning.” 
 
    However, it was different this time as he simply let Bertelgia do as she wished as Bertelgia’s feeble stamina would bottom out soon anyways. 
 
    “GRAAAGHH!!” Suddenly, a man’s violent screams could be heard from inside the building. It was a familiar scream. Sungchul’s eyes flashed, exploding with hostility. 
 
    “Who is inside?” 
 
    Sungchul interrogated Clarice. Everything was falling apart. Clarice didn’t hesitate a moment before confessing everything. 
 
    “I was threatened. That man is inside.” 
 
    “How could you do this to me?!” Sajators abruptly shouted, but in reality, he hadn’t done much for her at all. 
 
    “I tolerated your awful singing and even clapped for you!” 
 
    “Shut up! You short ugly revolting bastard!” 
 
    Clarice successfully returned the insult he had made to her appearance earlier and quickly took refuge behind Sungchul. Sajators tried to recite a spell out of rage, but it was an exercise in futility. 
 
    Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! 
 
    Oom Bruuk’s Bell of Calamity rang senselessly. The ringing of the Bell had the power to cause its victim to be rendered useless when nearby. When Sungchul successfully impaled him with Oom Bruuk, Sajators’s death became but a matter of time. Sungchul turned to look at Bertelgia, who was ceaselessly ringing the Weapon of Calamity. 
 
    “Good work, Bertelgia.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was meaningless?” 
 
    Bertelgia was sulking, but Sajators’s Luck wasn’t done with him yet. As Sungchul was about to open the door to enter, a magic formation appeared behind him. It bore the sigil of the School of Dimensional Magic. 
 
    Is it reinforcements? 
 
    Sungchul backed up and watched as a giant man covered in a lion pelt appear from the magic formation. That giant, Daltanius, let out a snort like an ox and locked his eyes onto Sungchul. 
 
    “Are you the Destroyer?” It was a voice loud enough to cause the surface of the water to shake slightly. 
 
    Sungchul simply nodded. 
 
    “I am Daltanius of the Seven Heroes, the Pursuer of Endless Strength. I have come here with the qualifications of the combat God.” 
 
    Daltanius flexed his muscles. An ominous aura filled the surroundings, and the entire floating house shook as he stepped forward. 
 
    “Kya!” 
 
    Clarice’s tableware that was stacked within her house collapsed with a loud crash. 
 
    “Come at me.” Daltanius took a stance like a martial artist and gestured with his hand for Sungchul to approach him. 
 
    Sungchul swaggered forward. 
 
    “Summoned! Are you as strong as they claim you are?” 
 
    Daltanius was confident. He had heard Sungchul was powerful, but he only understood it as being as powerful or slightly more powerful than he was. He would soon learn how wrong he was. 
 
    Daltanius instantly grasped the unfathomable level of power carried by Sungchul’s punch when he saw the number of shock waves Sungchul’s fists aimed at his face were generating. He knew he had to avoid a direct hit at all costs. He braced his arms and prepared to block Sungchul’s attack, but Sungchul’s fist was too quick and ended up landing on his chin. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    In just one strike, the large man was flung across the surface of the water like a water strider and crashed into a floating river house in the distance. 
 
    “Grr…” 
 
    Thankfully, he had more grit than Sajators and his Soul Contract that bolstered his recovery rate kept him from dying in one blow. However, his chin was still grotesquely twisted on his face. 
 
    Daltanius gripped his twisted chin and relocated it on his own before sticking out his tongue and giving it a whirl. Thank god. My tongue is safe. 
 
    Sungchul was watching the entrance to Clarice’s floating home from a distance. He’s a much simpler opponent than Sajators, but I will still have to keep an eye on him. 
 
    Sungchul decided to finish off Sajators first. Unfortunately, Clarice spoke up with a desperate tone. 
 
    “Um, I’m sorry, but my grandfather is in danger!” 
 
    “Step aside.” 
 
    He had no time to help the woman. Sungchul was always aware of his priorities. He ignored Clarice and stepped forward. 
 
    “Shit! If I knew it’d turn out this way, I would have taken that guy’s side!” 
 
    Clarice looked on venomously while shouting harshly. When Sungchul did not budge, Clarice stepped onto her own boat and, using her characteristic strength, she rowed with all her might and disappeared to the far side of the waterway. 
 
    Sungchul entered the house. Inside Clarice's home was Sajators hunched over as he quivered in both terror and agony. He began to tremble like a puppy once he noticed Sungchul’s military boots. Who would recognize this man as the Multicast Mage, Sajators? 
 
    Sungchul stepped in front of Sajators like fate itself. 
 
    “Please let me go,” Sajators begged for his life. 
 
    “I don’t have any fault. All of it was Desfort’s idea. I was simply tricked into joining his plot!” 
 
    His will to fight had been extinguished long ago. He had already become someone incapable of challenging Sungchul after his first defeat. Sungchul stepped forward and lifted him by his throat. 
 
    “L-let me live! Please!” 
 
    A magic formation appeared beside Sajators, from which several little girls leaped out and dashed toward Sungchul. They were clones of Vestiare that she had created herself. Are they a variant of Homunculus? What an interesting taste she has. 
 
    Unfortunately, they turned to meat paste once Demonic Weapon, Cassandra, was retrieved from his Soul Storage, bathing Clarice’s home in blood in an instant. 
 
    “I have come to fulfill a promise of mine.” Sungchul gripped the hand that held Sajators’s throat a bit tighter. 
 
    “L-let me l...ive… I… I am…” 
 
    Even Sajators’s incredible Luck could save him no longer. His Luck was finally spent. 
 
    Crunch! 
 
    Sajators’s neck was broken with his eyes still open. The manner of death for a genius mage who once had the world around his finger was laughable. 
 
    Sungchul grabbed all the Soul Stone strung along underneath Sajators’s mantle before throwing the corpse onto the floor and bludgeoning it with Fal Garaz. The corpse was mashed into unidentifiable chunks of meat before it was discarded into the muddy water below the wooden paneling of the floating house. His corpse that fell into the muddy waters spread blood in all directions as it sank to the bottom of Panchuria. 
 
    But at the bottom of Panchuria's running river was a gigantic being hidden by Sajators long ago. 
 
    “Mm. Sajators has fallen, but there’s nothing that can be done about it.” 
 
    Daltanius was inside the cockpit of the Colossus’s upper half. He pulled out a key in the shape of a book from his Soul Storage and placed it at the strange groove at the center of the cockpit as he spoke in a low voice. 
 
    “Awaken, Bertelgia Unit 3.” 
 
    The surface of the water began to rumble. Sungchul could feel an unsettling tremor beneath his feet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Colossus 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sungchul looked at his surroundings. The floating homes on the water were fixed together with countless chains and ropes interlinked with each other and fastened securely. Sungchul knew of the Colossus’s approximate size. If a colossal being comparable in size to a mountain were to awaken from below, this city would be destroyed in every sense of the word. 
 
    “What should we do now?” Bertelgia asked nervously. 
 
    “Can’t be helped.” 
 
    He wasn’t even acquainted with the people of Panchuria, and the people of this city weren’t exactly virtuous. All this was meant to say that Sungchul wouldn’t lose sleep over a few of them falling into the water and drown. 
 
    Whatever the case, he didn’t feel that there was anything he could be doing at the moment other than wait for the Colossus to make its appearance since Sungchul preferred not to engage in an underwater battle. But it didn’t feel good twiddling one’s thumbs while waiting for tens of thousands of people to be drowned soon. 
 
    He thought about it, and at the very least, he wanted to be different from the aristocrats who would likely enjoy a drink as they turned a blind eye. No, he had no option but to differentiate himself. If not, then he would become the same type of person as Martin Breggas or Aquiroa. 
 
    Sungchul noticed the massive chain between both river banks that ran through the entire city that held the city securely in place. If he cut it, the city might be able to avoid total destruction even if a Colossi appeared. The floating homes were boats themselves and would withstand some degree of turbulence once freed from the restraints that held them in place. 
 
    I should use that here. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out a massive blade from his Soul Storage. It was an eccentric blade flattened out to be more like a cleaver used by butchers than a sword. Its name was Krombui. It was one of the weapons he used when he joined the rebellion to free the people of the continent suffering under the tyranny of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. Once he held out the blade, a strange light emanated from it, and a somewhat easy-going and light-hearted voice of a man could be heard. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Betrayer. Under what presumption have you drawn me once again?” 
 
    Bertelgia looked around in surprise, but there was only Sungchul and her in sight. The one who had spoken was his blade. Krombui was a sentient sword, an Ego Sword. 
 
    “I no longer work for you.” Frost seemed to accumulate onto the sharp edge of the blade until it became dull like an old kitchen knife. 
 
    “Woah! What is that?” Bertelgia shouted in surprise. 
 
    Krombui immediately retorted, “Then what are you? You’re also a talking book yourself.” 
 
    Sungchul grabbed Bertelgia, who wanted to respond, and pocketed her before returning his gaze to the large sword in his hand and then spoke calmly, “You will have to work with me for the moment.” 
 
    “The reason being?” 
 
    “To save innocent people.” 
 
    Sungchul looked toward the turbulent waves and the thousands of homes floating on top of those waters. 
 
    “Is this Panchuria? It’s been a while,” the blade asked. 
 
    “The city will soon be destroyed. If we do not sever the chain that holds the city, the water will swallow countless people to their death.” 
 
    “Your clumsy sense of justice is the same, I see,” Krombui spoke sarcastically, but unlike his sarcasm, the sword's edge regained its sharpness. 
 
    “It’s just this one time.” 
 
    “I don’t need you all that often anyway.” 
 
    Sungchul suddenly leaped onto a houseboat with Krombui in one hand. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It was quite a large house, but the impact of the landing caused it to swoon and shake. Once Sungchul landed onto the roof, he sprinted across the rooftops, navigating his way to reach the large chains that held the city center. 
 
    “L-look over there! What is that?” 
 
    Guards on patrol aboard a mid-sized vessel were dumbfounded upon discovering Sungchul. 
 
    “That’s an amazing speed. Just who is that man?” 
 
    “Could that be one of the rumored Seven Heroes?” 
 
    As the soldiers were trying to piece together Sungchul’s identity in a befuddled manner, one of the veteran soldiers who had a lot of experience managed to remember the weapon in Sungchul’s hand and urgently shouted back. 
 
    “Idiots! That’s the Enemy of the World!” 
 
    “What? Doesn’t the Enemy of the World wield a hammer?” 
 
    “You narrow-minded idiot! That’s Krombui. That’s the weapon he used before he stole Fal Garaz from the Dwarven Kingdom!” 
 
    The guards shot up in surprise to sound the alarm. The city that had been steeped in a drowsy afternoon went into high alert. Bells of every kind were rung, and every tool was employed to make dissonant noises in alert of the Enemy of the World’s arrival. Even the hopeless drunks were brought out of their stupor and forced to head outside for once by this unprecedented event. 
 
    Sungchul witnessed chaos spreading through the city like wildfire as he continued to run across the rooftops toward the city center as he planned. Following the chains and ropes which crisscrossed the entirety of Panchuria, Sungchul arrived at the center where the residence of Governor Chui was. This houseboat was made from a massive five-story warship, a landmark readily visible from the whole city due to the relatively low height of average houseboats. 
 
    Sungchul safely landed upon the Governor’s home uninterrupted. The soldiers guarding the Governor did not dare to move out of sheer terror, and the thought of fighting did not occur to them. A skinny officer kicked at the soldiers’ rears and shouted a command. 
 
    “What are you all gawking at? Fire, you useless maggots!” 
 
    Sungchul stared at the officer with piercing eyes of indifference. The officer that met Sungchul’s gaze froze like a deer caught in the headlights before turning to flee. Sungchul swung the massive Krombui lightly. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    The overwhelming gust of wind swept through the soldiers causing their clothes and hair to shake violently. Several of their hats could not endure the wind and fell into the river water. Sungchul glared at them and uttered a single word. 
 
    “Scram.” 
 
    The Panchurian rabble carried out his order obediently. Sungchul stood in front of the residence that had been reduced to pandemonium and looked to the metal chain that held Panchuria together. 
 
    “Ugh… What is that?!” 
 
    In a panic, Governor Chui ran out to his terrace on the third floor of his home and discovered Sungchul. 
 
    “P-please stop this! Former Commander in Chief of the Empire! Panchuria will be done if you cut that chain!” 
 
    Sungchul did not spare the Governor even a single glance before lifting Krombui and slicing the chain through. 
 
    Crunch! 
 
    It was a metal chain the size of a large tree trunk, but when met with the sharp blade of Krombui and Sungchul’s god-like strength, it split like butter. The innumerable floating homes held together by the chain trembled as though they were met with an earthquake. 
 
    “NOO! Panchuria is done for!” 
 
    The Governor held his head and looked toward the sky as he screamed in despair, but another quake that couldn’t even compare to the one before struck his home in the next moment. Rolmay Chui immediately fell off from his terrace headfirst. 
 
    “Arghhhhhh!” 
 
    It was enough for an average person to die or be gravely wounded, but as someone befitting the title of Governor, Rolmay stood up with only light abrasions and bruises. He slowly raised his head to find something black lingering in his vision. It was not common that something could be seen underwater where the water was always muddy and unclear. 
 
    A fish? 
 
    There was no way that there was a fish of that size, and soon the Governor saw it. The Colossus figure was pushing away the river in its entirety to make its way to the surface. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At the same time, something was occurring at the Panchurian branch of the Coalition of Merchants. 
 
    “Kruut Assam! What is your relationship with the Enemy of the World?” 
 
    Mercenaries hired by the Coalition of Merchants had tied Kruut to a pillar while shaming him under the eyes of several people. The Head of the Panchurian Branch of the Coalition of Merchants was watching Kruut’s interrogation with a bored expression on his face. 
 
    “That bastard, Rolmay. Why is he not taking the opportunity right in his face?” 
 
    He had considered taking on Sungchul, even on his own. Even if Sungchul was someone of great infamy and was widely considered impossible to oppose, the Branch Manager felt that the seasoned mercenaries he had gathered from all over at great personal expense had a chance of success. 
 
    He could only feel this way because he had never witnessed someone truly powerful. He was a Panchurian hick who had grown up in Panchuria and had only seen Panchurian people. The way he saw it, Sungchul was someone that about ten Superhuman assassins could take care of handily. 
 
    Although he had no way to verify it, he had managed to acquire fifteen Superhuman assassins from the underworld. He didn’t doubt that the Enemy of the World would show his face if he continued to hold Kruut in this way. And once Sungchul finally showed himself, the Branch Manager planned to use the Superhuman assassins to kill the man who had risen to the ranks of legends. I might be able to get an executive role within the main branch of the Coalition if I manage to succeed with this. No, I might even become Governor Hornecko’s successor from this! 
 
    As the branch head continued to daydream, a single boat was heading in this direction from the far side of the waterway, evoking great waves. 
 
    “Is it the Enemy of the World?” 
 
    The Branch Manager lifted his body from his seat with a look filled with anticipation, but it soon turned to disappointment. 
 
    “It’s Clarice Assam, Kruut’s granddaughter,” someone nearby whispered into his ear. 
 
    “Grab that woman too and tie them up together.” 
 
    The Branch Manager ordered with annoyance in his voice. But in the next moment, something jumped out from behind Clarice, causing a massive torrent of water to spray everywhere. The Panchurian river quaked violently, causing the entire city floating on top to shake with equal force. Several thousands of houseboats shook terribly when the chains which tied the city together were severed. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    Unfortunately, this was not the end of it. A powerful quake, incomparably larger than the previous, shook the entirety of the city before the previous one had even finished. The Branch Manager could see it amidst the quaking: the mountainous entity making its way out of the river and pushing up the entire city. 
 
    “W-what is that?!” 
 
    It was Eckheart’s masterpiece. Colossal Calamity Warmachine Bertelgia Unit 3 had awakened from its long slumber of thousands of years. 
 
      
 
    Sungchul watched from afar, looking at the Colossus rising out of the water as it pushed the floating homes away. It’s larger than I thought. 
 
    The large chain that held the city was cut, but the countless small chains that held the boats together remained. 
 
    “Is my work done?” 
 
    Sungchul shook his head at Krombui’s question before flying like a streak toward the bottleneck of ropes and chains, cutting them apart with a single strike. “Your work has only just begun.” 
 
    It was more effective to cut apart the ropes and chains soaked in all kinds of debris and filth of the river water with the larger blade surface area of Krombui compared to Fal Garaz. In other words, Krombui’s role was to cut apart junk. 
 
    “Mm… To have me cut apart these disgusting filth rather than the lives of warriors.” 
 
    “It’s all in the name of saving lives,” responded Sungchul. 
 
    He continued to cut apart the various things that held the boats together one after another without rest. The Colossus pressed up from below the boathouses and broke them apart as it emerged from the water near the southern port of the city. Countless homes that were connected through chains were wound up together before sliding off the moss-covered surface of the Colossus and plunging into the water. Innumerable people died violent deaths without knowing what was happening, and a panic incomparably worse than the news of Sungchul’s presence took hold of the city. 
 
    “Ugh… S-Stop that thing!” the Branch Manager commanded his hard-acquired assassins, but there was no way his assassins would follow such orders. 
 
    “How the fuck do we stop that kind of a thing, idiot?” 
 
    The assassins hopped onto a small boat and rowed the oars frantically. The Branch Manager witnessed Clarice pull apart the ropes which bound Kruut with her bare hands before putting him aboard the Branch Manager's own boat. 
 
    “Stop that thing! Stop it, I say!” 
 
    There was no one left besides the Branch Manager. Clarice peeked over toward him before rowing with great speed to escape this place. The Branch Manager, now left alone, could feel everything turning dark around him. He felt a chill crawling up the back of his neck and turned back to see a massive figure that seemed to reach the top of the heavens and a tsunami of homes and boats showering in a flurry heading in his direction. 
 
    “Aaahhhhhh!” 
 
    The black torrent swallowed up the Branch Manager while Sungchul kept cutting apart the chains that held the boats together. 
 
    “Everyone, ignore everything and escape to the river! Hurry!” Bertelgia clung onto Sungchul's back and warned anyone she saw to run for safety. 
 
    Sungchul’s determined struggle didn’t turn out to be useless after all. The floating homes that were struck by the immense tsunami and scattered with the arrival of the Colossus in the center and the northern parts of the city had enough pliability to float on the water. Still, the areas that he hadn’t managed to cut apart crashed into one another from the rolling waves, submerging into the water in pieces. 
 
    The rough turbulence caused the lanterns lighting the buildings to shatter and ignite into a powerful blaze that swept across the western side of the city. As time passed, the blaze continued to grow and looked like it was about to swallow up the entire river. Sungchul looked up toward the Colossus, who stood on top of the blazing waters in its entirety. A booming voice rang out from the top of the Colossus. 
 
    “Destroyer! I have seen your might, but how about now? Can you face this Colossus made in the image of God?” 
 
    Daltanius let out a haughty laugh. 
 
    “Your role has come to an end.” Sungchul placed Krombui into his Soul Storage and pulled out Fal Garaz instead. He looked up toward the Colossus and recited his mantra in a low tone of voice. “There’s nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    He hadn’t dealt with an opponent this massive before. Sungchul inwardly felt admiration toward the man that had created the Colossus. Eckheart. I thought he wasn’t normal, but to make something like this. 
 
    This was when Sungchul's interest in the Creationist class that Eckheart had mastered reached the highest it had ever been. 
 
    “Die, Enemy of the World!” 
 
    The Colossus’s hand slowly extended toward the sky. An enormous amount of water cascaded and rained down like a waterfall as the Colossus's arm covered the sun, appearing as if it reached the very tip of the heavens. The survivors of Panchuria could not believe the sight that was unfolding before their eyes and reacted to it in all sorts of manners. 
 
    Many muttered prayers of penitence toward their God while others stared at the figure of the Colossus unblinkingly as though they were mesmerized. Outcries of screams and laments echoed throughout the crowd like a scattering of rice husks as the arm of the Colossus fell toward the surface. There was an unprecedented amount of force and terror headed their way that would force even the bravest of people to clench their eyes shut in fear. So there was only one who could watch the Colossus’s attack without flinching. 
 
    Sungchul watched the Colossus’s attack that looked as though it would collapse the world itself and moved to the side. He used the wreckage of Panchuria, from the sinking homes and the still intact boats as footholds, to evade the trajectory of the Colossus’s arm that was falling from the sky. 
 
    It was more of a great escape than an evasion. Only after he had run across half the river did he enter the safe zone where he stopped to watch the gigantic arm fall and destroy the city he had been staying at without so much as batting an eye. A third of the northern part of the city that had been relatively intact until now was destroyed instantly by a single strike. Not only that, the aftershock that followed created a second impact sweeping up everything nearby in destructive debris. Sungchul welcomed this impact with his body. 
 
    A faint smile formed on his lips as he felt exhilarated from experiencing an electrifying impact of this caliber for the first time in a long while. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bertelgia, who sensed the impact from the safety of her pocket, asked carefully. 
 
    “The man you call father. He had the same thought that I did,” Sungchul replied calmly. 
 
    When others were advocating and pursuing a well-balanced growth, trying out and dabbling in a variety of things that no one could agree were optimal, Sungchul carried on silently and steadily in only improving his Strength. 
 
    Against the so-called balanced growers, having a moderate Strength meant that his weakness could be exploited. But if Strength was to surpass the limit of what is commonly believed to be possible, then Sungchul believed that he could overcome any opposition no matter how strong the adversary. 
 
    Eckheart's Colossus was very similar to Sungchul's line of thinking. Because if not, then there was no reason to make anything so ridiculously large. 
 
    Should we go? 
 
    Sungchul made a beeline toward the Colossus’s arm that was now submerged in the river after landing a blow on the city. When he used the god-like power of his legs to initiate a dash, his figure vanished for a moment before reappearing on top of the Colossus's arm. 
 
    Sungchul lifted Fal Garaz and brought it down on the Colossus’s arm. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A colossal noise reminiscent of thunder burst out as the immense figure of the Colossus trembled for a moment. It was as though an ant… no, a tiny human that could be considered a speck, caused this towering figure comparable to a mountain to shake with a single blow. The rocks that wrapped around the Colossus’s arms crumbled away like crackers and fell into the muddy water as in many fragments, but that was it. A portion of the arm may have been broken off, but not much else seemed to be affected by the attack. 
 
    As I expected, it ignores most forms of impact due to its incredible size and weight. It is an amazing idea. 
 
    Sungchul looked toward the flashing eyes of the Colossus that was covered in thick fog where Daltanius would be sitting. There had to be a core that powered the Colossus in someplace. It could be possible to break it if he continued to pound the Colossus as he was doing now, but he wanted to end this battle as quickly as possible. He left the large crater-like hole in the ground to climb the Colossus’s arm and headed upwards. His objective was the Colossus’s head. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was met with a small problem. The arm had less traction than he had expected. The surface had been worn down and covered with moss while it was submerged in the river for thousands of years, making it quite slippery. To make things worse, Daltanius noticed Sungchul climbing up the arm and made him slip by raising the incline of the arm. 
 
    “Not a chance!” Daltanius lightly shook the arm, in the end, to truly put an end to Sungchul’s attempts. Sungchul hopped off mid-climb. 
 
    “Serves you right!” Daltanius burst into haughty laughter as he made the Colossus take a step back and raise its other arm high into the air. 
 
    “Careful!” Bertelgia let out a sharp shout, to which Sungchul nodded in acknowledgment before looking around his surroundings. His eyes caught sight of the metallic chains poking through whatever remained of the crumbled floating homes after the impact. 
 
    Sungchul dashed to those chains and pulled them hard. The dozens of meter-long metal chains appeared above water, clinking. The metallic chains had stakes attached at regular intervals, which had been used to anchor the boathouses. As soon as Sungchul noticed those, he unhesitatingly swung the chains toward the body of the Colossus like a whip. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The metal stakes attached to the chain were hammered into the Colossus’s body. 
 
    It’s a bit lacking. Sungchul took off toward the other debris, but then the Colossus's arm came falling upon him diagonally. He would be able to evade if he put all of his efforts into making his way forward, but there were not many places to step there, and the flames were dancing wildly everywhere. By the thick stench of gasoline, the flames on the water didn’t look like they would be extinguished any time soon. 
 
    Sungchul briefly contemplated his next actions. His vast pool of past experiences quickly flashed across his mind when some dark object visible just under the muddy surface of the river happened to catch his eye. Inspiration struck him. I can use this. 
 
    Sungchul dredged up the dark object. It was the massive chain that had once held Panchuria together before he had cut it into two. It would have normally sunk to the bottom under its own weight, but it had been kept afloat by all the city's debris and remained within arm's reach of the surface. 
 
    “Uwaa! I’m dying!” 
 
    While Bertelgia was screaming, Sungchul gripped the chain with one hand and swung Fal Garaz toward the Colossus’s arm. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Unbelievable force and shockwave struck the sinking city once again. Several sprouts of water formed as the broken remains plunged into the water and sank. People who fled toward the riverside watched with their mouths hanging open, the legendary battle that would be immortalized and retold for the rest of time. 
 
    “Was the Enemy of the World done in?” 
 
    “Even if he is the Enemy of the World, it can’t be easy to survive a few hits from that thing.” 
 
    “Just what is that gigantic monster? Is it a Calamity from God?” 
 
    Among the diverse speculations, a keen-eyed young man pointed toward the Colossus. “He’s alive! The Enemy of the World is alive!” 
 
    At his words, the onlookers forgot even the misfortune which befell them and came crowding around the edge of the river to point with their fingers. At the end of their fingertips was the silhouette of a man. The onlookers exclaimed at the sight. A finger of the Colossus had been destroyed and was sinking into the river. And close by on a roof of a boathouse stood a man who had chains wrapped around his body. 
 
    Sungchul let loose the chain wrapped around him and let the god-like strength flow throughout his body as his muscles audibly clenched. He pulled the massive chain taut. 
 
    The boathouse that Sungchul had been standing on broke apart and sank underwater. Sungchul climbed onto the large neighboring home once used as the Governor’s mansion to yank at the chain once again. When he did so, the iron pillars on the other side of the river that had been securely anchoring the metal chains were pulled out in a sequence like turnips. 
 
    Daltanius couldn’t help but shout from the cockpit in disbelief at the scene unfolding before his eyes. 
 
    “Just how crazy is this man? What’s his Strength value?” 
 
    The man had now twice done something that Daltanius, a man renowned for his strength, couldn't dare even attempt, But this wasn’t a situation where staying frozen in shock was of any use. Sungchul was continuing to attack relentlessly after all. 
 
    The massive chain that once held the city began to lash out like a whip toward the Colossus. 
 
    Slam! 
 
    This chain that extended hundreds of meters long made a strong impact on the Colossus’s shoulder. The Colossus did not get damaged, but the stake at the end of the chains remained lodged on its shoulder where it was hit. Sungchul tugged the chain a single time to confirm the fixture before charging toward the Colossus. The surface of the Colossus was still extremely slippery, but the chain that Sungchul managed to impale the second time around was enough to act as a ladder. Sungchul glided across the chain like a streak to climb onto the body until he reached its shoulder. 
 
    The Colossus had no way to respond as it was designed to use the destructive power of its unreasonably massive size at the cost of more intricate functions. Sungchul climbed onto the defenseless shoulder and stared at the Colossus’s head. Daltanius was inside. 
 
    “Fine. As it has come to this, let us fight fair and square!” 
 
    Daltanius jumped out of the cockpit. Although he was just a human who didn't look all that impressive compared to the Colossus, his build was a sight to behold. Daltanius was visible on the Colossus’s head and confidently carried himself, deserving to be one of the Seven Heroes. He gripped his fist and reassumed his stance again. 
 
    “How about we settle this with our fists like men?” 
 
    Sungchul placed Fal Garaz into his Soul Storage. A smug smile formed on Daltanius’s lips. 
 
    “It's a challenge!” 
 
    Daltanius leaped forward like an arrow and swung his fist at Sungchul. It was a powerful blow with a gust of strength comparable to that of cannon fire, but Sungchul’s hand grabbed his collar before he could land his punch. 
 
    Daltanius had a realization at this point. This one. His Agility is no joke either. 
 
    Sungchul spun Daltanius around a single time with his grip still firmly on Daltanius’s collar and threw the man at the colossal golem’s head. Daltanius let out a pitiful scream as he tore through a portion of the Colossus’s head by the force of Sungchul’s physical strength combined with the momentum of his punch. 
 
    “Uggh…” 
 
    In any case, Daltanius’s toughness was indeed admirable. 
 
    His Vitality must be similar to mine or slightly higher, thought Sungchul. 
 
    Daltanius bled from his mouth as he gave a suspicious smile. 
 
    “Good! Very good! Here I go again!” 
 
    Daltanius ran toward Sungchul once again, but it was the same average attack that was no different from the one before that sparked Sungchul’s suspicions. He should know himself that an attack of this level is ineffective. Are the Seven Heroes only of this caliber? 
 
    “DIE!” 
 
    Daltanius let out a shout as he threw his fist. But at that moment, something flashed inside of his mouth. Sungchul’s sharp eyes did not miss it. 
 
    Hidden weapon?! 
 
    Sungchul’s suspicions soon proved true as the transparent glass-like hidden weapon concealed underneath Daltanius’s tongue flew toward him. 
 
    This is a bit dangerous. 
 
    Sungchul threw his body toward Daltanius, whose fist was closer than expected, but the steel needle just barely managed to scrape a bit of Sungchul’s clothes as it passed by. It only grazed him, but Sungchul could guess its lethality. It must have been a legendary grade tool at the very least, which was very rare. Daltanius’s fist struck squarely onto Sungchul’s face at the very next moment. 
 
    It was a heavy blow that he hadn’t felt in a while, but Sungchul’s neck did not budge. Instead, he took Daltanius’s punch to the face and grabbed him with one hand. 
 
    Shit! Daltanius’s punch struck true, but his main strike was always the hidden weapon. In reality, he hadn’t even put all of his strength into that punch, and because of the punch, Sungchul was able to retaliate after absorbing the impact leaving him with no way to escape. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Sungchul grappled Daltanius and then smashed him into the golem's shoulder, embedding him into the Colossus. 
 
    “Mercy!” Daltanius hurriedly shouted. 
 
    But Sungchul did not have even a single reason to show such mercy. He spat out a spit mixed with blood and coldly spoke, “The one that boldly challenged me to a fistfight turns to the cowardly use of hidden weapons. The title of Seven Heroes is wasted on you.” 
 
    “In truth, the weapon I wield best is the axe.” 
 
    Daltanius brought out a mighty axe from his Soul Storage as if to prove his statement. 
 
    “Let us fight fairly…” 
 
    Unfortunately, Sungchul’s fist had made its way to Daltanius’s face first. 
 
    Wham! Wham! Wham! 
 
    Sungchul thoroughly shattered Daltanius’s face without so much as an iota of mercy. Daltanius’s large frame shook a single time before bending over backward like a shrimp. He wasn’t dead. Although he had lost consciousness, his body was recovering far too quickly to believe he was human. He must have equipped himself with a recovery-based Soul Contract, unlike Sajators. Since that was the case, there was no need to give him any time. Sungchul pulled out Fal Garaz for the final blow. 
 
    Blam! 
 
    The terrifying natural regeneration was useless before Fal Garaz. Daltanius of the Seven Heroes was reduced to a pile of blood that resembled nothing of his original form. Sungchul confirmed his death before retrieving the axe and looking over his weathered coat. Daltanius’s spike had made an ugly hole through it. 
 
    Sungchul frowned. I guess it’s time for some needlework. Anyways, is this the second one now? 
 
    Sungchul looked over Daltanius’s corpse. It was similar to Sajators’s instance. It didn’t have any response. When the Demon King died, he could see the flow of Calamity, but in the case of these Seven Heroes, there was nothing. 
 
    Do I have to kill every member of the Seven Heroes to see the flow of Calamity? 
 
    It was a shame, but killing two members this quickly was encouraging. In any case, the situation hadn’t completely been resolved just yet. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The Colossus was moving upstream to destroy what remained of Panchuria. It was moving north. If left to its devices, it would sweep up Panchuria and the northern territories of the Human Empire as well. 
 
    Sungchul climbed aboard the head of the Colossus, where Daltanius had been seated earlier. Stairs were leading down from the top of the head. When he climbed down, he found a rectangular room that was enveloped in darkness. It was the control center of Colossus Bertelgia Unit 3. 
 
    Sungchul, having entered the control room, began to seek out a method to stop the Colossus. Unfortunately, there seemed to be no way for a layperson to do anything about the golem. It was at this time that Bertelgia popped out of Sungchul’s pocket to reveal herself. 
 
    “Hm… I feel as though I’ve been here before?” 
 
    Bertelgia flew up into the sky, to the center of the control room, and noticed the large book in a crevice that appeared to be radiating a soft light. It was when she noticed this that she called out to Sungchul. 
 
    “Mm. Doesn’t that look really similar to me for some reason?” 
 
    “Now that I look at it, it does look similar.” 
 
    Its material and size were quite similar. Even the leather used to make the binding was almost identical to Bertelgia’s. 
 
    “How about we first pull the book? It looks like it acts as the key to moving the Colossus.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    Sungchul extended his hand toward the book veiled in blue light, but as his hand was about to touch its surface, an invisible barrier appeared to stop his approach, and at the same time, glowing words appeared before him. 
 
    [ Those without authority may not remove the Key of Knowledge. ] 
 
    [ List of those with authority is as follows: ] 
 
    [Seven Heroes, and the Creationist Eckheart ] 
 
    Of course, Sungchul was not on the list. He attempted to pull the book out with his usual method, brute strength. But when he put in a bit more strength, an immaterial seal broke apart. A different set of words appeared before Sungchul’s eyes. 
 
    [ A word of warning. Pulling the Key of Knowledge without authority will cause the Colossus to go on a violent rampage.] 
 
    Sungchul promptly clenched his fists after seeing those words. This is a problem. 
 
    Fortunately, the string of text wasn’t quite over yet. Sungchul continued to read the new text carefully. 
 
    [If you are a person of future generations and only if there is a reason for the Colossus to stop, answer the following question.] 
 
    [ Are you an Alchemist? ] 
 
    Sungchul nodded, and when he did, the lamps of luminous ore emerged from the many hidden gaps and illuminated the control room, which had been shrouded in darkness. At the same time, ancient pieces scattered all over the room moved on their own accord to form one large table. 
 
    [ Prove yourself. ] 
 
    The moment those words appeared before him, a box made of ice descended from the ceiling and was laid on the table. The ice disappeared, leaving behind some misty gas instead of water, and in its place, there remained various reagents and types of minerals, plants, and insects contained in glass bottles. 
 
    [ Eckheart’s Third and Final Trial. ] 
 
    [ There is an Alchemic Item that can be crafted from the Alchemic materials provided below. Figure out what it is and place it upon the altar, then the Colossus will cease its movement. ] 
 
    [It matters not which tools you use. ] 
 
    It was a trial befitting of Eckheart. Sungchul looked toward the table full of Alchemic reagents. Many were familiar to him, but there were also other ores, samples, and specimens that were new to him. What was he asking to be made from all this? This question weighed on his mind. There were more than sixty types of materials on the table, and they were all ingredients with strong individual characteristics that made it difficult to guess how they interacted with each other intuitively. 
 
    This is a nearly impossible order, concluded Sungchul. 
 
    It would be difficult to rely on luck, and there was only one of each ingredient in each bottle. This was a test that would not even permit failure while the Colossus continued to move at this very moment. An Observation Orb at the front of the cockpit would allow one to see the outside through the golem’s eyes. The Colossus was going up the river stream to destroy Panchuria at the very moment. 
 
    This is outside my abilities. 
 
    He was the type to avoid lingering on the impossible. He looked directly at Bertelgia. “Bertelgia.” 
 
    Bertelgia was already on the table, looking over the materials. As she wasn’t flapping about and simply looking over them like an inanimate object, she must have been locked deep in thought. Sungchul believed in her and waited for her response. 
 
    One minute, another minute, and another... 
 
    “Ah!” Bertelgia opened her mouth, breaking her silence. Sungchul looked toward her expectantly. 
 
    “I fell asleep.” 
 
    “...” 
 
    “Just kidding! It’s a joke. Don’t look at me with such a scary expression. I am seriously trying to figure it out!” 
 
    She fell into deep contemplation again. It seemed the materials laid on the table had too many possible combinations to fathom which of them was the correct item, even for her. 
 
    “Hm. Wait a minute. There are a few unnecessary ones mixed in here.” 
 
    Bertelgia moved and pushed aside the third reagent on the first row. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to use it all?” Sungchul asked quizzically. 
 
    “I thought that at first, too, but now that I look at it, I don’t think that’s the case.” 
 
    Bertelgia grabbed onto another reagent three items over and pulled that aside as well with one of her pages. 
 
    “Don’t just sit there and gawk. Help me out!” 
 
    Sungchul did as she asked and pulled out every third ingredient to the side, and once all the organization was complete, she flapped around above the table to look down on all of the materials left. 
 
    “Hm…” 
 
    There was no progress at first, but by the time it would have taken to drink a single cup of tea… 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    Sungchul looked over at her again with fewer expectations than before. 
 
    “I think I see the gist of it?” she spoke with excitement laced in her voice. 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    When Sungchul asked, her body suddenly began to radiate some rosy light. The light felt strangely auspicious. 
 
    “Look! Look! The seal of a page not within the index is being undone!” 
 
    Her pages turned in rapid succession within this radiant light until they stopped on a particular page. The content of the page revealed itself to Sungchul. 
 
    It seemed to be another recipe page, just like any other he had seen. 
 
    But the end product was nothing like anything else he had seen before. 
 
      
 
    
     [ Stone of the Magi ] 
 
     Level: 7 
 
     Attribute: - 
 
     Ingredient: Feather of a Thousand-Year Bird, Sap of the Golden Tree, Powder of a Comet, nearly perfect Gold, Cast Skin of a Burrowing Insect... 
 
   
 
      
 
    Sungchul doubted his own eyes. A level 7 Alchemic Item? He had never made a 6th level Alchemic Item, but to suddenly make a 7th level one… 
 
    “Just what is this?” Sungchul stared at the recipe while speaking. 
 
    “As you can see, it’s a 7th level Alchemic Item. It’s also non-attributed. I was surprised that I had such a thing inside me as well. 
 
    “It wasn’t an indexed page?” 
 
    “That’s right. It must have been sealed for certain reasons. For a human, it would be similar to that feeling, you know, when there is something on the tip of your tongue, but you somehow can't quite grasp it.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Sungchul stroked his chin while looking at the huge array of ingredients. It was difficult to grasp where to even begin. 
 
    “First off, don’t get intimidated and let’s make it together.” 
 
    Bertelgia spoke enthusiastically before flying above the table. She grabbed a few of the materials with her pages and arranged them before Sungchul. 
 
    “Now that we have the recipe, there’s nothing to fear, right?” 
 
    “That’s possible.” 
 
    Sungchul grabbed the materials she presented and began to delicately and carefully prepare them as he always did. While he prepared the ingredients, Sungchul discovered that the materials had already been passed through the hands of an exceptional Alchemist. These… They have already been prepared to perfection. 
 
    They appeared to be strewn about without much thought, but each of the ingredients was preserved perfectly by the hands of a Master Alchemist in a way the materials wouldn’t lose their potency in the slightest. 
 
    Sungchul looked through each of the ingredients and could not stop marveling at each of them. He had never seen Eckheart in person, but he would not have spared any words of praise for this great Alchemist had Eckheart been standing before him. 
 
    “Bertelgia, it looks like there is no need to refine the materials,” Sungchul simply stated. 
 
    “Hm? Is that right? Should we jump right into making it then?” 
 
    Sungchul pulled out Eckheart’s Portable Cauldron and looked around the table to find a spot to place his Alchemic Cauldron. Surprisingly, the spot he found appeared to fit Eckheart’s Cauldron perfectly. Sungchul felt a strange satisfaction from this discovery as he began his Alchemy with the materials provided. 
 
    The perfectly selected and refined ingredients almost automatically turned into the highest grade of Alchemical products at Sungchul's mere touch. And the Alchemical Items that he had crafted to be used as components all became S+ quality, a level Sungchul had never once attained before. Throughout the process, Sungchul was reminded time and time again of Eckheart’s deep consideration for the examinee. 
 
    This trial is designed to be easily passable as long as the recipe is known. 
 
    The materials were prepared in a way that even the most inexperienced beginner could synthesize something. The ingredients had been carefully placed to minimize the chance of failure. Sungchul realized the amount of effort and care that went into preparing the ingredients for this trial each time he made another Alchemic component. 
 
    In this way, Sungchul finished synthesizing every item and was left with the final step of synthesizing the Stone of the Magi. 
 
    “Good, good. Let’s continue at this pace all the way to the end!” 
 
    Sungchul peered over at Bertelgia, who was suddenly cheering him on from the side. A thought popped into his mind. Could it be that this test was made to be impossible unless she’s here? 
 
    The combination of having to figure out the exact item and recipe by just the vast array of ingredients, with the outrageous pressure of having only one attempt, made it completely impossible for anyone, no matter how experienced the Alchemist might be. 
 
    If that’s the case… 
 
    Sungchul watched his effort slowly take form as he continued to work on combining materials. He eventually started the synthesis of the end product he had been prepping for: the Stone of the Magi. As each of the final ingredients was prepared and placed into the Cauldron, the faint light within the Cauldron grew brighter as Sungchul diligently mixed the materials. 
 
    He could feel quite a bit of mana leave his body with each swirl, as one might have expected from a level 7 Alchemic Item. The mana requirement for synthesis was staggering. The Sungchul of the past might have had to take time to coordinate his synthesis and breaks. But now, Sungchul boasted an impressive 600 Magic Power. That was very high, even among mages. 
 
    Sungchul continued to stir the Cauldron without a break and awaited the completion of the process. How much time had passed? 
 
    When he became close to bottoming out his vast reserve of mana, the once-faint light within the Cauldron suddenly brightened up until it became blinding. Being exposed to this radiance, his heart began to race in a way it hadn’t for a long time. He waited for the texts that he knew would appear soon. 
 
    The result was soon announced. 
 
    [Alchemy Success!] 
 
    A fairly clear shape of a smile appeared on Sungchul’s lips. 
 
    “Uwa! We did it! We really did it!” 
 
    Bertelgia flew about excitedly while a single stone floated out of the Cauldron with a clear outline. It was about the size of a child's head. The surface was covered with strange shapes and indecipherable words that glowed with the blue light. Sungchul took the stone with his hands to identify. 
 
      
 
    
     [ Stone of the Magi ] 
 
     Level: 7 
 
     Grade: S 
 
     Attribute: - 
 
     Type: Relic 
 
     Effect: Collect the other 5 stones. Once you do, the Path of Truth will open before you. 
 
   
 
      
 
    He silently viewed the panel before bringing the stone to the altar. When the Stone of the Magi was placed, the luminescent ores within the control room flicked in unison. Every slight rumbling within the room stopped as a heavy stillness replaced it. 
 
    The Colossus that had been destroying Panchuria finally came to a halt. 
 
    Words popped up for Sungchul, who stood in silence. 
 
    [ Impressive. You have completed the Stone of the Magi. ] 
 
    [ You have my blessings if my daughter is with you. But you shall receive my admonition and curses if she is not. ] 
 
    The book at the center of the control room had lost its radiance. Bertelgia was the first one to discover this and pointed it out. 
 
    “That book over there. I think it lost its seal?” 
 
    Bertelgia rammed the book even before Sungchul’s hand reached over to pull it out. 
 
    “Aight!” 
 
    Astonishingly, the book fell beneath the altar as if it had lost its powers and became just another ordinary book. She let out a cheer. 
 
    Sungchul casually looked over at the opening that the book had been placed into. 
 
    “Bertelgia.” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Climb in here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think there’s something here. Something that your father left behind.” 
 
    She would normally ignore what Sungchul had to say, but when Sungchul had mentioned her father, she obediently flew over to the opening and closed her covers to push herself inside. 
 
    There was no response at first, but bluish light began to wrap around Bertelgia’s entire body. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Sungchul asked in a panic. 
 
    “Yea, I’m okay. It just feels really warm here. And… wait a minute.” 
 
    She grew silent once again. Sungchul could only watch her patiently. 
 
    “I think I know it now. Everything regarding this golem. I don’t know how, but I think I can give commands to this golem!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yep!” Bertelgia’s voice was filled with confidence. 
 
    “Huhu! I feel like I became Super Bertelgia! As if I am just a bit shy of becoming stronger than you!” 
 
    That excessive overconfidence didn’t sit well with Sungchul. 
 
    “Then lift your right arm.” 
 
    He occasionally liked to tease. 
 
    “Wait a bit.” 
 
    The ground shook slightly. Sungchul looked toward the crystal and noticed that the Colossus’s left arm had been lifted. He didn’t say anything as he watched Bertelgia until she realized her own mistake. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    The giant’s left arm came down, and the right one came up. 
 
    “It’s been so long since I moved my arms that I mistook my left for my right, is all!” 
 
    One way or another, it turned out to be true that Bertelgia really did obtain the ability to operate this Colossus. 
 
    “Now, what shall we try now, Mr. Enemy of the World?” Bertelgia asked impetuously. 
 
    Sungchul suppressed his desire to shove her back into his pocket as he replied, “Then have this head toward the Great Jungle. Toward where the ancient ruins lie.” 
 
    “Won’t Tree Mother obstruct us?” 
 
    “Even the Tree Mother wouldn’t be able to stop this Colossus, but it might not be so bad to use this guy as an insurance.” 
 
    Sungchul pulled out a single flute from his Soul Storage. It was the magic flute gifted to him by the Lizardman Shaman. Sungchul blew on it experimentally, and a beautiful melody flowed out on its own. 
 
    “It’s quite useful.” 
 
    “This is great. Shall I head there right away?” 
 
    Sungchul gave a nod, and Bertelgia relayed her command to the Colossus. It turned its massive body to follow the river upstream. Meanwhile, Sungchul bound the magic flute that played itself in between the chains with a rope. The people of Panchuria watched in disbelief as the Colossus left the city. 
 
    “Could it be that the Enemy of the World forced the monster back?” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe, but it has to be true. I saw it with my own eyes. The Enemy of the World fought the man that popped out of the Colossus’s head.” 
 
    “I saw it too! He killed that large man that was shouting from inside the Colossus.” 
 
    Although there was room for debate on the exact specifics of what had taken place, all of Panchuria were aware of the truth. A crucial role had been played by a man known as the Enemy of the World in enabling them to live another day by putting an end to the Calamity that had befallen them that day. Even Rolmay Chui, the Governor of Panchuria who was in a position that required the most conservative stance, found himself unable to deny Sungchul’s involvement. “Just why… just for what purpose did that man do this?” 
 
    However, not everyone was approving of Sungchul. 
 
    “There’s no doubt he did it for his own benefit. It’s not for anyone else.” Clarice did not like the people praising the Enemy of the World. She shouted loudly while stomping about in every direction. 
 
    “Hear me? We’re like this because of that man. If that man didn’t come here, none of these things would’ve happened!” 
 
    Kruut had been dragged away because of the gold Sungchul had given them. And as if that was not enough, the gold in question had been completely lost in the enthusing chaos. In other words, Clarice's family had gotten nothing out of all of their troubles. She glared at the Colossus disappearing into the distance as she lost her cool. 
 
    “That person ruined everything!” 
 
    “Stop this, Clarice. Shouldn't we be worrying about food and survival first?” Kruut tried to calm her down, but her anger was too great. 
 
    “What kind of hero is that? A person that only serves himself! Only the Emperor of the Human Empire deserves to be called a true hero!” 
 
    All of this was witnessed by Sungchul, who had been sitting on the Colossus’s head. They are alive, the girl and the old man. 
 
    Although she was hopping around like mad and spitting profanities, this side of her was what Sungchul liked about her. It showed her vitality and undying spirit. It can be said that a small number of heroes lead an era, but it’s the average commonfolk that has to endure the ages. Without foolish but stubborn ordinary survivors like them, there could be no such thing as heroes or the world. It was very easy to forget this fact, but Sungchul made sure to always remind himself of this. 
 
    “Is that lady going to be okay? She's lost her house and her livelihood,” asked Bertelgia. 
 
    “The old man and that woman are people that will find a way to survive anywhere they are dropped,” said Sungchul. 
 
    As if to prove Sungchul's words, Clarice, who had been cussing him out deliriously, was already on a small boat fiercely collecting the fish floating belly up along the river in a race against the other residents. 
 
    I should give some sort of compensation if I return here in the future. Sungchul resolved to do as such before entering the cockpit. Bertelgia, who had been inside the opening in the altar, popped out and flew around the cockpit. 
 
    “Looks like you don’t need to stay in there the whole time?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “Yeap. I left a command to keep moving without me,” responded Bertelgia. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Mmm… how do I explain this? Somehow.” 
 
    “That’s convenient.” 
 
    “In any case, I have something to show you.” Bertelgia headed toward the table made of stone at the corner of the cockpit. There was nothing on the table, but when Bertelgia tapped on it a few times with the corner of her cover, the top of the table opened up to reveal a small box. 
 
    “Open it. The design of it is not in a suitable form for me to open.” 
 
    Sungchul broke the lock attached to the box with his strength and popped the lid open. There was a lengthy message written onto a piece of paper. The calligraphy was orderly, and not a single character was out of place as if it was printed. Sungchul read what was written on the paper. 
 
    [Eckheart’s Record 3] 
 
    [A sudden thought came to me. How far are we permitted to go in our quest to stop the Calamity? The pitiful screams of the Lizardmen will not leave my ears. Brother Sajators keeps trying to convince me by saying that we need to become a necessary evil, but I cannot accept it. However, the news of the people of the Eastern Sea suffering under the Calamity wiped my doubts clean for a while.] 
 
    The writings on the paper broke off here. Underneath it, there were more writings hastily scratched onto the paper that were different from the ones before. Sungchul read on. 
 
    [I take back everything I said before! The Seven Heroes have betrayed everyone! If you wish to know the motivation behind their accursed actions…] 
 
    [...] 
 
    [...] 
 
    [...] 
 
    [...] 
 
    [Regrettably, you will come to know if you find the five other Bertelgia units!] 
 
    [Also, you must feed my daughter the Mage’s Stone. That’s not edible?! Are you sure about that? Try and find out!] 
 
    “This… is definitely your father’s writing style.” Sungchul felt Eckheart’s personality from the final part more strongly than anything else. 
 
    “This matches my father’s handwriting, but to hide this within a golem… what could be the reason?” 
 
    “There must have been something urgent at the time.” 
 
    He couldn’t hastily form any opinions based on the information provided thus far, but Eckheart must have had a deeper level of involvement than Sungchul had ever imagined. More than anything, the Colossi that bore his daughter’s name was a true testament to Eckheart’s abilities as an Alchemist. 
 
    “Let’s go ahead and have you eat the Mage’s Stone first.” Sungchul held up the Mage’s Stone that was glittering atop the altar. 
 
    “No.” Bertelgia ran away in a hurry, but it wasn’t so easy to escape from Sungchul. She was soon caught. 
 
    “It’s no good to be picky with your food.” 
 
    “Why would you eat this kind of thing? No, rather, HOW are you supposed to eat it anyway? Also, I'm a book, to begin with!” 
 
    “If you have no teeth, use your gums. If you have no gums, use your covers.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous!” 
 
    When Bertelgia opened her covers to complain, Sungchul moved as fast as lightning to shove the Mage’s Stone into Bertelgia. 
 
    “Uwagh?!” 
 
    She swallowed it whole. To be exact, the Mage’s Stone faded away like a mirage before it could touch her body. The stone lost its form before geometric symbols and letters floated around her as though they had a will of their own and then became absorbed into her body. 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes revealed his surprise. Just how many safeguards did he put into place? 
 
    Even the Imperial Seal of the Emperor would not be guarded this stringently. As he contemplated this, Bertelgia’s body that had absorbed the stone became wrapped in brilliant light. Within that brilliant light, Sungchul peeked in with squinted eyes and saw what was underneath. Something hidden under that brilliance caught his attention. For a moment, Sungchul could not believe his own eyes. 
 
    A girl? 
 
    A faint image of a girl huddled in a fetal position appeared for a brief moment within the light before disappearing altogether. Instead, the energy of the light that lingered around Bertelgia flew toward Sungchul and entered him instead. Sungchul experienced a deja vu. It was because the same thing had happened when he had finished the Creationist quest. 
 
    [You have created the Mage’s Stone and proven your qualifications in becoming a Creationist.] 
 
    [Create the remaining 5 stones to complete the path of a Creationist. The recipes for each stone will be found in each of the other Colossi.] 
 
    Reward: Magic Power +20, Intuition +20 
 
    A rather meaningless reward at this point, but the fact that the Creationist quest was still progressing in this situation was quite encouraging. 
 
    “Ooo…” Bertelgia descended as though she was quite fatigued. Sungchul grabbed her and put her into his pocket. 
 
    “How do you feel? How does it feel to have met a vestige of your father after so long?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “... Not happy or sad. But the Mage’s Stone. It was quite tasty.” 
 
    A brief but soft smile rose onto Sungchul’s lips at those words. Bertelgia didn’t dare miss it. 
 
    This man… He’s definitely a lot softer than when we first met. Not quite sure why, though! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Human Empire's rescue fleet dispatched to Panchuria had arrived after the situation had already been resolved. Most of the people in Panchuria complained about their late arrival, but a portion of the residents, like Clarice, rejoiced at their arrival. 
 
    “As expected! The only thing keeping this world together is the Human Empire!” 
 
    The one leading the Human Empire Fleet was a young man by the name of Arquebus, who had recently been appointed the position of admiral by the Emperor. He greeted the high-ranking Panchurian nobles with a benevolent expression on his face and listened carefully to the tragedy and salvation that went on on these lands. Unfortunately, his ears overheard a story that could not be overlooked. 
 
    “The one that saved Panchuria is the Enemy of the World. If not for him, Panchuria and all the way up to the southern borders of the Human Empire would have fallen to an unprecedented state of ruin.” 
 
    Rolmay Chui, the Panchurian Governor, spoke his thoughts without reservation, but the expression on Arquebus who had heard this changed so menacingly that it might have been another person altogether. 
 
    “So… your lordship is saying that the Enemy of the World is the savior, correct?” 
 
    He threw a question laced with malevolence. Rolmay might have been the lord of some backwater region, but he was not someone that some upstart admiral could behave as he pleased with. Although he felt offended, he was suppressed by the extraordinary malice and was unable to talk back. 
 
    “I’m just relaying what the people are saying. These are just words in the wind.” 
 
    “Ah, so these are just rumors?” 
 
    Once his discussion with the Governor ended, Arquebus met with the evacuees gathered around the riverside directly to corroborate the story. The evacuees spoke similarly to the Governor. 
 
    Arquebus returned to the airship and relayed a command to his subordinates. 
 
    “There cannot be two heroes.” 
 
    The fleet that had been floating above Panchuria lit up with countless magic formations. The people of Panchuria could not know what this meant. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One of the reasons that Sungchul had pulled the Colossus toward the river was to avoid the eyes of others, but there was another goal as well. 
 
    “Satisfied?” 
 
    Sungchul was addressing Carbung, whom he had placed in his coat. Before him, a mountainous Colossus was busy using its two enormous arms to remove the debris around the ruins. An amount of work that would not be possible for an average golem to complete even in a thousand years was being completed quite readily by the giant. 
 
    There were no visible changes to be seen, but Sungchul instinctively knew that the Carbuncle Soul Gem was now willing to work voluntarily on behalf of Sungchul. This was because the creature, Meerkat Carbuncle, that Sajators had called King Carbuncle, could share its mind with other beings. 
 
    Sungchul experimented with casting two spells at the same time. He used multiple back-to-back Glares as he tried to have the Carbuncle cast Meteor. And when Sungchul fired several rounds of Glare, the Carbuncle diligently worked on the incantations for Meteor to have it be ready to be fired at any time. Once done, a meteor was dropped on the jungle without any other involvement from Sungchul aside from picking the timing and location. 
 
    The Soul Gem that had been rejecting Sungchul finally relented. 
 
    This is quite useful. 
 
    Multicasting. The secret technique that Sajators had boasted about was finally in Sungchul’s possession. Unfortunately, not everything was going as well as it could. The six Soul Gems that Sungchul had taken from Sajators were all adamantly rejecting Sungchul. He could sense their strong resolve to absolutely refuse to cooperate with the killer of their long-time master. 
 
    Should I just toss these?... No, I should keep them for now. 
 
    These were hard-to-obtain Meerkat Carbuncle Soul Gems. 
 
    And it was not entirely unfeasible that the late Sajators’s Soul Gems may change their minds about Sungchul one day 
 
    There was nothing more for him to do here now that Sungchul managed to obtain Multicasting as well as kill two of the Seven Heroes in the process. Sungchul left the jungle and headed toward Panchuria. But all that awaited him was death and despair. Countless corpses were splayed about along the riverside. The stench of rotting flesh lingered in the air, and clouds of flies swarmed about the surroundings. 
 
    [Enemy of the World passed by.] 
 
    Wrath on a level never seen before passed by Sungchul’s eyes. He managed to get a complete recount from the few survivors he had found after persistent searching. And during these short conversations, Bertelgia witnessed Sungchul’s face become devoid of emotion like when they first met. By the time the stories ended, Sungchul had turned to Bertelgia with a tired voice. “Bertelgia.” 
 
    “Y-yes?” 
 
    “Is this world worth saving?” 
 
    “T-that’s…” 
 
    It was at this moment that a sound of something breaking came from a fallen residence in the distance, and a single person sprang out from the ruin. 
 
    “Ugh! Such rotten luck! Really!” 
 
    It was a very long distance, but Bertelgia was able to recognize this figure. Isn’t she the lady that sang really well? 
 
    Clarice pulled out Kruut, who had been curled up under the ruin. 
 
    “Hurry up and move, Gramps! How long are you going to keep dozing around for? We don’t know when those sons of bitches are going to come back.” 
 
    She was now covered in ash and dust and was tenaciously supporting her grandfather as they walked toward some place far away from the river with determination. 
 
    “The world isn't full of nothing but bad people, you know?" said Bertelgia. 
 
    "You might be right." 
 
    Sungchul, who replied without any confidence, headed North. His destination was the Tower of Recluse. Darkness eventually descended upon the scorched earth that now lay behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Tower of Recluse 
 
      
 
      
 
    The six Colossi awoke from their millennium-long slumber to drive the world into utter chaos. Countless cities were brought to complete destruction, and the capitals of many kingdoms collapsed, disappearing without any trace. 
 
    The death toll caused directly by the Colossi was unexpectedly low, but the people had lost their way of life. The citizens who had lost their homes wandered the wastelands, and the kings and their lords became powerless without their castles. 
 
    Even as the situation continued to deteriorate in this way, those in power within the continent were still unable to formulate any response. They were too occupied trying to prevent the Colossi from invading their own regions. 
 
    The mass destruction caused by the Colossi was still in progress when those who had awoken the giants gathered in a dark room somewhere. 
 
    “Daltanius and Sajators were slain by the Destroyer.” 
 
    The Seven Heroes. These people who were once saviors became the Calamity itself. They each showed different reactions to the news of the death of their comrades. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be said for Daltanius, but it’s kind of a waste that we lost Sajators.” 
 
    “Two of us, the Seven Heroes, faced him at the same time and lost? Hard to believe.” 
 
    “Kekeke… Sajators. He was the weakest among us.” 
 
    “Isn’t the weakest you, Ga Xi Ong?” 
 
    “Ugh…!” 
 
    “Sajators was unable to put up a proper fight. He hid like a coward and died before he could even give any resistance.” 
 
    Sounds of inconsequential talk went on for a while before suddenly coming to an end. It was because a man stepped into the dark room in which the members were residing. This man carrying two swords of different lengths across his back looked at everyone before he sat at the seat of honor at the round table. 
 
    Leader of the Seven Heroes, Desfort. This unparalleled Magic Swordsman, who was known to have reached the pinnacle of both magic and swordsmanship, rested his chin on his hands and looked toward his companions. 
 
    “Do not be concerned with the death of Sajators and Daltanius. It just means that their shares can be split among the rest of us.” 
 
    The group listened quietly. These were people of strong personalities, but none dared to speak before Desfort. 
 
    “Eckheart’s junk are carrying out their roles. Which means that time has finally come for us to start moving forward with our plan.” 
 
    “What do you want to do with him then?” 
 
    One man opened his mouth in a near mechanical tone, carrying not one hint of emotion. It was the man who had remained silent as the others conversed among themselves. His name was White Shadow, the unlisted assassin. 
 
    “We ignore him. He’ll come to seek us first in any case.” 
 
    “But, what happens if he kills you first? Everything would have been for naught.” 
 
    “What is it that you want to say, White Shadow?” The surge of malice was visible in Desfort’s eyes, even in this darkness. 
 
    “I will eliminate the man,” White Shadow replied dryly without being intimidated. 
 
    “Can you do it?” 
 
    “I am an assassin.” His short reply carried an immeasurable pride and confidence. 
 
    Desfort lifted his head from his hand and fixed his posture. “I won’t stop you if that’s what you wish to do.” 
 
    As Desfort gave his permission, White Shadow disappeared from the round table without a trace. The rest of the Seven Heroes were left stunned. 
 
    “Well, someone’s eager.” 
 
    “What do we do if even he is defeated?” 
 
    “He’s not helpful in a team fight anyway. And nothing could be better than him getting lucky and killing the Destroyer. 
 
    As the gossiping continued, a man placed his hand where White Shadow had sat and grinned. 
 
    “That guy, he hasn’t changed one bit.” 
 
    From where White Shadow had disappeared, there wasn’t even a trace of his warmth left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He had seen countless carts, but it was the first time seeing a cart pulled by a gryphon. Sungchul lay atop comfortable straws the cart was carrying and enjoyed a leisurely trip with Bertelgia for a change. The middle-aged monk driving the cart had allowed Sungchul to hitch a ride without much fuss, but it turned out to be a trap. 
 
    “It’s been a good while since I’ve had a passenger. It sure brings back memories. My friend over there and I were in many unbelievable battles together for a great many years. If not for his injury on his wings, we would have still been in service to this day. Damn it. If Baron and I weren’t injured, we could have been at the Frontlines of the Demon Realm and showed off our skills until we were satisfied.” 
 
    The monk was excessively chatty. And eighty percent of it was just him bragging about himself. 
 
    Sungchul became exhausted after he endured more than thirty minutes of never-ending talk on a subject he had less than no interest in listening to. “... Stop the cart, please.” 
 
    “Tsk. Such a young man has no patience.” 
 
    As though the driver was aware of his own faults, he held himself back a bit from then on. 
 
    The cart-pulling gryphon was given the name of “Baron”. And although it was now reduced to pulling carts, it carried itself with solemn grace and dignity quite unlike its owner. As a gryphon with an exceptionally well-trained intellect, it maneuvered through the difficult mountain terrain without any particular input from the driver. 
 
    Bertelgia must have been quite fascinated by Baron as she popped out of Sungchul’s pocket while the cart stopped for a break and approached the beast. 
 
    “Hey, cutie.” 
 
    Baron’s response to Bertelgia’s friendly advance was limited to just a glance with its eyes. 
 
    Sungchul walked up to Baron as well. He looked over Baron once and spoke in a low tone, “The wing was severely injured. Combination of badly broken bones and poor treatment caused the wing to heal crooked.” 
 
    He consoled the retired gryphon by expertly brushing its wings. 
 
    “It looks like you’re familiar with gryphons?” asked Bertelgia. 
 
    Sungchul nodded. Memories of the past crossed his mind. 
 
    “Even though I’m walking on my own two feet now, I was always riding something or another in the past: airship, horse, cliff raptor, gryphon. I recall that I rode on gryphons the most in those times.” 
 
    “Wyverns as well?” 
 
    “Not just anyone can ride wyverns. If you don’t imprint one at the moment it hatches from the egg, it will never follow you.” 
 
    As they were talking, the driver who was answering the call from nature returned while pulling up the waist of his pants. 
 
    “Have you all eaten?” 
 
    He was subtly walking in another direction. Baron lightly brushed the ground with his large claws causing the driver to walk in the correct direction. Sungchul finally caught on that the driver’s eyes were impaired. 
 
    The driver pulled out a dark and hard bread from the sack in his cart and shared it with Sungchul. It was with the hand that the man had just used to finish his business in the bush earlier. 
 
    Sungchul received the bread and stared at it for a while. It seemed more like a brick rather than anything edible. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Does it not suit your tastes?” asked the driver. 
 
    “Is there nothing else besides this?” 
 
    “Young people should eat whatever is given. It’s not good to be picky about food. This is the only thing that can be eaten right away. I have some ingredients in that other sack, but I find cooking to be troublesome.” 
 
    “I’m a bit confident in my cooking.” Sungchul flashed the brooch that was hidden underneath his coat before standing up. Without delay, he checked the ingredients in the sack that was buried under the straws. Potatoes, onions, a putrid-smelling butter, and dried meat were all that he found. It was enough to make a simple meal, but it was insufficient in satisfying Sungchul. 
 
    “Please wait a bit.” He asked to be excused as he left to take a look around the vicinity. 
 
    Sungchul soon caught a rabbit. 
 
    He twisted its body with an experienced hand and began to cook it after removing its viscera. He had made a rabbit stew with the rabbit meat and the ingredients provided. 
 
    The driver was wary at first. But once he took a whiff of the aroma, his eyes grew wide as he stared at Sungchul. “What? This flavor! It’s just like back in my hometown…!!” 
 
    “Was there perhaps a High-Class Chef back home?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “There was one person who was particularly good at cooking. People traveled from afar to come to eat from him.” 
 
    “So, was this person a High-Class Chef?” 
 
    “I don’t know one way or another. What about this High-Class Chef thing is so important for you to keep asking me?” 
 
    “... It was a personal curiosity. In any case, where is your hometown?” 
 
    The journey resumed once everyone finished their meal. Sungchul watched the passing scenery and knew that the Tower of Recluse was not far. It’s been a while since I was back here. 
 
    A clear mirror-like lake was reflecting the rays of the sun to glimmer beyond the towering coniferous forest. Sungchul recalled that the tower stood close to a lake surrounded by rugged mountains. 
 
    The appearance of the lake meant that they were getting much closer to their destination. 
 
    “So, what brings you to the Tower of Recluse?” the driver suddenly asked. 
 
    “Personal reasons. I also happen to know a person there.” 
 
    Sungchul hesitated briefly when he said the word “person,” as the one he was to meet was not entirely human. After all, half of the blood that flowed within her was that of a Dragon. 
 
    “The number of Summoned at the Tower of Recluse has increased greatly as of late. Be it mages, warriors, or slaves.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, it seems the Hermits rates the knowledge of the Summoned very highly. I’ve heard that the Summoning Palace intentionally pulls out the Summoned who are masters of their trade ahead of time to be made slaves in order to aggressively utilize their knowledge.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be useful, though.” 
 
    As Sungchul said, modern techniques and knowledge had little value in the Other World because of an inviolable sanction in place by one of the five principle gods that preside over the world, the God of Order. 
 
    It wouldn’t be easy to gather or make the necessary materials and facilities. But even if the materials were somehow gathered and complex machinery was created using their knowledge, the God of Order's divine decree prevented the machinery from functioning. 
 
    Strange malignant creatures known as Gremlins would invariably appear and relentlessly seek to destroy anything created by these technologies forbidden by the God of Order. 
 
    “Whatever the case may be, it stands true that there are a lot of Summoned gathered at the Tower of Recluse. I’ve heard that interesting things have been made within the tower, something that somehow managed to escape the God of Order’s prohibition.” 
 
    “I want to see that too!” Bertelgia suddenly opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    The driver looked around from side to side for the source of the little girl’s voice as he asked Sungchul, “What was that voice just then?” 
 
    Sungchul firmly pressed down on Bertelgia with his hand before replying in a calm voice, 
 
    “Yours truly sometimes mimics voices.” 
 
    “... What a disturbing person. I had an inkling when you were talking about a High-Class Chef or whatever, but still!” 
 
    A long period of silence followed before they arrived at the road lined with worn-out tents. There were haggard and shabby-looking people watching them with hostile eyes. 
 
    “Who are those people?” Sungchul eventually asked. 
 
    “Those are the refugees. Many of the people that had lost their homes due to Colossi gathered here. As you know, the Tower of Recluse is under the protection of the God of Order. So evil entities aren’t able to come here.” 
 
    The rows of tents continued without end. Unpleasant stench also engulfed them as they continued. It wasn’t uncommon to see people raise their voice or their fists. 
 
    Sungchul could see the shadow of Calamity within the darkness of their faces. 
 
    What awaited him past the long line of tents was the sight of many airships from all over the continent. 
 
    These belonged to those who were sent to stay near the Tower of Recluse to closely monitor the changes in the Scripture of Calamity, which became unstable in the aftermath of the death of the Demon King. 
 
    Sungchul confirmed the fluttering flags on each of the airships: the Ancient Kingdom, Coalition of Merchants, Dwarven Kingdom, military flags from the northern parts of the continent, wealthy countries of the east, and various other influential factions. 
 
    Of course, there were airships from the Human Empire faction as well. But what took his attention was an easily recognizable airship moored close to them. It was a ship with fuselage excessively but beautifully painted in pure white that looked more suitable as a piece of art than a military vehicle. 
 
    Sungchul’s brow creased into a frown. Isn’t that Aquiroa’s flagship? I was sure it was destroyed near the entrance of the Demon King’s Palace. 
 
    It was impossible… no, rather it shouldn’t be possible. But Sungchul had to ask his burning question to the driver. 
 
    “Is there perhaps news of Aquiroa being at the Tower of Recluse?” 
 
    The driver burst into laughter as he nodded at Sungchul’s question. “How did you know? Her ladyship is currently staying at the Tower of Recluse to protect this place just in case something happens. The village is quite festive nowadays thanks to the all-famous Second Champion of the Continent gracing us with her arrival.” 
 
    Listening to the old man’s innocent reply briefly brought Sungchul’s mind back to the land of fire and ice, at the bloody scene before the Demon King's palace. Sungchul had killed Aquiroa with his own hands in the presence of the massive volcano that bore the likeness of a Demon spewing flames from its maw. The final words of Aquiroa were still fresh in his mind as he revisited the memories of that moment. 
 
    “Aquiroa is not an individual but many. Another Aquiroa will be created in the Floating Archipelago.” 
 
    He had thought it was just a baseless uttering of a desperate woman at the time, a ploy to draw his interest to beg for mercy. But just as she had said, a brand new Aquiroa had appeared before him. 
 
    I can smell it. The familiar stench of rot. 
 
    He had come to this place to read the Scripture of Calamity, but the moment he laid eyes on the pure white airship, a new objective was added to the list. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sungchul’s general objective was to first read the Scripture of Calamity and then embark on Aquiroa’s ship, Procrustes. He would have to fill in the finer details of the plan as he went along. But regardless of anything that was going on, reading the scripture took priority. If he were to meet Aquiroa, a battle couldn’t be avoided. Sungchul would be powerless to do anything if the Tower of Recluse got locked down because, like the Summoning Palace, this place was under the direct protection of the gods. 
 
    “I should think about how to get into that tower first.” 
 
    Sungchul glared at the picturesque gray tower on the far end of the serene waveless lake as he made his way toward it. A wooden suspension bridge that led to the entrance of the village soon appeared. Located close by was a stable where the imposing Baron was resting with its wings unfurled beside the monk’s cart. 
 
    “Hey, cutie,” Bertelgia greeted it first, but Baron didn’t acknowledge her in any way. 
 
    Sungchul read the message posted at the entrance of the bridge. 
 
    [Toporo, the home of hospitality and goodwill] 
 
    Bertelgia shook her body from inside her pocket after reading the nameplate. 
 
    “Sounds like there might be a lot of nice people living here?” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t respond. It was because it was near impossible to find a truly kind person among people who referred to themselves as kind. Sungchul knew this from his own experiences. 
 
    In fact, after having crossed the bridge, he was met with a wooden fence reinforced with rusted nails and spears that obstructed his way. 
 
    “What is your purpose here?” A group of burly young men appeared from behind the wooden fence. They appeared to be the militia. 
 
    Is it because of me? Sungchul’s question was answered by the warnings posted all across the fence. 
 
    [ No Entry to Outsiders - Especially Refugees! ] 
 
    [ Refugees go back to your own fucking lands. ] 
 
    [ Fate of thieves -> ] 
 
    At the end of the arrow indicated on the final post was the corpse of a young man that had been beaten to death and left to rot. The corpse was heavily infested with squirming maggots and surrounded by a swarm of flies. 
 
    “Are you a refugee? Hm?” 
 
    The man wore a steel helmet and bared his teeth as he spoke threateningly. Sungchul’s appearance was pathetic enough in his eyes to be mistaken as a refugee. But Sungchul had no reason to pick a fight with them. 
 
    “I’m not a refugee, though.” 
 
    As Sungchul began to contemplate how to resolve this situation, another person popped out from behind the wooden fence. It was a short but stocky man with thick brows. 
 
    “What are you doing to a Summoned?!” 
 
    The man wore an armband to distinguish himself from the others and appeared to be of high status. His intervention raised the young men’s brows. 
 
    “Eh? A Summoned?” 
 
    “Can’t you tell by his attire? Only a Summoned would wear such torn-up and stained pants.” 
 
    The man walked up to Sungchul after he scolded the group of young men. 
 
    “Hm…” 
 
    His big bright eyes scanned Sungchul up and down for a while before he chose to speak again. 
 
    “Are you a Summoned?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded. 
 
    “Do you have business at the Tower of Recluse?” 
 
    When Sungchul nodded again, the man had the young man step back and let him inside the village. 
 
    “The detailed announcement is posted in the village plaza, so check there.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded once again before entering the fence. He could hear the man’s voice from his back after passing by. 
 
    “It would be best for you to avoid doing anything unnecessary. Things are already a mess as they are.” 
 
    “Anything unnecessary?” 
 
    Sungchul stopped his steps and turned around to ask. 
 
    “There are a few things I’d advise against, but it would be best if you didn’t covet other people’s properties. A loss of apple or coin is enough to end one’s life these days.” 
 
    The man turned his gaze toward the rotting corpse beneath the fence. It was a rough indication of the tension between the village people and the refugees. 
 
    Inevitably, a problem will eventually develop one way or another after such a large number of Refugees gather in one place. Even if it is the most hospitable and the most well-meaning village of all. 
 
    Sungchul entered the village keeping the man's warning in mind. 
 
    The atmosphere of the village was quite hostile, and everyone that ran into Sungchul openly displayed their unfiltered wariness. Sungchul’s pauper appearance didn’t help any either. 
 
    Tattered coat, worn-out jeans and well-worn military boots. Sungchul’s attire was difficult to distinguish from the average vagrant. Bertelgia noticed this problem and pointed this out to him. 
 
    “How about taking this opportunity to change your attire? There’s plenty of refined and great things to wear. Like a golden full-plate armor or a full-body gold-plated armor. Or maybe even a set of plated armor made of gold!” 
 
    “I won’t wear such things.” 
 
    “I understand that you have your preferences, but it might leave a better impression with the people here if you make an effort to dress up.” 
 
    Sungchul began to walk faster in order to quiet Bertelgia’s nagging. Once he crossed the village to the other side, he could see the road to the Tower of Recluse. 
 
    The tower itself was on an island at the center of a lake, but the path leading to the tower was not visible from the ground. 
 
    None of the common methods of crossing the water like bridge, dock or ferry were visible. But there was a path to be found for the keen eye: A series of stepping stones hidden just beneath the surface of the clear mirror-like rippleless lake. The people of the tower called these stones the Miracle Bridge or the Water Strider Bridge. 
 
    Sungchul headed toward the small island where the tower was located, walking atop this bridge that lay at a depth that would only wet the soles of his boots. 
 
    There were Hermits in gray robes guarding the entrance of the tower. As seen through the Eye of Truth, the tower was covered by very densely overlapped defensive barriers of high caliber. 
 
    As expected of the Tower of Recluse. It is no pushover. 
 
    When Sungchul approached the entrance, the Hermits stepped forward to speak with him. “What business brought you here?” 
 
    Their voice was courteous, but barely beneath their hoods were their eyes watching him with great suspicion. Sungchul was wholly aware of the messy state of affairs at the current moment and had no intentions to make things any worse. He pulled out the excuse he had prepared beforehand. 
 
    “I have come to visit Hermit Kha’nes for personal matters.” 
 
    “Lady Kha’nes?” The Hermits’ eyes were painted in surprise for a moment. 
 
    “The lady is away on a mission from the Holy Hermit Porpyrius.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    A weak groan escaped Sungchul’s lips. Is she not back yet? That woman. It’s been quite a while since we met in the frontline of the Demon Realm. But now that I think about it, she has always been a truant-type. Highly curious as well, as expected of a Dragon. 
 
    Kha’nes's absence posed a great predicament. He felt the need to change his plans and threw out another question. 
 
    “When is the lady returning?” 
 
    “We cannot be sure, but I expect that she’ll only return after having wandered about to her satisfaction.” 
 
    “Mm… I had business in the tower.” 
 
    “We apologize, but we are in a state of emergency and cannot accept foreigners into the tower without a good reason. However, it looks like you’re a Summoned?” 
 
    One of the Hermits looked more closely at Sungchul. Sungchul nodded, allowing him to continue speaking. 
 
    “A Summoned does have other options. Well, it is limited to only the most intelligent among them. But the tower is recruiting Summoned that might be of use.” 
 
    “And what is it that the tower looking for?” 
 
    “There will be a flyer at the village noticeboard. We’re unrelated to all that, so you’ll be able to get more information by reading the notice.” 
 
    He managed to obtain an unexpected piece of information. Sungchul tried to leave after respectfully bidding his farewell to the Hermits, but one of them called out to him. 
 
    “We could inform the lady upon her return if you are planning on staying at the village. What do you call yourself?” 
 
    The man’s intentions were good, but it was an awkward question for Sungchul. Sungchul, who did not really have a prepared response for him, almost replied instinctively, “Fa—” 
 
    As Sungchul began to speak, Bertelgia shook her body violently. It seemed like she very much wanted to avoid what was about to happen. Thanks to her, he was able to think of something reasonable to say instead. 
 
    “She should know if you tell her that I’m the man that cooked her ramen.” 
 
    “Ramen…?” 
 
    Sungchul revealed a faint smile toward the befuddled Hermits before leaving this place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Toporo was a small but abundant, aesthetically pleasing village. The lake provided water and fish, while the cool climate was appropriate for growing fruits. More than anything, it sat next to the Tower of Recluse, which protected it from external dangers. 
 
    Sungchul followed the burbling stream that ran beside the village and looked toward each of the vast vineyards on either side. The vineyard on the side of the village was safe, but the vineyard on the opposite side lay desolate as if ravaged by a herd of boars. Sungchul crossed the stepping stones again and entered deeper into the village. He passed by several houses before he arrived at the village plaza. 
 
    Various shops set up in a rectangular shape surrounded an intimidating bronze statue located in the center of the plaza of an unnamed Hermit wearing a robe with his face veiled under the hood. 
 
    The center of the plaza was paved with colorful bricks as expected of a well-off village, forming a pattern that was pleasing to the eye, on which countless people were bustling about. 
 
    A noticeboard was placed beneath the clock tower of this village plaza. And like everywhere else they’ve been, there was a wanted poster posted on the most prominent spot showing a portrait of the Enemy of the World. Bertelgia, who noticed this, quietly spoke to Sungchul. 
 
    “Must be nice to be so popular.” 
 
    Sungchul looked toward the wanted poster with indifference. It seemed to have been made a long time ago as the young man depicted was in an extravagant uniform with a rippling mass of muscles that resembled the current Sungchul very little. A note in the corner of the flyer said to show proper respects to this man even during his capture as he was once the Commander in Chief of the Empire. 
 
    Was this flyer posted eight years ago? 
 
    It appeared to have been made around the beginning of his infamy as the “Enemy of the World.” Sungchul looked away as he felt the impermanence of time. 
 
    Below the wanted poster was a large collection of advertisements that nearly covered the rest of the space. Sungchul found the advertisement he was looking for among those. 
 
    [Attention! Recruiting Summoned!] 
 
    [1. Overview - It has been determined that technologies and concepts are very well developed in the alternate world (Earth), so active research and development will be carried out at the Tower of Recluse to utilize them. Henceforth, Summoned with world-class academic accomplishments are invited to come and share their knowledge.] 
 
    [2. Qualification - Summoned with comparable academic backgrounds of Other World’s master’s degree or doctorate. (Caution: a field of study relating to what is referred to as Liberal Arts will not qualify)] 
 
    [3. Remuneration - 10 silver coin minimum to 1 gold coin based on contribution] 
 
    [Side note - There will be a Selection Exam, so those that don’t qualify do not apply] 
 
    “Mm…” 
 
    Sungchul, who saw the notice, felt lost. He was not a master nor a doctorate during his time in the real world, and to make matters worse, he had taken liberal arts. Rounded up, it had been about thirty years since he had arrived at Other World. It had been a long while since his knowledge of Earth had been forgotten. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Bertelgia bluntly asked Sungchul, who was standing frozen like a statue. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Sungchul reread the notice that mentioned an entrance exam and decided to change his plans once again. Let’s find a way to get in first. Once we enter and read the Scripture of Calamity, we can strike Aquiroa down. 
 
    Blitzkrieg. Sungchul decided his course of action and headed toward the entrance of the Tower of Recluse again. The Hermits who had been on guard before were seen blocking the entrance once again. 
 
    “Have you seen the notice?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded, and the Hermits whispered something between each other. Sungchul simply waited for them to open the door to the tower, but something unexpected occurred. 
 
    “It looks like you haven’t read the notice properly. Today is not the day of the entrance exam.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “There is another notice with the date of the entrance exam.” 
 
    If what the man said was true, then it could be seen as a critical carelessness. 
 
    But while Sungchul had not seen such a notice, it was not due to his carelessness. He had diligently checked all the other various flyers on the board even after he read the exam notice. 
 
    If there was one that was advertising the date of an exam, there was absolutely no chance that it wouldn't be placed prominently to catch the eye. Also, wasn’t Bertelgia with him as well? Sungchul turned to ask her, but she shook her body. She hadn’t seen anything like that as well. 
 
    Since that was the case, none of this made sense. Sungchul glared back toward the Hermits and told them honestly. 
 
    “I haven’t seen anything regarding the date of an entrance exam. There was no such thing on the noticeboard.” 
 
    He protested in a respectful tone, and the Hermits looked at each other. Finally, one of them broke out in laughter and apologized. 
 
    “Looks like someone ripped up the flyer about the exam again.” The Hermit carried on saying, “The competition is pretty cutthroat recently. There are so many Summoned trying to enter the Tower of Recluse. As you know, Colossi are running about outside along with the Seven Heroes as well. They are all seeking a safe haven here.” 
 
    “There are no safer places than the Summoning Plaza, Dimensional Door, or the Tower of Recluse.” 
 
    They turned to speak to Sungchul after having discussed something with each other. 
 
    “Just wait at the village for now. We will send people out again to post the date of the exam.” 
 
    The way the situation was turning out, it seemed as though things would take more time to resolve. But it wasn’t all bad. 
 
    The right way to approach things unavoidable in life was to take the time to gather sufficient information and be fully prepared to arrive at the desired resolution without outstanding problems. 
 
    Sungchul decided to go back, for now, taking a step back and leaving this place. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Voice of Calamity 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sungchul diligently gathered information about the general situation surrounding the Tower of Recluse during the week, and what piqued his interest was the terrifying eyewitness report on Aquiroa’s flagship, Procrustes. 
 
    According to rumors spread by the crewmen on other airships, there were monstrous humanoids made of some white material roaming the deck of Procrustes. Their sensory perception was every bit as peculiar as their appearance because they could sense when they’ve been spotted by someone and would then immediately disappear like a ghost. 
 
    And whenever they did so, the witness would then hear hair-raising, eerie whispers. The likes of which they’ve never heard before. 
 
    There were many deductions and guesses on the monster's identity, but none came close to the truth. At least, that’s how it sounded to Sungchul, who was already aware of its identity. 
 
    Sungchul nonchalantly went on a reconnaissance personally to check. 
 
    Sungchul had walked all the way up to where the ship was anchored and estimated the distance between the balloons and the airships with his eyes to plan his ascension route for a later date and even hid in the bushes to watch the activities on the ship for an entire day. 
 
    One interesting part he noticed was that there were many werewolves aboard Aquiroa’s airship. A pack made up of approximately four to five werewolves tenaciously wandered around the land surrounded Tower of Recluse on a day-to-day basis in search of something. 
 
    Of course, Sungchul was curious and was able to overhear their conversation after persistently following them. 
 
    “How is it? Did you find the Dragon?” 
 
    “Nope. Not a single trace. That fucking supervisor piece of shit! He knows she is not at the tower. How the fuck are we supposed to find her?” 
 
    “Isn’t it because he’s also being pressured by the higher-ups? Come on, let’s just get our meals.” 
 
    Beside the werewolves was a woman's corpse with a face that had yet to drain of color. Her pitiful attire indicated her refugee status, and it looked like she was wandering about the forest alone when she, unfortunately, became werewolf food. 
 
    It wouldn’t be smart to stir trouble at this moment, and Sungchul had even gained the information he had hoped for from their conversation. 
 
    A Dragon… There’s only one existence around here that could be referred to as a Dragon. 
 
    Half-Dragon and Half-Human Kha’nes. The most powerful Hermit. 
 
    He wasn’t aware of the reason, but Aquiroa was looking for her and not out of goodwill. Sungchul wordlessly retreated from his spot. There was nothing more he could particularly do other than this. 
 
    The conflict between the villagers of Toporo Village and the refugees was deeper than what was originally perceived, but it didn’t look like it would escalate into violence anytime soon. There were rumors that the Colossus that destroyed the homes of the refugees was heading into other regions, and the Hermits were diligently carrying out their work as inhibitors. Sungchul was unexpectedly able to leisurely spend his remaining time in this lovely village. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to study?” 
 
    Bertelgia couldn’t bear to watch anymore and said something, but to Sungchul, it was futile. 
 
    “Studying now wouldn't make a difference.” 
 
    Things would be resolved quickly once he entered the tower. Sungchul, who had an adamant belief in himself, was rather tranquil about it. 
 
    And just like that, the day of the test quickly arrived. 
 
    The village was bustling with Summoned from various regions of the continent on the exam day. Sungchul was able to hear names of countries he had forgotten about, such as Greece, England, India, Japan, and more. 
 
    One man of Japanese origins mistook Sungchul for a fellow Japanese due to his black hair and approached him quite amicably. But the man’s attitude visibly changed once he found out that he was mistaken about Sungchul’s homeland. 
 
    “Ah, a Korean? I didn’t realize that some backwater place like Korea would also be subject to a Mass Summoning. It was my mistake.” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t particularly mind it. 
 
    Instead, he gave his attention to eavesdropping on the Summoned from abroad. Through these people, he learned that the Colossi had brought destruction upon the continent on a scale far greater than he could have imagined. 
 
    The major countries, such as the Human Empire, were able to minimize casualties with a swift response. But the Plains on the Southeastern parts of the continent were filled with many minor nations, those of which were barely left standing with hardly a house left untouched. 
 
    They were able to endure because it was the beginning of the autumnal season. But their suffering would grow many times over once winter arrived. 
 
    Hearing this gave Sungchul his next destination. I should go around and deal with the Colossi until I can find out the whereabouts of the remaining Seven Heroes. 
 
    As the sun was reaching its zenith, the Hermits of the Tower guided the exam takers to the tower. 
 
    Sungchul was planning on going on an offensive as soon as he got through the gates of the tower. So, he confirmed the location of Procrustes one more time and stretched his body. 
 
    Unfortunately, something unexpected occurred. 
 
    “This is the testing spot.” 
 
    The place the Hermits had led them wasn’t the interior of the tower but to the wooden structure tucked away and hidden in the shadow behind the tower. 
 
    Sungchul’s plan was ruined from the very beginning. 
 
    “That’s why I said you should have studied some more,” Bertelgia scolded him, but her words didn’t enter his ears. 
 
    The testing process continued as planned, regardless of Sungchul’s mental state. 
 
    “From now on, you all will be undergoing the testing here. The question presented was thought up by the Summoned who came before you.” 
 
    A young man who appeared to be a slave began to distribute the test. The moment Sungchul saw the test, he felt his mind going blank. 
 
    He might have been able to leave it all to luck had the test format been multiple-choice, but all the questions were cruelly set to be open-ended, graded on both the answer and the explanation. 
 
    I… don’t know anything! 
 
    It was as Sungchul was contemplating brute force as his last resort that the Hermit in charge of supervision spoke with a soft voice. 
 
    “We will be considerate of the circumstances of the Summoned, and we will be allowing this test to be in open-book format. I don’t know anything about this, but I have been informed that the majority of the questions are impossible to solve for the lay person no matter how many books were to be provided.” 
 
    The supervisor pointed toward the bookcase affixed to the wall and recommended everyone use them freely for reference. 
 
    For once, Sungchul felt his blood begin to boil slightly. There was still a chance. 
 
    He could hear murmuring from all over, and Sungchul took the opportunity to whisper something to Bertelgia. 
 
    “Hm…? For real? You want me to do something like that?” 
 
    “I’m depending on you, Bertelgia.” 
 
    When the atmosphere was becoming quite rowdy, the supervisor clapped his hands to gather everyone’s attention. 
 
    “The test environment is lax, but restrain yourselves from plagiarizing answers.” 
 
    As he mentioned, the situation was ideal for cheating. The examinees weren’t seated at individual desks but rather in a single file or facing each other at a large table. 
 
    It was an ideal environment to copy someone's answer if one wished. 
 
    The supervisor made an addendum as though he was already concerned with this point. 
 
    “There are invisible Observer’s Eyes behind each examinee monitoring them. Any dishonest behavior will result in immediate expulsion and met with punishment, so please refrain yourselves from acting rashly.” 
 
    The supervisor’s warning seemed believable, but Sungchul’s Eye of Truth couldn’t detect a single Observer’s Eye. It was a form of bluff, but the others who weren’t aware of this truth clearly looked unsettled as the talk of punishments weighted heavily on them. 
 
    It was possible that they are left crippled at a minimum, and at worse, killed. 
 
    Groans poured out from the mouths of examinees who had entertained the possibility of cheating. 
 
    “Now, the exam will begin. The duration will be 2 hours. Please fill out as many answers as you can.” 
 
    The Hermits concluded their announcements and left the building. The one who appeared to have the lowest rank assumed the supervisor role. 
 
    The 20 or so Summoned all headed toward the bookcase at the same time and grabbed the books they needed. 
 
    Sungchul remained in his seat. 
 
    Anyone looking over might have thought he was thinking deeply over an answer, but these questions weren’t something Sungchul could solve no matter how much he dwelled on them. He was actually scanning the others to see who appeared to be the most intelligent from the corner of his eyes. 
 
    Two people stood out. 
 
    A man with darker skin who looked to be Indian, and the Japanese man who pretended to be friendly with Sungchul before. The Japanese man had been sitting right next to Sungchul. And when tests began, he looked toward Sungchul and grinned. 
 
    “I think I’ve been in Other World for about five years, but these questions seem quite simple. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    When Sungchul didn’t give any reply, the man muttered something incomprehensible in Japanese and snickered to himself before starting to answer his questions. He appeared to be quite confident as he didn’t head out toward the reference books in the bookcase like the others before filling out his answer sheet. 
 
    It appears he’s one of the more skilled ones. 
 
    The Japanese man snickered before forming a barrier with his arm and lowering his upper body to hide his answer sheet completely from Sungchul’s gaze after Sungchul blatantly watched him for a moment. 
 
    What a son of a bitch… 
 
    Sungchul immediately rose from his seat and walked to the bookcase before pulling out books at random. 
 
    “Bertelgia, it’s your turn.” 
 
    Sungchul furtively snuck her in between the books that he had pulled. 
 
    “Okay, leave it to me!” 
 
    Sungchul carried the pile of books and returned to his seat. The Japanese man who was answering his test excitedly after covering his answers snuck a peek at the books Sungchul had brought. He smirked derisively and muttered to himself audibly. 
 
    “Why would he bring books that weren’t related to answering the exam? Does he really know nothing?” 
 
    Sungchul laid the pile of books he had brought between the man and himself. The thick books served as an appropriate barrier between himself and the man. 
 
    The Japanese Summoned who saw this pushed his lips out into a pout as his brows shot up. “You seem honest despite being a Korean.” 
 
    He relaxed his guard and began to fill out his answers in a more relaxed posture. On the other side, Sungchul sat still staring absentmindedly at the near-blank sheet before him. An uninformed observer could potentially mistakenly conclude that he was meditating, but Sungchul wasn’t doing anything. 
 
    Bertelgia was hidden within the barrier made of books. 
 
      
 
    It feels like I’m doing a lot of strange things recently. I am supposed to be a guide for Creationists, but I’m being used as a tool for cheating. I should be more vocal about my opinions next time! 
 
    She was making a replica of the Japanese man's answer sheet that was being written next to her onto a blank sheet she had. 
 
    The Japanese man completed his answers the fastest in the room and stretched out his body. Bertelgia lightly shook herself during this moment. 
 
    Sungchul immediately extended his hand to retrieve her from the barrier. The Japanese man flipped his answer page immediately, just in case Sungchul was trying to cheat and covered the sheet with one of the books that Sungchul had brought. 
 
    “I’ll borrow one. No problem, right?” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t bother replying. No, he didn’t have time to reply. He was too busy copying the Japanese man’s answers that Bertelgia had copied. 
 
    Scritch. Scratch. 
 
    It was awkward holding a pen after so long, but Sungchul could prepare a near-perfect answer sheet in the end. 
 
    Two hours seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “That’s the end of the exam. Please hand all answer sheets to the front.” 
 
    As everyone was letting out groans, the Japanese man peeked over at Sungchul’s sheet and gave a light whistle. “Oh. You managed to fill in quite a good amount?” 
 
    He should have stopped after the first time. 
 
    As he was trying to provoke Sungchul further, Sungchul’s hand moved imperceptibly fast to snatch the Japanese man’s test sheet hidden under the book. 
 
    When the clueless Japanese man was about to gleefully check his answer sheet hidden beneath the book, he discovered a shocking truth. 
 
    “It’s g-gone! My answer sheet… my answer sheet is gone!” 
 
    His answer sheet had long since been turned to dust by Sungchul’s hands. 
 
    Sungchul looked at the man callously and stood from his seat. 
 
    “You should’ve studied more.” 
 
    Sungchul left the man grasping at his hair while crying in despair. He turned in his answer sheet without a care in the world. 
 
    The results were announced the next day. He qualified, as expected. The doors to the Tower of Recluse now swung open for Sungchul. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three people qualified in the end, including Sungchul. The Indian man whom Sungchul had made a note of for looking intellectual was also a part of the group. The last person was unexpectedly a blond man with tattoos across his body who looked not in the slightest bit academic. But contrary to his appearance, he possessed a demure personality. 
 
    The Hermit in charge of guiding them led them into a waiting room. 
 
    As they were heading to the waiting room, Sungchul was able to get a glimpse into several workshops. Within each workshop were Summoned engrossed in manufacturing engines, generators, wind-up clocks and other miscellaneous devices. However, it seemed not to be going as well as they would have liked. 
 
    “Shit! Another Gremlin appeared!” 
 
    “Let’s try lowering the ratio of mechanical parts and replacing them with more magical devices.” 
 
    “Just get that thing first!” 
 
    The Summoned fiercely chased the mischievous Gremlins who were running amok in the workshop. Sound of things breaking followed not too long after passing by that workshop. 
 
    The Hermit came to a stop about the time when the noise faded away. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t understand why Lord Porpyrius invited the likes of you people.” His voice was steeped in emotions. 
 
    “Your technology has no meaning in this world at all.” 
 
    Sungchul realized at this moment that not all Hermits were particularly fond of the technology of the Summoned. The man led Sungchul’s party into a room that exuded a certain timeless, antiquated quality. 
 
    “Wait here for a bit. He will soon arrive.” 
 
    Sungchul grabbed one of the chairs carved from stone to sit and waited for the man to arrive. Who was he referring to when he said someone is coming? It couldn’t be Porpyrius himself. 
 
    This was a meeting place for Summoned, who had no social standing within the Other World. Sungchul did not imagine Porpyrius himself would come to this place. 
 
    Quite a long time passed by in silence, but the man in question did not come. Within this tedious stillness, it was the man of Indian origins who opened his mouth first. 
 
    “Well, this is fate as well. Let us talk.” 
 
    A conversation typical between the Summoned on what they did in the Old World and how long they lived in the Other World and the like was exchanged for a long while. Sungchul did not actively participate at first. But as the conversation continued, he began to give short replies or responded to others and followed the flow. And in the middle of that, the Indian man brought up a subject that would be of interest to any Summoned. 
 
    “Have none of you considered becoming a Returnee? They were selecting Returnee candidates over at the Temple housing the Dimensional Gate.” 
 
    The tattooed man expressed interest and chimed in, “I am preparing for it, of course, but anything you do in this terrible world requires putting your life on the line, you know? I’ve heard that you should be at least at the Superhuman level before attempting to return. They say that you’ll just die a dog’s death otherwise.” 
 
    “Even though that is true, it isn't always so. I’ve heard there were a few people that managed to return by sheer luck and tenacity.” 
 
    “That’s just gambling with your life.” 
 
    “But that gamble is worth taking now with the current state of this world. You’ll just end up dead in this war if you can’t reach Superhuman level soon.” 
 
    The tattooed man didn’t refute the Indian man’s words. The state of the world was bleak enough to make it true. The two men simultaneously looked toward Sungchul as though they had agreed to it beforehand. 
 
    “Don’t you have any interest in returning?” 
 
    Sungchul shook his head solemnly. Even if he were to return, there would be no family waiting for him nor any friends that could recognize him. 
 
    And although it is said that the gods bestowed Returnees with a great deal of wealth and a strengthened body upon their return, none of it held any value to Sungchul. 
 
    More importantly, he had unfinished work in this world. 
 
    In any case, when Sungchul shut his lips, the flow of conversation came to a brief halt. The Indian man brought up another topic of conversation in an attempt to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Anyways, I heard that it used to be easy to enter this place. There was a tale of someone who made it in with just a water bottle rocket.” 
 
    “That’s all in the past. It’s very different now. And I think it was when the army of the Devils penetrated the Frontlines of the Demon Realm? I’ve heard that there was an explosive influx of people ever since.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why the rumors say that hazing is no joke.” 
 
    “Hazing? That’s present anywhere you go.” 
 
    All of this was quite unrelated to Sungchul. He didn’t expect to be here for long anyway, and he was planning on leaving after taking a peek at the Scripture of Calamity. 
 
    Sungchul looked up and took a gander around the room instead of paying attention to their conversation. It was not visible from the outside, but magic formations thoroughly covered the entirety of this tower. This place is definitely under the unfathomable influence of a God. 
 
    Every single brick and column had magic cast onto it, and they didn’t appear to be the makings of man but rather created with the divine authority of God. The Summoning Plaza was also a place protected by the authority of a God, but it paled in comparison to this place. 
 
    Sungchul, who was continuing to observe the place, noticed manmade formations among the divine ones. What he saw through the Eye of Truth was something akin to a flow. Something that was peacefully flowing through the entirety of the tower like some kind of river. What is this? It’s quite peculiar. 
 
    When he extended his hand toward the flow, words appeared before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     Tower of Recluse - Library of Immaterial Collective Knowledge 
 
     <Ant Wikipedia> 
 
     Available for anyone to use freely 
 
   
 
      
 
    Hm…? Ant Wiki? 
 
    It was definitely not for combat nor support use. It didn’t have any restorative effects nor any harmful effects like a curse. It appeared to be a system only for sharing information. 
 
      
 
    Input the knowledge desired for perusal 
 
      
 
    A formless keyboard appeared before Sungchul. Sungchul understood in a single glance that it was made by incorporating the knowledge of the Summoned. He input his own name as an experiment, typing with only his pointer fingers. 
 
    K...i….m...Sung...Chul. 
 
      
 
    Redirecting to category “Enemy of the World.” 
 
      
 
    Sungchul watched as a new listing finally appeared before him. It contained a surprising amount of information about him. 
 
      
 
    
     1. Overview. 
 
     2. Summoning Palace ~ Time within the Rebel Army 
 
     3. Time as Commander in Chief of the Empire 
 
     4. “Enemy of the World” 
 
     5. Current State and Criticism 
 
     6. Order of Extinction? 
 
     7. “Enemy of the World” from virtual media 
 
   
 
      
 
    Sungchul’s eyes opened wide in surprise. He was unaccustomed to having been researched and analyzed so thoroughly by someone else. The words that appeared before Sungchul seemed to be visible only to himself and no one else. He found it amusing and selected one of the topics about himself to confirm. He chose the 6th topic: Order of Extinction. An explanation regarding the 6th topic appeared as soon as he touched it. 
 
    [Recently, rumors of a budding cult known as the Order of Extinction centered around the capital of the Human Empire has been spreading like wildfire. The exact size or form of faith is not known, but according to one rumor, it is believed that this budding cult worships the Enemy of the World.] 
 
    That was it for the explanations, and to Sungchul, it didn’t seem to be anything more than a collection of groundless rumors. But the idea of there being a movement in the capital that wanted to worship him was a completely new concept. 
 
    It must be nothing more than false rumors. I’m not someone to be respected, or even less so, worshipped. 
 
    He closed the sixth topic and attempted to open another one when the tightly shut door to the waiting room opened to reveal three men. Unlike the strict and formal Hermits, they were wearing everyday clothes and carried an overall lighter atmosphere. 
 
    They were Summoned. Judging from the glasses they wore, which were rare, their physical ability points couldn't be all that high. But one of them audaciously and unexpectedly pointed his finger and began to speak harshly. 
 
    “Are you the new recruits?” 
 
    The men besides Sungchul nodded, and when they did, a man wearing glasses smirked before introducing themselves. 
 
    “We are your seniors as well as veterans. As your seniors in the tower, we will be testing your knowledge before sir Porpyrius arrives.” 
 
    Porpyrius is coming in person? Sungchul felt stunned. 
 
    The self-proclaimed senior Summoned tossed out a question at the Indian Summoned, which Sungchul found himself incapable of answering. 
 
    “Explain the three Laws of Newton in order.” 
 
    The Indian man was taken aback by the sudden offensive and hesitantly answered, but that wasn’t the end of it. The three men continued to pour out question after question. All of them were questions that Sungchul could never answer without exception. 
 
    But Sungchul noticed something strange in the midst of never-ending questions. Each of the men who were assaulting the group with questions had their hands on the invisible river of knowledge. Sungchul knew what that meant. 
 
    Are they pretending to be knowledgeable using the Ant Wiki? 
 
    Sungchul was not wrong in his suspicions. They were using the imperceptible system of information in order to corner the Indian Summoned. Regardless of how much knowledge one had, there was no way to be as comprehensive as the information recorded onto a medium. 
 
    In the end, the Indian man encountered a question he couldn’t answer. The three men looked at one another and smiled with self-satisfaction. 
 
    “You’re trying to work at the Tower of Recluse without even knowing this? You don’t even have the basics. You should at least have some sense of shame if you don't have the skills!” 
 
    They aggressively berated him as though they were waiting for this moment. It was a deeply uncomfortable situation to behold. And after a while, the self-proclaimed seniors revealed their true intentions. 
 
    “They say that if you know one, you know them all. I don’t think we need to test the rest of you. You’re all worthless. It’s irrational for incompetent people like you all to meet his reverence, Porpyrius.” 
 
    “That’s right. Get out of here before you embarrass yourselves!” 
 
    They were forcefully trying to coerce Sungchul’s group to leave the tower. 
 
    When Sungchul noticed this, he recalled the conversation between the tattooed man and the Indian man. Hm. Is this perhaps what they call the hazing of the weak? 
 
    It was pathetic and shameful beyond imagination. It would have been one thing to try and drive out others because they themselves had superior ability. But Sungchul did not like it one bit that they were going so low as to rely on an invisible information network to help them pretend to be superior. 
 
    “That’s enough.” 
 
    Sungchul became involved in the end. The Indian man and the tattooed man, who were driven into a corner, were looking wide-eyed over at Sungchul while the self-appointed seniors were looking quite annoyed. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “You’re saying you know the answers?” 
 
    “Hey, newbie. You’re next.” 
 
    They put on savage expressions as they circled Sungchul. Sungchul looked toward them with expressionless eyes. One man's lips were just about to lift up into a grin. They were undoubtedly planning on subjecting Sungchul to an impossible barrage of questions to break his will. 
 
    “I won’t let you.” Sungchul’s calm voice burst out within the room. “Shut it off.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The men’s voices grew louder. Sungchul felt certain and spoke a bit louder. 
 
    “Turn the Ant Wikipedia off.” 
 
    With those words, an imperceptible hostility poured out from Sungchul’s eyes. There was no way these feeble weaklings could endure this pressure that even Superhuman rank knights couldn’t withstand. 
 
    “Ahh... Urghh…” 
 
    The shock of being found out, along with meeting Sungchul's bloodlust head-on, was too much for them to handle, and they fled as fast as they could. Through the door the three men had run out of, entered an old man shrouded in a black robe who had an energetic gait. 
 
    “Huh? Why are slaves running amok in a place like this? Who do they think they are?” 
 
    Sungchul recognized the man with a single glance. The master of the Tower of Recluse, the Holy Hermit, Porpyrius. Sungchul had met him once as the Thirteenth Champion of the Continent eight years ago. Circumstances had changed a lot since then, but he could still recall the man’s appearance exactly. 
 
    Porpyrius scratched his head as he entered and looked over each of the qualified member. When his eyes passed over Sungchul, Porpyrius’s pupils contracted sharply. 
 
    T-that unbelievable stats… could it be?! 
 
    Deep within the eyes hidden in the shadows of his robe, there always resided a magical formation with five vertices. It was something known to a small number of people, but Porpyrius’s eyes contained a power known as the Eye of Omniscience that had the ability to see through all things. 
 
    The Enemy of the World?! 
 
    Sungchul knew that the man was now aware of his identity after a single glance. Sungchul rose from his seat and slowly walked over to Porpyrius. A tense, volatile atmosphere filled this rather small room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sungchul’s overwhelming ability score had been hidden by a rare grade Soul Contract that was the Deceiver’s Veil. The Veil had a relatively lower rarity among Sungchul's Soul Contracts, but it has exhibited its exceptional effectiveness since the Summoning Palace until now. 
 
    From a nameless grunt all the way to a distinguished figure whose name was well-known throughout the entire continent, the Deceiver’s Veil had thoroughly fulfilled its purpose. But not even Sungchul believed that it would continue to work forever without an issue. And it seemed as though that moment had finally arrived. 
 
    “Everyone, leave us.” 
 
    Porpyrius waved his hand as he ordered the Summoned. The Summoned were momentarily flustered by the sudden situation, but they were also people who survived the hellish trial of the Summoned Palace. They regained their calm and quietly left the room, leaving Sungchul and Porpyrius, who were now the only ones remaining. 
 
    “It has been a while, Imperial Commander in Chief. Maybe I should be calling you the Enemy of the World now?” 
 
    Porpyrius glared at Sungchul with wary eyes. It was at this moment that Sungchul discovered the ever-present magic formation with five vertices residing within Porpyrius’s eyes. 
 
    Is it the fabled Eye of Omniscience? To think that Porpyrius was hiding such a thing. 
 
    The Eye of Omniscience, and Sungchul’s Soul Contract, the Eye of Truth, were unparalleled among the observation skills. The Eye of Truth could see through all magic, while the Eye of Omniscience could discern the strength and ability of any entity. It was a bothersome Soul Contract to someone who was trying to keep their strength hidden, but the situation was also not that terrible for Sungchul. 
 
    In fact, he might have come to meet the possessor of the Eye of Omniscience in the best of circumstances. He hadn’t intended it so, but he was somehow able to establish this unlikely encounter between them. Both men were fully aware of this fact, and the first one to speak was the one who held the initiative, Sungchul. 
 
    “I did not come here to fight, Holy Hermit Porpyrius.” 
 
    Sungchul held out the palms of his hands to elucidate his peaceful intentions, but Porpyrius’s face did not change one bit. Instead, he continued to watch Sungchul as he slowly made his way to the side to sit upon a stone chair beside the rostrum. 
 
    “It sure seems that way. If you had intentions to fight, the entirety of this tower would have fallen into chaos.” 
 
    Porpyrius pulled out a box from his breast pocket filled with filtered cigarettes that could be commonly found in Sungchul’s world. It appeared to have been made by hand due to its rough and slipshod finishing, but it looked decent enough. 
 
    Porpyrius formed a flame at the end of his fingertip and lit the cigarette before asking a question in a blunt tone. 
 
    “Okay then. Just for what reason have you come to this place? Did you perhaps have some business with me?” 
 
    Sungchul felt the acrid smell of the cigarette pervade his nose as he shook his head. 
 
    “I have only come here to view the Scripture of Calamity.” 
 
    “If you’re referring to the Scripture of Calamity, haven’t you already seen it? With your Emperor, that is,” Porpyrius spoke as he let out a puff of smoke. 
 
    Sungchul nodded. “I have, but this time I have come to confirm the changes in the scripture.” 
 
    “And the change is?” 
 
    “I have resolved the First Calamity and have come to verify this.” 
 
    The pentagram hidden deep within Porpyrius’s eyes lit up. The Eye of Omniscience began to observe some place much deeper within Sungchul. Sungchul had nothing to hide. He did not avoid or turn his back and accepted Porpyrius’s scrutiny. 
 
    Finally, information regarding Sungchul appeared before Porpyrius’s eyes. Among those, a single sentence made him shudder. 
 
    “?!” 
 
      
 
    One Who Stood Against Calamity (All Stats +10, Qualification) 
 
      
 
    The Holy Hermit let out a snort unwittingly despite his strong self-discipline. 
 
    I doubted it, but could the rumors be true that the Enemy of the World… no, the man named Sungchul eliminated the Demon King? 
 
    He couldn’t deny it any longer, even if he wanted to. Sungchul now held the “Qualification.” He possessed something that wasn’t present eight years ago when he was last seen. 
 
    Does that make the total number of people carrying the Qualification to two? 
 
    It was at this moment that Sungchul’s calm voice rang out in the room. “Is there anything else left to verify?” 
 
    “No, there isn’t, but… you’re quite the sinful man. To be holding that many curses within a single body.” 
 
    “That’s life, isn’t it?” 
 
    Porpyrius let out a chuckle before turning his gaze elsewhere. This time, his eyes fell on Bertelgia, who was hidden within Sungchul’s pocket. His gaze revealed his surprise. 
 
    “Let’s just leave it at that. That being said, I see that you’re accompanied by quite an interesting child.” 
 
    “She’s useful in many ways.” 
 
    Bertelgia, who’d heard this, let out a strong tremor from her pocket as if to express her discontent. Sungchul held her tight to calm her while Porpyrius let out more cigarette smoke before rising from his seat. 
 
    “In any case, I have understood your intentions and will guide you there personally.” 
 
    The master of the Tower of Recluse himself was offering to guide him personally. Sungchul could not have asked for a better result. 
 
    Porpyrius stepped out of the room, and Sungchul followed quietly behind. The self-appointed seniors who were trying to show off in front of Sungchul were lingering outside in the hallway. When Porpyrius saw them, he pointed his finger at them and shouted. 
 
    “Hey, slaves. Don’t dawdle and clean the interior. I left a butt behind.” 
 
    The men quickly lowered their heads and scurried into the waiting room. Sungchul, who saw this, suddenly asked a question. 
 
    “Who are those people?” 
 
    “They are slaves. I pulled them out of the Summoning Palace myself because they claimed to be intellectuals in your world. Unfortunately, it turns out they don’t know anything useful at all.” 
 
    “They seemed to be particularly taken with the Ant Wiki.” 
 
    “I also have become quite taken with it as well. Most of the topics were written by me. You might think it strange, but I had my own reasons for compiling the information.” 
 
    He let out a sigh as he pulled out another cigarette and brought it to his lips. His sight, which possessed the pentagram, was now looking over at the empty side of the room on the other side. 
 
    “Although we are direct servants of the gods, we too will face our own destruction upon the conclusion of the Calamities. But this tower will persist. I wanted to leave behind a record of us for those that might seek out this tower in the distant future. The vivid memory of the lives of those who lived before the end.” 
 
    At that time, a group of Hermits appeared from beyond the corridor. Sungchul was slightly on guard as Porpyrius could have had a sudden change of heart and decided to attack with the other Hermits in tow. It wasn’t common, but events like this happened often enough. 
 
    Fortunately, this concern did not come to pass. When the Hermits approached to greet him, Porpyrius let out a burst of magnanimous laughter and responded in kind before causally letting them pass. There was no clash. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Scripture of Calamity was fortified with a barrier resembling a steel container at the center of the Tower of Recluse. Sungchul discovered a hidden formation that seemed to be imbued with God's divine power, surrounding the entire scripture. Then, it occurred to him that it might not have been so easy to put his eyes upon the scripture had he taken a more forceful approach. 
 
    “Come and see, Imperial Commander in Chief.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded and approached the Scripture of Calamity. Porpyrius pulled the lever once Sungchul approached, and when he did, a complex mechanism activated, causing the steel mesh surrounding the divine artifact to peel away. 
 
    “I don’t recall seeing something like this in the past.” 
 
    Porpyrius shrugged his shoulders proudly at Sungchul’s comment and replied, “We utilized the knowledge of the Summoned to make this. It has its uses. It looks nice as well.” 
 
    Sungchul turned back to look at the now revealed Scripture of Calamity. His eyes lit up in surprise. The Demon King is dead as I expected. 
 
    The entry he saw previously had been completely seared away as though it had been burned off. Recorded underneath it was the current Calamity in progress, the Calamity of the Seven Heroes. There was no change to the naked eye despite two of the Seven Heroes having being eliminated. 
 
    It appears as though all of them have to be killed for it to be erased. 
 
    Beneath the Calamity of the Seven Heroes, the Calamity alluding to a great war was recorded with a faint color like a placeholder. The scripture wasn’t largely different from when he had seen it eight years ago, except one record was erased, and another was emboldened. The 4th Calamity was still shrouded in mystery. 
 
    Is that it? I guess this should be enough for now. 
 
    Sungchul nodded and spoke to Porpyrius in a soft tone, “I appreciate your cooperation.” 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    It seemed as though Porpyrius dropped much of his hostility against Sungchul. 
 
    It was because he was not strictly on the side of the ruling elites of the world, and as a servant of God, he had no reason to be bound by their opinions. In fact, he had a positive opinion of Sungchul. While everyone else was busy making empty claims of standing against the Calamities, Sungchul was the only one to have truly opposed it and successfully resolved one. 
 
    “I am grateful that you have so swiftly eliminated the Demon King. If not, the Calamity might have taken a more heinous form.” 
 
    “It looks like there is truth in the belief that Calamity cannot be postponed.” 
 
    “It's the same logic that placing a heavy rock on the lid of a boiling pot. It can only result in bringing forth an even bigger disaster in the end. The only correct answer would be to remove the pot from the fire. Well, there was another small problem before you arrived as well. The Calamity of the Avian King was recorded onto the Scripture and promptly erased.” 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes grew wide when he heard this news. 
 
    “The Calamity of the Avian King?” 
 
    “It suddenly overtook the Calamity of the Demon King when it appeared. But it suddenly disappeared the next day. It was such a strange occurrence that I sent out the guardian of the tower to investigate, but she has yet to return. She must be getting her fill in exploring delicious cuisines, no doubt!” 
 
    Sungchul laughed internally but did not say anything as the Calamity of the Avian King had long since been resolved. More importantly, it was now time for him to leave. Sungchul expressed his gratitude to Porpyrius as he left. 
 
    Porpyrius looked at Sungchul and spoke in a gentle tone, “Everyone may stand against you, but I do not believe your actions are evil.” 
 
    “I appreciate you saying so.” 
 
    It was a rare compliment, and Sungchul accepted it calmly. He didn’t feel particularly good hearing it, nor did he feel it gave his cause any more credence. But it was most definitely a happy occasion for another to understand the intentions behind his actions. 
 
    “Are you planning on taking care of the Seven Heroes after you leave this place?” 
 
    The master of the tower asked as Sungchul prepared to leave. Sungchul nodded. 
 
    “I have already taken care of two of them.” 
 
    Porpyrius allowed himself a small laugh upon hearing those words. His smiling lips appeared from between his beard. 
 
    “Truly, you’re a relentless man. For the mediocre man with the meager title of warlord that I met eight years ago to rise as the steward vanguard against the Calamity in less than a decade.” 
 
    “I apologize, but I intend to cause a commotion when I leave.” 
 
    Porpyrius was taken by surprise when he heard this, so Sungchul explained further. 
 
    “I have personal business with Aquiroa, but I don’t intend to bring any harm to the tower, so, please, be at ease.” 
 
    “Ah, that woman. She traveled here intending to meet with Kha’nes but has yet to show herself.” 
 
    Sungchul could probably discern the reason why. She might already know of Porpyrius’s ability. No matter how well someone was to be disguised as her, only a replica would be capable of fooling Porpyrius’s eyes. 
 
    Sungchul gave a nod to Porpyrius before preparing to leave. But as he was about to do so, there was a voice behind him that Sungchul was unable to defy. 
 
    T-This is? 
 
    Shock filled Sungchul’s eyes as intense pain was afflicted upon his heart. The Cross of the Covenant that was embedded in his heart was now crushing it. Sungchul turned to look back while in grave pain. The Scripture of Calamity was emitting an ominous black light. 
 
    “J-just what is that?!” 
 
    Porpyrius’s shocked voice rang out, but the room became swallowed in darkness. Sungchul found himself in the middle of an unknown world before he knew it. He saw it from within: The crimson light of twilight revealing the land laid to waste as a giant black figure standing on the horizon watched on. 
 
    The black giant stood on a snowy field, and Sungchul experienced strange unidentifiable emotions squirming within his chest as he drew closer to the figure. 
 
    When he arrived at its foot, he realized the truth: What he believed was a snowy field was actually a field of human skeletons. Starting from the feet of the giant and all the way out to the horizon, the skulls of the innumerable skeletons were all facing the black figure. 
 
    Sungchul experienced terror unlike any he had ever felt before. Though he wished to clench his eyes shut, his body refused to listen. He finally stood before the giant, and the giant looked back at him. Sungchul, who was now the sole focus of the terrifying gaze of the giant, realized its identity without intending to. 
 
    The name of the giant, with burning eyes whose veins bulged like a Dragon’s, was Sungchul Kim. The voice deep within his consciousness whose will he couldn’t refuse rang out clearly once again. 
 
    [ This will become your future. ] 
 
    [ An unstoppable. ] 
 
    [ All-exterminating. ] 
 
    [ Unceasing. ] 
 
    [ Tool of God. ] 
 
    Sungchul’s hallucination ended here. 
 
    “... Hurk!” 
 
    Sungchul’s complexion turned visibly pale. 
 
     “Are you okay?” Porpyrius approached him and checked his condition. 
 
    “... I was just dizzy for a moment.” 
 
    Sungchul pressed himself forward as he walked out of the tower. Porpyrius simply watched him leave, confused as to what had happened. Once out of the tower, Sungchul felt unbearable dizziness. 
 
    “Are you okay? You look really bad right now.” 
 
    Bertelgia noticed Sungchul’s change and worried for him, but he clenched his lips shut and crossed the stepping stones. He walked down the village road with shaky steps. The sounds of the villagers pointing and mocking him for staggering about as if drunk in the middle of the day could be heard. But Sungchul paid it no mind as he left the village. 
 
    I have to find an empty place…! 
 
    No matter how horrible the pain or how deep the despair was, he had to overcome all of it alone. For those who trusted and depended on no one, this was their fate. 
 
    Sungchul desperately struggled to maintain his fading consciousness as he left the village. Through his hazy vision, he was able to make out a dense forest in the distance. With great effort, he brought himself stumbling toward the forest. But at the entrance of the forest, Sungchul felt overpowering drowsiness wash over him and collapsed on the spot. From his peripheral vision, he was able to make out a cart pulled by gryphon heading his way. 
 
    “Hey! Mr. Chef, are you okay?” 
 
    At the same time, an unfamiliar traveler showed up at the entrance to Toporo Village. It was a woman with dark, cold, sunken eyes and a willowy physique. When the civil militia that guarded the village entrance stopped her, she pulled out her Human Empire travel pass and showed it to them. She then pulled out a portrait of a man from her possessions and began to question the people around her when the militia stepped away. 
 
    “Have you seen a person that looked like this?” 
 
    The person whose face appeared in the portrait she held in her hands was none other than Sungchul. Ahmuge listened to the civil militia’s explanation as she sharply turned her gaze toward her surroundings. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – Half-Dragon Hermit 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pitch-black darkness was filled with a repulsive stench of sweat and suffocating heat. From within, Sungchul could hear sounds of breathing. There was a whistling sound caused by phlegm obstructing the throat, like that of an ox due to congestion or the quick panting like a captured rabbit. The sounds of breathing around him were as diverse as a human fingerprint. 
 
    Sungchul closed his eyes and tried to identify the sound of his own breathing. It was calm and without breaks like always. He had been tortured all night and could no longer feel his shoulder on one side, but his will was not broken. 
 
    “We’re starting now, gladiator slaves! You can bleed, but don’t shit and piss yourself. I don’t want to fucking deal with it!” 
 
    He could hear the voice of a cold man beyond the darkness. The various sounds of breathing paused in unison, followed by the loud and clear but nonetheless accursed sound of a trumpet that pierced through the darkness. 
 
    Tssk. 
 
    The iron gate in front opened up. The bright sun that had been hidden away stabbed at the eyes of the gladiators like a hook. Sungchul used the palm of his hand to lessen the intensity as he squinted and glared at those who took their places beyond the light. 
 
    In the midst of the arena booming with the thunderous cheer of the crowds, Sungchul spotted his next opponents. It was a race of long apelike arms, wide shoulders, and tusks like those of a boar. They were Orcs. 
 
    They wore heavy armor with sharp sword tips jutting out the front of their shields and stood in formation as they awaited the gladiators. Despair settled in the eyes of the gladiators, and this despair was soon reflected in their actions. Some pissed themselves out of fear, others sought their mothers as their legs gave out, and some gave immediate joy to the audience as they became bloody pulps by the magic of the guards as they tried to run back out. Even before they clashed their swords, many of the gladiators were already not in a state they could fight. 
 
    “My, my. It’s the orc soldiers equipped with heavy armor. They look experienced too. It looks like it’ll be a bit harder to stay alive this time. Doesn’t it, friend?” 
 
    Krombui, the sentient sword held within his hand, mockingly taunted him. It would most definitely be a tough battle, and as Krombui had said, he might even die this time. 
 
    Sungchul felt his dislocated shoulder ache as he gripped his sword tighter. 
 
    “... Let’s go.” 
 
    The leader of the Orcs recognized Sungchul and howled like a beast as he pounded his sword against his own shield. “Come! Crazed dog of Halshtat!” 
 
    The fervent crowd that had filled the colosseum to capacity erupted in a torrent-like roar. Sungchul ran toward the orc leader amidst the sound of drums. Sword met sword, and blood and fire splattered chaotically in every direction. A pair of yellow eyes filled to the brim with malice hovered before Sungchul’s eyes. 
 
    Soon the sound of the drum that indicated the end of combat could be heard faintly above the arena. The citizens of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea rose to their feet from the adrenaline of combat as they poured out their impressions stained with praises and curses at the man that stood tall above the battlefield. 
 
    “Survived again? How admirable, my friend. I’ve met a lot of idiots, but none were as crazy as you.” 
 
    Sungchul turned back with the sound of Krombui’s praise and passed the city of blood and corpses to the darkness of the waiting room. 
 
    Has she come again? 
 
    Sungchul wiped his face covered in blood with his hand, and his eyes beheld the sight of a noble woman standing outside the iron door waiting for him. Underneath the flickering torchlight was a young lady with long, bright pink-colored hair, watching him with a mischievous expression filling her face. 
 
    “I’ve lost money thanks to you again. I thought you would certainly die this time and bet all of my allowance. But you’ve won again! How will you take responsibility for this? Hm?” 
 
    Her words might have sounded malicious, but to Sungchul, there was an overwhelming sense of nostalgia behind it. 
 
    This voice. 
 
    Something akin to electricity passed through his entire body as though he was electrocuted before he raised his head again to turn toward the lady smiling at him, but her face in his eyes blurred once again as though the glass had fogged up. 
 
    Was it a dream? As expected. 
 
    A bitter taste of thick disappointment spread across his tongue. Sungchul felt the world around him fall apart as he called out the name of the girl, fading away. 
 
    “Ryze Himerr.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sungchul soundlessly opened his eyes and rose from the bed. Bertelgia, who had been at the edge of the bed, flew toward him and sparked up some conversation. 
 
    “Did you have a nightmare? You said some strange things in your sleep.” 
 
    Sungchul swept up his disheveled hair and inspected his condition first. There were no wounds or abnormalities. He had spent his time unconscious in safety. He felt relieved internally and looked at his surroundings. 
 
    “Where is this place?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “This? It’s that Baron’s house. Or rather, should I call this the house of the monk that was being hauled by Baron?” 
 
    Sungchul sat dumbly as he tried to recall the series of events before his consciousness was cut off. As expected, the gryphon I saw last was that monk’s. 
 
    It was actually some miraculous luck to have met someone with good intentions who was willing to lend a hand in this hellish land filled with Human Empire informants and Aquiroa’s werewolves. Sungchul carefully inspected his body as he sat on the edge of the bed while looking about the room. It was a small and pitiful house with nothing much that stood out. 
 
    The floorboards were made up of rotting planks that would creak when he stepped on them, and cobwebs were hanging off the corners of the ceiling like dust. Sungchul turned his gaze toward the table and furniture beside the bed. Common household wares such as dishes, silverware, books, and the like could be seen. Other than the thick reading glasses lying by the entrance, most of the items were cheap, and none looked to be of any value. 
 
    Looks like he’s having a rough time. 
 
    Sungchul decided to grant him a formidable compensation for saving him. But something interesting caught his eye and interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    It was a shield that was situated on the wall behind him from where he sat, where he had to turn all the way around to get a glimpse. The shield itself was junk that was plain and of inferior quality, but the insignia carved onto the shield had meaning that couldn’t be carelessly overlooked. A crescent moon half-submerged in a black horizon. Sungchul felt shocked, like he had been hit on the head by a hammer. 
 
    Isn’t that the coat of arms of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea? 
 
    Kukurin’s Moon. The cursed insignia that was once regarded as a symbol of terror and tyranny across the entirety of the continent had once again revealed its unmistakable form before Sungchul. At that moment, the sound of coughing could be heard from outside. 
 
    “Hm? Are you awake, Mr. Chef?” 
 
    It was the monk he had met before. The monk felt around the table with practiced hands to find and put on his reading glasses as he entered the house and sat on his rocking chair, reclining comfortably before looking toward Sungchul. 
 
    “You look perfectly fine. But it’s no good for such a young man to have such a weak body.” 
 
    He pulled out a pipe from his possessions and filled it with tobacco leaves from his pocket
 before lighting it. Sungchul kept his silence while the middle-aged man lit the fire. Sungchul spoke after a bit of time had passed. 
 
    “I’m indebted to you.” 
 
    “I only did what I should have. Well, there’s nothing lost if you feel like directing a bit of coin as an offering to this monk, either. Ah, I couldn’t help but notice that there was quite a bit of coin in your pocket. I didn’t touch any of it, though.” 
 
    It appeared as though he had searched through Sungchul’s pocket. Sungchul laughed bitterly as he pulled out every gold coin held in his pocket and pushed them toward the monk. Among those, he didn't forget to gather all the unmarked coins minted by the Coalition of Merchants together and crushed them into the shape of bullion bars with his hand. 
 
    “My, you’re quite the strongman.” 
 
    The middle-aged man’s jaw dropped at this sight. It was pocket change to Sungchul, but to the monk, it was a vast amount of wealth that would allow him to live prosperously for many years. Sungchul wanted to give a bit more compensation from the bottom of his heart, but such excessive generosity would only cause suspicion, so he stopped here. Instead, he looked at the shield hanging in the corner of the room engraved with the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea's coat of arms and abruptly asked a question. 
 
    “What’s that? Decoration?” 
 
    The monk nodded. “Well, there’s no real reason to hide it now, but it’s my possession.” 
 
    “Hoh. You must have been a knight of that land.” 
 
    The monk breathed in deeply from the pipe before nodding. “I was a knight of the Twilight Panthers. I’m not sure if you know about them.” 
 
    “Twilight Panthers, you say?” Sungchul had been engaged in thick battle with the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea for more than five years. Why wouldn’t he be unaware of that name? He clearly remembered the ferocious charge of the gryphon knights from the left flank of the allied forces during the Siege of La Grange. If Shamal Rajput hadn’t employed his specialty, battlefield assassinations, to take the Colonel's head in one strike, the battle would have spiraled out of control. 
 
    “I’ve heard of the name. I’ve been told they were immensely valiant as knights.” Sungchul spoke as though he had heard stories from others while looking at the Baron’s slightly crooked wing past the slightly open door. 
 
    “Seeing as you recall the name, you must also have some degree of knowledge of Other World’s history?” 
 
    “It’s nothing to brag about, but I have been here longer than it looks.” 
 
    “I see.” The monk grinned. Was it because a portion of his past had been acknowledged? He had a very satisfied face as he took a drag from his pipe and exhaled. 
 
    The monk rose from his seat as the faint smoke escaped through the stovepipe hanging from the ceiling. He began to dig through the drawers as though to share something with Sungchul until he pulled out a worn gold ring. It was a seal. 
 
    “It may be in this state now, but I had once been a landed knight.” 
 
    “Did you lose your land when the kingdom fell?” 
 
    The driver shook his head at Sungchul’s question. He walked to and opened the lattice window and looked out at the village beyond. Outside the window stood the picturesque village of Toporo with the Tower of Recluse in the background. 
 
    “It’s that village, though it is no longer the case.” 
 
    “Isn’t Toporo Village owned by the tower?” 
 
    “Before the Calamity began, the Tower of Recluse was not much of a sight to behold. Envoys from various nations have now formed camps around it to make it quite the popular place in the present. But in the past, it was a forgettable historical site with nothing to see.” 
 
    “Hoh.” 
 
    It was a story that even Sungchul hadn’t heard of since it was only after the Scripture of Calamity was invoked that he found his way to the tower. He naturally would have no knowledge of the previous state of affairs around here. 
 
    “At that time, the Tower of Recluse barely survived with the financial aid provided by the Kingdom. Even that village that could be considered the gateway to the tower was naturally managed by the Kingdom, and I became in charge of it, but…” 
 
    The monk began to say something but stopped himself. His wrinkled eyes seemed to glimmer with remorse for a moment. 
 
    Something must have happened. 
 
    A man that had once been a lord was now a cripple who lived like a beggar with his gryphon. In the end, something unsavory must have occurred. Something that couldn’t be resolved with words. 
 
    “Was there a problem?” 
 
    Sungchul would have easily ignored most people’s issues, but he was now indebted to the monk. It was unintentional, but it was quite a large debt. In turn, he would help in any way that he could. 
 
    Sungchul thought as such as he looked at the old man with calm eyes, but it seemed like there was nothing Sungchul could do. The old man made an unpleasant expression and replied negatively. 
 
    “It’s all in the past. All of it was my error. How could I call myself lord when I couldn’t protect the people of my land?” 
 
    The monk let out a sigh before rising from his seat. His actions and gestures looked as though he didn’t wish to speak on this further, and Sungchul soon realized it was now time for him to leave. He also stood up. 
 
    “I apologize for being a burden. It seems like it’s time for me to leave.” 
 
    The old man nodded. He took off his glasses and placed them on the table before stepping out of the house first. He got onto the cart pulled by Baron and took a tight grip of his reins. 
 
    “Let us meet again if the opportunity arises. Of course, only when your pockets are full!” 
 
    The monk’s jovial laughter filled the road. 
 
    “What a strange man,” Bertelgia spoke candidly, but Sungchul watched the monk until he left his sight. When the monk disappeared from view, Sungchul raised his head and looked in the opposite direction. 
 
    The pure white airship was floating arrogantly in the distant skies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sungchul crossed through the refugee camp while he moved to strike Aquiroa’s airship. The reason he had chosen to take the path toward the refugee camp rather than his usual route was that a pleasant smell hit his nose. 
 
    The smell was coming from a pot hung over a bonfire. Sungchul approached the pot to check its contents. Rather than an actual cuisine, it appeared to be some form of gruel. 
 
    Normally, he wouldn’t have even bothered with something like this, but with a nickname that said “Greatest Dish of the Market,” he had lingered around the tent where the pot was hanging with a bowl looking to get a serving. Soon, a pale man with deeply sunken eyes appeared from within the tent. 
 
    He didn’t say anything, but it wasn’t difficult for Sungchul to realize that he might not be able to get even a single helping from this man. 
 
    Sure enough, the man glared at Sungchul and spat into the pot. Sungchul’s brows twitched imperceptibly. 
 
    This son of a… 
 
    The atmosphere of the refugee camp was worse than what it seemed from the outside. Sungchul had to actively avoid fights as he walked the dirt road filled with sewage and trash while being the target of more than a dozen hostile glares. 
 
    In this process, Sungchul finally realized where these refugees had come from. These were people from the far east of the Tower of Recluse from the vast region of mudflats known as Insvant. They formed an extremely closed and self-sustained society and were also known to be one of the rare heretical groups who worshipped the Ancient God.  
 
    They had come a long way from home. Did they end up seeking shelter here because no other place would accept them? 
 
    He had met a few of the Insvant during his time as a rebel. They weren’t all that great people. They would grovel to those more powerful than them and would habitually betray anyone at any given opportunity. And if it’s someone weaker, they would wring them dry of everything. 
 
    Their faith was also quite suspect. It was to the point that there were theories suggesting that some Insvants were kidnapping women and children from foreign lands to be used as offering in gruesome human sacrificial rituals. 
 
    “They were quite unsavory people.” Bertelgia wriggled and peeked her head out of her pocket once they were in a secluded place and spoke her piece. 
 
    “They are not to blame. Faces grow dim when times get hard.” 
 
    “But spitting in your own food to avoid sharing is too much.” 
 
    “... I guess it just means that they’re just that relentless.” 
 
    Sungchul took a spot far off from the refugee camp. He had decided that he would attack at the break of dawn. 
 
    Sungchul preferred the serene time of the day when the light is about to break because this was a few rare moments in the day where he was allowed to experience luck. His favorite hour of the day had never yet betrayed him. 
 
    “Hm, hm. The scenery is quite good, an ideal place to carry out some Alchemy.” 
 
    While Bertelgia took the opportunity to laze about outside of her pocket, Sungchul diligently moved about as he set up camp. 
 
    Meanwhile, the skies to the east scattered, and steadily the cooling light of day leaned further and further into the night. 
 
    Glad I didn’t eat that pig’s gruel. 
 
    Sungchul busily went back and forth into the forest in order to procure his ingredients for food. The forest that surrounded the Tower of Recluse had many powerful monsters, which made it dangerous for anyone other than veteran adventurers. This meant that not only were there very few people there, but the place was quite the treasure trove for ingredients. 
 
    First, Sungchul caught a lamb and drained it of blood. As the blood drained completely, he gathered various fragrant mushrooms and edible vegetation from the forest and purchased what he was short of from Toporo Village. He managed to purchase a fairly usable cauldron from a stable near the village entrance, which put him in a great mood. 
 
    “I’ll leave the empty dishes at the stream outside the village, so take them back later when you can.” 
 
    Sungchul was always happy to find any excuse to avoid doing the dishes. 
 
    Once the preparations were complete, Sungchul dismembered the lamb drained of blood with experienced hands. 
 
    “Ugh… why do humans do such things just for food?” 
 
    Bertelgia, who was watching the entire process, spoke with great emotion. Sungchul didn’t retort back and kept his words to himself. 
 
    Kids that say things like that always seem to eat the most. 
 
    The cooking process was moving along steadily. Sungchul was preparing to cook Shabu-Shabu with lamb meat. It allowed the full flavor of the fresh ingredients to be experienced and was easy to eat as well. 
 
    Sungchul brought the water and various ingredients for the meat stock to a boil within the cauldron. He removed the chicken bones, dried fish, seaweed, and various other ingredients used for stock with a large pair of chopsticks while he used a ladle and a small bowl to sample it. 
 
    “Mm. It’s good.” 
 
    The homemade soy sauce with a vinegary flavor wasn’t quite as good as the one back home, but it was decent enough. All that was left was to slice the chopped lamb pieces paper-thin. 
 
    Sungchul threw the lean meat onto the tree stump he had been using as a cutting board and took a deep breath before cutting up the meat with imperceptible speed. Several paper-thin pieces of meat were prepared in a matter of moments. 
 
    “You are good with the knife too,” Bertelgia, who had been watching from the side, commented. 
 
    “There is no weapon I can’t handle,” said Sungchul. 
 
    “You must be so proud.” 
 
    Sungchul plopped down and pulled out some alcohol from his Soul Storage. The alcohol was contained in an emerald-colored glass bottle. 
 
    Is it the end of this as well? 
 
    Spirit of the Iron Blood. It was spirit brewed in the territory of the Order of the Iron Blood Knights. 
 
    It was called Soju, but it was a high-quality liquor made with meticulous process and craftsmanship, making it colorless and odorless; it was strong on the tongue and smooth to drink. And once sober, it was refreshing. However, there was almost none left as the Order of the Iron Blood Knights was no more. 
 
    I should be more prudent with drinking it. 
 
    All preparations were complete. Sungchul dumped the mushrooms and vegetables he had prepared beforehand into the cauldron. The boiling cauldron seemed to boil over a bit before settling down. The delicate scent of stock was mixed with the aromatic scent of vegetables. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out a few of the firewood within the blaze to lower the intensity of the heat before placing the sliced lamb meat into the cauldron with his chopsticks. 
 
    Blood from the lamb meat spread within the clear stock like spores. This was the moment when his stomach began to growl. 
 
    Sungchul shut his eyes and brought one of the meat to his lips, but as he was about to eat, he sensed something unfamiliar nearby. He wanted to ignore it but could not. It was because the ones that appeared at Sungchul’s rear were the werewolves sent down from Aquiroa’s airship. 
 
    They were approaching toward Sungchul’s direction with their noses in the air. Sungchul felt slight irritation as he let the godly strength seep into his body. It was one thing to kill them, but he wanted to leave no traces behind. 
 
    However, the werewolves didn’t go directly toward Sungchul but rather toward where he had butchered the lamb faraway. They hadn’t come for Sungchul, but they were actually drawn by the scent of lamb’s blood. They pointed toward the intestines and head, along with the rest of the discarded body parts, with their clawed finger and spoke in a cackling voice. 
 
    “Ey, black hair. You eatin’ that?” 
 
    “If not, let’s share.” 
 
    “We’re normally quite friendly werewolves, but we turn into savage beasts when we’re hungry.” 
 
    They were pieces to be discarded anyways. 
 
    Sungchul motioned to them that they were free to do what they wanted. 
 
    A pleased smile appeared on the werewolves’ lips. 
 
    “Instead of the smelly and dirty meat, it looks like we’ll get to stuff ourselves with the fresh meat of nature.” 
 
    “He's got quite a talent to be able to get a lamb from that forest.” 
 
    The werewolves let out a special cry as though they were pleased and moved past Sungchul. One of them spoke offhandedly toward Sungchul once he noticed Sungchul’s food. 
 
    “Ah, you’re eating it wrong. The intestines have to be chewed raw to experience their true flavor. You’re not a beggar or anything. What are you doing mixing it with some grass?” 
 
    Sungchul had to practice extreme patience in a way that he hadn’t in a long time. He crushed the stone in his hand to dust, but the werewolf had no idea of it as he chuckled and left. 
 
    Either way, eating came first. The situation might have spoiled some of his appetite, but he didn’t even have an inkling of the intention of stopping his meal. Sungchul dipped the lamb meat he had been interrupted from eating into the boiling soup again to let the stock seep in before taking it to his lips. 
 
    It tasted okay, but it wasn’t the flavor he wanted. Trying to warm up what was already cooked made the meat a bit tougher. 
 
    Sungchul took his chopsticks to dip a lump of fresh meat into the cauldron again. This time, he fully anticipated the taste he had been seeking, but it seemed like today was not his day. 
 
    He tried to eat once again when he heard footsteps coming his way. Is it the werewolves? No, it’s a bit different. 
 
    If it had been the werewolves, he hadn’t intended on being so easy this time. It was with this intention that he turned around to meet someone unexpected. 
 
    This person is…? 
 
    Crimson hair like the burning flame and the pupil of a lizard. A voluptuous physique that couldn’t quite be hidden underneath her thick robe. It was the Half-Dragon Kha’nes. 
 
    Ironically, the woman Sungchul had been trying to find all this time finally appeared before him after finishing her business. 
 
    “Sniff sniff.” 
 
    She followed her bestial olfactory senses, like one of the werewolves, toward Sungchul’s direction. Unlike the werewolves, she was more interested in Sungchul’s cuisine rather than the discarded meat. 
 
    “I smell an unfamiliar but luxurious food that I haven’t tasted before.” 
 
    She approached Sungchul with her eyes closed and only discovered that she was standing before him a bit too late. But she didn’t look all that surprised. 
 
    “What the? Aren’t you the Enemy of the World?” 
 
    She nonchalantly approached Sungchul like a neighborhood chum she had known for a while and plopped down on her butt right beside him. “What’s this? How do you eat it?” 
 
    A bigger bother than the werewolves arrived. Sungchul didn't feel inclined to but showed her how to eat it anyways. He dipped the thinly cut lamb meat into the cauldron to boil it slightly before dipping it into a special sauce to eat. 
 
    Mm. 
 
    It was but a sample, but it was a true delicacy. 
 
    [The score for this dish is… 45 points!] 
 
    The score wasn’t all that high, but it was relatively high when it came to one of Sungchul's preferred recipes. 
 
    “You eat like this,” said Sungchul. 
 
    “Is that right? Let me try it.” Kha’nes gripped the meat with her hand on account of her lacking chopsticks. 
 
    “Wash your hands first before you eat.” 
 
    “My hands are clean,” replied Kha’nes. 
 
    The area around her fingers sprouted scales. It was a small trick befitting the Dragonkin. She used her scaled fingers to dip the meat, and like Sungchul, let it heat up before taking it to her mouth. 
 
    Sungchul waited for her reaction with no expression on his face. 
 
    She closed her eyes and chewed as though she was savoring the meat until her eyes lit up. 
 
    “It’s good! And very much so at that!” 
 
      
 
    It really wasn’t something to be that surprised about as there was no such thing as bad food if Sungchul made it. Sungchul slowly revealed the brooch hidden away under his coat with an expressionless look. The golden brooch scattered blinding light in every direction as it was struck by the setting sun. 
 
    You got to be able to do at least this much to be a true chef, thought Sungchul. 
 
    But while Sungchul was showing off his brooch, Kha’nes had feverishly devoured all of the meat. Sungchul discovered that half of the meat he had prepared and most of the vegetables had been eaten in the blink of an eye. 
 
    What the… this girl… 
 
    When Sungchul looked at her with eyes full of complaint, Kha’nes prettily fluttered her eyes and spoke without shame, “I can eat hot food very well. Aren’t you jealous?” 
 
    After saying so, she grabbed the green-colored emerald bottle and emptied it. Sungchul’s eyes trembled for a moment. 
 
    No… that bottle is?! 
 
    Every drop of spirit within the bottle traveled down her throat and down into her Dragon belly. This was the moment when the last drop of the Spirit of Iron Blood that Sungchul had been planning on savoring was lost. 
 
    Clack. 
 
    Sungchul’s chopsticks fell out of his hand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry! I didn’t know it was that precious to you!” 
 
    Kha’nes had bowed down before Sungchul repeatedly to express her apology, but anyone could see that she was apologizing without a shred of sincerity and had purely recited the right words. 
 
    Sungchul’s face was as expressionless as always, but the mood was quite different than usual. Bertelgia knew this better than anyone. 
 
    Ugh… He must really be pissed. This is the first time I saw him act like this. She couldn’t take it anymore and crawled out of her pocket to approach Kha’nes. 
 
    “Hm? You’re the living book?” 
 
    “Um, Dragon sis.” Bertelgia approached Kha’nes’s ears and explained the gravity of her mistake. Kha’nes, who had been staring with a blank face slowly developed a look of realization when she realized just how serious of a mistake she had committed. 
 
    “Ooo… I’m really sorry! I committed such a huge mistake without intending it. The food was so just good. Honestly, it’s hard to find a chef of your caliber in the entire continent. Who else would have the golden brooch, you know?” 
 
    “...that is true?” Sungchul, who had been staring off into the forest slightly turned his body, at last, to show off a bit of the brooch hidden beneath his coat. 
 
    Kha’nes gave a bitter smile as she considered what else to add when she discovered the Soul Gem hanging beneath Sungchul’s coat. 
 
    “Hm? Isn’t that a Meerkat Carbuncle Soul Gem?” 
 
    “You know what this is?” 
 
    Sungchul was greatly surprised. 
 
    He had thought that no one other than Sajators knew what it was, but he unexpectedly ran into someone who recognized the Meerkat Carbuncle Soul Gem. 
 
    “It’s the first time seeing one in person, but I heard some of the old Dragon fogeys talking about it. They said that it was an item made by humans in the distant past to emulate Dragon’s Dragon Tongue Magic.” 
 
    She reached out with her hand to touch the Soul Gem. 
 
    When Sungchul retreated, she gave a bitter smile and apologized, “Ah, sorry. I just wanted to touch it once.” 
 
    Sungchul held out the Soul Gem of another Carbuncle that didn’t listen to him instead of the one that was quite obedient. 
 
    “Hm. This one seems to be quite rebellious?” 
 
    Kha’nes seemed to have discovered the problem with the Soul Gem immediately. When Sungchul nodded, Kha'nes winked. “Now that I’ve been treated to a meal and a drink, how about I teach you how to fix this Soul Gem?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Fog Guide 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Draconic race, often referred to as Dragons, were known as beings unrelated to the Calamities. This race beloved by the gods not only enjoyed an infinite lifespan as long as they were not killed by violence but they were also granted overwhelming power. 
 
    Only the Dragons themselves would know the absolute truth, but according to one theory, if a Calamity was close at hand in this world, the Dragons would enter a deep cave and slumber indefinitely until the end of the Calamity. Other theories say the Dragons go to a different world entirely only to return after a Calamity has ended, so it isn’t clear which is true. 
 
    One thing that is true is that there is always a surviving Dragon regardless of how many of God’s Calamities there are. An Ancient Dragon of legends or an even more rarely seen Elder Dragon are prime examples of this. It was hard to believe, but stories of an Ancient Dragon who had witnessed over a dozen apocalypses existed as well. Kha’nes carried the blood of such Dragons, and it appeared as though she had personally met with some that have lived unimaginably long lives. 
 
    “Humans have tried to emulate the magic of Dragon Tongue for a long time, but this magic is the secret permitted only to Dragons by the gods. It means there is no way to even get close to it regardless of how much they struggle,” she began to explain. 
 
    Sungchul, who had already lost his appetite, listened to her explanation with an expressionless face while Bertelgia played with fireflies by the stream. Kha’nes carried on. 
 
    “But there seemed to have been some human in a previous era that managed to mimic the Dragon Tongue quite closely. This human might have never realized what kind of news this was among the Dragons. So, one of the Dragons polymorphed into the form of a human to approach this person, and he discovered it, that person’s cheap trick.” 
 
    The trick that she was referring to was Sajators’s Multicasting. Kha’nes tinkered with the Soul Gem that hadn’t quite accepted Sungchul and held it out to him again. 
 
    “It was a cheap trick, but it was also quite ingenious. Unfortunately, its limits were also clear. Meerkat Carbuncles are incredibly rare animals, and they also don’t like to follow humans. In other words, unlike the Magic of Dragon Tongue, whose power was inherited, the human's trick was exclusive to an individual.” 
 
    “And the answer was?” 
 
    It didn’t suit Sungchul to beat around the bush, so Sungchul threw out his question impatiently. When he did, Kha’nes’s eyes shined bright as she pulled out a single ring from her thick robe. It appeared to be an ordinary silver ring on the outside, but it was anything but. From his long experience, he could sense the strange aura that surrounded it. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Kha’nes made a triumphant expression at Sungchul’s question. 
 
    “Fog Guide. It is a magic ring with the ability to enter a target’s dream.” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t show any response to those words. It wasn’t good or bad, but rather just surprised. What am I supposed to do with this? 
 
    Sungchul fell silent as he contemplated on how to judge this information, but this appeared to be incredibly surprising news to Bertelgia. Bertelgia, who had been playing with fireflies, hastily flapped her covers as she flew before Kha'nes. 
 
    “Wow! Is that really the legendary ring that I’ve heard about in stories? Can it really look into other people’s dreams? Is it really true that it can go beyond just looking at their dreams, but actually interact with them?” 
 
    Kha’nes nodded at her rapid-fire questions and extended the ring over to Sungchul, but Sungchul’s response still wasn’t quite satisfying. 
 
    “I don’t really have a hobby of peeking into other people’s dreams, though?” 
 
    Sungchul simply stared at the ring Kha’nes held but didn’t accept it. She continued talking with the ring held out. 
 
    “Even if you have no interest in it, you’ll probably need it to get the disobedient Soul Gem to listen to you. You’ll be able to meet the Carbuncle inside the Soul Gem with the ring.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do after meeting a Carbuncle that doesn’t like me?” 
 
    It wasn’t likely, but he briefly pictured the Carbuncle punching his face with an adorable fist after meeting it in its dream. Sungchul would have done that exact thing had he been the Carbuncle in question. 
 
    “... Well, what comes after depends on you. Whether you humor it or appease it, placating the sulking Carbuncle is your business.” 
 
    Sungchul accepted the Fog Guide with pursed lips. He stared at the ring intently, causing information regarding the ring to appear before him. 
 
      
 
    
     [Fog Guide] 
 
     Grade: Legendary 
 
     Type: Accessory 
 
     Effect: Dream Dive (Entry into target’s dream) 
 
     Note: Made for the sake of the pitiful warlord trapped within a maze of his nightmares. From the most ancient of Dragons. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Sungchul’s expression changed from doubt to optimism due to the item’s grade. The grade alone attested to this item’s value. It was widely accepted that there were no more than 100, no… 50 items that were of Legendary grade within the entirety of this continent. 
 
    “I’ll tell you this ahead of time. I’m lending this to you, not giving it to you.” 
 
    Kha’nes hurriedly added for Sungchul, who was now staring intently at the ring. 
 
    “Mm…” 
 
    He wasn’t convinced before he saw the grade. But a person’s mind was fickle. Sungchul had a change of heart once he had seen the oppressively powerful grade the item boasted. 
 
    Should I give this a try? 
 
    Sungchul looked toward the seven Soul Gems that he had sloppily strung together with crude needlework as Sajators had done. The one on top was Carbung, who he had acquired at the ruins, and it was the only one that was obedient toward Sungchul. The rest of the six Soul Gems displayed extreme hostility toward him. 
 
    Sungchul held one of them in his hand. He could sense that its name was Carbungbung through the Meerkat Carbuncle’s ability to share information through touch. And Sungchul could also sense that this Carbuncle was sending him a warning mixed with hostility. 
 
    [Kyrrrrr…!!] 
 
    It was a small but a fierce little guy. Sungchul made this assessment before turning to look at Kha’nes. 
 
    “How do I use this ring?” 
 
    Before anyone noticed, Kha’nes had already moved to the cauldron to gulp down the leftover soup. Bertelgia flew over toward her and called her over. 
 
    “Hm? That?” Kha’nes wiped her mouth with her sleeve carelessly before giving a short explanation in an insincere manner. 
 
    “Just grip the ring and place your hand on the Soul Gem. The soul within the Soul Gem is kept constantly in a dreaming state, so it shouldn’t be that hard to get into its dream.” 
 
    “What should I do to leave the dream?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “Simple. There will be a door from where you entered. You should be able to return to your original world once you pass through that door. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded before flattening a grassy area with his feet near the campfire to sit. He reached out toward the disobedient Carbung’s Soul Gem with the Fog Guide gripped in his hand. 
 
    Kha’nes, who saw this abruptly, added one more thing, “Careful. Exploring another’s dream is an extremely dangerous task. Well, It shouldn’t be much different for a Carbuncle’s dream, but in cases of a mentally twisted person or a sinful person, they often dream about very unpleasant and disturbing dreams. Though, there are perverts who enjoy looking into the dark abyss!” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Sungchul’s hand touched the Soul Gem, and words appeared before his eyes. 
 
    [Will you leave on a trip to your target’s dream?] 
 
    Sungchul didn’t answer. Instead, he held his eyes closed and let time pass by. Kha’nes was an acquaintance of sorts, but she couldn’t be called an ally. There was no guarantee that the ring was not a trap. 
 
    Thankfully, Kha’nes appeared to have no ill will. She told Bertelgia, who was on the lookout, that she would return once she made a visit to the village and left before returning shortly with a piece of beef dripping with blood which she tossed into the boiling cauldron before eating it ravenously. It was an amazing appetite that couldn’t be understood without knowing her true form as a Dragon. 
 
    Sungchul who saw this let down his guard and responded to the words that had appeared on one side of his periphery with a late reply. 
 
    I’ll be going. 
 
    Once his intentions were relayed, thousands of flower petals flew before Sungchul’s eyes in a flurry as though in reply. Sungchul held out his hand, raising it to inspect the petals atop the back of his hands. Upon touching the back of his hand, they melted away like snow. When the final petal disappeared, Sungchul realized that he was in a completely different world. 
 
    It was a place Sungchul had once been to. 
 
    It was the flower garden near the hidden ruin in the middle of the Great Jungle that Carbung, who had been in a golem, had led him to. Beyond that picturesque garden, a single white Carbuncle stood on both of its hind legs with its ears strained as it stared at Sungchul. 
 
    “Kyuu?” 
 
    Sungchul knew with a single glance that the Carbuncle was the owner of this dreamscape but realizing that didn’t necessarily provide any answers. Sungchul was immediately met with this impasse. 
 
    What should I do now? 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any method to become acquainted. If it had been a reality, he would have drawn its attention with food, but this type of method didn’t work in the world of dreams. 
 
    This was when something unexpected occurred. 
 
    A single ball suddenly appeared before Sungchul. The white Carbuncle watched the ball and cocked its head. When Sungchul didn’t respond, the image of a young man appeared beside Sungchul. 
 
    The dark figure was more similar to a shadow because it was created out of magic, but Sungchul realized that its image was reminiscent of Sajators. 
 
    The dark illusion smiled brightly and threw the ball toward the Carbuncle, and when he did, the Carbuncle quickly flew over in its direction and used its thick tail to hit the ball back toward Sajators. The illusion of Sajators received the ball and quickly waved it here and there before throwing it back toward Carbuncle, allowing the Carbuncle to return it. 
 
    No matter how you looked at it, it seemed like this was how the Carbuncle and Sajators played when it was still alive. 
 
    Sungchul waited for the ball to return to Sajators before snatching it out of the air, and when he did, the illusion of Sajators vanished like a mirage. 
 
    “Kyu!” 
 
    The Carbuncle stood on its hind legs again and let out a short and powerful cry that appeared to dare him to start a fight. In contrast to Sungchul’s normal temper, he threw the ball gently over to the Carbuncle, and it hit the ball back to Sungchul. This continued for several more rounds. 
 
    The white Carbuncle wagged its tail excitedly in great anticipation and devoted itself to the play, but Sungchul’s eyes held deep doubt. What am I doing? I can't do this anymore. 
 
    Unexpectedly, such thoughts passed through Sungchul's mind. He stopped playing with the ball and looked behind him. An extravagant door with a shining golden handle stood there. 
 
    “I’ll return soon.” 
 
    Sungchul said his goodbye to the white Carbuncle and headed toward the door. 
 
    “Kyuuu…” 
 
    The Carbuncle let out a disappointed cry, but Sungchul was unfazed. Once he went through the door, he was met with countless flower petals again before he was back in reality without realizing it. 
 
    Sungchul raised his head and gazed at his surroundings. Kha’nes had now lifted the entirety of the cauldron to drink the stock while Bertelgia was out by the stream to play with fireflies. Sungchul approached Kha’nes and waited for her to down the last drop of the liquid before speaking. 
 
    “This ring. Can it transport two people?” 
 
    She nodded affirmatively to Sungchul’s question. “Yea, it’s possible, but the one traveling with you has to be connected by a hand or some tool.” 
 
    He displayed a gesture of gratitude before suddenly grabbing Bertelgia, who had been playing by the stream. 
 
    “Hm? You’re already friendly with the Carbuncle?” asked Bertelgia. 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    Sungchul brought Bertelgia beside the campfire. 
 
    “Where… are we going?” Bertelgia, who was always quite quick-witted, had already caught on to Sungchul’s intentions and spoke with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Cute animals. Do you like them?” 
 
    “I don’t dislike them, but why? Is there any around here?” 
 
    “There is one very close by,” Sungchul spoke as such before stuffing her into his pocket and activating the Fog Guide. The flower petals flurried around Sungchul once again. When the final petal died away, Sungchul had arrived in the Carbuncle’s dreamscape again. 
 
    “Bertelgia, there is a job for you. You’ll like it.” 
 
    Sungchul left it at that before looking around his surroundings, but when he did, there was someone different standing beside him than who he expected. It was for a brief moment, but his heart grew cold. Platinum blonde hair with pale white skin and a facial structure that was almost picturesque, these distinct features that characterized Vestiare was standing right beside him. But Sungchul soon realized that this girl was distinct from Vestiare. 
 
    She was a girl of much smaller and younger stature than Vestiare. 
 
    “Hm? Where is this?” 
 
    This girl, who looked exactly like Vestiare, spoke while looking around with an expression of surprise. Sungchul could discern her identity after hearing her voice. 
 
    So it was Bertelgia. 
 
    She herself only realized her changed appearance a bit too late. Bertelgia looked at her own arms and legs with wide eyes and eventually touched her face and body with a bright smile. 
 
    “Wow! Look at this! I returned to my original form!” 
 
    No matter how generous you were, she was a small girl that didn’t appear a year older than twelve. 
 
    Is this the true appearance of Eckheart’s daughter? She truly looks exactly like Vestiare. 
 
    The only difference was in her eyes. Vestiare had a dreamy gaze like she was in a constant dream, while Bertelgia had bright eyes like stars that shined even through the thick darkness. 
 
    “Just where is this?” Bertelgia was pinching her own cheeks as she asked. 
 
    Sungchul, who noticed this, spoke in a calm voice, “A dream.” 
 
    “A dream? Did you actually use the Fog Guide?” 
 
    “Just about.” 
 
    In that moment, they could hear a rustling noise from beyond a bush, and a white Carbuncle revealed its face. 
 
    “Hm? What is that?” The moment Bertelgia asked, a ball flew over in her direction. It wanted to play. 
 
    Sungchul handed the ball over to Bertelgia and replied calmly, “Bertelgia, it’s time to earn your keep.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Bertelgia, who had said she didn’t particularly love animals, was enjoying her time tossing the ball back and forth with the white Carbuncle. 
 
    Putting the Carbuncle aside, she seemed overjoyed by the simple fact of being able to move her own arms and legs. Sungchul watched this side of Bertelgia with no particular expression on his face while being deep in thought. She is enjoying it quite a bit. 
 
    Painful memories flashed inside Sungchul's mind. But this wasn't what he wanted to recall, so he slightly shook his head to disperse the image to think of something else. 
 
    As expected, she was a human, but how did she turn into a book? 
 
    From what he observed from the side, Bertelgia was a book but also a human. Even with his knowledge, Sungchul could not understand how this was possible; neither could he even fathom it. He might be able to grasp it after obtaining the knowledge of a Creationist, but that moment was a distant future. 
 
    Soon after, Bertelgia had finished her play and moved in his direction. 
 
    “Carbungbung seemed to want to call it quits for now?” 
 
    As she had said, the white Carbuncle had covered half of its body with its tail as it closed its eyes and tried to sleep by a spring that was as clear as a mirror. 
 
    It could not possibly be any more relaxed and carefree. 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    Sungchul tossed out one of his rare compliments toward Bertelgia before heading toward the door that led to reality. Bertelgia seemed wistful about leaving, but she didn’t say anything before following behind him. 
 
    The atmosphere was completely different from before. 
 
    Sungchul put his hands on the Soul Stone once they returned to reality. It still wasn’t completely obedient, but it didn’t completely defy him either. Sungchul opened his status window to check its condition. 
 
      
 
    
     [Familiar] 
 
     Soul Gem (Meerkat Carbuncle) 
 
     Soul Gem (Meerkat Carbuncle) - Complicated 
 
   
 
      
 
    A Soul Gem was added to the list, though a disconcerting note was now attached. 
 
    Sungchul went into the forest in order to try out Multicasting through the new Carbuncle as an experiment, and when he did, it didn’t follow his command. It looked as though he needed to play with it more in its dreamscape in order to open its heart completely. 
 
    Sungchul thought as such as he turned to Bertelgia. “I’d like you to play with these guys from time to time in the future.” 
 
    “Leave it to me! If it’s something like that, I can do it as much as you want!” 
 
    Bertelgia was rather forthcoming, unlike her usual attitude. Sungchul nodded satisfactorily and returned to his original spot. 
 
    Kha’nes, who had finished her meal, seemed to have acquired beer from someplace and was carrying it in a huge oak barrel. She guzzled from it as she walked toward them. 
 
    “How was it, the Fog Guide’s power?” 
 
    “Truthfully, it was very helpful. But it might take some time to persuade each of the Soul Gems.” 
 
    “That’s fine. You can take your time returning it.” 
 
    Kha’nes agreed to Sungchul’s request rather readily, but not without a condition of her own. 
 
    “Only if you make me some food you’ve put some effort into, that is.” 
 
    She looked toward the faintly shining broach hidden beneath Sungchul’s coat. A faint smile appeared on Sungchul's lips. 
 
    “That won’t be too hard.” 
 
    Sungchul internally changed his plans. 
 
    Never in their wildest dream would they know it, but the lives of Aquiroa and the crew of the airship Procrustes had been extended by another day. Sungchul spoke to Kha'nes after deciding his next course of action. 
 
    “If you just lead me to a decent kitchen, I’ll prepare you my special course the very next day.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
    Kha’nes was delighted, but the word kitchen stopped her in her tracks. She crossed her arms and furrowed her brows slightly as she contemplated. 
 
    “Hm, there aren’t any decent kitchens around here.” 
 
    “The kitchen of the Tower of Recluse is pretty decent.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Porpyrius, that strict old geezer, will never let us use it.” 
 
    “Then how about the restaurant in Toporo Village?” 
 
    “That’s not possible either. There are Hermit informants within the village… Oh! That place will work!” 
 
    Kha’nes must have thought up something good. She moved along the roadside with haste. Sungchul followed behind her and arrived at an unexpected location. 
 
    “Why are you here again? This isn’t an inn. Letting you sleep for free for one day is enough.” 
 
    The place where Kha’nes had led Sungchul’s party was the shack of the driver. The driver, with his glasses on, was slightly shocked to see Sungchul but was even more shocked to see Kha'nes right behind him. He fell backward in surprise. 
 
    “Aren’t you Lady Kha’nes?” 
 
    “It’s been a while, Sir Tangrit!” 
 
    “What brings you here...?” The monk who seemed to fear nothing looked quite wary after seeing Kha’nes. 
 
    “I have something to ask of you.” 
 
    She winked at Sungchul’s party and entered the shack with the driver. The driver’s whispers and Kha’nes’s high-pitched voice went back and forth behind the door outlined by a faint light. At last, the door burst open as Kha’nes’s lively laughter exploded from within. 
 
    “Sir Tangrit agreed to lend us his kitchen!” 
 
    “This kitchen isn’t ideal for showing off my talents, though?” 
 
    There was nothing that could be called a kitchen within the shack. 
 
    All there existed was a cauldron hung above the fireplace where a fire could be lit. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Sir Tangrit’s kitchen isn’t here, but in another place!” 
 
    Sungchul turned to look at the monk being repeatedly called Tangrit with an expressionless face. The monk had a displeased expression, but when he met Sungchul's eyes, he handed over a key. 
 
    “You just need to use this.” 
 
    It was a silver-plated key that was of a rather high quality. Kha’nes received the key with glee before entering the forest behind the shack steeped in darkness. 
 
    There was a beast in a place not far off from the forest. It was a Tiger Bear that had the form of a bear and the hide of a tiger. It appeared to be of the same race as the one that dwelled in the vicinity of the Summoning Palace. Once its eyes met with Kha’nes’s, it immediately lowered its gaze and disappeared into the forest. 
 
    “That guy’s meat isn’t that tasty.” 
 
    As they continued to move without a lantern in the dark forest where they could not see an inch in front of them, a single residence came faintly into view from a distance underneath the moonlight. 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    Kha’nes headed toward that residence. 
 
    From up close, the residence didn’t appear to be any different than some ruins. Various spots of the broken wall surface were covered by creepers, looking ominous. And the garden that looked like it was once beautiful was now filled with hideous pieces of broken statues that lay amidst the overgrown weeds. 
 
    “Where is this place?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “It’s the residence of a dispatched officer of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. Tangrit that you just met is the owner of this residence.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The monk had previously mentioned that he had once been the lord of Toporo Village, although he didn’t say why he had been chased out. 
 
    “He’s in that shape now, but he had once been quite popular. The villagers followed him for quite a while even after the Rutheginea Kingdom had fallen.” 
 
    Kha’nes spoke while looking at the ruins with forlorn eyes. Sungchul approached the locked door and opened it with the key, but it didn’t open so easily. It didn’t budge even as he put a bit of strength behind his grip. 
 
    Sungchul then applied some actual strength behind it, and when he did, the entire door came off with the sound of wood breaking followed by a shower of splinters. 
 
    This is… did he affix the door from the back? 
 
    It looked as though someone had intruded on this home and nailed the back of the locked door with planks. Sungchul could feel a vague sense of malicious intent. He looked toward one of the wood fragments that had a rusted nail embedded in it and spoke. 
 
    “Did something happen to the man?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    “The remnants of Rutheginea had come to this place.” 
 
    “Remnants of Rutheginea?” 
 
    Sungchul could immediately guess what had occurred when he heard those words. The dark clouds looming over the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea didn’t subside even after the Wandering King had ended the battle by abdicating the throne. Various lords and warlords continued their organized resistance, and remnants who lost their leader became plunderers and raided the people. 
 
    “I wasn’t here at the time, and most of the Hermits who were capable of fighting had left to another place. In the end, Tangrit would have had to fight over a hundred remnants by himself. But he was overcome with fear before the battle and fled.” 
 
    “The village must have suffered greatly.” 
 
    Kha’nes nodded. 
 
    “By the time I got back, the village was completely destroyed. Less than half of its residents had survived. Nothing would have changed whether Tangrit stood against the remnants or not, but the people had lost all faith, and this was the result,” Kha’nes spoke with regret thick in her voice. 
 
    “Were you acquainted with him?” 
 
    “I had watched over him since he was a child. He was also from the village as well.” 
 
    Sungchul thought about the suffering the monk must have endured all this time. Any ordinary person would not have been able to withstand it. It definitely couldn’t be easy living on as one who was once lord to live among his people holding unimaginable resentment against him. 
 
    So it was a story like that. 
 
    Some wounds can’t be healed with neither time nor money. Sungchul tasted bitterness lingering around his mouth as he began to explore the interior of the residence. Kha’nes already knew where the kitchen was. 
 
    The kitchen was close to ruins like the rest of the house, but it still contained the basic necessities to prepare food. 
 
    It was ready to be a kitchen capable of allowing Sungchul to showcase his talents with a bit of elbow grease. Sungchul expressed his satisfaction and made a promise for the next day. 
 
    “Then tomorrow evening. Let’s meet at this place.” 
 
    Sungchul was thinking of a dish that even Kha’nes would drool for. 
 
    “I'll see you tomorrow as promised then! I have really high expectations of you, so show me a dish worthy of that brooch!” 
 
    Kha’nes smiled widely and waved before leaving. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, Sungchul prepared a peerless dish that suited a High-Class Chef. 
 
    I’ll prepare a dish that will make you forget all about getting back the Fog Guide. 
 
    It wasn’t a meal of convenience that he usually prepared. It was a resplendent dish that garnered an incredible score from the mysterious entity that governed the High-Class Chef class. 
 
    [This dish’s score is… 72! Brilliant!] 
 
    The full-course meal was being completed piece by piece without a single blemish of color, aroma or taste. Even Bertelgia, who is often told to work for her meals yet unable to eat any herself, could not hold back her admiration toward the fantastical meal being created by Sungchul. 
 
    “Woah… it looks like a meal fit for a king!” 
 
    “Do you think a mere king is worthy of enjoying my full-course meal?” 
 
    Sungchul spoke with unusual pride as he put the finishing touches. Eighteen ambitious works of such culinary art decorated the dining table of this ruined residence. All that was left was for the guest of honor to arrive. 
 
    But even as the sun set and the moon rose to hang high in the sky, Kha’nes didn’t arrive. Sungchul grew wary. 
 
    This can’t be. That Dragon would never refuse a meal. 
 
    It had been a long while since the food had grown cold. Worst-case scenarios were passing through Sungchul’s mind. 
 
    It can’t be that something happened to the Dragon? 
 
    Realistically, it was unfeasible. 
 
    Kha’nes, the half-Dragon Hermit, was rated as someone on a different power scale than the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. Dragons infected with madness would sometimes enter the territory of humans to attack and need to be suppressed. But the suppression of Dragons was more like warfare than a hunt. 
 
    A suppression unit would have several thousands of people at minimum, and it wasn’t something that a single nation could handle. 
 
    However, the reality was that Kha’nes hadn’t arrived. Sungchul had heard several times that Aquiroa of the white airship had business with Kha’nes. 
 
    They couldn’t have done something to Kha’nes, could they? 
 
    Sungchul resolutely left the prepared food behind him and stormed out of the residence. He discovered a pack of werewolves underneath the airship. They were amicably sharing refugees they had recently captured. Sungchul’s fists flew mercilessly toward the werewolves, but he kept three of them alive and began interrogating them. 
 
    “Tell me what you know of Hermit Kha’nes.” 
 
    When the first werewolf refused, Sungchul killed him without a moment of hesitation then asked the same question to the next werewolf. When he did, the werewolf pointed a sharp claw with a fearful expression toward Aquiroa’s airship. 
 
    “There… she’s on that ship! Please… just my life…!” 
 
    Sungchul’s fists showed no such mercy. He stood on top of the crumpled bodies of the werewolves and turned to look toward the airship glowing underneath the pale moonlight. Fal Garaz, forged from the fragments of the sky, finally made its appearance after a long hiatus. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Delayed Meal 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had already planned out his route onto the Procrustes. Sungchul headed toward the equipment that linked the airships to the ground without wasting any time. 
 
    “Who goes there?!” 
 
    The werewolves bared their fangs and blocked his path when he approached. One of them seemed to recognize him. 
 
    “Huh? That guy’s the one with shit taste chewing up the weeds…” 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Fal Garaz separated the head and body of the chattering werewolf. The fate of the rest wasn’t all that different. They all turned into chunks of meat without even knowing how they died. 
 
    In the direction the blood was flowing were the stake and chains that were tying down the airships, extending all the way to the sky. Sungchul lightly jumped atop a balloon. Within the balloon, two soldiers were dozing off. 
 
    Sungchul grabbed their collars and tossed them to the ground. He could hear dull thuds resounding through the night sky as he lifted his head. There were two more balloons with a pair of guards standing in each one. 
 
    Sungchul stepped onto each balloon in turn, overwhelmed the guards, and finally stepped onto the deck of the pure white airship with light steps. 
 
    There was a stillness not unlike one within a graveyard lingering around the deck. The Eye of Truth activated and revealed the barriers and formations scattered all over the deck. It looked intimidating, but it was not enough to stop Sungchul. He soundlessly entered the hallway leading to the cabins in order to seek out traces of Kha’nes or Aquiroa. 
 
    Sungchul's ambush method could be likened to that of an assassin in the way that he moved discreetly without being discovered, but there was one fundamental difference. Assassins have trouble displaying their strength during a head-on fight, and therefore, they avoid fighting by utilizing their stealth to approach their target discreetly. 
 
    On the other hand, Sungchul’s method was far different than the assassins. His philosophy was simple. Dead men tell no tales. Sungchul maintained this stealth by leaving not a single person from the opposing force alive within the intruded area. It was closer to clearing than assassination. 
 
    Beyond the hallway, there was another hallway lit up with an Illumination stone from which a group of mages approached. Sungchul changed his path in their direction. He seemed to only be walking slowly at first, but eventually, his figure disappeared entirely. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    He swung Fal Garaz striking each of the mages in turn. The mages didn’t even have an opportunity to let out their death throes before facing their unexpected demise—four corpses in all. 
 
    A cabin was nearby. 
 
    Sungchul swung open the door to the cabin revealing a group of guards playing cards inside. They must have been gambling in secret as they had extinguished every form of light except a faint candlelight as they played. 
 
    “All in! No matter how you put it, Lady Luck is smiling on me tonight.” 
 
    The soldier, who was beaming as he looked over his complete set of cards, finally met eyes with Sungchul. Fal Garaz split the air. 
 
    “Wrong! It was the smile of Mistress Death!” 
 
    Bertelgia made her input in a small but bright voice as Sungchul threw the ragged corpses on the hallway into the cabin one after the other and closed the door. He even put in a bit more strength, which warped the door, framing it shut. 
 
    Sungchul then pulled out a scroll from his Soul Storage. It was a scroll that contained a spell that was very useful in cleaning out a stronghold. 
 
    Detect Life. 
 
    When Sungchul ripped the scroll apart, he saw the location of the people outside of his vision being indicated by something similar to a faint lamplight. There was a single mass of crew members nearby. 
 
    Sungchul quietly opened the cabin. It was the sleeping quarters of the flight crew. 
 
    Nearly a dozen members of the flight crew were sleeping in hammocks without a single care in the world. Sungchul’s eyes grew cold. He didn’t make it a hobby of killing innocent people, but that didn’t mean he was lenient or weak-hearted. 
 
    Sungchul showed no mercy to those he considered an enemy. He had done so for the Followers of Calamity, and he would do so for those subordinates of Aquiroa. 
 
    The sound of crunching bones was heard as a dozen crew members died without a single reaction. Faint lamplights still appeared before his eyes. 
 
    In about the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, Sungchul had killed every crew member on the same floor and headed to the stairs leading to the lower floor. 
 
    There was a notice preventing entry to all of the lower rank soldiers at the entrance to the stairwell hanging right below an Illumination stone. Sungchul went downstairs. 
 
    When he arrived at the lower floor, the faint resonance of a Flotation Crystal could be felt in the entire hallway. It was not only the core but also the heart of what kept the airship in the air. 
 
    Sungchul listened to the resonance of the Flotation Crystal as he sought out the flames of life. 
 
    A cabin door creaked as it opened. A haggard officer was recording something in front of a bluish mass that hung like meat in a butcher’s shop. 
 
    Sungchul approached him from the rear and suppressed him in a single breath. The reason he hadn’t killed the officer right away was to interrogate him regarding the freakish lifeform that was hung like meat. 
 
    Something that had a human form, but was clearly a different entity altogether, was hung on a hook inside this not-so-wide room. The unsettling truth was that he could feel life from these blue-ish creatures. 
 
    They must be the creatures I faced when I eliminated the previous Aquiroa. 
 
    They weren’t human nor marionettes. They were somewhere in between. 
 
    Sungchul wrapped his hand around the officer’s neck and spoke calmly, “Answer my questions.” 
 
    The officer attempted to refuse, but it was futile before Sungchul. The man soon quieted down after a bit of torture. 
 
    “What are these things?” 
 
    “T-they are… the Soldiers of Salvation…!!” 
 
    It was quite a generous name for blue-ish monsters that couldn’t be considered human or marionette. As Sungchul saw it, they looked more like the vanguard of some Calamity rather than soldiers that would save the world. 
 
    “Of course. Who made them? Aquiroa?” 
 
    “T-that’s right.” 
 
    “What’s their purpose in being here?” 
 
    “I don’t know that much. I’m just a lower rank officer… urk!” 
 
    Sungchul snapped the man’s neck as a mass of people approached behind the door. He hung the man’s corpse in between the blue-ish monsters and hid his own body behind the creatures as well. 
 
    The door soon opened, revealing a mage and crew members. There were three people in all. 
 
    Sungchul didn’t move and let the situation unfold. 
 
    “Where did Vaarti go this time? Is he playing truant again? Damn him,” the mage complained as he moved toward the creature. 
 
    He pulled a blue crystal from his pocket. The crystal emitted a blue light like the pale moonlight. When the mage brought the crystal to the creature impaled like meat in a butcher shop, something surprising occurred. The creature's eyes haphazardly attached to the top of its head began to twitch as it woke up. It was then when Sungchul revealed himself from the gap between the monstrous humanoids. 
 
    Wham! Wham! Wham! 
 
    Fal Garaz showed no mercy. Sungchul grabbed the blue crystal from the hand of the trembling mage, but no information regarding the crystal was displayed. However, he could still discern a few things. There was a familiar musty and uncomfortable, yet absolute, energy contained within the crystal. 
 
    This feeling… is it the energy of Calamity? 
 
    It was at that moment that the creature hung on a hook began to flap about like a fish. Its eyes, which were attached to it haphazardly like a zipper, began to dart about wildly as it extended its long arms and desperately clawed for the blue crystal. 
 
    Just what is this thing? 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes were filled with questions. Despite his vast amounts of knowledge and experience, he had never seen anything like them before. He tried to conjure up anything similar to them in his mind but failed to do so. The crystal held in Sungchul’s hand, and the creatures reacting to such crystals were new experiences to him. 
 
    “Bertelgia. Do you have any inkling of what these things are?” 
 
    “Nope. I also haven’t seen anything this vile before. Nothing’s recorded within me either.” 
 
    Sungchul tried to place the crystal into the Soul Storage, but it did not go in. On seeing this, he recalled a single item he had forgotten all about. Sungchul unclasped the waist of his pants. 
 
    “Hiii… what are you doing all of a sudden?” 
 
    Below his belt was a fanny pack. The fanny pack was made from the leather of a thousand-year-old snake by the hands of a world-class leatherworker. It was a tough and durable leather with excellent moisture resistance, and it held all of Sungchul's prized possessions within. Once he opened the fanny pack, several curiosities such as a hairpin, talisman, and more were revealed along with a flat and wide piece of dark-green rock that seemed to emanate darkness from within it. 
 
    Fragment of Calamity. 
 
    It was the prize he had gained from the gods after killing the Demon King Hesthnius Max. Sungchul put the crystal he had taken from the mage and the piece of Calamity in both his hands and compared them both. The indescribable dark energy was overwhelmingly greater in the Fragment of Calamity, but similar energy was flowing from the blue crystal. 
 
    Was this crystal perhaps created using the Fragment of Calamity? 
 
    He didn’t have proof, but somehow, he had a feeling. 
 
    Sungchul gripped the crystal in his hand. The crystal could not withstand the pressure and broke apart within his grip, allowing the shadow-like sinister aura hidden within to disperse in the air like smoke. 
 
    The creatures within the room began to convulse in turn. Their frog-like fingers opened and closed like their zipper-like eyes as ominous voices echoed terrifyingly. 
 
    “What are these things?” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t move as he watched the creatures stop their spasms. 
 
    It looks like there is something to be found at the Floating Archipelago. 
 
    There was nothing known about the Floating Archipelago except that it was an island floating in the sky in some part of the world. Absolutely nothing else was known about it except to those from the island itself. 
 
    Aquiroa was an opponent that Sungchul had to kill, but that wasn’t the first priority. Sungchul’s number one priority would always be the Calamity. However, he might have to refactor things if it turned out that these people were utilizing the power of Calamity, which Sungchul had no knowledge of, to manufacture something. 
 
    It reeked of evil, an evil that could only be found at the heart of those in power. But even then, Sungchul didn’t rush. He stepped out onto the hallway and promptly killed every crew member he met without sparing anyone. 
 
    Around the time he had dispatched fifty people, Sungchul finally arrived at a luxurious cabin that appeared to be Aquiroa’s room. Unlike the other cabins, it had been cast with high-grade seals and defensive formations, which made his suspicions grow stronger. 
 
    Sungchul passed through the seal carefully and approached the cabin. When he walked as close as he could without breaking stealth, he heard a faint voice beyond the door. 
 
    “It will be too late the moment his name is recorded onto the Scripture of Calamity. He is growing stronger at this very moment, and he is already becoming an unstoppable foe.” 
 
    It was a voice he had never heard and much too young to be one of Aquiroa’s. Following this, another voice could be heard. It was a familiar voice this time. 
 
    “But, it’s a bit unreasonable for me to move solely based on your whims alone.” 
 
    This voice belonged to Kha’nes. Bertelgia lightly shook her body to express her joy once she knew Kha’nes was safe. Kha’nes spoke on. 
 
    “To begin with, I already serve the Tower of Recluse. I no longer have a reason nor right to mingle in this world’s affairs. If this world ends, that is that. Don’t you already know that we Dragons are an existence irrelevant to the Calamity, Executor Aquiroa?” 
 
    “But, aren’t you half-human? Even if half of your blood is of the Dragons, you will not be safe once the final moment of the Calamity strikes.” 
 
    The person referred to as Aquiroa possessed a voice Sungchul had never heard before. 
 
    She’s a different person than the previous Aquiroa. 
 
    Sungchul slightly nodded his head before eavesdropping attentively on the conversation further while maintaining his vigilance. 
 
    “You will die to that man.” 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes opened wide in surprise. Sujin Lee? How did that woman arrive here? 
 
    The owner of this voice was Sujin. This woman, currently known as Ahmuge, looked toward Kha’nes with clear eyes that reflected her steel will before speaking again. 
 
    “You along with all of your kind.” 
 
    Kha'nes's demeanor suddenly changed the next moment. In an instant, the air in the room stirred violently while auditory hallucinations similar to thunder could be heard from all directions. The center of this storm was Kha’nes. 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh, pathetic human.” 
 
    Explosive energy, reminiscent of lava, pulsed within her reptilian eyes. Sujin, who saw this, could feel her body tremble. But she was a person who had experienced a far more terrifying existence. 
 
    “I am speaking only of the future I’ve seen, guardian of the tower.” 
 
    Kha’nes stared piercingly at Suijn before bursting into uncontrollable laughter and reined in her violent temper. The stormy atmosphere within the room dissipated instantly. 
 
    “Are you saying that you’re a Regressor? But what can a Regressor know? There shouldn’t be anything a human can do after failing the first time, even if they turn back time.” 
 
    Kha’nes looked a bit tired. It was only to be expected as the important person they insisted that she must meet turned out to be a mere Regressor. Regressors are those fated to relive their despair, she thought. 
 
    Kha’nes, who had the appearance of a youthful woman yet lived more than a thousand lives in reality, knew well how much malice the gods and those like gods held. 
 
    Those that granted a one-way trip back into the past were not giving a gift of a second chance to change the course of history or anything resembling the Regressor’s success. The thing those malevolent deities wanted was the despair of a human who was given a second chance only to fail once more. 
 
    That was the folly of turning time. Fate could not be overturned. 
 
    Kha’nes could only think these thoughts as she turned toward Sujin again. 
 
    An ordinary woman. She seemed to be fairly well trained and possessed extraordinary willpower. But as far as Kha’nes could see, she was nothing more than a toy to transcendent beings. 
 
    However, Sujin took a step forward. Sujin's eyes which Kha'nes already thought lacked any hint of hesitation, became even clearer to Kha'nes. 
 
    “I am different from the other Regressors.” 
 
    “How so?” Kha’nes replied sarcastically, but Sujin took a deep breath as if determined and took a step back. She was steeped in the darkness that loomed within the room until she had disappeared from Kha’nes’s sight. 
 
    “Are you trying to play around here?” said Kha’nes. 
 
    Aquiroa, who had held her silence, spoke, “This woman is different than the other Regressors.” 
 
    Kha’nes didn’t retort, but she did feel slightly irritated. How is this failure different from the others? 
 
    At that moment, Kha’nes felt it. She felt the shining blade of a dagger held at her neck. 
 
    Kha’nes couldn’t hold back her surprise. What’s this? The great Kha’nes was caught off guard so easily by a mere human of Superhuman level?! 
 
    The sensation of the blade that touched her skin was not normal. It was an assassin dagger of Legend grade at the very least. Soon, Kha’nes could recall the dagger’s name. Is this the Thorn of the Usurper? 
 
    It had been the most powerful assassination weapon in the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea’s possession. This weapon was more than enough to slit the delicate neck of Kha'nes' human form. It was enough to kill her, half-Dragon or not. 
 
    Kha’nes’s entire body tingled with tension, but at the next moment, Sujin withdrew her blade and walked before Kha’nes and lowered her head. 
 
    “I apologize for overstepping my bounds, but I couldn’t avoid committing this as there was no other way to convince you otherwise.” 
 
    She apologized as such before raising her head to verify Kha’nes’s expression. Kha’nes quelled the surging displeasure as she replied with a restrained voice. “...Speak.” 
 
    “I have come here not by the whims of a Lesser God but through the will of man.” 
 
    “The will of man?” Kha’nes rubbed her neck that had just been threatened while inquiring further. “Are you saying that mere humans are capable of manipulating time?” 
 
    It was not feasible as this was a task beyond human capabilities, but Sujin spoke nonchalantly to explain this impossibility. “The transgression I have just committed is undeniable proof. You of all people should know, but have you ever witnessed any Regressor possessing powers that they had before their return?” 
 
    Kha'nes felt shock pass through her mind like a giant ringing bell at Sujin's words. “Could it be… that was…?” 
 
    Sujin nodded at her question as she answered in a silvery voice. “Mythic-Grade Soul Contract: Disappearance.” 
 
    Even Sungchul's eyes lit up with astonishment as he listened to the conversation from outside. A Mythic-Grade Soul Contract? Could it be because of this that I couldn’t detect this woman’s presence till now…?! 
 
    Sujin had repeatedly evaded Sungchul’s guard and approached him before. Sungchul had simply passed it off as an indeterminate natural-born talent of Sujin's, but now that the true nature of her ability was revealed, he couldn’t help but be shocked as it was something that even he couldn’t manage to get a hold of- a Mythic-Grade Soul Contract. 
 
    “This is exactly the ability that I carried over from the future to kill the Enemy of the World.” 
 
    Sujin took a step back after calmly speaking her piece, and Aquiroa stepped forward as though she had been waiting for her cue. 
 
    “This person cannot be considered strong yet. She may possess a Soul Contract with great potential, but she had lost a significant portion of her power during the regressing process and was only able to hold onto but a single Soul Contract as she returned to the present world.” 
 
    Kha’nes still appeared to distrust Sujin, but she seemed to have slackened her opposition and gave her some thought after her life had been threatened in actuality. There was a night and day difference between merely threatening with words and actually being able to carry them out. 
 
    Aquiroa, having felt that they had gained the upper hand, continued to speak. “That is why we’re asking for your aid. You, the inheritor of the blessed Dragons of old of whom I am unworthy to utter the name of, are the only one capable of standing up against the Enemy of the World and his vile schemes.” 
 
    “...What are you hoping I would do for you?” replied Kha’nes. 
 
    “The Enemy of the World will appear here in a day or two. No, it could be that he’s already arrived at the region of the Tower of Recluse.” 
 
    Kha’nes’s eyebrows furrowed at those words because the Enemy of the World had already arrived. Not only that, they had a dinner date to boot. Kha’nes, who was preoccupied with these thoughts, was brought to her senses as she looked out the window. The sun had long since set over the western mountain, and pitch-black darkness filled the sky. 
 
    Ah! The dinner date! 
 
    Aquiroa, who couldn’t have been aware of her circumstance, continued speaking. 
 
    “With your might, support us in eliminating the Enemy of the World who is soon to arrive. If it is you, the fight will be somewhat evenly matched. If you’re disinclined, then it is also sufficient enough if you choose to remain neutral and don’t provide him with aid. We will be able to inflict on him the karmic retribution of the unfathomable atrocities he has committed until now. 
 
    Kha’nes didn’t reply. She appeared to be deep in thought on the surface. She raised her head after quite a lot of time had passed. 
 
    Aquiroa waited with bated breath for her words. 
 
    “But is it really all that important?” asked Kha’nes unexpectedly, and her single sentence blew away the heavy atmosphere that hung inside of the room. 
 
    “Is this really something I should care about?” 
 
    “Of course, it is important. The future of the world depends upon this matter. What could be more important than this?” Aquiroa spoke in a soft voice, but she knew that Kha’nes’s attitude was completely different. 
 
    “Really? Then what benefit does your proposal bring me?” Kha’nes asked further. She was asking about the benefits in exchange for her help. 
 
    Aquiroa was deeply troubled by this. How can a Dragon be so frivolous? 
 
    She had known that the Dragon was quite willful, but she couldn’t imagine that one called the Guardian of the Tower of Recluse would be so obtuse. 
 
    At the very least, this wasn’t behavior suitable for someone that lived more than a thousand years. 
 
    Aquiroa pulled herself together as she spoke with a tone of protest. “Are you saying that you’ll simply watch as the world falls apart?” 
 
    And when she did, Kha’nes retorted readily as if she had been waiting. “And what have you done to resolve the Calamity then?” 
 
    Aquiroa was quite proud of her eloquence, but she was struck dumb when faced with the blunt truth. 
 
    “We are simply seeking a different method…” 
 
    “What method?” Kha’nes spoke bright-eyed. 
 
    “We can’t reveal that. We are preparing something, but we can’t reveal it at this stage.” 
 
    Aquiroa’s answers grew increasingly muddled, and the conversation became set to Kha’nes’s pace. She snickered at Aquiroa and let out a shallow sigh. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s just leave it at that then.” 
 
    “I am grateful for your magnanimity. 
 
    Aquiroa believed that she had managed to put out the urgent blaze and breathed a sigh of relief internally, but Kha’nes’s interrogation didn’t stop there. She asked again in her characteristically easygoing and cheerful voice. 
 
    “So, if I do as you say, will it put food in my belly?” 
 
    Her reptilian-like yellow pupils emitted a strange light. 
 
    Aquiroa nodded her head as she spoke. 
 
    “I can most certainly provide a meal for you… Procrustes’ cafeteria has an excellent head chef…” 
 
    “What if I want a High-Class Chef?” 
 
    “A High-Class Chef?!” 
 
    “Yep, a High-Class Chef.” 
 
    There might be a lot of chefs in the world, but a High-Class Chef was difficult to find. 
 
    Is this Dragon playing around again? Aquiroa was at a loss for words once again. As the situation continued to flow in this strange manner, she looked toward Sujin. Sujin nodded and took the opportunity to speak. 
 
    “That man will kill you. He’ll kill you and all of your illustrious bloodline along with you. Will you stand by idly even then?” 
 
    Kha’nes looked toward Sujin with a different expression than last time and asked her with an accusatory tone. “Let's consider that you're correct, Regressor. If we say that I met this man today, are you saying that the man will kill me on sight?” 
 
    Sujin could feel the venom in her words, but Kha’nes didn’t give her the time she needed to think. 
 
    “Will the man kill me the moment I meet him or not?” 
 
    “I cannot know that.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “But I can say one thing for sure. In the future I’ve seen, you’ll be killed by the Enemy of the World in three years’ time.” 
 
    Kha’nes snickered at those words. “Three years! Three years, she says!” 
 
    Sujin didn’t understand the intentions behind her words, but she could discern that the situation was flowing in a different direction than they had wanted. And soon, Kha’nes’s next remark came out as unexpected as a bolt of lightning with a clear blue sky, resounding in the room. 
 
    “I am sorry, but I will refuse your request.” 
 
    Kha’nes stretched and walked forward away from Aquiroa and Sujin. 
 
    “You will come to regret this, my lady.” 
 
    Aquiroa spoke to her back, and when she did, Kha’nes stopped and turned before speaking with a smirk spread across her face. 
 
    “One elderly Dragon left behind these words. Don’t trust the words of those that walk on two feet. Their promise is as empty and meaningless as their brief lives.” 
 
    Aquiroa, who heard these words, realized that their attempt at persuasion had gone awry. As Ahmuge had said, this Dragon will side with the Enemy of the World. 
 
    Within the future Sujin had seen, Kha’nes was one of the few who stood beside the Enemy of the World. It was not known why she had joined the Calamity, but for one reason or another, the Enemy of the World was supported by her, and ultimately Kha'nes helped in bringing about the destruction of the world. 
 
    It wasn’t clear how the Enemy of the World, who was thoroughly isolated from the rest of the world, had managed to get on such good terms with the most powerful of the Hermits. But Sujin deduced that there must have been some kind of understanding between them, and there was even believable circumstantial evidence to back it up. 
 
    During the autumn of the year the Demon King had fallen, the Enemy of the World had once again made his appearance at the Tower of Recluse. Sujin and Aquiroa had come to this place to prevent them from befriending each other, but Kha’nes still made a choice that was no different from the past. 
 
    If that was the case, there was only one option remaining. 
 
    Eliminate. 
 
    Aquiroa looked at Sujin, and she was already exuding a murderous glare as cold as the moonlight with her eyes. 
 
    Srrrkt. 
 
    The Thorn of the Usurper’s dark shadow-like blade revealed itself from the darkness. One by one, blue-ish creatures that had been hidden within the darkness of the room appeared as well, and Executor Aquiroa pulled out a lengthy staff from her Soul Storage as she stood in the center. 
 
    A strange smile formed on Kha’nes’s lips. “My, my. Is this what you called me here for?” 
 
    Kha’nes was always prepared to take her Dragon form, and of course, Aquiroa’s group was prepared for that as well. When Aquiroa pulled out a blue crystal from her Soul Storage, a dark shadow-like aura erupted from the blue-ish creatures’ bodies. Kha’nes had already instinctively discerned that those crystals contained an extraordinary energy and strong suspicion filled her eyes. 
 
    Is that perhaps the energy of Calamity? How could that be? How could mere humans manipulate that power? 
 
    As the creatures were drawing power from the crystal, Sujin’s figure disappeared into the darkness. Kha’nes had perceived that it was going to be a difficult fight and tried to unseal the binding that restricted her. 
 
    There is no other way but to face this with full strength from the get-go. 
 
    Dragon versus Aquiroa. 
 
    A devastating battle was about to begin. 
 
    A series of explosions could be heard coming from the direction of the exit, and dark smoke pushed its way into the room. 
 
    Silence followed the sudden noises, and everyone’s eyes turned toward the entrance. 
 
    Finally, the silhouette of a man appeared from beyond the black smoke. Everyone within the room saw him—pitiful attire of a worn coat and faded jeans. However, the shabby appearance was offset by the single weapon held in the man’s hands. 
 
    The wielder of Fal Garaz, Sungchul, had entered the stage. Sungchul slowly made his way forward under everyone’s gaze, and he looked toward Kha’nes before scolding her. “What are you doing? The food is getting cold!” 
 
    “Enemy of the World!” A bright smile formed on Kha’nes’s lips. Sungchul stood in front of Kha’nes and pointed toward Aquiroa and Sujin, hidden in the shadows while lifting Fal Garaz into the air. 
 
    “Is this all the scheming that the one called the Second Champion of the Continent can muster? It’s not worth my time.” 
 
    God-like strength flowed through Sungchul’s body in moments, and his entire body exuded a shapeless and unapproachable battle aura that enveloped the entire hull of the ship. 
 
    This human… just how strong is he? Sujin could feel the same terror while she was hidden in the darkness. She undid her stealth and appeared behind Aquiroa as she gasped for air. 
 
    “The old woman that shares your name already died by my hands,” said Sungchul. Fal Garaz mightily crashed onto the floor in the next moment. A sizable hole was punched through the floor of the bottom of the airship with an immense shockwave. Sungchul turned to speak to Kha’nes again. 
 
    “Just leave this to me and go eat. It’s a bit cold, but I’ll stake my name on its flavor.” 
 
    “Would that be okay?” asked Kha’nes. 
 
    “I have a lot of things I want to ask these ladies.” 
 
    Kha’nes nodded at his words and threw her body through the hole Sungchul had punctured. 
 
    “Get her!” 
 
    When Aquiroa commanded the blue-ish creatures with a sharp voice, they pursued after her with incredible speed. But their pursuit was cut short with a single swing. 
 
    “Why would you stop such a rare guest from leaving?” 
 
    Unidentifiable blue mucus splattered all around Sungchul’s feet. Aquiroa didn’t hesitate to shout another command. 
 
    “Order every crew member. Immediately assemble on the bridge and eliminate the source of this accursed Calamity!” 
 
    Unfortunately, her commands fell on deaf ears. Sungchul’s hands had already killed every crew member that could carry out her orders. When there was no response after waiting for some time, Aquiroa gave another emergency order, albeit in a meeker voice than before. 
 
    Sungchul looked at the disheveled figure of Aquiroa with indifference before slowly opening his mouth to speak. “Pity.” 
 
    Regardless of the number of troops one can rally, they are meaningless if they only exist on paper. Aquiroa fully realized this truth when she noticed that Sungchul didn’t even act as she called for reinforcements. 
 
    Could it be that this man had already eliminated all of my subordinates before arriving here? 
 
    It was the only sound explanation for what was going on. Aquiroa’s leg gave out, giving her the sensation of falling endlessly. It was utter despair. However, Aquiroa couldn’t allow herself to collapse so easily. She waved her hand vigorously and shouted in a sharp voice. 
 
    “Ahmuge! Kill him!” 
 
    Sujin melted away into the shadows, and Aquiroa’s mind began to work overtime. 
 
    With the wild factor of the Mythic Soul Contract with a Legend grade assassin’s blade, even that monster will not be able to act carelessly. I should make use of that time to gather my remaining spell power and what remains of Soldiers of Salvation to force him to a corner… 
 
    Everything was planned in a moment. Sungchul then made his move. He first clobbered the Soldiers of Salvation that surrounded him with Fal Garaz. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    He didn’t even have to strike much either. The Soldiers of Salvation were turned to jelly by a single blow despite possessing a remarkable 90% value in physical resistance. They were originally believed to lack a sense of fear, but it turned out to be untrue. When they saw how simply and pitifully their comrades were being cut down by Sungchul, they began to tremble violently and emit a strange noise. 
 
    “Uroro… Uroro…” 
 
    It was like an eerie chorus that one might expect to hear beyond the gates of hell, and Sungchul moved like lighting and erased that chorus. Aquiroa could feel the chains of despair that she had shaken off just a moment ago, strangling her neck again. Ahmuge! Just what are you doing! 
 
    A golden opportunity had arrived, but Ahmuge did not step forward. She was aware that Sungchul’s movements were fast enough to be difficult to follow with one’s eyes, but Sungchul was currently preoccupied with other opponents. It should have been more than enough for Ahmuge to have made even a single attempt from the shadows, but she did not reveal herself even when all of the Soldiers of Salvation had fallen. It was only at that moment that Aquiroa realized Ahmuge’s intentions. She swung her staff and shouted at the empty air like a crazed person. 
 
    “You damned Summoned bitch. I accepted you, a Regressor with no backing, and you betray me?” 
 
    Of course, there was no response from the shadows. It might have been that she had already long since left this place as the Mythic-Grade Soul Contract, Disappearance, prevented even Sungchul from guessing her location. 
 
    Once every Soldier of Salvation was slain, Sungchul approached Aquiroa. She knew that nothing could be gained from fighting him, and only one option was truly left for her. 
 
    “I’ve got questions,” Sungchul spoke firmly. 
 
    “I might even let you keep your head depending on your answer.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Aquiroa gave a faint chuckle. It was the dry laughter of someone that had given up on everything. “I have nothing to give you.” 
 
    Aquiroa’s hand reached for her mask, and a dark shadow-like aura of Calamity overtook her. Sungchul felt the unsettling energy and raised Fal Garaz as he leaped toward her. 
 
    The moment Fal Garaz reached her, a brief voice could be heard behind the mask. 
 
    “For the Unborn God.” 
 
    The dark shadow swallowed her completely the next moment, and Fal Garaz hit nothing but her empty clothes too late. 
 
    She was gone. She had destroyed herself before he could do anything about it. Sungchul looked toward the tattered clothes on the floor and fell into thought. 
 
    This confirms it. Aquiroa’s group is conjuring the power of Calamity. 
 
    It was regrettable. He managed to gain nothing from Aquiroa, but Bertelgia broke the long silence from her pocket and said her piece as the final enemy fell. 
 
    “Ugh… so terrible. Really. Just how many did you kill today? Phew! I hope you don’t rub off on me!” 
 
    Sungchul wanted to comment that it might already be too late, but he caught the words within his throat in time. For some reason, he felt the joke would be crossing some line. 
 
    “In any case, what are you going to do now? Even that masked woman is dead.” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t gain enough to offset his efforts. He thought that he might be able to seek out the surviving crew members to interrogate, but this plan’s efficacy was also in question. 
 
    As he hesitated on what to do next, the sound of a wailing woman could be heard from the darkness. 
 
    “I remember.” It was Sujin’s voice. It could be heard just out of reach of Sungchul’s ability to track its source. Sungchul moved his head to where the sound was heard, but there was nothing but empty space. Sujin continued to change her location as she spoke. 
 
    “The faces of my companions, my friends, and my beloved, the ones killed by you who wielded the Seven Weapons of Calamity.” 
 
    Sungchul’s brow began to furrow. 
 
    “Are you trying to say that I’m wrong?” said Ahmuge. 
 
    “Stop whispering in the darkness and come show yourself. I won’t kill you immediately.” 
 
    “You’ve always lied.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it. How you’ve betrayed people and broken their trust. You might want to deny it, but you should know better what kind of person you are.” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” A rusted short spear appeared in Sungchul’s hand. It was a Weapon of Calamity, Oom Bruuk. A burst of wretched laughter could be heard within the darkness. 
 
    “You’ve used that accursed weapon not only to drive the people I love to death through madness, but you let them fall into the endless abyss.” 
 
    Her voice was gradually dying away. The wind faintly carried Ahmuge’s final words until they became whispers that engraved themselves into Sungchul’s memory. 
 
    “I shall never forget, and I will have my vengeance.” 
 
    Oom Bruuk flew toward the direction of her voice in an instant, but it only struck air and couldn’t find its mark. Sungchul’s brow twitched. Did the Soul Contract, Disappearance, not only hide the body but make the physical form disappear? 
 
    A faint voice was heard from beyond the darkness one final time, “You accursed Tool of God.” 
 
    That faintly uttered single sentence made Sungchul freeze. His hand trembled slightly. 
 
    Clatter. 
 
    And Oom Bruuk, who lost its target, fell to the floor, causing a strange sound to ring within the dark cabin. 
 
    Beyond the gaping hole out the bottom of the airship, the cold night breeze produced an eerie sound as it swept in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I went around tasting all kinds of dishes for a thousand years, but such fine dining is a first for me.” 
 
    Kha’nes patted her stomach with a happy expression on her face. The dishes that had been piled on top of the table were all licked clean. There was enough food to feed thirty people, but apparently, the amount was no big deal for Kha'nes. 
 
    However, Sungchul didn’t look so happy despite the unexpected compliment. Sujin’s parting words as she vanished weighed down Sungchul’s heart like a heavy boulder. Kha’nes peeked over at Sungchul through the corner of her eyes before taking an opportunity to speak. 
 
    “What are you thinking about so hard? You can’t possibly be thinking that the future that Regressor saw will come to pass, do you?” 
 
    “... Not at all,” said Sungchul. 
 
    “Then why do you look so glum despite that?” 
 
    “Don’t you fear me?” 
 
    It was a sudden question. Sungchul spat out the words himself, yet he regretted it slightly as his question was blemished with a good amount of discourtesy. 
 
    Kha’nes looked shocked at the question, as one might expect. But she laughed boisterously as though she wasn't all that bothered by it. 
 
    “Why would I fear you? You’re a human, and I’m a Dragon. Why would I, a Dragon, need to fear you? In any case, it has nothing to do with us Dragons whether you become a Calamity as that woman said.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    He spoke briefly, but complicated emotions were passing through his eyes. Kha’nes had been the first one to remain civil toward him after he had donned the name Enemy of the World upon his decision to stand against the Calamity. However, she was also an entity unrelated to the Calamity. Whether or not Sungchul is able to end the Calamities or not didn't matter to her. Sungchul felt an unfamiliar sensation at the fact that such a person had expressed friendliness with him for the first time. 
 
    “Are you upset?” Bertelgia carefully spoke after gauging Sungchul’s expression. 
 
    “Not really. There's nothing to be upset about.” 
 
    Sungchul spoke calmly before bringing the wine glass that was placed on the table to his lips. It was the cheap alcohol that Kha’nes had brought. His mouth was filled with a bitter and fishy flavor, and his expression changed slightly. 
 
    “... And suddenly my mood is ruined.” 
 
    Kha’nes carefully looked Sungchul over with her lizard eyes before speaking again, “You. Are you aware of what the next Calamity is?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded at her question. “Are you talking about the Calamity of War?” 
 
    “That’s right. What do you think of the third Calamity?” 
 
    The third Calamity was distinctly different than the other two. Unlike the first two Calamities that had well-defined enemies, the third Calamity was described in a vague language and led to disagreements about its interpretations. 
 
    On the Scripture of Calamity, it said: 
 
    [The faint embers left aglow in ruins in the aftermath of betrayal will embody death and despair, enveloping the continent whole in the flames of war. Only a single flag will be able to extinguish the flames while those wearing crowns will continue to only move according to their desires.] 
 
    The subject of the Calamity was not specified, but because of that, the kings and their lords viewed the third Calamity as a lesser threat compared to the others. It was reasoned that if the third Calamity occurred among humans, then an agreement among said humans could easily resolve it. 
 
    The reason that an unqualified merchant was placed at the lowest seat of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent and the World Parliament, presided over by Aquiroa, was held regularly with the power to act as the binding force that moved each nation to attend were all in preparation for this third Calamity. 
 
    And as long as the Emperor of the Human Empire was giving the World Parliament his powerful backing, it was extremely unlikely that a war between Human nations could ever erupt. 
 
    Even if war did occur, fleets of airships that could cover the skies would quickly put an end to it. Sungchul had at one point been part of the ruling inner circle of the world government and knew this very well, so he never gave the third Calamity much thought. 
 
    “That Calamity will be resolved without much difficulty,” he replied with confidence. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “I don’t want to praise the sovereign forces of this world, but they did manage to produce an answer to that part.” 
 
    Images of the past flashed before Sungchul's eyes like pictures. His time as the Commander in Chief of the Empire, the time when he traveled to various nations wearing a tightly fitting suit that felt uncomfortable and tried to persuade the kings and lords, was a bitch, so to speak. But it wasn't without a silver lining. There was a being who brought a sliver of hope to his previously desolate heart. 
 
    Although Aquiroa, the masked hag, had swiftly swallowed the fruits of his labor, Sungchul believed that to be a rather good thing. It led to the formation of the World Parliament, which brought them some level of immunity to the third Calamity. 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” But, Kha’nes seemed to have a different opinion to Sungchul. “Humans are foolish to an unimaginable degree. They are all the same regardless of what they look like or what they wear. Regardless of how wise one is, they are bound to commit sins when faced with temptation.” 
 
    “That is when I step in,” Sungchul said as such and tossed the rest of the cheap alcohol down his gullet. Kha’nes made a strange smile as though she had something to say but then covered her lips with her hand. 
 
    My lips are itching, but I better stop here. Instead, she brought up another topic. She pulled out two magic tomes from her possessions. 
 
    “I’ve heard from the book girl. You’ve got six Soul Gems but only mastered a single school of magic?” 
 
    When Kha'nes held out the magic tomes, Bertelgia flew out readily and bit down onto the books to retrieve them for Sungchul. 
 
    “They might be some worthless tomes of a lower grade, but they should be of some use. You won’t be restricted by Magical Fingerprints either.” 
 
    Sungchul checked the contents of each book immediately after receiving them. 
 
    Series of Magic that even an Ogre can Learn: Fly 
 
    Let’s Make Our Own Formation! Introduction to Incantation Formation 
 
    They were truly tomes for common magic, as Kha’nes had said, but the utility of these common magic could not be ignored. A faint smile formed on Sungchul’s lips. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At that same moment, at the frontier of the eastern region of the Human Empire. A fleet of airships composed of hundreds of ships filled the cloudy sky. On the other hand, Eckheart's Colossus Unit 3, which boasted a gigantic size rivaling mountains, stood side-by-side upon a ruined city. 
 
    At the center of the fleet of airships, a burly man wearing a golden armor and helmet was standing with his sword in the ground. His name was William Quinton Marlboro. The Emperor of the greatest nation of this continent, the Human Empire. 
 
    Standing across from him was a sorry-looking man with a distinctly smaller frame, wearing rags with a piece of cloth covering his face like a thief, but his name didn’t have any less value than that of the Emperor himself. 
 
    “Are you Ga Xi Ong of the Seven Heroes?” 
 
    When the Emperor tossed out a question with a dignified voice, the smaller man nodded while pulling out the abnormally large blade slung across his back. 
 
    “Kikiki… a Summoned with no background dares to call himself the Emperor of this land… the world is truly done for!” 
 
    The blade cast a dark cloud akin to shadows of death as it let out a strange cry. The commander and the soldiers lined up behind the Emperor were startled and immediately drew their swords, but the Emperor who stood before the blade didn’t falter. 
 
    “Hoh? Looks like you’ve got balls worthy of an Emperor.” 
 
    Ga Xi Ong glared at the Emperor with his twisted and bloodshot eyes before sheathing the great blade that gave off the dark cloud. 
 
    “Then, shall we get started? Kukuku… what are your conditions?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Unexpected Reunion 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was almost no magic in the world that Sungchul couldn’t learn in a single go, thanks to his high intuition. Sungchul added both of the books to his repertoire at once. 
 
    Flight magic, known as Fly, was added to his catalog of spells, and the Incantation Formation was added to his list of abilities. Sungchul stayed at the former lord’s estate and took his time inspecting his newly learned abilities. 
 
    The first was Fly. 
 
    This was flight magic that granted its users levitation and also the ability to maneuver in the air. Mages would commonly prefer Levitation. 
 
    Strictly speaking, it only offers the simple ability to hover rather than actual flight, but Levitation can be sustained for a set duration of time without any additional casting, which gives its user the ability to move at high speeds over any terrain while in the air. 
 
    On the other hand, Fly granted the ability to maneuver in the air freely, but it required constant casting to maintain its flight. In other words, it meant that no other spell could be used while flying with Fly. Therefore, despite Fly allowing more maneuverability, it was only used by witches who needed to travel very long distances. It was ignored by the average mages and considered second-tier magic. 
 
    However, Sajators’s Multicasting completely negated the critical weakness of Fly. Sungchul flew around the vicinity of the residence with Bertelgia while experiencing the versatility of Multicasting. 
 
    So it’s set up to go faster as you expend more mana forcefully. 
 
    Sungchul spent the week starting with the basic maneuvers, such as acceleration and deceleration, before practicing the more complex ones such as air breaking, abrupt direction changes midair, attacking mid-flight with magic, and utilizing various tools such as the Demonic Weapon, Cassandra. 
 
    Sungchul began to arrive at the point where he could freely move as he wanted. This new ability unlocked the possibility of him fighting massive opponents such as the Colossus and opponents that harassed him in the air like Sajators in ways he couldn’t before. 
 
    The next thing he tried was the construction of installation type seals known as Incantation Formations. The main point of this magic, more commonly known as Formation Magic, was to combine runes that formed the components of a spell within a fixed space, calling forth the caster's desired magical effect. Magic traps and other similar spells were the most widely recognized examples of Formation Magic. 
 
    Although Incantation Formation could call forth powerful effects intended by the caster without additional casting or mana consumption once it was set up, it was difficult to utilize properly, and there were restrictions such as having to satisfy strict conditions. As a result, its popularity was hit or miss among the mages. 
 
    Sungchul's previous stance on Incantation Formations was that there was no use for them other than as warning seals, but after facing mages at the top of their fields such as Marakia and Sajators, he had changed his mind. At the very least, from what Sungchul could tell, there was no other magic that could surpass it in terms of defense. Based on the kind of restrictions and the cost of the spell to set it up, it was possible to construct a formation that could even block a blow of Sungchul's god-like strength. 
 
    Of course, he was still a beginner. The Incantation Formation he had mastered was of the most basic level where he could only combine up to three runes of a very limited variety. 
 
    He should be able to increase the number and variety of runes that could be combined once he acquires the tome for advanced level Incantation Formation, but as of now, Sungchul was thinking of practicing with what he had at the moment. 
 
    Arranging what was available within the introductory book, there were four categories of runes Sungchul currently had access to Rune of Capacity, Rune of Condition, Rune of Enhancement, Rune of Restriction. They were all of the lowest tiers. 
 
    In any case, the Rune of Condition, which acted as the trigger, and the Rune of Capacity, which acted as the core and stored the spell itself, were required. 
 
    The Rune of Enhancement and Restriction both shared the same purpose of amplifying the power of the Incantation Formation. But their difference was clear upon closer inspection. While the Rune of Enhancement could be used to spend Magic Power to improve the effectiveness of Formation Magic, the Rune of Restriction applied some kind of harm upon the caster in exchange for amplifying the spell's power. 
 
    The Rune of Restriction was more effective in amplifying the incantation, but the amount of risk was higher too, like a double-edged sword. The physical barrier formation that Marakia in the Kingdom of Nahak had cast had a severe side effect in order to reinforce the power of the incantation to an extreme degree. 
 
    However, because Sungchul had no defensive magic or runes, he could only make magic traps pertaining to Glare. 
 
    Its production method was quite simple. All he had to do was gather his Magic Power into the Rune of Capacity in order to store Glare, then set up the Rune of Condition with an activation condition. Sungchul set up the most basic activation conditions where the trap will be triggered automatically if a target enters a designated area. Lastly, he completed the Incantation Formation with a Rune of Enhancement that consumed additional Magic Power. 
 
    As there was no room to add the Rune of Restriction in the case of magic traps, he excluded it. 
 
    All that was left was to test it. 
 
    Sungchul wanted to use Bertelgia as a guinea pig. But because it could potentially kill her, he personally rushed into the formation he had made himself. 
 
    The effect was no different than an ordinary trap. Once he stepped into the area designated by the condition rune, the Glare stored within the Rune of Capacity was amplified by the Rune of Enhancement and flew toward Sungchul. 
 
    Glare’s main utility lay in the difficulty of evading the spell. It goes without saying that the beam struck home onto Sungchul’s body. 
 
    Chiiiik. 
 
    A small hole formed on a portion of the coat. 
 
    Damn! I should’ve taken off my coat first. 
 
    In any case, the Incantation Formation practice went much more smoothly than flight training. Sungchul didn’t possess many spells at the moment, so there was nothing more to gain from continuing to play with runes. The most important part of rune formation was how quickly and effectively one could form the incantations during combat when life hung on by a thread. 
 
    But regarding that aspect, he would consider more on it after obtaining the advanced level tome. 
 
    Thus, Sungchul spent approximately ten days familiarizing his new magic. But not everything was going so smoothly. There wasn’t much progress in currying the favor of the Carbuncles through the Fog Guide. 
 
    It was because of Ahmuge. Even Sungchul’s Superhuman senses were not good enough to detect her, so it wasn’t good to sit around unguarded while using the Fog Guide. 
 
    But Bertelgia came up with a solution. 
 
    “Can’t we just use the Fog Guide where that woman can’t enter? Isn’t it possible for someone who’s stupid strong like you to just make that kind of place? You can dig a cave or build a home with rocks or something.” 
 
    The reason for Bertelgia’s more proactive attitude was simple. She could return to her original form within the dream world. 
 
    Sungchul disliked acknowledging it, but she had good reason to be confident in her human appearance. 
 
    In fact, she would furtively bring up her past at every opportunity without being asked. 
 
    “I had a lot of guys chasing after me any time I left the village! They called me the Queen Bee of Kodia Village.” 
 
    “You’re being annoying.” 
 
    Of course, Sungchul was only half-listening, but he deeply agreed with her that the Soul Gems had to be unlocked somehow. 
 
    Sungchul wandered around the forest before he found an adequate cave that he was pleased with. There was a family of Tiger Bear already living there. But unlike the time in Summoning Palace, they were too weak to be depended upon, so he chased them away. 
 
    Sungchul, having discovered a shelter, stocked up on long-lasting food and water to last a good while within the cave. 
 
    He then headed to Toporo Village, which he hadn’t visited in a while. 
 
    The hot topic going around the village at the moment was Aquiroa’s sudden disappearance. 
 
    Even in this city state that hears an endless stream of brutal and violent rumors, the peculiar case of the disappearance of the Second Champion of the Continent along with her all-white airship was being treated as an extremely major case; only the corpses of guards and wolfman were found aboard a hot air balloon. 
 
    The only ones who knew the truth behind the matter were Sungchul and Kha’nes. Procrustes, Aquiroa’s flagship, had been hidden in the vast forest behind the Tower of Recluse, where people didn’t dare enter. 
 
    The problem was that this incident was not a matter that could be simply swept under the rug. There were rumors that the World Parliament had formally requested the Tower of Recluse to summon Kha'nes, who was connected to this incident. Because, for whatever her reason it was for, it did not change the fact that Aquiroa had come looking for Kha'nes. 
 
    There was no mention of the Enemy of the World having been involved with Aquiroa, however. It was either covered up, or the sole witness, Sujin, had not reported it. 
 
    Be as it may, Sungchul wasn’t largely concerned with it one way or another. What he wanted to know was not information about someone who's already been taken care of, but the reaction around the world in response to the news of her demise, especially the movements of the Seven Heroes. 
 
    “Here it is.” 
 
    Sungchul had great difficulty but ultimately managed to acquire an informant within the thieves guild through favors and proxies, allowing him to hear news of the outside world. 
 
    There wasn’t much difference from what he had heard a fortnight ago. The grim news was that the Colossi that shared names with Bertelgia razed the northeastern regions of the continent, and the empires that bore the duty to defend the region simply watched it happen. But that didn’t appear to be the end of it. 
 
    The rogue with a scar running vertically down his face haggled for more money. When Sungchul handed him another gold coin, he beamed before scanning his surroundings and speaking in a hushed voice. 
 
    “They say a man calling himself a Calamity has appeared leading the Colossus at the northeastern frontier of the Human Empire. Arcadia, which stood as the gateway to the northeast frontier, seems to have already been destroyed. The Emperor of the Human Empire immediately called for a subjugation order leading his entire fleet to prepare for battle.” 
 
    The information was a bit lacking considering the payment, and it was difficult to take the words of a foreign thieves’ guild member at face value. 
 
    “What is the name of the man who claims to lead the Colossus?” Sungchul asked the thief in a calm voice. 
 
    The thief placed his hands into his bandana to scratch his head and pulled a louse out of his hair before tossing it into his mouth and making his reply. 
 
    “Eh… I’m not so sure. Gashibok? Did he call himself Gashibok?” 
 
    “Was it perhaps Ga Xi Ong?” 
 
    “That could have been it too. In any case, he was a skinny guy who looked pathetic, but he must have been some scary swordsman. People say that everyone that faced him dried up and died as a mummy when he used his Greatsword.” 
 
    Sungchul rubbed his chin and lowered his head. The thief might not have realized it, but the person he was describing almost completely matched one of the Seven Heroes, The Devourer of Souls: Ga Xi Ong. 
 
    The Seven Heroes swept up the smaller nations within the North and Eastern frontiers in the end and is probably looking to invade the Human Empire in the central region of the continent, thought Sungchul. 
 
    Their actions were predictable, but it would not be easy. Sungchul believed so. Because in the Empire was the Emperor. And many rulers of the continent that have an understanding with the Emperor were standing by him. 
 
    The Seven Heroes might have powerful Colossi, but fighting against the Emperor meant facing against the collective might of the continent amassed over the ages. They would be met with an extraordinary force that couldn’t be compared to the small warring nations of the North and the East. If things went well, Thirteen Champions of the Continent might even deal with a number of the Seven Heroes as well. This was the result Sungchul was ideally hoping for. At the very least, they should be able to buy me some time. 
 
    Sungchul made up his mind and rose from his seat. 
 
    It was so that he could isolate himself in his quest to reconcile with the Soul Gems. But something caught his attention as he was about to pass through the plaza. A single man was in the middle of the plaza ringing a bell located in front of the village meeting hall with great vigor. The people who heard the sound of the bell poked their heads out of their windows one by one. 
 
    “Hm? That man is…!” 
 
    Bertelgia recognized the face and whispered to Sungchul quietly. The man was none other than Tangrit, the monk. Foreigners saw his shabby appearance and quickly turned their gazes, but those from the village were not so callous. 
 
    “What made him think he’s welcome here?” 
 
    “Has he no shame?” 
 
    “He must be going senile.” 
 
    Cold ridicule showered upon him from every direction of the plaza. Tangrit heard those remarks but resolutely pulled on the rope connected to the bell continuously to let the sound of the bell toll in every direction of the village. Eventually, the village chief and his associates revealed themselves in front of the meeting hall. 
 
    “Just what are you doing, Sir Tangrit!” 
 
    A rather stocky village leader shouted angrily at Tangrit. 
 
    When he did, the monk finally stopped the ringing and turned to face the villagers that were giving a cold stare to him. He shouted, “It is not the time to be so idle. The village is in danger!” 
 
    Despite his fervent plea, the villagers' response remained cold. No one cared to listen to his words. The feelings of hostility and disgust toward the monk increased in silence, and even Tangrit, who was enthusiastically ringing away at the bell, felt disheartened. Still, the monk did not make any effort to evade the glares directed at him. He spoke toward the audience with a cracked voice. 
 
    “The Insvant people are preparing to attack us. In large numbers as well. It looks as though they aren’t preparing for a simple raid, but a full-out battle.” 
 
    His pleading words were imbued with sincerity, but none of it reached the hearts of those listening. The people were not only callous but also believed him to be absurd. 
 
    “The refugees are going to attack us? Us who are receiving the protection of the Tower of Recluse?” A young man mockingly laughed at him. And with that spark, an outpour of criticism began. 
 
    “We have Miss Kha’nes. How would some heretics from the east dare attack us?” 
 
    “It’ll be resolved by the foreigners’ defensive line of airships in the outskirts of the village before Miss Kha’nes even has the opportunity to step up.” 
 
    The outpouring of refutations soon transformed into personal attacks against Tangrit’s character. It was clear to Sungchul how much rage and hostility the villagers had held toward the monk through their explicit language. 
 
    A statement from a one-armed elderly man summed up the resentment the townspeople held against Tangrit. 
 
    “The sin of deserting your station and forsaking your duty, abandoning all those who followed you to their terrible fate, has not been forgotten and has become a permanent scar across these people’s hearts. That scar will never fade no matter what you try to do.” 
 
    Those words cut deeper into Tangrit’s heart than any insult. Tangrit, who had stood tall within the countless insults hurled at him, now bit his lips, pulled his hood over his head, and left the plaza wordlessly. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    A single rock flew toward his back and landed by his feet. Tangrit turned back to look. His eyes revealed rage that couldn’t be hidden any longer. But the one who committed the act was hidden within the crowd and could not be found. The former lord turned his gaze again and turned to Baron, the sole being that still trusted him. 
 
    Once Tangrit’s figure faded from view, the plaza grew loud with whispers. Sungchul stopped at the plaza momentarily to eavesdrop on what the villagers were saying. Only unpleasant words were being exchanged. 
 
    “That old man. What a life.” 
 
    Bertelgia made a brief comment. In contrast, Sungchul could not simply ignore this as someone else’s business. He owed a debt of life to Tangrit regardless of his own intentions. And with Ahmuge lurking around his vicinity, the debt could only become heavier. 
 
    Sungchul was someone who didn’t extend a hand to anyone and never received a hand from anyone, but he was also one always to repay his debts. He quietly followed behind the aged lord. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rickety shack on the outskirts of the village looked shabbier and even more dismal than before. Sungchul checked for any movements inside before entering the shack. There was a faint scent of cigarette, but there didn’t seem to be any other presence. 
 
    “What are you going to do if that Ahmuge lady is tailing us?” 
 
    Bertelgia asked in a nervous voice once they stood before the shack. She was definitely a nuisance, but it was almost impossible for Ahmuge to attempt an ambush on Sungchul in his normal state. Because no matter when or where the moment she appeared, she would be made into a bloody pancake. In any case, Sungchul had plans in such a case as well. 
 
    It was a scroll of formation for a Seal of Vigilance purchased at the village’s magic shop. Sungchul wanted to take this opportunity to learn, so he ripped the scroll apart and looked at the symbols in the magic formation that emerged. He determined that it was a formula that combined more than five runes. 
 
    I should purchase a magic scroll with higher grade formations whenever I get the opportunity. 
 
    Sungchul let Bertelgia out of his pocket after the Seal of Vigilance was cast. 
 
    “Play around here for a bit.” 
 
    Bertelgia immediately flew over to Baron and greeted him. “Hey, cutie.” 
 
    Sungchul quietly opened the worn door and stepped inside. Tangrit was leaned back onto a rocking chair while chewing on his pipe. His expression looked unexpectedly peaceful, but then he turned his head to look at Sungchul and began to speak. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you already left.” 
 
    “I heard what you said in the plaza.” Sungchul stood at the doorway and went straight to the point. 
 
    Tangrit lightly closed his eyes as he took a drag and sighed while blowing out a puff of smoke. “While I was returning from a trip to Galatia, I saw the Insvants gathering iron and forging weapons. One of the refugees made an excuse that they were weapons for hunting with a straight face. But that’s bull! Do you think such a lie would work on someone like me who has spent more than his fair share of time on the battlefield?” 
 
    Tangrit continued, “But I suppose it’s not something to be concerned about as the Tower of Recluse will protect the village in case of emergencies. And as the people said, there’s also Kha’nes.” 
 
    He smirked while shaking his head. “The Tower of Recluse will not help when it is most dire. It was the same 15 years ago. When the deserters of the motherland attacked the village, the tower ignored the people’s cries for help and firmly shut their doors. They did nothing.” 
 
    It was a believable story. The Tower of Recluse was a group that fundamentally kept its distance from the outside world. Their mission was to maintain the tower in its current state while guarding the Scripture of Calamity. It was their priority to shut their doors and isolate themselves from threats that would harm the tower. 
 
    “And it is more likely that the Miss Kha’nes the villagers spoke of will not help. The rumors are rampant that Miss Kha’nes will attend the World Parliament. As long as the Insvant aren’t stupid, they will choose to attack when the guardian isn’t here.” Tangrit made a pained expression as the events to come were unfolding before his eyes and rubbed his forehead. 
 
    “How about you leave the village? Since the people are treating you in such a manner, what does it matter to you whether they perish or not?” Sungchul spoke as such and pulled out a few gold coins from his pocket. “This should be enough to set you up anywhere else.” 
 
    “You sure have a lot of money.” Tangrit praised him as though he was in awe of Sungchul’s wealth, but he shook his head in the end. “It is a tempting offer but one that I cannot take.” 
 
    “The reason being?” 
 
    Tangrit laughed bitterly at Sungchul’s question. “I will not leave this place.” 
 
    That single sentence held more meaning than what was expressed. Sungchul finally understood what the monk truly desired. This man. He found the place where he wishes to give his life. 
 
    Sungchul stared at the shield bearing the Insignia of the old kingdom left neglected next to a wall. Though the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea was called the Kingdom of Evil, Sungchul recalled the purity of the knights and the tenacity of the soldiers that tried to defend their dying nation. 
 
    As a member of those knights, Tangrit might consider the restoration of his honor more important than his own life, but was that for the best? 
 
    Sungchul suddenly felt doubtful. 
 
    The villagers will not change their minds regardless of whether the monk sacrifices his life for them or not. A stigma, once branded, will not fade so easily. Sungchul learned this bitter lesson first hand once he became the Enemy of the World. 
 
    He also recalled how that old man in the village had used the word “scar.” The monk’s honor will not be restored even if he were to die for the village. At most, some people would consider it a courageous act, but their voices would be buried under the louder voice of resentment and prejudice that had been building over the ages. In short, the only thing that awaited him was a meaningless death. 
 
    Besides, there was no comparison between what was more important; self-satisfaction or survival. 
 
    I don't usually do this, but I should intervene at least this once. 
 
    Sungchul stepped out of the shack and headed directly toward the camp of refugees in order to pull out the root of the problem. If the refugees were planning to strike the village, there had to be a leader. He would be able to prevent the upcoming catastrophe if he could come to an agreement with their boss. 
 
    It was with this intention that Sungchul roamed about the camp area to see how they would react. There were hostile gazes directed toward Sungchul, but no one dared to intimidate him. 
 
    Not long after, Sungchul saw something unexpected at the center of the camp. There was an airship hovering precariously close to the top of the tall trees, and countless people were busy unloading the cargo. Sungchul soon figured out what was inside. It was weapons and armor. 
 
    Sungchul immediately looked for a flag on the airship, but the ship was not flying any identifying flag of any kind. In other words, it was an undeclared airship. They were openly doing something only pirates and the like would do at the Tower of Recluse, a neutral zone. 
 
    Sungchul wanted to break apart the ship to pieces immediately, but he held back the impulse and decided to observe the situation a bit longer as he slowly approached the vessel. He soon found a middle-aged man that appeared to be their leader. It was a gloomy-looking man with paranoid sunken eyes like that of a typical Insvant. Standing beside him was a single old man who looked like a mage, wearing ostentatious robes, but he looked more like a crew member of the airship rather than a refugee. They didn’t say much between the two of them. 
 
    Sungchul continued to observe. A group of people huddled around a campfire in the corner of the camp that were clearly distinct from the pale and gloomy Insvants. From the outside, they wore shabby outfits, but Sungchul could immediately tell with a single glance that these were trained mercenaries. 
 
    This reeks. 
 
    The large provision of weapons to the refugees and the dispatchment of trained men. The situation was graver than expected. What Tangrit had seen was only the tip of the iceberg. Certain forces were trying to arouse the refugees and create a disturbance. This wasn’t something that could be resolved by simply getting hold of the leader and breaking him down. Properly understanding the situation before making a move seemed to be the best course of action. 
 
    What he had to learn first was the identity of the forces that were supporting the refugees. Once he knew what he was dealing with, he had to use the appropriate action to counter them. He could capture and threaten the leader if it were the Human Empire, and if it were the Ancient Kingdom, then all he had to was kill a few eminent Swordmasters to demonstrate the difference in strength. It goes without saying that he would kill everyone if the airship had connections to Aquiroa's faction. So Sungchul thought as he made his way to the airship. 
 
    When he stepped into the shadows drawn by the airship, one of the hot air balloons carrying passengers descended to the ground with the help of a few young men tugging on the rope. There were various people in eye-catching outfits aboard this craft, and they appeared to be important enough that the mage broke off from the conversation he was having with the leader of the refugees mid-way to greet them. 
 
    Sungchul hid between heavy cargo below the air balloon, thinking that identifying the people aboard would reveal the airship's faction. 
 
    The balloon soon landed. 
 
    The well-dressed figures soon disembarked from the balloon. Sungchul, who was watching from the shadows, felt a strange emotion rising from within him. It couldn’t be helped because he recognized the faces of the people who descended from the hot air balloon. A single question arose within his eyes. 
 
    What? Why are they here? 
 
    The identity of the people was none other than Altugius Xero and his granddaughter Sarasa Xero. These two people with whom Sungchul was acquainted had made an unexpected appearance at the Tower of Recluse. 
 
    “Kyu!” 
 
    The sound of a small animal could be heard from Sarasa, who wore a mask that covered half of her face, and it quickly rushed over to Sungchul’s direction. It was the Sky Squirrel. The creature rode up his leg and climbed onto his shoulder. 
 
    “Go away, little one! Shoo! Shoo!” 
 
    Bertelgia tried to chase it away, but the Sky Squirrel didn’t budge. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    It was at this moment that the owner of the Sky Squirrel spotted Sungchul. 
 
    “You!” Sarasa approached Sungchul with a brilliant smile while Altugius, who had been behind her, gazed at him with an astonished look before nodding. 
 
    The reunion came to be under the most unexpected of circumstances. 
 
    Inside a cozy cabin of the airship, Sarasa brought out some tea. The aroma wafting from the tea cup wasn’t ordinary, likely a high-quality product made carefully by hand from expensive breeds of tea leaves. Every piece of furniture and object within the cabin was also of high quality. 
 
    Sungchul was contemplating on how to begin the conversation as he sat within the unfamiliar space. After much thought, he threw out a greeting. 
 
    “Just what happened?” 
 
    Sungchul left Airfruit for the Frontline of the Demon Realm as soon as he had learned Primordial Light, while Altugius and Sarasa left behind Airfruit in the aftermath of the Demon invasion to roam aimlessly. 
 
    Sungchul had hoped for them to find a peaceful and tranquil place to hide, away from the chaos of the world, but the reunion with the Xero family took a completely unexpected form. 
 
    “We also are at a loss as to how to begin our story.” Altugius’s face, which had always looked quite vigorous, had now aged to the point where it would be no surprise if he were to drop dead the very next day. It seemed as if each and every hardship they had faced after leaving the school had etched themselves onto his face. 
 
    On the other hand, Sarasa appeared to have experienced inner growth since leaving the school. She radiated with an aura of confidence, calmness, and even a subtle grace that could never be felt from her before despite the silver mask she wore to conceal the hideously disfigured half of her face. 
 
    However, in front of Sungchul, she tossed aside her excessively decorated facade and returned to her childish self he remembered. 
 
    “We went through a ton. All kinds of pursuers followed us, and we were almost done in by some famous bounty hunter who ambushed us.” She pulled her sleeve up to reveal the deep scar carved into her mummified arm. 
 
    “Ew…” Bertelgia, who saw it from her pocket, made a strange sound. 
 
    She wasn’t that fond of the undead. Sarasa peered in the direction of Sungchul’s pocket but didn’t give much attention before resuming her story. 
 
    “And that’s how we, fortunately, happened to meet someone who called himself your subordinate.” 
 
    “My subordinate?” 
 
    She nodded her head at his question and smiled brightly before speaking. 
 
    “Count Schnellmerker. Do you remember him?” 
 
    “Schnellmerker? Who’s that? Ah, do you mean Fritz?” 
 
    Sungchul recalled the face of a tall blond man with an attractive face and blue eyes. 
 
    Initially, he had met the Summoned from Eastern Germany as an enemy. After losing to Sungchul in a close battle, the man and his friends from the Summoning Palace came under Sungchul’s banner. Although Schnellmerker was not strong in close-quarter combat, he was exceptionally gifted as a Support Mage. He was drafted as an adjutant to the Lion of Death, a unit led by Sungchul, and contributed greatly in turning many hard-fought battles into victories. After the Human Empire was formed, he left the army and chose to live a decadent life overseeing a fertile region to the south. 
 
    Sungchul didn't really hear of him after that. But according to Sarasa, Schnellmerker had greatly protested when his superior, Sungchul, was declared the Enemy of the World and was stripped of his titles. So he created a faction for the sake of restoring Sungchul's name, gathering like-minded individuals secretly from the shadows. 
 
    That was the Order of Extinction. It was the new religion set within the back alleys of La Grange, the current capital of the Human Empire, that had been receiving a lot of attention. It was the Order of Extinction that had been worshipping Sungchul, the Enemy of the World. 
 
    It had started to gain its religious influence when Sungchul defeated a hundred thousand strong of the Demon Army on his own at the Frontline of the Demon Realm, and once the rumor of him resolving the First Calamity began to spread, the Order gained traction like wildfire. 
 
    “...What a ridiculous development.” He felt goosebumps all over his body. He typically disliked being glorified. But now, a whole new organized religious sect was established with him as the subject of worship. He couldn’t help but think it was better to be hated as the Enemy of the World. 
 
    Sarasa looked at Sungchul with a complicated expression on her face before saying her piece. 
 
    “There is no need to overthink it. You are, at most, a symbol for us. There is no one that’s sincerely praying to you, so don’t sweat it.” 
 
    Sarasa, who could no longer consume human food, absorbed mana crystals instead and smiled meekly. Sungchul turned toward her and noticed that her face looked a lot more human than before and noted that the protective spell cast upon her body was revised to be more systematic and organized. 
 
    She’s being managed quite well. Her decomposition hasn’t progressed. In fact, she appears to be full of vitality. 
 
    Sarasa quietly finished her story after completely absorbing the mana crystal. 
 
    “This organization was founded by Count Schnellmerker and other like-minded individuals to rebel against the World Parliament, which is to say, against the ruling elites that control the world. They were disappointed by the series of actions committed by the self-proclaimed liberator of humanity, the Summoned Emperor, so they have picked you, another Summoned who stands diametrically opposed to the Emperor, to become his adversary.” 
 
    “What a fucked-up situation.” But it wasn’t like Sungchul could not understand their reasoning. 
 
    The Thirteen Champions of the Continent and the World Parliament, who represented the ruling elites of this world, did bring order to the world, but not without significant dissent. Due to the overwhelming power of the ruling elite, those that stood against them had merely not come out into the open since they would be declared an Enemy of the World, like Sungchul, if they were to catch the attention of the ruling elites. 
 
    However, Sungchul didn’t like the religious group’s name. He was especially bothered that a group whose name included the word “Extinction” was associated with him, and he was quick to mention this. 
 
    “As the person who was dragged into this without his knowledge, being forcefully associated with extinction isn't what I would call pleasant.” 
 
    “Order of Extinction is just a shorthand. The full name is the Secret Gathering of Those Who Are True and Are Trying to Stop the Extinction, but since it’s so long, people started calling it the Order of Extinction,” said Sarasa. 
 
    “Mm…” 
 
    It was a complete mess, but Sungchul didn’t question it any further. It would be difficult to get the answers he wanted by drilling into Sarasa, who wasn’t even the founder. 
 
    I should go visit Schnellmerker at some point. 
 
    And that was where Sungchul ended that line of questioning because there was a more pressing matter at hand. 
 
    “In any case, why have you all come to this place?” he asked. 
 
    The story had got a bit side-tracked, but this was his main question. Although they were Sarasa and Altugius, acquaintances from the past, Sungchul had no intention of letting this one by without an explanation. The pair noticed the change in Sungchul’s gaze and realized that his mood had shifted. They exchanged glances before Sarasa began to speak while fidgeting with her mask. 
 
    “I’ll be blunt and get to the point. We came here to burn the Scripture of Calamity.” 
 
    Sungchul doubted his ears for a moment. These people. They’re constantly surprising me since a moment ago. 
 
    As he stared at her silently with a puzzled expression, Sarasa nodded and continued her story with a lively voice. 
 
    “Isn’t there an old saying that truth is hidden where one least expects it? The Scripture of Calamity, for example. People have only considered it as something that predicts Calamities yet to come, but we have come to consider it in a different light and have come up with another idea. What if the Scripture of Calamity itself is an item that conjures the Calamities?” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Sungchul cut her off cleanly. “It is just a book.” 
 
    “But it’s no ordinary book. It’s a book that writes itself by some divine power,” Sarasa countered his argument with a calm voice. 
 
    “It is nothing more than a book of prophecy. There is nothing more foolish than to believe that the future foretold by the book can be erased by setting the book on fire. What difference is there between this and children closing their eyes and saying the day is night?” said Sungchul. 
 
    “What you’re saying is just the commonly held perspective. Claiming that the Scripture of Calamity is merely a book of prophecy and making a narrative that fits.” 
 
    Sarasa continued, “Let’s look at it from a different angle. When you put aside the unsophisticated idea that the Scripture of Calamity is a book of prophecy, can’t you see a new possibility?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything, though.” 
 
    “...We see it from this perspective. That the Scripture of Calamity itself, propelled by divine will, is meant to carry out whatever is written on it using fate-altering powers. And is, therefore, the origin of all Calamities.” 
 
    Halfway through, Sungchul had lost interest and couldn’t focus on what Sarasa was saying. Their thoughts on the matter were too different, to the point where there was no bridging that gap. As a result, Sungchul did not have much of a reaction even with her shocking explanation, and instead, he threw out another question. 
 
    “Is that why you’ve brought mercenaries and weapons that reek of blood upon this quiet and peaceful village?” 
 
    Sarasa and Althugius’ faces instantly stiffened. Their hesitation was clear. 
 
    “We haven’t met in so long. Why so stiff?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    Sarasa responded with a rigid look, “Do you even know how much I looked forward to the day I could see you again?” 
 
    An unfamiliar man entered the room as Sarasa’s voice began to rise. He was a mage in his mid-thirties wearing a blue cotton robe with a yellow star embedded in it. 
 
    “Sorry I am late. There were a lot of things to prepare, you see.” 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes turned toward him. 
 
    It was a face he’d never seen before. Even after sifting through his memories from his Rebel army days to his days as the Imperial Commander in Chief, nobody came to mind. 
 
    The mage made an awkward smile after being stared at by Sungchul until it became uncomfortable and sincerely greeted him with a bow. 
 
    “This is our first meeting. I am an Insvant Mage named Fioni. Though unworthy, I have been given the mantle of pastor for the Order of Extinction.” 
 
    He spoke carefully, as though he had felt the unwieldy atmosphere within the room while looking tactfully at Sarasa and Sungchul. When Sungchul didn’t say anything in response, he humbly sought out a seat and continued speaking. 
 
    “I had unintentionally heard the conversation from outside. Yes, it’s true. I understand that our line of thinking is difficult to accept. As a pastor of the Order, I should not say this, but, truthfully, it’s hard to believe that the Calamities will end just because we set the Scripture of Calamity ablaze. 
 
    Sarasa, who heard his speech, glared at him and shouted in protest, “Mr. Fioni!” 
 
    The man named Fioni smiled lightly toward Sarasa and raised his palms to calm her down before turning to Sungchul once again. 
 
    “In truth, this operation’s true purpose was to raise the alarm by causing an incident.” 
 
    “Raise the alarm?” Sungchul crossed his arms and leaned back while sporting a hostile gaze. Fioni, the mage, nodded. 
 
    “The Eastern and Northern areas of the continent are being stomped on relentlessly by the Colossi’s feet, but the World Parliament and the Thirteen Champions of the Continent have not taken any action. They have essentially ignored their duties. Along the same line, those in power have remained firm in their inaction despite discontent growing day by day. And now it has reached a boiling point. Do you know why?” 
 
    Sungchul shook his head. Fioni, as if he had been waiting for this moment, continued in a serious voice, “It is because your recent role in Panchuria, and the brutal atrocities of the Empire, have been exposed.” 
 
    “... The empire should have placed all of the evil onto me, though?” Sungchul recalled how Panchuria was turned into a pile of ash. The Governor of Panchuria had been killed in Sungchul’s name. 
 
    “It might have worked back when the Human Empire was just and honorable, but that is no longer the case. It has been long since the people’s faith has been shaken. They are simply waiting for someone to light the fire.” 
 
    “And that's why the Tower of Recluse was chosen?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Even though the Tower of Recluse is a neutral party?” 
 
    “That is exactly why it is a good target. One of the reasons that the World Parliament and the Thirteen Champions of the Continent were allowed to wield unchecked power was due to the paradoxical existence of the Calamity. How much sacrifice have they demanded of smaller, weaker nations under the name of stopping the Calamity? Attack on the Tower of Recluse, which could be considered the source of that Calamity, would inflict great damage on the authority of those in power and cause people to question their worth.” 
 
    Contrary to his ordinary appearance, Fioni managed to finish his speech smoothly and impeccably. Sungchul found no room for a counter-argument, nor did he find any reason to. What Sungchul felt was simple. 
 
    It’s the same. Like that time 20 years ago. 
 
    Sungchul was feeling a sense of deja vu. Replaying before him was the scene of the days when he met with others in a dark underground room. Trying his best to squeeze out a far-reaching plan from his slow brain so that they could try to overcome the overwhelming and absolute disadvantage in power in their foolhardy fight against the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. 
 
    And the one who stood at the center of it all was the current Emperor. He was intelligent and had the charisma to be a leader. He left no stone unturned as he sought out every advantage. But now, that man had now become a target of rebellion. 
 
    “Do you have anything else to ask?” Fioni carefully asked Sungchul, who was locked in thought. Sungchul lifted his head and looked toward Fioni and the rest before speaking quietly. 
 
    “I will not allow an attack on the Tower of Recluse.” He spoke his mind. “If you try to attack the Tower of Recluse or the village before it, you will have to face me first.” 
 
    Sungchul rose from his seat after making his declaration. Sarasa suddenly stood up as to say something, but Altugius held her back. 
 
    On the other hand, Fioni had a calm expression and spoke in a soft voice. “It would be greatly appreciated if you could tell us the reason why. We are here on orders from above, so when something like this happens, we are obliged to report it.” 
 
    Sungchul walked toward the door as he calmly replied. “Deliver this message to Schnellmerker. I will visit him sometime soon, and I will reveal the reason to him in person.” 
 
    Sungchul swung the door open. Countless people were looking at him in awe and reverence. Sungchul felt repulsed by their blind worship. 
 
    Fioni’s voice could be heard from behind. “If that’s the case, I’ll trust your words and cancel our plans, and our airship will pull back.” 
 
    “Smart choice.” 
 
    “I am unworthy of your praise. And I’d like to say one more thing.” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “You are not alone. I’d like you to know that there are countless people in the shadows that have faith in you and support you.” His words were soft without equal, but that made Sungchul feel uneasy. 
 
    As promised, the airship at the refugee camp retrieved all the weapons and mercenaries it had been unloading and left the Tower of Recluse. 
 
    Sungchul stood atop a small mountain ridge and made sure the airship of the Order of Extinction left. He didn’t look all that happy. 
 
    Bertelgia popped out of her pocket and spoke. “Why are you making that face? People who side with you have appeared for once, right? Hm? It even looked like that pretty girl was interested in you. Well, she is undead, but still!” Bertelgia said as she poked out a bit from the pocket. 
 
    “Bertelgia, I don’t recall having those kinds of people as my allies,” Sungchul spoke with certainty before turning around to leave. 
 
    “More importantly, it’s time for you to earn your meal, Bertelgia.” 
 
    A long period of seclusion awaited Sungchul’s party to unlock the Soul Gems. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – White Shadow 
 
      
 
      
 
    A man stood before a cave entrance blocked by an enormous boulder. His outward appearance seemed very ordinary, one that would be hard to pick out of any crowd. 
 
    He closed his stubby-nailed hands and placed his ear onto the boulder before knocking on its surface. 
 
    It was deep. It was impossible to tell just how many more boulders were within. 
 
    He bent down on one knee and inspected the surface. Scratch marks and scattered dirt. The boulder had been recently moved to the cave’s entrance. Not only that, but it was moved by sheer brute force without the aid of any tools. 
 
    Behind him was a family of pitiful-looking refugees, half-covering themselves within a shrub as they watched his back nervously. 
 
    The man with the ordinary appearance tore a scroll from his bosom while softly reciting an incantation. After observing the sinister magic seeping through the openings around the boulder, the man walked toward the refugees. 
 
    “It appears as though you have spoken the truth.” 
 
    It was an inconspicuous voice that matched his inconspicuous appearance. It wasn’t deep nor shrill, but the refugees were utterly terrified of this completely ordinary-looking adventurer. It was because behind the family of refugees were other men that looked indistinguishable from the man in front of them, guarding them against the shadows. 
 
    It was as if they were all made from the same clay mold. 
 
    “A-are you going to compensate us as promised?” A middle-aged man who appeared to be the head of the family stood in front of his son and daughter and spoke up while looking at the ordinary-looking man with sunken eyes. The man with the ordinary appearance nodded. As a faint gleam of anticipation passed across the middle-aged man’s eyes, a terrible scream rang out. 
 
    It came from the mouths of his family. The man turned around in shock. The men who looked identical to the ordinary man were stabbing his family with short blades. Already, the flames of life in his family's eyes had been extinguished. The middle-aged man turned back with eyes of rage before pulling out a dagger hidden in his possessions and lunging toward the ordinary man. 
 
    “This wasn’t what was promised, you fucking Devil!” 
 
    Cold blades pierced the man’s back before his own could reach its target. It wasn’t just one or two weapons either. 
 
    The middle-aged man squeezed out the last of his strength in order to turn back and witnessed an unbelievable scene unfolding before him. Dozens of men identical to the man with an ordinary appearance held identical weapons with satisfied expressions on their faces. 
 
    That strange sight was the last thing the refugee saw before his eyes went listless. 
 
    The ordinary-looking man stared down at the four corpses, including that of the middle-aged man, before taking out a scroll. 
 
    “Raise Dead.” 
 
    Once he recited the incantation of sinister necromancy, the murdered group of refugees were reborn and arose from death. The still-warm blood flowed from their stab wounds, dying their appearance red. 
 
    “Uuuhh…” 
 
    The man with the ordinary appearance looked amused at the family head, who had been changed to a zombie after being alive mere moments ago, and opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “The glorious task of taking part in the defining moment of this era; This is the compensation I give to you all.” 
 
    White Shadow, one of the Seven Heroes. He disappeared with his identical companions into the darkness of the forest. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The unsealing of the Soul Gem through the Fog Guide was progressing smoothly. 
 
    The Carbuncle being worked on currently was Carbungbung. He was the most loyal among the six Carbuncles that Sajators had, but a Carbuncle’s loyalty swayed like a reed. Carbungbung’s mind was changed merely after playing with it for a bit, and after a week had passed, the second Soul Gem was fully operational. 
 
    However, Carbungbung had put up a condition: the girl that played with it must be with him if he wanted to put it to work. As the one that played with it had been Bertelgia, it was a rather predictable condition to demand. 
 
    Even as Sungchul was taken aback by this strange method of communication of conversing with only their wills, he agreed to Carbungbung's condition. 
 
    This raised the number of spells that Sungchul could cast simultaneously to 3, but Sungchul was a person that did not know the meaning of satisfaction. 
 
    Sungchul still had a week’s worth of food and water left within the cave, so Sungchul attempted to appeal to the third Soul Gem as well. The name of the Carbuncle he had to accommodate was Carbung Carbung. Sungchul was a man of few words who did not often express his discomfort outwardly, but Sajators’s naming sense could not be ignored. 
 
    “Sajators, this idiot. King Carbuncle, Carbung and Carbungbung as well… he really is terrible at coming up with names.” 
 
    “Is that something you should say?” 
 
    Bertelgia’s voice was growing stronger by the day. Although Sungchul felt bothered by her behavior, he decided to talk it out instead of shoving her back into his pocket lest she gets upset and goes on a strike. 
 
    “Whatever could you mean by that?” 
 
    “You just call everything Fabre.” 
 
    “There is Seton as well.” 
 
    “Who’s Seton?!” 
 
    He immediately activated the Fog Guide because he didn’t get the response he wanted. The world of the third Carbuncle was an endless expanse of grassland. Carbung Carbung stood on his hind legs beyond the grasslands where a refreshing breeze blew and looked toward Sungchul’s party. 
 
    “Kyu?” 
 
    “There’s the Carbuncle.” 
 
    “Just who is Seton, though?” 
 
    Her appearance may have changed, but Bertelgia was still persistent. However, Sungchul completely ignored her and headed toward the new Carbuncle. 
 
    As Sungchul approached, the Carbuncle tilted its head for a moment before it hastily fled beyond the grasslands. Sungchul chased after it with all of his strength but couldn’t catch up. This was the dreamscape of the Carbuncle; even Sungchul’s God-like strength was restricted within it. 
 
    Carbuncle, the master of the grassland, poked its head out from the tall grass, which was swaying gently in the wind and hid as their eyes met. No words were shared, but Sungchul believed he understood what it wanted. 
 
    Does he want to play hide-and-seek? 
 
    He felt like the difficulty had risen since the last time, and he also felt a sense of unease. He came to realize that each of the Carbuncles had different games they liked to play. 
 
    Sungchul turned back and sought out Bertelgia. She was spread out on the grass, watching the clouds swiftly flowing across the sky. 
 
    Smiling radiantly, Bertelgia could not possibly look any happier as she enjoyed having an intact body and basked in the environment. 
 
    Sungchul gave up on trying to exploit her. 
 
    I suppose it’s not bad to let her take a break once in a while. 
 
    Unfortunately, his resolve didn’t even last 5 minutes. 
 
    However, rather than a lack of determination on the part of Sungchul, it was actually due to external forces. The sound of rolling thunder could be heard faintly from a distance, and the dreamscape shook precariously as though it might shatter at any moment. 
 
    It appears like something is happening outside, thought Sungchul. 
 
    The dreamscape and the real world were separated as a rule, but since the dreamscape was still situated within the real world, it can’t help but be affected. 
 
    Sungchul, who had returned to reality, looked around him. He neither sensed any malice nor the presence of anyone around him. 
 
    Of course, his body was also without any injury. 
 
    However, the sound he had heard within the dreamscape could be heard faintly from beyond the boulder. 
 
    Boom. Boom. Boom. 
 
    It was the sound of a drum. It was slow and clumsy, but the unending and senseless tune triggered images of fire and steel clashing to linger in Sungchul’s eyes. 
 
    “What’s going on all of a sudden?” 
 
    Bertelgia, who was now back to being a book, looked around her surroundings as she fluttered about Sungchul. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to be anything good. It appears that something is about to happen.” 
 
    Sungchul activated the Eye of Truth and raised Fal Garaz. 
 
    Massive boulders were smashed in turn with each powerful swing. Sungchul, who was progressing while smashing the boulders, realized that an unfamiliar formation had been cast in between the boulders. Is this a trap formation? 
 
    Someone had placed a trap here. When he grabbed some stone fragments and threw them toward the boulder in question, an inferno forced its way deep into the caves as if to incinerate everything. When the inferno subsided, Sungchul pulled himself out from between the boulders. As usual, not a single hair was damaged on his body. 
 
    He put Fal Garaz away into his Soul Storage and glared toward the now open exit to the cave. I don’t know who it is, but he’s playing some useless tricks. 
 
    The sight of the forest glimmering under the pale moonlight in the pitch-black darkness of the night could be seen beyond the thick smoke. 
 
    “What is that?” Bertelgia noticed something squirming within the forest and let out a brief shout. 
 
    Sungchul immediately recognized its identity with a single glance. Are they zombies? 
 
    Looking at their condition, they were corpses that hadn’t even been left to decay for a single day. The drumming was coming from the zombies. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Sungchul discovered that a large drum was attached to the back of the oldest of the four zombies with some rope and planks. The drum and drumstick that were bound to the dead’s arm and leg made an ominous off-beat sound of drums every time it moved. 
 
    “Sniff! Sniff!” 
 
    The zombies that caught Sungchul’s scent began to move quickly, causing the beat of the drum to quicken with it. Running like beasts after catching the scent of the living, the sound of drums quickened to the tempo he had often heard Infantry use during their charge. 
 
    What a perverted hobby. 
 
    Contempt flashed across Sungchul’s eyes as Demonic Weapon, Cassandra, finally made its appearance. The whip-carrying flames of the Demonic Realm split the rushing zombies in two and burned them away. 
 
    The drum stick that was causing the unsettling beat fell onto the ground and rolled in front of Sungchul’s feet. What he had thought was a drumstick was actually a human fibula. Not only that, it was wet with fresh blood as though it had not been extracted so long ago. 
 
    “Ew… what’s that?” Bertelgia spoke as she trembled within her pocket. 
 
    Sungchul stomped on the bone and turned it to dust as he glanced around his surroundings. “Looks like some low-brow character showed up this time.” 
 
    As if on cue, a single man was heading toward his direction from beyond the forest. Sungchul turned his head to look at the man. It was someone with an ordinary face, physique, and attire that could be found anywhere. It was an utter stranger, but his face still felt familiar. 
 
    However, as the man opened his mouth, the ordinariness that covered the man disappeared instantly like a facade. 
 
    “You’re here, as that girl said.” 
 
    It was an unbelievably dreary voice that could never be forgotten after its first utterance. If graves had a voice, it would probably sound like this. 
 
    This guy reeks of death. Is he an assassin? 
 
    Sungchul vaguely broke down the man’s identity before replying with a question of his own. 
 
    “Girl? Who are you referring to?” 
 
    The stranger replied with an ominous chuckle at Sungchul’s question. 
 
    “You should not be unfamiliar with her. I’m talking about the insect that claims to have come from the future.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Ahmuge?” 
 
    “That’s not important, Destroyer.” The ordinary man smiled. “I am White Shadow.” 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes lit up with interest. 
 
    “I will show you the pinnacle of assassination that hasn’t existed before and will never exist again.” Endless pride and self-confidence poured out of the assassin’s entire body. 
 
    Sungchul, who saw this, understood why this assassin had chosen to reveal himself by himself of his own volition even after knowing about the death of his companions. 
 
    But an assassin was nothing more than an assassin. 
 
    Sungchul replied in a voice laced with contempt, “You talk a lot for an insect.” 
 
    Demonic Weapon, Cassandra, flew out and split White Shadow’s body in two the moment he was about to give a mocking laughter and reply. No blood or flesh remained where White Shadow vanished. His entire body disappeared like a mirage once Cassandra struck. 
 
    It’s no ordinary illusion. 
 
    It was impossible to use Illusory Magic to trick Sungchul, who had the Eye of Truth. This demonstrated just how special that ability the assassin had just shown him was. Revealing such an ability meant he was either confident or that he was aiming for something else, one of the two. It could even be both of the above, but there was one thing that White Shadow didn’t realize. 
 
    Petty tricks in regards to combat would never work on the man named Sungchul. Walking the path of absolute strength stubbornly from the very start meant he needed such qualities to survive. 
 
    If his opponent uses not strength but tricks, there was no reason to rush in. Sungchul walked forward with steps that were neither fast nor slow. The thundering sound of a roar and drums resounded from beyond the forest. There was a mob of angry people with torches that were shouting once he made it forward. 
 
    A shallow sigh escaped his lips because it looked like it was going to be a messy fight. 
 
    At the deck of the Human Empire airship, which overlooked the crowd at the Tower of Recluse, Ahmuge looked amused as she watched the light of the many torches move through the forest. A young commander wearing flashy armor approached her and observed the same blaze together by her side. 
 
    “Regressor. Is that the deed of White Shadow of the Seven Heroes as you’ve said?” 
 
    The identity of the commander was Arquebus. A controversial character favored by the Emperor and despised by the citizens; he was a man now gaining infamy for his involvement in the recent massacre at Panchuria. An attendant walked up meekly and offered him a wine glass. Arquebus gripped the blood-colored glass and listened to the sound of the roaring mob and drums from down below. It didn’t appear as though a battle had broken out yet. 
 
    He soon felt bored and turned his head toward Ahmuge to ask a question. “As an assassin, shouldn’t he crawl about like a cat and ambush him in some underhanded manner? What is he trying to achieve by making his battlefield so big? Is he even trying to assassinate him?” 
 
    Ahmuge did not answer positively or negatively to his crude question. Instead, she made a subtle smile and recited some vague words as though they were poetry. “...Der Freishutz of the Demonic Bullet. His bullet will pierce through all.” 
 
    The future is predetermined for an arrow at the very instant it leaves the string. Along with that logic, the arrow will not have the effect it wants if the target is prepared to react, no matter how powerful the arrow is, even if it came from the greatest archer known as Der Freischutz of the Demonic Bullet. 
 
    White Shadow possessed more fame and renown than the other Seven Heroes before he received the name White Shadow. 
 
    In truth, they couldn’t even compare. 
 
    While the other Seven Heroes were earning small bits of reputation within their hometowns, the name Der Freischutz was being spoken of throughout the continent. 
 
    However, his great renown eventually caught up to him. 
 
    He, who was a famed archer, came under the constant surveillance of enemy agents who spread the information of every battle he planned to participate in, allowing his enemies to prepare thoroughly for battle. The enemy general he was to kill employed shield bearers with massive and sturdy shields along with a priest to imbue blessings onto the shield. 
 
    His bullet could not pierce through the multi-layered shields. And so, the evaluation of Der Freischutz, who was once hailed as a hero who could change the flow of battle, dropped to that of an ordinary archer once the method to deal with him became known. 
 
    Within the humiliation and shame, Der Freischutz sought a new path. Eventually, he was able to get his hands on a secret passed down through word of mouth. Legend Grade Soul Contract: Division. It was a prodigious ability that granted the owner the power to create an unlimited copy with the same mass as the original, as long as their will could endure. 
 
    Der Freischutz, who had managed to get his hands on Division, contemplated how to utilize this wondrous power effectively and eventually chose the path of an assassin. 
 
    It was a natural decision coming from the man who painstakingly witnessed how the most powerful arrow, once called a Demonic Bullet, was denigrated to an ordinary projectile. 
 
    He would no longer stand proud at the head of battle beneath a banner representing him, but rather, he would meld into the shadows and let his clones create unwieldy chaos before appearing discreetly to pierce at those unsuspecting hearts. More than anything, he guarded against the world coming to know of his existence. This was how the name Unrecorded Assassin, White Shadow was born. 
 
    He watched the crowd devolving into a frenzy with indifferent eyes. This disorder was personally manufactured by him. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to sow discord. It was enough to kill someone precious and place the blame onto another. The difference in intelligence between man and primates on an individual level might be that of the difference between heaven and earth. But as a mob, they were often indistinguishable. 
 
    Now that he had sowed chaos, all he had to do was wait to see whether his web would ensnare his prey. If he failed, he would leave this place without regret as he had no desire to confront him in an open battle. 
 
    Instead, he would follow the target until a good place to sow chaos was found, then set up his web and have the target come onto the testing ground. 
 
    This was how the Unrecorded Assassin White Shadow fought. 
 
    The fight of the finest assassin was meticulously observed by someone who wished to become like him. 
 
    Now, show me your abilities, White Shadow. So that even if you lose, someone with the same desire as you can follow. 
 
    It was frustrating, but she currently didn’t have the strength nor the experience to even dream of standing against the future Calamity known as the Enemy of the World. 
 
    Ahmuge clearly recalled the chilling cry of Oom Bruuk that had flown toward her. Not even the veil of darkness could hide her. The moment she tries to make a move against Sungchul, she would likely be annihilated instantly. 
 
    Just like the others who had challenged him. 
 
    However, White Shadow, known as history’s greatest assassin, might present her with the proper inspiration. Looking at the current state, this appeared to be true. At least to the point of driving Sungchul to a vortex of chaos with a fictitious scheme that would prevent him from knowing where White Shadow truly was. Sungchul was walking to the eye of the storm of his own volition. 
 
    “Kill all of those fucking villagers!” 
 
    “We have to kill them before they kill all of us!” 
 
    The enraged mobs were moving forward with torches in hand. Their destination was one and the same. It was the village that had shunned them. Deeply rooted conflict and tensions were set ablaze into an inferno with ease. 
 
    Although they might be lacking in weapons and trained warriors, their hearts burned with fiery vengeance and resentment that could set the entire forest ablaze. 
 
    White Shadow observed his own creation with amusement from the shadows. I got lucky. That such a backwater place could have everything needed to create a perfect stage. 
 
    His copies, created through his Legend grade Soul Contract: Division that shared his will, surrounded Sungchul, who was walking toward the crowd. 
 
    Sungchul continued to follow behind the crowd whether he knew of this or not, and they soon confronted soldiers from another airship. 
 
    The foreign soldiers obstinately blocked the enraged refugees, preventing them from progressing forward as it was obvious what disaster would occur if they reached the village. 
 
    However, mediation was also reaching its limits. The rear of the crowd holding torches bloated to such a point that the soldiers lost their courage and retreated. Not only that but complaints regarding their allies ultimately led them to give up their position. 
 
    “What’s Human Empire doing?” 
 
    “They have the highest headcount, so why aren’t they doing anything?” 
 
    The soldiers and officers placed all fault and blame onto the Human Empire. Once they opened the path to the crowd, there was nothing between the Insvant and Toporo Village. 
 
    However, Sungchul did not act. 
 
    He had not found White Shadow’s position yet. Instead, he mixed into the crowd and walked toward the entrance of the village. 
 
    The situation at the bridge leading to the village was already reaching its limits. Heavily armed militia from the village put up a palisade before the bridge and aimed crossbows at approaching refugees. 
 
    None of the Hermits from the Tower of Recluse could be found within this scene, even though the tower was directly behind the village. 
 
    It looks like Kha’nes is absent. 
 
    Sungchul recalled what Tangrit had said before, and the situation was unfolding as he predicted. 
 
    As he had said, the tower would not act when it mattered most. The militia might have the advantage of terrain and better equipment, but they weren’t fighters by occupation and had the absolute disadvantage in numbers. 
 
    If the Insvant endured a light bit of casualty and forced their way forward in a single assault, the defensive line of the villagers would crumble like a cookie. 
 
    Even still, Sungchul did not act. 
 
    There was no particular obligation on him to protect the village. 
 
    The villagers hadn’t shown him some outstanding degree of moral character, and, if seen from a different perspective, the refugees and resentment were brought on by their own closed-minded actions. 
 
    Of course, if he had the luxury of time, he might have considered intervening in this situation, but that wasn’t the case here. Sungchul was preoccupied, using all his focus on finding White Shadow’s shadows who were pursuing him from the darkness. Is this the eighteenth one? 
 
    Illusions with true bodies were nasty pieces of work since even the Eye of Truth could not discern them. 
 
    Fortunately, they weren’t without their flaws. Possessing a body meant they carried mass, which meant that they would also have a presence. They were starkly different from ordinary illusions that could only act as scarecrows. 
 
    Furthermore, ultimately, they all possessed the same presence. It could be called the fate of all clones. 
 
    White Shadow realized this and tried his best to hide his presence, but Sungchul had developed his senses to their utmost limits to deal with Ahmuge all this time. He wouldn’t miss a single footstep nor a single breath. 
 
    Nineteen. 
 
    Clones had increased in number by one. Even as the sound of drums and shouts were rampant at the center of the chaos, Sungchul recognized that the clones of White Shadow were increasing one by one and surrounding him in a fan-shaped pattern. 
 
    Regardless of the fierce battle of a number taking place between the assassin and his target, the battle between the refugees and the village had slowly boiled nearly to its zenith. 
 
    A portion of the refugees headed toward the village and threw over pieces of iron, injuring several villagers and the militia who saw this shot back with their own heavy cross bolts toward the refugees. 
 
    Two or so men fell to the ground with chilling screams. For a moment, a heavy silence fell over the site. Once their deaths were confirmed, the silence shattered, and the cold night sky was dyed in an enraged roar that threatened to overturn the heavens. White Shadow, who was lurking in the shadows, formed a threadlike smile on his lips. The show’s end is near. 
 
    His body split once again to form another clone who was sent out to the front. Ahmuge, who was watching the whole spectacle from the airship above, also recognized that the moment had come and waited for its conclusion with bated breath. The climax that White Shadow was waiting for was finally completed with the appearance of a single man. 
 
    A single gryphon appeared on top of the bridge pushing aside the angry mob. 
 
    Majestically sitting on top of the flightless gryphon with broken wings was the old knight, carrying the shield of the radiant Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea; a sight which once swept the continent of the past in terror. 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes flickered. Tangrit. 
 
    The man seeking a place to die had revealed himself on the battlefield that he so desperately wanted. 
 
    The villagers who had kept him at a distance now showed complex emotions filled with suspicion, admiration, and rue as they opened the path for him. 
 
    The gryphon knight stood tall on the bridge. 
 
    “No one shall pass through here without my permission.” 
 
    Baron stood on his two legs and let out a terrifying roar. 
 
    The invigorated refugees were frightened by the sudden appearance of the knight and took a step back, but the initial shock didn’t last long. The moonlight that had been hidden underneath the clouds illuminated Tangrit wholly, revealing his imperfections to the refugees that were previously hidden in the darkness. 
 
    “Hey, look! Isn’t he the one? That old man monk that pulled the cart!” 
 
    “That gryphon can’t even fly. Don’t be scared! Just get rid of him right now, and let’s go kill all of the villagers!” 
 
    The refugees were animated with renewed vigor. They threw iron pieces toward Tangrit and moved to push in toward the village immediately. 
 
    “What should we do? That old man and Baron look like they’re in danger?” Bertelgia lightly shook her body before speaking. 
 
    Sungchul knew this well, but he couldn’t act so freely as before. Even at this moment, the clones of White Shadow were increasing in number and aiming for him. 
 
    It’s quite a nasty situation, he thought. 
 
    If he stepped forward now, he might be able to save Tangrit, but he would miss White Shadow. On the other hand, White Shadow was one of the Calamities that has to be removed. The life of his savior or the resolution of a Calamity. The two tugged on his heart, but his indecision didn’t last long. 
 
    Sungchul felt quiet rage boiling over to the surface but did not act. Tangrit was speaking to those who watched his back with a calm but regretful voice. 
 
    “Go to the Tower of Recluse while I fight and knock on their door. No matter how cold-hearted they may be, they will not be able to turn away someone in danger before their eyes. I will buy you that time. 
 
    “S-sir Tangrit.” 
 
    When the village head who had persecuted him so tried to speak, Tangrit shook his head and interrupted him. 
 
    “I am just doing what I should have done 15 years ago. There is no need for thanks.” 
 
    He left leaving behind those words and shook his reins with all his might. Baron roared and rushed forward. 
 
    Sungchul watched Tangrit’s final charge without showing emotion. But he was unable to witness the moment of impact. 
 
    When Tangrit was about to collide with the refugees, clones of White Shadow that had surrounded Sungchul collectively moved toward him. Sungchul wasn’t shaken as White Shadow had expected. Rather, he waited for another of the clones… no… White Shadow’s true body to appear. 
 
    Sungchul’s expectations were not amiss. 
 
    It’s now. 
 
    When the chaos reached its apex, Der Freischutz revealed himself. He faced Sungchul’s open back and aimed the blue gem embedded Demonic Crossbow Aege toward Sungchul’s heart in ambush. 
 
    This weapon that borrowed the strength of a Magic Crystal that was believed to have existed since the birth of the universe was remodeled over and over again until it finally became a weapon suited for White Shadow. 
 
    It could only be fired once a week. But it boasted unmatched power behind its single bullet. White Shadow was confident that he would even be able to kill a God if his aim was true in the proper conditions. 
 
    However, the moment he pulled the trigger, Sungchul’s figure disappeared from his sight. 
 
    “Uwak!” 
 
    “Kwaaak!” 
 
    A beam of blue light pierced through several bystanders. 
 
    “...?!” White Shadow’s eyes flared. The bullet missed. 
 
    As a blue stream of light aimlessly streaked through the night sky, Cassandra, the Demonic Weapon, sliced through the cold night air to scatter White Shadow’s clones interspersed in the crowd. 
 
    “Ugh…” When each of his clones disappeared, White Shadow felt pain akin to a needle pricking his flesh as his vitality was cut away. But that pain was constant and unceasing. It came once, twice, then until he could count no more. 
 
    Rather than a prick of a needle, it was closer to being struck in the head by a hammer. When the pain he assumed he had become numb to appeared again in a new form, White Shadow felt fear he had never felt before. Could it be… he already figured out where all of my clones are? 
 
    The last of his clones disappeared. It happened before the trace of the bullet that had been fired into the sky had a chance to fade away. 
 
    White Shadow felt a horrible sense of fatigue and emptiness and staggered. He had lost too many of his clones at once. They weren’t simple illusions; therefore, damage to his clones was transferred as damage to his own vitality. 
 
    All that was left now was the original form, White Shadow himself. 
 
    Sungchul turned his head toward the Unrecorded Assassin hidden within the mob. White Shadow’s eyes revealed unveiled terror. Shit. 
 
    Only then did he realize it. The one being hunted wasn’t Sungchul but himself. 
 
    Sungchul glared at White Shadow and spoke in a voice mixed with contempt, “Pathetic little insect.” 
 
    He had no hobby of mocking his enemies. 
 
    Regardless of how weak the enemy was, Sungchul acknowledged those who dared to stand against him on their own two legs as a warrior. 
 
    But it was a different story for assassins who relied on cheap tricks and ambush to face their enemies. 
 
    He didn’t see assassins as warriors. 
 
    Sungchul couldn’t help but glare at the trembling White Shadow while walking at a pace that wasn’t too fast nor too slow. 
 
    White Shadow pulled out Water of Vitality from his Soul Storage and focused his attention. And then something unbelievable with it unfolded before Sungchul’s eyes. 
 
    White Shadow was being split apart. One to two, then two to four. 
 
    In moments, he created over a hundred clones who looked just like him. 
 
    The refugees who saw this finally recognized the battle of giants happening among them and stepped aside to make room for them. Sungchul and White Shadow prepared themselves within the empty area the refugees created. 
 
    “Why do you help the humans? Why does someone who possesses such great power as you help these irredeemable humans?” White Shadow asked from between his clones in a voice that was different from when they first met. 
 
    Sungchul made no response. He was concentrating on the sound of battle that was unfolding ahead of him. Tangrit was still alive and fighting with all of his might. Baron’s howl rang out amidst the clashing spears. 
 
    “Are you looking to be called a saint? Or maybe become a hero? However, remember this, Summoned. Humans do not want a living hero. They only desire heroes buried in graves!” White Shadow continued his speech. 
 
    Sungchul opened then closed the hand that gripped Cassandra, the Demonic Weapon, before speaking in a calm manner. “You seem to be missing something.” 
 
    “What? Just what am I missing?” 
 
    Sungchul sighed as he replied to White Shadow’s question. “I haven’t once said from my own mouth that I wanted to save the humans.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Sungchul raised the hand that gripped Cassandra the Demonic Weapon and replied briefly to the question. 
 
    “I only seek to resolve the Calamity.” 
 
    The whip that held the flames of hell split the air. The whip that was fast as lightning while possessing unimaginable strength split the neatly arranged clones in half before they could even react. 
 
    White Shadow rallied his remaining clones to retaliate by throwing their daggers at Sungchul. 
 
    But the chance of victory didn’t exist for an assassin who entered a face-to-face battle against a famed warrior. The battle had already been decided the moment the bullet he had fired from Demonic Crossbow Aege missed. 
 
    Cassandra, the Demonic Weapon, slithered like a snake to tear White Shadow’s clones to shreds. White Shadow continued to drink Water of Vitality to fight back by producing endless amounts of clones. 
 
    Sungchul, who saw this, couldn’t help but think to himself, No matter how many ants there are, they can’t overcome an anteater. 
 
    Like his thought, Cassandra, the Demonic Weapon, devoured the clones of White Shadow like the anteater that Sungchul liked so much. 
 
    White Shadow desperately created more clones and threw daggers to fight back with all his might, but they were all futile. 
 
    It didn’t take much longer before Cassandra had torn apart all of the clones, and a rough hand gripped White Shadow’s collars. 
 
    “We’ve reached the end.” 
 
    White Shadow’s eyes flared up as he tried to say something, but nothing left his lips because Sungchul increased the strength in the hand that was wrapped around White Shadow’s throat. 
 
    There is no honorable death for the vile assassin. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out the rope he kept on his person at all times and hung the limp body of White Shadow by his already crushed throat onto a nearby tree. He then grabbed an arm. 
 
    Crunch! Crunch! 
 
    White Shadow’s arms were bent into grotesque shapes. Having already lost all strength and will to resist, he slowly suffocated to death while hanging on a tree. It was an unbelievably pitiful and ordinary final moment for such a legendary assassin. 
 
    The refugees watched Sungchul’s back with bated breath. Sungchul, who resolved the immediate Calamity, turned around. 
 
    “Move aside.” 
 
    Even the rage of the refugees that seemed like an uncontainable wildfire immediately wilted when faced with the appearance of a truly powerful man. 
 
    Sungchul shoved past the refugees as he moved forward toward where Tangrit’s presence could be felt. 
 
    No one had the audacity to dare think of stopping him. 
 
    Coincidentally, within the solemn mood, a woman recalled a story that had been circulating near the airship of the Church of Extinction. 
 
    “That… is the Enemy of the Word.” 
 
    “The Enemy of the World?!” 
 
    Sungchul soon discovered Baron among the murmuring crowd. Baron was still alive. 
 
    “Cutie!” Bertelgia popped out of her pocket and inspected Baron’s condition. He had been stabbed here and there, but none were life-threatening. 
 
    However, Tangrit, who was riding on top of Baron, was not so. His eyes were closed as he gripped tight the shield of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea and a broken spear. He was dyed with blood. 
 
    The mortal wound seemed to have been inflicted by the broken spear that managed to find the gap between his armor plates. 
 
    The wound must have been terribly painful since his expression was horribly twisted. 
 
    Tangrit. 
 
    His life savior was dead. 
 
    His murderer was a nameless refugee, but Sungchul knew fully well that Tangrit’s death was related to his own choice. 
 
    If he had chosen to give up White Shadow, Tangrit might have lived. However, Sungchul did not make that choice. 
 
    Is this always how all hope ends? 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes alternated between disappointment and rage until fierce malice seemed to pour out of his entire body. 
 
    The refugees who were suppressed by his murderous aura simply relinquished their bodies to the terror, unable to utter a single word. 
 
    “Who did it?” 
 
    Sungchul directed his question toward the refugees, but no one dared speak. 
 
    “I said, who did it?” 
 
    Sungchul tightly gripped the hand that held Cassandra, the Demonic Weapon. Just when his eyes revealed the sinister light of his irrepressible desire for vengeance- 
 
    “Look. Look over there!” Bertelgia shook her body as she slipped out of her pocket and pointed toward one side of Tangrit’s body. 
 
    On one area of Tangrit’s corpse that had been laid on top of the injured Baron, something was flashing as it received the moonlight. 
 
    Sungchul approached the corpse and confirmed the flashing object. What’s this? 
 
    Sungchul was quite taken aback. It was the seal the monk had always been boasting about. The lord’s seal that he had hidden deep within a cupboard never to be seen. It had overcome the barrier of time and found itself on his finger again. 
 
    Sungchul looked toward Tangrit’s face once again. 
 
    Did a miracle occur, or was it due to a simple delusion? The pained expression on his face looked different. 
 
    “Look? Isn’t he smiling? He must have gone somewhere nice!” 
 
    Bertelgia pointed to what Sungchul hadn’t seen and asked in a slightly cautious voice. 
 
    His rage that had been pouring out like a ferocious storm began to calm as his faded rationality slowly began to return. 
 
    As his reason returned to him, Sungchul felt that Tangrit’s death was not the only cause of his unhinged anger. 
 
    Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hand, and he gave a powerful smash on the ground with the hammer forged from the fragments of the sky. It was powerful enough to shake the earth. 
 
    The quaking of the earth caused all fighting, even those in the distance, to stop. Sungchul walked to the center of the two opposing forces under the serene light of the autumn night and spoke calmly as everyone watched. 
 
    “Everyone, leave. The show is over.” 
 
    “Even the Seven Heroes aren’t all that impressive.” Arquebus snickered aboard the airship and shook his head. Reflected in his eyes, White Shadow was nothing more than a pathetic marksman with an unusual ability. 
 
    He took in another gulp of wine before turning toward Ahmuge. “Wouldn’t you agree, Regressor?” 
 
    However, he saw something unexpected the moment he laid his eyes on Ahmuge. 
 
    She was smothered completely in fear and unable to even breathe properly. Her face was pale as a sheet, and even her hands trembled. Arquebus, who saw this, snickered. What’s with this girl? Was it a lie that she supposedly possessed a heart of steel? 
 
    It was a topic of great interest among the people in power regarding how a bratty Summoned that had just graduated from the Summoning Plaza had suddenly appeared and dared to attempt negotiations with the leader of the almighty Assassins’ Guild. 
 
    That audacious Summoned had used the leader of the Assassins’ Guild as a means to meet with the sovereigns, who had the continent under their thumbs and continued to prove her boldness. 
 
    However, the pitiful form displayed by the current Ahmuge didn’t align with her reputation at all. 
 
    She’s trembling like a drenched mutt. I thought she had some gumption, having shrewdly impressed the leader of the Assassins’ Guild. But she’s just some ordinary bitch. 
 
    Arquebus left Ahmuge behind and departed while jeering at her. 
 
    One can only see as much as one knows. 
 
    Ahmuge was thoroughly impressed with White Shadow’s abilities. 
 
    He didn’t just hide in the shadows and simply wait for his target to arrive passively, but he acted personally to create a stage for assassination and made his target willingly enter and entrap themselves. 
 
    His method evoked awe as a fellow assassin. 
 
    The meticulously planned trap that had been set up for the final shot was a work of art that did not fall short of the title of the Seven Heroes at all. He had dug dozens of layers of traps, and those were just the ones she managed to get her head around. 
 
    Besides the fact that Sungchul survived, not much regarding the result of the battle was known to the world. 
 
    But, as she saw it, White Shadow had at least possessed the potential of leaving some damage to Sungchul. 
 
    However, the result was as it had unfolded before her eyes. 
 
    White Shadow died helplessly. 
 
    It could not be called a battle. It was a one-sided slaughter. 
 
    Besides Ahmuge's stealth, White Shadow possessed immeasurably higher stats and experience along with the meticulous nature of an assassin. The fact that he lost so thoroughly indicated a lot of things. 
 
    It might have been better to have not seen this… 
 
    She couldn’t see any way to kill him, but she wasn’t about to give up. No, she couldn’t give up; she recalled the faces of those who sacrificed everything for her to come to this place. 
 
    A faint voice she heard moments before she returned to the past echoed in her mind. 
 
    “Go and give that selfish son of a bitch a punch! Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    Her trembling only stopped after she took several deep breaths. Ahmuge, no… Sujin Lee felt the airship slowly begin to move as she thought to herself. 
 
    It’s three years from now until the appearance of the Black Giant that swings the Seven Weapons of Calamity. If I can’t end this by that time, the world will be destroyed once again! 
 
    The airship of the Human Empire that had been staying in the airspace of the Tower of Recluse began to fly northwestward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why does it feel like we’re increasing the number of graves wherever we go?” 
 
    Bertelgia stretched out on the grass while watching Sungchul stoically work the shovel. 
 
    No one was in attendance at Tangrit’s funeral. It was a lonely sight, but Sungchul had witnessed a worse sight just moments before. The entire village had been saved by their former lord, but no one had stepped forward to take care of his body. When the village head eventually pulled out some pocket change to have him dumped in a hole, where people without families and wanderers were buried together without even a coffin, Sungchul had blocked him. 
 
    He had taken Tangrit’s body to bury him beside his former residence. 
 
    “In any case, Toporo Village? Those people are so cold-hearted. If I had known they were so selfish, I’m thinking that maybe I shouldn’t have stopped you.” 
 
    Sungchul simply continued to shovel in silence until the fairly large hole was finally filled. Sungchul finally tossed Tangrit’s seal on top before throwing the final mound of dirt over it and erected a large rock in place of a tombstone. 
 
    Once the grave was complete, Baron, covered in wounds large and small, approached his master’s final resting place and quietly stood guard. Sungchul brushed its neck one final time before leaving. 
 
    “Where to now?” 
 
    Sungchul pointed northwestward in reply to her question. “La Grange.” 
 
    A place steeped in memories and regrets. Sungchul put his savior’s grave behind him and quietly moved forward toward the capital of the Human Empire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – The Great Sewers 
 
      
 
      
 
    During the entire journey to the capital of the Human Empire, Sungchul saw the ironically beautiful scenery serving as background to the pitiful lives of refugees. 
 
    The refugees who had flocked from the east were not only gathered at the Tower of Recluse but crossed the eastern border and spread throughout the neighboring countries. 
 
    The number of refugees heading toward the Human Empire stood out because the Empire provided the most rations. It was the Emperor’s promise, and this was the best he could do. 
 
    But winter was fast approaching. No matter how abundant the supplies in the Human Empire’s warehouses were, it would be difficult for them to feed and save this many refugees. 
 
    “The current Calamity has been set to motion entirely by the Enemy of the World. If he hadn’t interfered with the first Calamity so hastily, there would have been no Colossi, and the world would have been at peace!” 
 
    A pathetically skinny man with a goatee gathered several refugees before him and passionately slandered Sungchul. Looking at his actions, he appeared to be an official holding a low-end position within the Empire. However, not only was he insulting Sungchul, he was doing so while underhandedly passing out food to the refugees. 
 
    “Even now, the Enemy of the World is vigilantly biding his time for the right moment and preparing a plan to lead all us, humans, to our extinction! He is a traitor to humans, an evil incarnate!” 
 
    As he continued to defame Sungchul, the official ordered each of the refugees trying to get their rations to say a piece. 
 
    “Come on now, say ‘the Enemy of the World is the Calamity itself!’ or there won’t be any rations for you.” 
 
    Bertelgia, who witnessed this scene, managed to say one thing as her body trembled, “Wow… that’s a real low blow.” 
 
    Sungchul agreed. 
 
    For some reason, Sungchul decided to join the line of refugees to receive rations together with them. 
 
    Although he had no intention of justifying the saying “speak of the devil,” the situation still ended up that way. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sungchul wasn’t able to face the official who had been excitedly bad-mouthing him when the time came to receive his share of rations. The man was having a drink while taking a break. Instead, red-hatted Homunculi were handing out the rations. 
 
    “Hurry up and take it and leave, yeyo! Garbage refugee humans!” 
 
    Sungchul received his rations to the nostalgic voice of the Homunculus. But the appearance of the contents of the canteen wasn’t normal. They looked more like vomit than food. 
 
    Sungchul glared at the Homunculus and angrily said, “What’s this?” 
 
    “What do you mean what is this, yeyo? It’s a nourishing porridge filled with nutrients to which even the gourmets of La Grange give endless praises, yeyo!” 
 
    “Nourishing porridge…” 
 
    “I won’t spare another serving even if you pull some stupid trick, so scram, yeyo!” 
 
    Sungchul stepped away from the front of the cart while listening to the Homunculus’s criticisms. His vision was solely focused on the rations. This unidentifiable food called the “nourishing porridge” appeared to be made from ground meat and vegetables. 
 
    “Hm. This is the first time I have ever been so grateful that my body can no longer eat food,” said Bertelgia after seeing the nourishing porridge. But the others in the vicinity who had received the same nutrient porridge were eating it quite happily. In fact, they made a regretful face as they voraciously scraped off even the last drop and ate it. 
 
    This was one of the reasons why Sungchul received the rations. The other half was to hear how the official from the Human Empire planned on mocking him. 
 
    Just in time, the official finished up his drink and break and began to insult Sungchul once again with renewed vigor. 
 
    “...To list all the brutalities of the Enemy of the World, 7 days and 7 nights won’t be enough, but what I wish to tell you this time is about his act of obscenity.” 
 
    The spoonful of nourishing porridge Sungchul was about to raise froze. He turned his head to look toward the Human Empire official. 
 
    “The depraved man known as Sungchul Kim is an insatiable lecher who is said to leave no young woman of beauty untouched. According to trusted sources, the Enemy of the World imprisons hundreds of beauties from every region to commit depraved acts regardless of the hour in his residence. This atrocious news was only barely discovered from a certain anonymous woman who managed to escape the nightmarish harem Sungchul had created.” 
 
    Sungchul, who heard this, laughed. It can’t even stand. 
 
    It was baseless slander. Sungchul shoved a spoonful of the nutrient porridge into his mouth with a bitter smile on his face. 
 
    “?!” 
 
    He spat it out as soon as the spoon entered his mouth. This is Homunculus meat. It’s Homunculus meat with ground stale grains and old vegetables with spotted poppy seed extract added to it. 
 
    The secret to the flavor was the extract of the spotted poppy seed. It was a narcotic and a mild hallucinogen. It especially strongly stimulated the palate, causing any otherwise unpalatable food to become edible. 
 
    During his days in the rebellion, this product had been issued as a final resort to the soldiers in the depressing times when they had no choice but to eat rotten food to sustain themselves. Naturally, it was an unforgettable flavor. 
 
    Their storehouses should still be overflowing with the goods harvested in the fall. But to leave those and distribute this instead, the Human Empire has truly fallen low. 
 
    The name of the Human Empire originally carried the meaning that an Emperor chosen by the seven kings was to rule the country for the good of the common man. Here the “seven kings” was simply used as an excuse since it included the kings of kingdoms that no longer existed and unreasonably involved kingdoms that never expressed their opinions on the matter. 
 
    The true reason the Human Empire received the support and devotion of the people was that the objective of its formation was for the good of all of humanity. It was an essential distinction that differentiated it from the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, who committed all sorts of vile acts toward outsiders because they served a different king. 
 
    And from the beginning of its establishment, the Human Empire had worked to resolve the mounting problems of the continent without asking for any compensation or profit to imprint its core value onto the people of the continent. 
 
    Of course, it came at a heavy sacrifice. But this was why the Human Empire was able to be recognized as one of the most powerful nations of the continent instead of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. 
 
    However, that was no longer the case. Nonchalantly distributing and feeding this inedible garbage to the people who have entrusted their wellbeing to the Empire was something unimaginable back during the time Sungchul had put his all for the Human Empire. 
 
    If Sungchul had still been in active service, this would not have been forgiven; not the ones who had made this food nor the ones who had ordered to have this made. 
 
    That man. Does he even know that his land is being run like this? 
 
    Sungchul recalled the face of the Emperor. William Quinton Marlboro. The absolute man of steel. Besides that, no other word existed that could accurately describe him. He was like a sculpture made in the image of a God who possessed a solemn appearance with an overwhelming charisma that poured out from his entire being. 
 
    His dignified voice, which seemed to bear the aura he exuded from his appearance, was even more impressive. Even a loudmouthed thug making a ruckus would turn his head once the Emperor opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    Sungchul was acquainted with him since their time in the Summoning Palace, and Sungchul owed him a debt of life during that time that felt like a mortal hell. 
 
    The debt here wasn’t referring to some mere incident where Sungchul’s life had been in sudden peril. 
 
    When Sungchul had been wandering aimlessly with his mind in tatters, the Emperor had grounded Sungchul and blew the will of life into him; he had become the teacher who taught him how to move forward. 
 
    Without him, the current Sungchul would also not be here. 
 
    However, there were two critical conflicts between him and Sungchul, and so they had cut ties and went their separate way a long time ago. It was probably impossible to recover their relationship again. Sungchul knew this full well. The rage that threatened to erupt out of his heart even at this moment gave proof that this was true. 
 
    “What are you contemplating with such a serious face?” Bertelgia asked bluntly toward Sungchul, who sat with a blank expression. 
 
    “Something from the past.” 
 
    “Ah, the past? Well, I thought…” Bertelgia trailed off in a disappointed tone of voice. 
 
    Sungchul felt a sense of unease and asked in response, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    As he asked, Bertelgia put on a dumb smile and spoke with a voice filled with mischief. “What was it? I thought you were thinking about the harem you left behind!” 
 
    “As if I have such a thing!” 
 
    As he thought about it, anger suddenly surged from within. He had no intention of creating any problems right beside the capital of the Human Empire. But, as a rule, gathering intel was also necessary. That is how a spark of rage toward the Emperor jumped and spread onto the diligently working official from the Empire. 
 
    It began with Sungchul’s favorite method: stalking. He followed the cart distributing the nutrient porridge. As it was within the vicinity of the capital, the entire security was simply composed of two elderly crooked-backed soldiers. And even they left once the cart had entered the area without the refugees. 
 
    The cart entered a forest thick with ash trees. And as it passed the entrance of the forest, the strange aroma of the nutrient porridge wafted out. There was a small hut at the entrance of the forest, and the cart stopped before it. The pathetically skinny official got off the cart and entered the hut. 
 
    “Hey! Is the preparation for the rations going well?” 
 
    There was a signpost stuck at the entrance of the hut. 
 
    - House of Aunty Homunculus. 
 
    - Care and love to the abandoned Homunculi. 
 
    - Donations of Homunculi no longer in use are welcome. 
 
    A well-built middle-aged woman was stirring a massive cauldron with a ladle. The attire was that of a woman but looking at the muscular upper arms and broad shoulders, she appeared to be a man. 
 
    “Ugh…” Bertelgia, who had an exceptional talent in recognizing strange people, made a strange noise. 
 
    Sungchul also judged that the man was not normal. He was proven correct as the man’s secrets were soon revealed. 
 
    The suspicious storehouse beside the hut was filled with live wild Homunculi. 
 
    “I’m telling you to let me out of here, yeyo!” 
 
    “I’m begging you to let me out, yeyo!” 
 
    The Homunculi clamored as soon as the door of the storehouse was opened. The muscled man grabbed a few of the Homunculi and entered the hut before shoving them live into the boiling cauldron. The pathetically skinny official watched this while clicking his tongue. 
 
    “No matter how trash-like their lives are, watching them die like this is a bit unsettling,” he said and handed a few silver coins to the muscled man. 
 
    “Ara ara.” That was the only thing the strange man said. 
 
    The official who had handed over the coins got back onto his cart. Sungchul’s true work began from this point. 
 
    He easily captured the unguarded official within the forest. 
 
    “W-what?! What are you doing? Do you even know who I am?” 
 
    Sungchul quietly pulled out Fal Garaz from the Soul Storage and showed it to the furiously resisting official. The face of the official who recognized it grew pale. 
 
    Sungchul hung him from a tree and spoke calmly, “Earlier, you said that you could insult me for 7 days and 7 nights, right?” 
 
    “Hii-iik!” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll listen for a week.” 
 
    Thankfully, it was easy to intimidate him. Sungchul was able to get more information than he had initially thought from the official. 
 
    According to his words, La Grange was currently on lockdown. Under the orders of the Emperor, all doors were firmly bolted shut, and only those with the Emperor’s permit could move in and out of the city. 
 
    Sungchul asked why this was the case, but the official was not aware of the reason. Rather, he only vaguely suspected that something strange was going on internally within La Grange. 
 
    Now all that was left was to take care of the official. Sungchul briefly considered how he should do so. The simplest method was to kill him to remove a potential leak of information. But for some reason, he felt like employing a different method instead. He let the official go. 
 
    “If any rumors of me spread within the capital, I’ll assume you were the culprit.” 
 
    He followed up with a cliche threat. Bertelgia even did her part. 
 
    “If you don’t want to bathe with those Homunculi in the cauldron, you’d better keep your mouth shut!” 
 
    Around the time they were about to leave the forest, Bertelgia unexpectedly asked, “But is it really okay? To just let him go like that?” 
 
    At this point, Bertelgia was very accustomed to Sungchul’s methods. Sungchul lightly shook his head. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether news of me spreads. As long as the entrance is blocked, it won’t matter much anyway.” 
 
    “Then how are you going to enter the city?” 
 
    Sungchul stared into the empty space with indifferent eyes at her question before replying in a calm voice. 
 
    “There is one path. A very special path.” 
 
    “A special path? What kind of path?” 
 
    “It is a path I wanted to go through before, but I wasn’t able to in the end.” 
 
    Sungchul gave a lonely smile and headed toward the backside of the capital. That place was a river seething with a foul stench. 
 
    Sungchul glared at the large gap connecting the river to the castle walls. Sungchul was fully aware of what kind of place this was. It was the entrance of the Great Sewers, the place where all of the sewage of the city of La Grange flows out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Before entering the Great Sewers, Sungchul pulled out another set of clothes from his Soul Storage. They were the shabby casual wear worn by the people of this world, along with a shabby coat made of leather. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you wear something different.” Bertelgia noticed his changed appearance and made a sudden comment. 
 
    “I don’t want the stench to cling onto the clothes I usually wear,” replied Sungchul. 
 
    “So you’re saying that you’re going to wear those beggar’s rags again later?” 
 
    “It’s hard to find clothes I like.” 
 
    After changing, Sungchul carefully placed the clothes he had been wearing into his Soul Storage and headed down the sloping path that led toward the entrance of the Great Sewers. Because of the awful stench that grew stronger as they drew closer, Sungchul had to cover his nose and mouth with a cloth soaked in clean water. 
 
    Although the nose is said to be an organ that easily becomes numb to stimulation, prolonged inhalation of such stench leads to loss of appetite. 
 
    As he neared the entrance, it came as a great surprise to find scattered traces of people living there. The people within the tunnel heard Sungchul approach as he stopped on the bank of a contaminated river and slowly began to crawl out. 
 
    Sungchul paused and took a moment to look at them. Are they refugees? No, they don’t look like they are. 
 
    From their appearance, they seemed to have lived in these squalor conditions for quite a long time as they no longer looked human but appeared more like human-shaped husks. Sungchul passed by them and walked to the entrance. 
 
    “Ugh… just what are those people?” Bertelgia shuddered as she asked. 
 
    “Since long in the past, murderers, deformed children, those twisted with curses, thieves, vagrants, and other creatures that you don’t even want to know about have been teeming in the Great Sewers of La Grange,” Sungchul replied with an indifferent voice. 
 
    “So, they’re people who can’t live in the light of day.” 
 
    “I thought it had been cleaned out to some extent since the Empire stepped in, but it seems even the dominion of the Emperor can’t reach the underground of La Grange.” 
 
    The people living beside the sewers were scouring the contaminated waters with a long pole from across the river. Soon, a bout of cheers burst out from that side. They must have discovered a corpse that had floated out from the city. 
 
    Bertelgia did not like this place at all. 
 
    Once Sungchul stepped into the large hole that led into the Great Sewers, dense darkness welcomed him. Sungchul lit a torch with a yellow lighter he had plundered from the Summing Palace and walked into the reeking darkness without hesitation. He could hear hair-raising small sounds above and around him. 
 
    Sungchul shone the torch onto the wall's surface to find it swarming with abhorrent insects, ones with exceedingly long feelers, numerous legs, or no legs at all. 
 
    “Kyaaa!” A scream escaped Bertelgia’s mouth. 
 
    Sungchul held Bertelgia, who was now shaking her body intensely, with a firm grip to calm her before leaving that awful area in haste. He entered an area lit up faintly with a torch further in. Sewers made of granite bricks and walls covered in lichen were revealed faintly under the torch's light. 
 
    They arrived at the final section of the sewers. The insects Bertelgia was so terrified of were almost completely gone. 
 
    Once the panic subsided to some degree, she managed to ask a question in a voice still laced with terror. “Does that guy called Pablone or Fabre like those things as well?” 
 
    “Most likely, even Fabre will avoid those kinds of creatures.” 
 
    The entrance out of the Sewers was impeded by thick metal bars. A side door where people could enter and exit existed, but it appeared to have become rusted and deformed over time until it lost its functionality. 
 
    Sungchul forcefully kicked the door. The door flew off a distance before rolling on the ground with a loud crashing noise while a ringing sound rang across the surface of the filthy flowing water. 
 
    “Aren’t you just a bit too excited?” remarked Bertelgia. 
 
    “I adjusted my strength as well as I could, but it looks like the door was weaker than I thought.” 
 
    If someone had been nearby, they would have heard the noise. 
 
    However, Sungchul was largely unconcerned. He wasn’t sneaking into La Grange because he couldn’t find an entry, but rather to avoid needless casualties. 
 
    What happened next wasn’t due to the sound but a problem that began elsewhere. 
 
    Sungchul had ended up lost within the maze that was greater and more complex than what he had imagined, which reeked a foul stench. Bertelgia, who had thought very little of entering the sewers in the first place, became irate. 
 
    “You wanted to come in here without even knowing the way?” 
 
    “I thought I’d see a familiar path if I just continued forward, but this city was built so long ago that it’s not going as well as I thought,” Sungchul honestly admitted to his mistake. 
 
    The bigger problem was that he had also lost track of the way back, and his favorite method of smashing the walls to make a path couldn’t be employed either. It was possible that a part of the city might collapse if he destroyed the walls willy nilly. 
 
    At this point, Sungchul’s only method of escape was to poke a hole through the ceiling to exit. Thankfully, this method could be applied much more easily than before as he now had learned a flight magic spell: Fly. If I knew this was going to happen, I should have forced my way in. 
 
    He made up his mind and was just about to cast Fly when he felt a presence from the other end of the dark passageway of the sewers. 
 
    Careful and small footsteps. They were the footsteps of a bandit, and they were heading in this direction. They must have seen the rustling flames of the torch from afar and were making their way toward it. 
 
    Sungchul paused and waited for the strangers to arrive. 
 
    A man holding a torch soon revealed himself. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties with a baby face, but the sizable scar across his cheek left a complicated impression. This man who reeked of banditry carried two daggers around his waist. 
 
    He looked Sungchul up and down with a blank expression before speaking in a light tone. 
 
    “What? They told me they heard some strange noises, but it’s just some ordinary person.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Sungchul asked in reply. 
 
    Some of the people that Sungchul hated the most were mages, assassins, among many others. Bandits were on this list. He didn’t like their dirty tactics of tiptoeing around like cats looking for opportunities. The bandit gave a confident smile as though he had learned everything he wanted to know from Sungchul’s question and raised his hand as if to show he had no intention to fight. 
 
    “What do you mean what am I doing? I’m just another good-for-nothing soul wandering the stinky sewers. On that matter, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Sungchul shut his mouth and thought for a moment. I recall someone saying even dog poo is hard to find when you need it for medicine. But in other words, doesn’t it mean that even dog poo can be used to make a cure? 
 
    Sungchul glared at the bandit and spoke honestly once he finished organizing his thoughts, “I’m lost.” 
 
    The young bandit who’d heard this exploded in laughter. “Such a funny guy, even though you look as stiff as a square.” 
 
    The bandit appeared to be quite the observer more than anything because he quickly changed attitude and switched the topic once the expressionless Sungchul began to simmer with anger. 
 
    “They say nothing is free in life. But it’s not right for a citizen of the Human Empire to do nothing when they see a man in trouble! Might as well be kind for once and help you out.” 
 
    The bandit turned around and led the way. 
 
    Sungchul didn't like the bandit but decided to play along and followed behind him. Sungchul liked to gamble from time to time and wanted to know what would come by taking this chance. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sungchul’s first gamble in a long time soon fell through. The bandit had led him to a den of bandits filled with all sorts of villains. Their hostile glares made Sungchul feel as if spear tips were continuously raking his face. 
 
    “Don’t be so nervous. My friends here are ex-convicts and some murderers, but once you get to know them, they’re all quite good people.” 
 
    Being on one’s home turf gives one confidence. So, even this young bandit was in high spirits once he arrived at the den. 
 
    As expected, two men soon appeared in front of Sungchul and blocked his path. One was large, and the other was small, but the smaller bandit supplemented his inferior physique with the tattoo of a murderer on his forehead. 
 
    The tattooed man spoke with a husky voice, “Give us everything you have.” 
 
    Aside from whether or not they were good people, Sungchul thought they were quite honest. He peered over at the young bandit smirking from behind the two ugly bandits. Once their eyes met, the young bandit shrugged his shoulders and made an impish expression. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out three silver coins from his possessions and held them out toward the men. 
 
    “Is this it?” They were unsatisfied, so Sungchul pulled out another silver coin and held it out to them. 
 
    “Is this it?” They asked again, and Sungchul held out two more silver coins. 
 
    “What are you doing? If you’re going to pull them out, take them out all at once.” 
 
    At this, Sungchul lastly pulled out another single coin from his possession. The bandits roughly took away the silver coins and smirked at each other. They were finally satisfied. 
 
    As he saw this, Sungchul thought to himself, Their greed is quite small. 
 
    They were fated to live long lives. They tossed over a single silver coin toward the young bandit and left the place. The smile totally vanished from the young bandit’s lips. 
 
    “Hey, seniors! My share seems a bit small. Are you sure there wasn’t a mistake in your calculations?” 
 
    He chased after the rough-looking bandits, and his reward was a fierce beating. The young bandit was met with a heavy punch that broke his nose. He sat looking angry and stared dumbly for a bit before heading down the dark tunnel. 
 
    Sungchul followed him. Other bandits had watched Sungchul be extorted thoroughly and paid him no mind. 
 
    The young bandit sat atop a beer cask set before a passageway with flowing sewage, silently staring off into space as he listened to the water droplets. 
 
    “Hey,” Sungchul called out to the young bandit. 
 
    The young bandit peeked over toward Sungchul before turning away again. 
 
    “Hey,” Sungchul called out again. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This isn’t what you promised.” 
 
    “The one who gets tricked is the idiot,” the young bandit spoke with a smirk. 
 
    Sungchul stared at him piercingly before pulling out another silver coin from his possessions. The young bandit’s eyes glinted as he saw this and watched with interest. He quickly extended his hand to snatch the coin away. His movement was rather quick, but it was child’s play in Sungchul’s eyes. Sungchul easily evaded the bandit’s hands, reaching out for the coin, and spoke in a calm voice. “Tell me how to get outside, and I’ll give you this coin.” 
 
    “Hey, have you been tricked all your life? Trust me and give me the coin, and I’ll lead you out.” 
 
    “I thought you said that the one who gets tricked is the idiot?” 
 
    The bandit’s brows creased as though Sungchul’s words had hit their mark. He raised his body from above the beer casks. 
 
    “Follow me. Where do you want to go? Outside of the sewers? Or maybe inside La Grange?” 
 
    “Of course, inside La Grange.” 
 
    “Inside La Grange? That’s pretty dangerous. If you insist, it won’t be enough with a single silver coin.” 
 
    “Are two coins enough?” 
 
    “Three coins. I’ll lead you inside the city for three coins.” 
 
    The young bandit might have thought he was doing a good job haggling with Sungchul for a better deal. But to Sungchul, they were all immeasurably cheap. 
 
    Sungchul nodded before leaving the bandit to lead the way, and when he did, the bandit finally said his name. 
 
    “I’m Fast Hands Bobbin.”  
 
    And that was how the journey toward La Grange resumed. 
 
    Sungchul asked Bobbin about their current location, “Is this below La Grange?”
  
 
    Bobbin shook his head. “Not exactly. This is below the old section of the city.” 
 
    “The old section?” 
 
    “They’re old roads that existed back in the days of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. People new to La Grange might not be aware of this, but no one lives in the old section anymore.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Sungchul looked surprised as there had been a fair number of people living within the old section 8 years ago before he left the capital. The large majority were poor people with nowhere else to go. But even some of the old aristocracy of the former kingdom had once lived there. 
 
    “The Emperor declared a purge upon that sector. Cults were running rampant around those parts, so they just chased everyone away so that no one could live there.” 
 
    “Then where did all those people who lived there go?” 
 
    Sungchul’s question was soon answered. Within a dark clearing where not even a speck of sunlight could peek through, there was a village of people amidst the filthy stench. That place was mostly made up of sick and elderly who had such a thick aura of listlessness that not even despair could squeeze through. 
 
    If it’s like this, it’s no different from the past. An event from the past, more than ten years ago passed, by Sungchul’s eyes. 
 
    “Now, from here on, just keep walking forward in this direction, and you’ll see a tunnel that leads to the capital.” 
 
    After a bit more marching, Bobbin looked at the dark tunnel with nervous eyes before speaking. 
 
    Sungchul held out all the silver he had promised Bobbin. The boy grabbed the coins and grinned. 
 
    “Sorry for tricking you earlier! I only did it because my seniors made me.” 
 
    “Save it.” 
 
    “Quite a cool customer. I’ll tell you one more thing as compensation.” Bobbin narrowed his blue eyes filled with fear and peered into the tunnel. “I shouldn’t be saying this after having brought you here, but honestly speaking, it might not be so good to go any further.” 
 
    “Is there a reason?” 
 
    “There’s a monster living here. Just ahead.” 
 
    “A monster?” 
 
    “Even I don’t know what exactly it is. There are rumors that the Emperor let it loose. But the important thing is that no one has met the creature and lived to tell the tale.” Bobbin spoke while trembling as though just speaking about the monster was enough to cause terror. 
 
    Of course, none of this concerned Sungchul. 
 
    “Don’t blame me if you die. I warned you.” 
 
    Sungchul heard the young bandit’s warning but stepped forward without a moment’s hesitation. Soon, metal grating that separated boundaries appeared within the darkness. It appeared sturdy and well maintained, which was starkly different from the one at the entrance. 
 
    Sungchul eyed the metal gate blocking his path. 
 
    [ Access forbidden except for Imperial Sewer Management personnel.] 
 
    Strange and dismal cries faintly echoed from beyond the metal gates. Surprisingly, he had heard the sound before. The image of the soldiers with the strange forms he had seen on Aquiroa’s airship came to mind. Was the identity of those monsters the Soldiers of Salvation? 
 
    He wasn’t certain; it would be worth confirming it. Sungchul shoved the door open and walked into the darkness. 
 
    “Urrrrong…” 
 
    “Urrrrong…” 
 
    The musty stench, together with the strange cries heard from the distance, would cause even one with a heart of steel to feel fear. 
 
    But of course, to Sungchul, this sound was no different from that of a neighbor's dog barking in the middle of the night. It’s noisy. 
 
    Rather, of more concern was the stench of rotting flesh intermingling with the foul air. At first, Sungchul thought an unfortunate corpse was rotting away in the sewers without a grave. But as he continued forward, the smell of rotten corpses become more concentrated. It wasn’t just one or two corpses, and it reminded Sungchul of the terrible stench that blew across the battlefield after a battle in summer. 
 
    His prediction soon became a reality, as he discovered the corpses stuck within the sewers decomposing into a hideous mass—about five corpses in total. Sungchul first thought they were wandering vagrants, but they also appeared to be of decently high status judging by their attire. He could spot a glittering jewel ring on a rotting finger within the dirty water. 
 
    “Ugh… Can we just get out of here quickly? I never want to see those kinds of things.” 
 
    Bertelgia had grown accustomed to gruesome scenes, but still, it appeared that rotting corpses were hard to deal with. 
 
    “Wait.” Sungchul grabbed a dirty pole lying around in a corner and began to rummage through the corpses. A necklace made of gold clinked from one of the corpses. They didn’t die for money. 
 
    Sungchul left the corpse behind and kept on moving forward again. It didn't take long before there was another pile of corpses. However, this time they were piled on the tunnel instead of the waterway. Like before, they appeared to have been people of high standing, but the corpses were wholly plundered of their valuables this time. 
 
    Since the state of the corpses was much better than those before, Sungchul took the time to examine them. It was clearly a homicide. They were all murdered with blades or blunt instruments. 
 
    Sungchul succeeded in determining the background of a corpse after examining the crest/writing adorning its coat. They’re the nobles from the smaller nations of the eastern region of the continent. 
 
    Unlike the western and central regions of the continent where single powerful nations had established themselves, within the eastern region of the continent were a prosperous collection of smaller nations and city-states that had thrived throughout the ages. 
 
    The eastern region was reputed throughout the continent as a splendid place to live for its vibrant trade and lively culture. But after the appearance of the Colossi, this paradise of the Other World devolved into ruins. 
 
    All the refugees that had taken up the entirety of the Tower of Recluse to the city of La Grange were people from the east. 
 
    A thought flashed across Sungchul's mind. What if. However, he let that particular train of thought go as there wasn’t enough proof to formulate a concrete conclusion. But as he continued to discover more corpses of eastern nobles one after another as he walked down the tunnel, Sungchul had an unsettling suspicion that his assumptions might be correct. 
 
    Could it be… did they execute the nobles from the east en masse? 
 
    Sungchul recalled what he heard at the city's outskirts; the capital city of La Grange was put under complete lockdown. He had vaguely thought that there must have been some unusual reason for it. After seeing the corpses, he had a suspicion that he knew what that reason might be. I’m having a bad feeling about this. 
 
    The Emperor was a man moved by rational thoughts than the desires of his heart. He wasn’t indiscriminate in his methods like Rutheginea, but he could give a cold-blooded order if there was a need for it. There most definitely must have been some reason for the mass execution of the eastern nobles. It could never have been a heartwarming reason considering the path that the Emperor had treaded up to now. Sungchul’s pace naturally quickened. The corresponding cry of the Soldier of Salvation grew much closer. 
 
    “Uroooooh.” 
 
    At one corner of the pile of corpses, one could see the Soldiers of Salvation. There were three in total. The creatures were squatting their bluish jelly-like bodies in front of the corpses like children and digging into the flesh. The Soldiers seemed to have noticed Sungchul’s presence, twitched their massive bodies, and turned their heads toward his direction. 
 
    “Ugh… their ears are sharp too. I really hate those guys.” 
 
    Krombui finally made an appearance in Sungchul’s hand. He didn’t use Fal Garaz because this place was what it was and it could become fouled with the filthy water. Unlike Krombui, which possessed its own sentience, Fal Garaz was nothing more than a simple object. 
 
    But Sungchul didn’t wish to use the divine weapon he had borrowed temporarily from the dwarves within the sewers. 
 
    “Hey, friend. Why have you called upon this washed-up relic once again?” Krombui asked with a husky voice as soon as he was pulled out from the Soul Storage. 
 
    “I don’t like this guy either!” Bertelgia shouted as soon as she’d laid eyes on the sword. “He talks too much when all he's got is a sharp edge!” 
 
    Krombui wasn’t one to back down and retorted in kind, “What? Is that the talking book from before? You’re still whining like a little child!” 
 
    Not only did she have a wrong impression of him, but he also went as far as to insult her. Bertelgia could no longer contain herself, and an outburst was inevitable. 
 
    “Who are you calling a kid? How old are you? Huh? Are you even more than a thousand? Are you?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m easily over a thousand!” 
 
    Sungchul observed the conflict between the two objects and sighed to himself. This is like listening to elders’ bicker in a retirement home… 
 
    He gripped both Bertelgia and Krombui and calmed them down before glaring at the enemy ahead of him. 
 
    “Fight later. Let’s take care of business first.” 
 
    “What are you going to do if I don’t want to?” Krombui’s blade dulled. 
 
    Sungchul, who noticed this, replied in a calm voice, “Is it that you’re not confident in being able to cut through those guys?” 
 
    Sungchul held Krombui and pointed toward the Soldiers of Salvation. The sword flickered in a strange light. 
 
    “What are those things? They’re not human or jelly. They look like those meat golems from Rutheginea, and they’re just as unsettling.” 
 
    “Can you cut through them?” 
 
    “I’ll give it a go.” 
 
    Krombui’s sharp edge returned once more. 
 
    “In any case, this is a place I have some memory of. Where was this? Ah, right. Eloping with the princess… ugh!” He could not finish his sentence as Sungchul tightly gripped his handle as if to break it apart. 
 
    “I was kidding! Just kidding! Let’s just hurry up and cut those guys down!” 
 
    Sungchul nodded and walked toward the Soldiers of Salvation that were tearing through the corpses. The Soldiers heard Sungchul approaching but continued to eat their fill. It might have been because they had only faced opponents weaker than them up to this point, but they appeared not to mind Sungchul in the slightest. 
 
    In reality, the Soldiers of Salvation were powerful in their own right as they possessed the physical prowess of knights that could be considered Superhumans and the regenerative ability to negate most physical or magic attacks. 
 
    Added to that, they were 3 meters tall, and their irregular attacks brought on by their long reach increased their effectiveness beyond the limits of their stats. One Soldier of Salvation might even possess more combat potential than a single knight who was notoriously difficult to train. Since there were three of those things gathered together, it wasn’t unreasonable that they didn’t react to most threats. 
 
    However, they were unlucky this time. Only once Sungchul appeared right in front of their noses did the creatures finally raise their bodies and roll their zipper-like eyes to glare at him. The creatures could not speak, but they made mocking noises. It was a strange sound similar to a deflated accordion. 
 
    Krombui targeted those creatures and drew a line in the air. 
 
    Slice! 
 
    It seemed to be an ordinary strike at first glance, but the Soldiers of Salvation could not evade Sungchul’s swing. One of the creatures was cut through with the blade and split in two. The Soldiers finally realized that their opponent was one not to be underestimated, but Krombui’s movements were always one step ahead. The Soldiers were cut apart and fell beside the corpses. The mercilessly sliced heads glared at Sungchul and shouted in indecipherable voices. Once Sungchul’s military boots stomped on their skulls, silence returned to the sewers. 
 
    Sungchul watched the dark aura of Calamity disappear into the sky from the deceased corpses of the Soldiers of Salvation like a puff of smoke. 
 
    The Floating Archipelago. I may need a visit there at some point. It would have to be some point after he defeated the Seven Heroes. 
 
    Sungchul continued forward, but the road grew bumpier as he drew closer to his destination. He continued to walk over an unending wave of corpses that blocked his path. As he carried on, sunlight finally glimmered above his head. It was the sunlight shining onto the city of La Grange. He could hear the faint sound of murmurs and the rolling carriage wheels and see the shadows made by those who moved between the gaps. 
 
    Sungchul sensed that his destination was not far, but the road grew even bumpier still as he drew closer. 
 
    “Uroooooh…” 
 
    “Uroooooh…” 
 
    The cries of the Soldiers of Salvation could be heard from all directions. Sungchul held his breath and began to count their numbers through their cries. They appear to be in the dozens. 
 
    It looked as though the ones Sungchul killed were simply sentries. The Soldiers of Salvation had completely overtaken the underground waterway of La Grange. It wouldn’t be wrong to say that there should be a mob of them guarding every important point and alleyway. 
 
    Why are these creatures guarding the sewers of the city? The Floating Archipelago and the Human Empire have become allies, but they should be strictly separate forces. 
 
    Even when Sungchul was giving his all for the Empire, their relationship still wasn’t so great. 
 
    After Imperial Commander in Chief Sungchul had managed to create the World Parliament through great effort by traveling to the extremes of both east and west, the Emperor and Aquiroa were in a deadlock regarding under whose authority the entity would rest. 
 
    The Emperor had a greater foundation of influence than anyone else, but other nations persistently tried to keep him in check. Aquiroa had a weaker foundation, but she waved the banner of neutrality to gain the support of various nations. 
 
    Any among the sovereignty was well aware of their battle over this authority. As a matter of course, they took on appearances of cooperation and set aside their personal quarrels for important matters such as continental peace or the Calamity. And while it was true that the Emperor had allowed talented mages from the Floating Archipelago into the palace, the two allies weren’t intimate enough to allow unidentifiable monsters to roam about the underground of the capital. 
 
    It should not have escaped the Emperor’s notice that these creatures could overtake the entire city during his absence if Aquiroa had a change of heart. And yet, these creatures were currently residing within the sewers of the city. It was undeniable that the relationship between the two must have strengthened beyond Sungchul’s imagination. 
 
    In any case, the appearance of the overwhelming number of Soldiers of Salvation made Sungchul stop for a moment. It seemed like the best option was to erase his presence and proceed by killing them one group at a time. 
 
    But these creatures had better senses than ordinary people. The plan was simple enough, but if they happened to call out to their companions in the process, he would be stuck in an unpleasant situation. 
 
    It wouldn’t be difficult fighting a few dozen of these creatures. But he wasn’t confident that he could do it quietly. Most definitely, the impact of battle would spread above their heads to the center of the city. If that came to pass, he would have missed the point of coming here and letting himself get mugged by mere local bandits. 
 
    What should I do? Sungchul was contemplating these points when Krombui interrupted with his unique husky voice filled with mischief. 
 
    “What are you thinking so hard about? Let’s just keep on moving forward. The blood of these creatures has quite a unique flavor,” said the ego sword. 
 
    “I’m trying to proceed quietly, Krombui,” Sungchul replied before looking around the sewers. 
 
    He had become familiar with the area, but he still wasn’t confident. I definitely have a memory of this place… Is it because of the passage of time? It’s quite faded. 
 
    When Sungchul grew silent again, Krombui chuckled and spoke again, “Can’t we just take the usual path?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Krombui gave an ominous reply, “The path where you let me drink plenty of high-quality blood.” 
 
    Sungchul’s pupils contracted once he heard those words. His numb heart was shaken by a whirlwind of emotions that couldn’t be expressed in a single word. 
 
    “Do you still remember the path?” asked Sungchul. 
 
    Krombui’s blade glimmered before replying to him. 
 
    “Straight ahead.” 
 
    “I think this sword is broken.” Bertelgia pouted, but Sungchul followed Krombui’s word. 
 
    “Left.” 
 
    Krombui led Sungchul without a moment’s hesitation as though he still had the entire area memorized. There were moments where the Soldiers of Salvation almost discovered them, but Sungchul passed through without much difficulty and was soon met with a wall. 
 
    “It’s here. Don’t you remember?” Krombui asked finally. 
 
    “What do you mean? It’s a complete dead-end! How can someone so young have a memory so poor?” Bertelgia continued to taunt him. 
 
    As the two objects continued their verbal battle, Sungchul looked toward the dead-end without any expression on his face. Unlike the other parts of the walls that held evidence of the passage of time, this wall appeared to be freshly plastered. 
 
    Sungchul held his hand against the cracks and applied an appropriate amount of strength. And when he did, the wall collapsed and revealed a new path. It was a new path that bore a crimson hue instead of the greenish tint of the rest of the sewers. 
 
    Sungchul felt an impact at the back of his head once he saw this path. 
 
    He gulped while in a trance. Bertelgia, who was in her pocket, could feel that the palpitation of his heart was different than usual. 
 
    This guy… 
 
    At this moment, Sungchul was looking at the same place that the others were looking at, but a different scene was unfolding before his eyes. More than ten years ago, within this crimson tunnel flooded with the blood spilled in the colosseum, Sword Slave Sungchul had ventured to escape together with the princess of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, Ryze Himerr. 
 
    Sungchul walked between the stone walls soaked in blood and felt his dim memories resurface. 
 
    Steeped in sadness and regret, he arrived at the end of the crimson tunnel. A crudely made wooden wall made of planks blocked his path. Sungchul tore them off and continued onwards. 
 
    The familiar scenery of the colosseum marked with blood, death, and glory awaited him like destiny. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Capital City, La Grange 
 
      
 
      
 
    The colosseum of La Grange symbolized the cruelty of Rutheginea. Almost every day, a festival of blood would be held in this place. Sungchul stood before tens of thousands of people in the audience and watched dozens, if not hundreds, of humans, people of other races, beasts, and Demons bleed upon the colosseum’s earth. 
 
    However, as the Human Empire came into power, the colosseum was naturally shut down and was now being used as the Imperial Botanical Garden. Exotic plants now grew upon the same earth that had had its fill of human and animal blood. 
 
    Sungchul looked around his surroundings. The evening sun had set, and darkness was drawing close. It was the ideal time. 
 
    He first changed his clothes to the shabby coat and worn-out jeans he usually wore. The clothes that were now reeking of sewage were tossed onto the pile of manure in the corner of the garden. 
 
    Sungchul took his time to check his surroundings for any sign of movement after changing. There was a bit of light flickering in a building off to the distance and a faint coughing sound, but they weren’t a cause for concern. He waited by the entrance for the sun to set completely. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to stay hidden thanks to the foliage that had grown past the height of an average man. 
 
    “To use this great and historic building as a farm… Is this not an unspeakable crime? In any case, these grasses should grow well. This is land that had been given plenty of fertilizer over hundreds of years after all, isn’t it?” Krombui appeared dissatisfied with the scenery around the colosseum. But Sungchul was likewise unhappy with Krombui. Bertelgia laughed giddily when Sungchul shoved Krombui back into the Soul Storage. 
 
    Soon, the sun had set completely. Sungchul’s time to act was now. He wavered between two methods. He could slip past like a ghost without anyone noticing, or he could leave boldly under the guards’ watch. Sungchul decided on the first method, headed toward the colosseum, and tore the Detect Life Scroll in his Soul Storage. 
 
    The number of guards he could see through the spell wasn’t something to scoff at. In contrast to the inner area of the botanical garden where no one was standing guard, the circular building of the colosseum that surrounded the garden had a forbidding amount of security. Just security alone was at the level of the Imperial Palace. 
 
    It might have been possible to kill them one at a time as he did while overtaking Aquiroa’s airship, but Sungchul didn’t want to use a violent method as he wasn’t sure whether his former subordinates were among the guards or not. 
 
    He could choose to use Fly to escape into the skies, but they would most definitely have put up precautions against it at this level of security. 
 
    Forcing my way in isn’t going to be easy. I should use the second method. The second option required a bit of acting. But Sungchul’s talent at anything creative, whether in the arts or theater, was nonexistent. Still, he didn’t look nervous because he was confident in himself. Sungchul, who had once overseen the entire army of the Empire, knew the lives of the soldiers of the Empire better than anyone else. Not only could he guess what the soldiers were thinking or trying to do by their gaze or actions alone, he knew beliefs or details of their daily lives to a T. He knew exactly what to do to get out of this place. 
 
    He climbed out of the foliage and headed toward the colosseum’s entrance. There were the trowels, gardening scissors, outerwear for laborers, and various other similar tools lying untidily on top of a plank. Sungchul grabbed one of the cleaner outfits and tried it on. 
 
    It fit perfectly. As the finishing touch, after draping on the outerwear, he smeared some manure on it. With this, his disguise was complete. All he had to do now was wait for the right moment. 
 
    There’s about an hour left before the shift ends. Should I go look at some plants in the meantime? 
 
    Sungchul roamed the botanical garden shrouded in darkness. Something caught his eyes a few steps in. 
 
    It was a captivating flower with yellow petals and red stamens. It was a precious spice that grew every few years in La Grange. Known as Fox Tongue, the plant produced a similar flavor to saffron. Sungchul checked his surroundings before pulling out a sack from his Soul Storage and stuffing every single one of the flowers into the sack, leaving none behind. 
 
    What a boon. A faint smile formed on Sungchul’s lips. On the other hand, Bertelgia didn’t seem pleased with his actions. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve done this plenty of times before,” she accused him before shaking her body. 
 
    Sungchul felt the urge to stuff her into the Soul Storage as well but suppressed it. Instead, he continued to roam around, looking to see if there was anything more to take. 
 
    “Hoh.” 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes lit up. A tree full of succulently ripened peaches caught his eyes. They weren’t ordinary peaches either. It was incredible enough that the fruits had ripened as the winter approached, but the plump flesh with the shimmering golden light that lingered around it meant that the tree bore Spectral Peaches of Benevolence that they had barely managed to acquire from the Far East. Even within the Imperial Botanical Garden, where rare plants abounded, it appeared that the tree was receiving special treatment as a red tape formed a barrier around it to prevent entry. 
 
    Now that I think about it, that Emperor really liked peaches. Sungchul immediately activated the Eye of Truth. There was a Fae Type acceleration magic promoting the tree to bear fruit at any time, along with a barrier spread to protect it from cold winds. Sungchul pulled out a clean sack from his Soul Storage. It was a fresh item that had never been used before. 
 
    Bertelgia, who saw this, found it odd and asked, “I noticed this a while back, but why do you carry around so many ropes and sacks? It’s almost like you’re preparing for these kinds of situations!” 
 
    Her words were tongue-in-cheek, but Sungchul, who was already preoccupied with the peaches, didn’t quite dwell on it. 
 
    “The more ropes and sacks you have, the better.” 
 
    Sungchul moved toward the Spectral Peach of Benevolence tree and gathered every fruit with rapid hand movements that could barely be seen with the naked eye to stuff them into his sack. Other than a single peach marred by insects that had dug into it, he had bagged them all. 
 
    Sungchul glared at the last fruit and calmly said, “I’ll leave this one for the Emperor.” 
 
    “You get weirder every time I look at you.” 
 
    The large sack was bulging. Objects such as fruits that held a lot of water and were sensitive might go bad when placed within the Soul Storage, so Sungchul hefted them onto his shoulder. He had managed to get more than a fair share, but he wasn’t satisfied. He lugged the peaches around as he scoured the vicinity for more things to take. 
 
    “Just what did we come here for? Is this why you came here?” said Bertelgia. 
 
    “It was just on the way.” 
 
    Sungchul pulled out a peach from his sack and bit deeply into it. A brilliant flavor that would force anyone’s eyes to go wide filled his mouth. Amazing. 
 
    He felt the depressive mood that had lingered since he passed through the crimson tunnel wash away as he continued to eat the fragrant fruit and look up toward the starry night sky. Sungchul used the moonlight as a guide to roam the botanical garden and grabbed everything that wasn’t nailed down. In any case, anything that Sungchul didn’t eat would go to the Emperor’s mouth, so he didn’t hesitate in taking everything. This is just the start. 
 
    Furthermore, there was some purpose to Sungchul’s plundering. While he was plundering and savoring the fruit, the shift of the guards guarding the door ended. The moment he had been waiting for had arrived. 
 
    Sungchul put on the outerwear that he had momentarily taken off and walked toward the tunnel for laborers. Although its appearance had changed greatly, the tunnel was still vividly etched in Sungchul’s memory. 
 
    “When this place was being used as a colosseum, they called this tunnel the path to heaven. This place was where all the corpses of the dead were dragged out. Except for large ones like Tam Tam, that is.” 
 
    As he passed through the tunnel, Sungchul looked around the various places of the tunnel with an amused expression. 
 
    It was a strange thing. He had talked with his fellow gladiatorial slaves about when they would be dragged out of the colosseum through this tunnel as corpses when the future looked bleak. But after he was released by the Wandering King and embarked on a new path, he never thought a day would come where he would enter the path to heaven. He couldn’t have imagined that he would walk this path feeling sentimental while he still breathed. 
 
    As he followed the long dark path, an exit made of metal gratings soon appeared. Two soldiers were guarding the entrance. The security appeared shabby, but in reality, that wasn’t the case. The Invisible Eye of Observers was stationed around to overlook the guards. Trying to overtake the place because the number of soldiers looked small would cause alarms to go off throughout the entirety of the botanical garden. 
 
    Sungchul slowly and confidently revealed himself to the soldiers. When the soldiers noticed that Sungchul was laden with a sack, they furrowed their brows, and each said a piece. 
 
    “Who are you, a laborer?” 
 
    “What are you doing at this hour? Don’t you know working is prohibited after sundown?” 
 
    Sungchul just nodded. 
 
    “Take off your bandana.” 
 
    Sungchul did as they asked, and the guards furrowed their brows again. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you before. What’s in the sack?” 
 
    Sungchul tapped his mouth in reply to their questioning and pretended to be unable to speak. It may seem like a whimsical thing to do, but this was all calculated. Although a fact not widely known outside, the former royal family of Rutheginea had cut off the tongues of all the menial laborers working for the royal household under the pretext of maintaining secrecy. Once Rutheginea had fallen, the Human Empire that had assimilated the kingdom acquired all of these workers since these people who now could no longer speak could do no other tasks. 
 
    The guards who knew this very well continued to glare at Sungchul before saying, “What the… it’s a Rutheginean mute.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded. Secrets that only insiders knew about worked wonders in getting others to put their guards down, but the danger was not over yet. This scam would be busted just by the guards simply asking him to open his mouth, so Sungchul acted preemptively before the soldiers could say anything else. 
 
    He pulled out a peach from his sack, pointed his finger toward the residence of the Emperor floating above the city, and made a strange cry with his mouth slightly opened. 
 
    “Ah! Ah!” 
 
    The soldiers frowned and spoke again. “What? You’re going to deliver the Spectral Peaches of Benevolence to the Emperor?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded and held out another peach to the guards. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A hint of temptation lit up within the eyes of the soldiers. Sungchul nodded and shoved the peach a little closer. 
 
    “You’re giving it to us?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded and looked around before holding a finger to his lips and making a shushing sound. The soldiers held grins of understanding. 
 
    “I’ve never seen your face before, but you know what’s up.” 
 
    They gladly let Sungchul pass through. Sungchul believed the rest would be easy, but suddenly he heard the sound of someone bounding down in a rush as he began to walk between the walls. 
 
    “Hey, Rutheginea mute, over here!” 
 
    It was an unfamiliar voice. Sungchul looked back while considering whether there had been a problem with his plans. It was a mage. He looked quite young, and once he scanned his surroundings, he approached Sungchul and said one thing in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Give me one too!” 
 
    He seemed like one of the mages who watched over the entrance through the Observer’s Eye. Sungchul handed him two peaches. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    That was the final obstacle, and Sungchul effortlessly escaped the heavily guarded colosseum with no problems. The only thing that could be considered an issue was that Bertelgia began to mock him. 
 
    “Ah! Ah!” 
 
    She must have found it hilarious for some reason as she continuously mimicked him. 
 
    She enjoys childish things like a brat. Sungchul looked up at the city of La Grange unfolding before him with disinterested eyes. There was a quiet street where not even a single man or beast roamed. It was impeccably clean and well maintained to be aesthetically pleasing, but it was a long way away from being personable. Sungchul recalled a long-forgotten truth as he looked at it. Now that I think about it, this is Section 2. 
 
    Excluding the old section where no one currently lived, La Grange, the capital of the Human Empire, was divided into eight sections. These divisions weren’t simply made for the convenience of administration. Each section had authority and meaning in itself. There is a saying passed down in La Grange: If you want to know a person, know where they live first. 
 
    Sungchul hefted the peaches onto his shoulders again and headed toward the place he had planned to go: Section 8. The streets of the poor were once called the slums of La Grange. 
 
    The capital of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, La Grange, was structured to form a spiral from the ground to the top. The Emperor of the Human Empire, Quinton Marlboro, divided that gradual spiral structure into eight sections and had people that suited each section live there. 
 
    The section on the peak of the spiral was referred to as Section 1. This section, situated directly below the imperial palace, the Floating Palace, was the most prestigious of all sections where the key figures and large contributors of the rebellion resided. Sungchul was once a resident of Section 1 as well. He had lived in a mansion on top of a small hill with a full view of the Floating Palace, served by dozens of servants. 
 
    Situated slightly below Section 1 was Section 2, where those slightly worse off than those of Section 1 lived. Those included the royal family of Rutheginea and the up-and-coming nobles of the rebel faction. It might be called Section 2, but it was packed with fancy mansions that didn’t fall behind those of Section 1 and was famed as the closest location to the former colosseum that had once been the symbol of Rutheginea of the past. 
 
    Wealthy citizens and nobles lived below them in Section 3, while those even worse off than those in Section 3 lived in Section 4. 
 
    In this manner, the residents’ status decreased inversely with the section number. The Maginot Line, in which the people still lived in humane conditions, was located in Section 6, but people still lived in areas below it. 
 
    Section 7 was classified as an uninhabitable industrial district, but countless laborers lived in houses reminiscent of chicken coops trying to survive day to day. 
 
    But even the awful state of Section 7 was heaven compared to the lowest section, Section 8. The citizens of La Grange called it the Human Sewers. It got its name for being the final stop for all those undesirables who flowed down from all the other sections. 
 
    There was a simple reason why the Emperor chose to allow something like Section 8 in the city he was so proud of: trash belongs with trash. Hence, law and order didn’t exist within Section 8. There was a semblance of official investigations from the Imperial Enforcers, but it was rare that any of their investigations led to prosecutions. 
 
    However, the story was different when a criminal from Section 8 was discovered in another section. For the simple reason that they had stepped into another section, they would suddenly be found guilty of all the past crimes committed within Section 8 and be sentenced to death. 
 
    Therefore, those degraded in status to a resident of Section 8 could not leave and were forced to slowly rot away within the Human Sewers. 
 
    Sungchul was within the exact same Human Sewers. 
 
    His shabby attire was not something that would stand out among the people living in the Human Sewers. In terms of shabbiness alone, Sungchul might even be a bit ahead. 
 
    Sungchul might have found himself endlessly hounded by the hidden Imperial Enforcers if he had run around an upper section like Section 2. In fact, he already had to evade more than ten patrol teams before arriving in Section 8. He had met five of them just in Section 2 alone. 
 
    There was truth in saying that the degree of public order was proportional to the number of sections. 
 
    Sungchul, having safely arrived in Section 8, sought out a shabby inn while carrying the sack of peaches. The sound of fighting and sharp shrieking heard from outside did interrupt his sleep, but he managed to get some decent rest. 
 
    Once a day had passed, Sungchul officially began his search in earnest with the peach sack slung across his back. However, not even a few steps out, he was met with the hot topic of discussion that had engulfed La Grange. 
 
    “They say the Imperial Botanical Garden was robbed by an unknown assailant!” 
 
    “Did you hear of the mysterious thief who stole all of the Emperor’s treasured peaches?” 
 
    “The peaches, but they said that he swiped every precious flower and herb as well. Apparently, the Emperor was so furious that he threw an ashtray at the Deputy Head Enforcer’s forehead.” 
 
    It was all rumors about Sungchul. The Emperor doesn’t smoke, though. 
 
    It might be a minor error, but it was bound to get dangerous at this rate. 
 
    “Doesn’t it smell like peaches around here?” 
 
    “Sniff! Sniff! Now that I think about it, there is a peach smell coming from somewhere.” 
 
    The people nearby began to turn their heads toward Sungchul. Sungchul lowered his head and entered an alley. 
 
    “Are you a squirrel? Why are you carrying all of that around when you can’t even eat it all?” As though she had been waiting, Bertelgia opened her mouth again. 
 
    Sungchul declined to comment. He returned to his room and hid the peaches. 
 
    But Section 8 was teeming with thieves. It was commonplace within Section 8 proper for innkeepers to steal the possessions of their guests. However, Sungchul felt it was the perfect opportunity to test out his newly learned Formation techniques. The entrance door, window, and the narrow area around the bed were packed densely with 15 Formations. Sungchul warned the innkeeper as he left. 
 
    “I would advise against touching anything in my room.” 
 
    Sungchul returned to the street again and looked around the bleak streets of Section 8 with a lighter heart. It might be due to prejudice, but everyone walking by resembled bandits or con artists. 
 
    It wasn’t uncommon to see bodies that could have been corpses or the homeless lying on their side in this place. Normally, the conditions of the streets in Section 8 were unspeakable as there was no one, in particular, cleaning it. But there was a clean stretch of pavement within Section 8. It was the base of the gang in control of Section 8. Even ten lives wouldn’t guarantee that one could step out of there alive if one dared venture there recklessly. 
 
    It really is a shitty place. 
 
    It was really a terrible place, but it had its benefits. No one would suspect Sungchul around here. No matter how much the infamy of the Enemy of the World spread in the outside world, it was but a tale of a distant land to these people whose lives were hanging by a thread, never knowing when and by whom they'd be killed. 
 
    Sungchul first headed toward the administrative office of Section 8 and casually read the noticeboard in front of the imperial soldiers guarding the office. Posted there was the familiar sight of his wanted poster and the reason for the sealing of La Grange. 
 
    [ Destruction of the Order of Extinction ] 
 
    As the Order of Extinction congregation was growing day by day, a decision to eradicate them completely was made by locking the city gates before starting the purge. 
 
    Had the congregation of the Order grown that big? It’s one thing to lock the gates for a day, but this will affect tax revenue, Sungchul thought to himself. 
 
    He couldn’t simply take what the noticeboard announced at face value. He sought out an information broker, and, indeed, the broker lingering in the back alleyways revealed the hidden story behind the imperial announcement. But, of course, this was not for free. 
 
    “Three silver coins. Fuck off for anything less.” 
 
    Once he handed over the three silver coins, Sungchul heard shocking news from the man. 
 
    “The idiots just foolishly believe that La Grange has been sealed to exterminate the Order of Extinction, but the ones being cleaned up are a different party entirely.” The one-eyed information broker, who looked older than he was, spoke with a meaningful smile. 
 
    “After the Colossi stomped on the east, the higher-ups within that region sought refuge in the capital in quick succession to seek the Emperor’s help. The Emperor provided them with brilliant homes within Section 1 and Section 2 to quell their complaints, but they all disappeared overnight. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “I know, so stop beating around the bush and keep talking.” 
 
    “What? You little prick!” 
 
    When the broker flared up in anger, Sungchul punched the nearby wall. The wall Sungchul was leaning on had a fist-shaped hole in it. 
 
    “Keep talking.” 
 
    The broker gulped before continuing his story, meek as a lamb. “S-so the ones being hunted aren’t actually the Order of Extinction, but the nobles of the east, Sir. A man who drank gola with a brother of my cousin’s friend said he saw it himself. He saw some unidentifiable men drag a cart full of the corpses of the nobles of the east.” 
 
    That was all the information broker knew. Although the broker had used the unreliable words of a friend as evidence, Sungchul had already seen how the nobles of the east had died pitifully as he was walking through the Great Sewers. 
 
    So it really was the Emperor’s doing. A deep sense of disappointment and uneasiness began to expand exponentially within his mind. A foul stench like those he recalled from his time as the Thirteenth Champion of the Continent lingered around his nose. Surely, he isn’t trying to join hands with them, is he? 
 
    Those in power had made deals with the Demon King, who was the enemy of humanity. They might be Calamities, but the Seven Heroes were once human and were much better negotiating partners than the Demon King. 
 
    Of course, it would be after handing over what the Seven Heroes wanted before beginning negotiations. Anyone could guess that anything those of the Seven Heroes’ caliber would want couldn’t be something ordinary. 
 
    According to past records, the Seven Heroes demanded the domain of the sovereigns of that era once they had cleared the first Calamity. In other words, a territory in which each of them could rule over as kings. 
 
    However, those in power at that time had refused them. They would have had nothing left had they relinquished even their domain, which was the foundation that allowed them to enjoy great power. From this moment, the Seven Heroes harbored a grudge against them and began to lash out. Thinking back to the present situation, the circumstances were different from before. 
 
    Presently, there was a vast fertile and empty canvas available. The areas of the east and north that the Colossi had swept through. About half of the continent was left unclaimed. Not only that, the number of the Seven Heroes had been reduced from seven to four. 
 
    It was an opportunity that the Emperor could have easily taken. As long as he eliminated the eastern nobles that might rebel against this, that is. 
 
    If you were the one to make that decision, I would never forgive you. Sungchul’s face twisted in anger, and the one who unintentionally received the greatest harm happened to be the one-eyed information broker. 
 
    This man of monstrous power, who had punched through a granite wall with no effort, was now standing before him with a scowl. The broker was scared for his life. He tactfully gauged Sungchul’s expressions as he carefully piped up. 
 
    “Y-you seem to be upset, so let me relay some good news. They say that the Empire will make an important announcement to all citizens at the castle plaza in Section 4, three days later. Apparently, the people of Sections 1 to 6 have been notified.” 
 
    Sungchul, who had been deep in thought, rolled his eyes and asked curtly, “What are they going to announce?” 
 
    The information broker bowed his head servilely as he continued to speak, “Well, opinions are divided on what the announcement might be, but the most likely possibility is speculated to be good news of the Emperor's victory against the Seven Heroes out in the eastern region. We actually have unconfirmed rumors saying that the Colossi retreated on their own. Hehe…” 
 
    “Can I take my leave now?” The broker smiled awkwardly as he spoke. 
 
    Sungchul looked at him indifferently before pulling out three more silver coins and holding them toward him. Once Sungchul returned to the inn, he discovered the innkeeper dead before his door. He had immediately died from being hit with a barrage of Glare after disturbing the incantations cast upon the room when he tried to enter it. There was a single nameless corpse with a hole through his body at the window as well. Sungchul grabbed the sack of peaches and left the inn. 
 
    Three days later, groundbreaking news was announced in the capital of the Human Empire. The proxy of the Emperor, wearing a tall crown, stood before the gathered crowd and gave a speech. 
 
    “Through the relentless efforts of the Emperor, the Human Empire and the cooperative nations of the World Parliament had come to a peaceful conclusion. Therefore, the Colossi threat was eliminated!” 
 
    The crowd that heard the news cheered on their Emperor. The fierce passion was enough to boil the blood of onlookers. The Emperor’s proxy carried on in a smaller voice amidst the passion. 
 
    “In its stead, we have decided to recognize the Seven Heroes’ sovereignty over the Kantonia and Trowyn regions.” 
 
    The roaring crowd showed a complicated reaction. Some continued shouting passionate cheers while others bawled out profanities. What the Emperor’s proxy had just said was no different from stating that the entirety of the eastern and northern regions was being handed over to the Seven Heroes completely. 
 
    Sungchul stood trapped in a scene where cheers and profanities clashed. 
 
    “So, it has come to pass?” 
 
    Everything now became clear as day. Sungchul brooded in cold anger at the dire consequences this decision would bring to the entire continent in the future. The false peace headed by the Thirteen Champions of the Continent would be shaken from the roots if those people who had lost their homes and land to the Colossi were to raise their voices. 
 
    The Third Calamity recorded in the Scripture of Calamity was beginning to take shape even before the Second Calamity had come to an end. 
 
    There was another significant change that happened that day. It was not a loud speech, a formal decree, or a natural disaster. It was but a mere change of heart of an individual that no one else could see. But the effects of this change would be direr than any other events before. 
 
    That day, Sungchul tossed aside what sliver of hope remained for the sovereigns of this land before abruptly disappearing from the plaza, leaving a few rotting peaches in his wake. 
 
    A month had passed since the world-shattering news that half of the world was given away to the Seven Heroes. 
 
    Sungchul remained in La Grange during that time. There were several practical reasons that were keeping him in Section 8. 
 
    First and foremost, it was easier to gather information since news from all over the world flowed into the capital, and, as long as he was in Section 8, it was easy to remain hidden. Both of these factors were important to Sungchul. He needed information regarding the exact location of the Seven Heroes and the time to unseal the Soul Gems. 
 
    The achievement of stopping the southward advance of the Devils from the Frontlines of the Demon Realm was greatly diminished by the appearance of the Colossi. But, as long as people remained in the ruined lands, the news was bound to flow into La Grange somehow. Therefore, there was no need to rush. 
 
    Sungchul was planning on moving only after getting his hands on every piece of information about the Seven Heroes: Ga Xi Ong, Dragoman, Vestiare, and their leader, Desfort. He was planning on ending all of them in a single blow without an ounce of hesitation. 
 
    It was the only way to reduce the magnitude of chaos that would bring forth the upcoming Third Calamity. As such, he would have to hole up and gather his strength until the right moment. 
 
    Sungchul was currently in the dream world. He was lying on the grass in the middle of endlessly rolling fields of green, staring absentmindedly at the flowing clouds. He thought he’d heard the sound of bustling feet in the distance when the energetic shout of a little girl broke the silence. 
 
    “Caught you! You little bugger!” 
 
    Bertelgia grabbed the large ears of the Carbuncle peeking out the top of a bush and carefully lifted it. 
 
    “Kyu!” 
 
    The white Carbuncle was caught, but it perked its tail and cried out as though it was happy. Bertelgia stroked the Carbuncle’s head as she gazed at the gem embedded on the creature’s forehead with shiny eyes. 
 
    “What a great ingredient you would make.” 
 
    When she held ill will in her heart, the white Carbuncle shook its tail roughly and swiped at her face. 
 
    “Hey! Stop it! I was kidding. It was a joke!” 
 
    Bertelgia held the white Carbuncle near her bosom despite being hit and walked toward Sungchul. She released it as soon as she reached him. 
 
    The Carbuncle approached Sungchul’s feet, curled its body into a ball, and closed its eyes. By its rhythmically moving belly, the Carbuncle appeared fast asleep. Bertelgia brushed her messy hair and spoke to Sungchul. 
 
    “He asked me to stop here. Said this much was enough.” 
 
    Bertelgia, who had found her original form in the dream world, pulled out a mirror and looked at herself frequently. 
 
    “Oh my, look how this fair face got all bloated after being hit by the Carbuncle.” 
 
    Her appearance that resembled Vestiare of the Seven Heroes was beautiful enough to proclaim herself as the Queen Bee of Kodia Village. Of course, Vestiare was not her mother. They were just similar-looking people. 
 
    Sungchul did not rise from his resting position. 
 
    Bertelgia looked around her surroundings and spoke with concern, “Isn’t it about time to go back to reality?” 
 
    “Don’t fret. The place we’re in is probably the safest in La Grange, excluding maybe the palace.” Sungchul had an unconcerned look on his face. 
 
    Sungchul wasn’t confident without reason. He was currently residing in the home of Anglo-Saxon Boy, one of the three gang leaders that ruled over Section 8. As a zookeeper, that is. 
 
    Anglo-Saxon Boy, who was often called Anglo for short, was also a Summoned like Sungchul, but he was a Japanese man despite what his name would suggest. Like other back-alley gang leaders, he was a ruthless and violent man who tended to compensate for his lacking fortune by terrorizing the people. 
 
    The demonic beast Tam Tam he was raising was one of his methods of instilling terror. He would provide to Tam Tam the subordinates who betrayed him or captured subordinates of enemy factions as its food or toys. 
 
    Unfortunately, Section 8 wasn’t in a constant state of strife or rebellion despite its reputation, and normally a keeper was required to provide the Tam Tam with food. Sungchul’s job was to provide it with fruits and meats. 
 
    The unfortunate zookeeper he had replaced had apparently been grabbed while feeding the creature and met a gruesome end. Even now, the skull of that former zookeeper could be seen in the corner of the Tam Tam’s pen. 
 
    However, the Tam Tam couldn’t threaten Sungchul any more than a slippery floor could. 
 
    Clank! 
 
    As the metal door used for feedings was opened and Sungchul headed down through the entrance, a rock about the size of an adult’s skull fell toward him. It was a trap prepared by the Tam Tam. 
 
    It might have been called a demonic beast, but its true nature was closer to that of an anthropoid. It was impossible to know how many keepers it had killed using this method. The beast would knock out the keeper with the stone, leaving the keeper just barely alive, and used sticks to claw through the bars surrounding the feeding passage to pull the keeper in to play with him. 
 
    Of course, this method wouldn’t work on Sungchul. He evaded the stone falling from his blind spot with light steps and poured the various fruits, chopped meat, and boiled grains he had brought in a wheelbarrow into the large Tam Tam’s feeding bowl, which had the name “Congo” imprinted on it. 
 
    “Ookiki!” 
 
    As though it was enraged that Sungchul didn’t fall for its trap, the Tam Tam began to rampage at the front of the pen while crying out. It was truly a vile scene. But Sungchul’s current employer, Anglo-Saxon Boy, found this Tam Tam to be extremely adorable. 
 
    Once Sungchul returned to the kitchen after feeding the Tam Tam, a certain woman greeted him with a whistle. 
 
    “The keeper this time seems to be hanging on for pretty long. At this rate, you might manage to fill up a full month.” 
 
    She could not be called young, but she was of an ambiguous age where she could be called neither old nor young. She was a woman who possessed a yellowish face with sultry eyes. Her name was Largo. It might be difficult to believe now, but she had once been Anglo’s secret lover. 
 
    She glanced over at Sungchul through the corner of her eyes before she emptied a crystal glowing with a red light into her mouth and crunched it with her teeth. 
 
    Sungchul knew exactly what the identity of the red crystal was. It was a narcotic known as the Gladiator’s Soul. 
 
    Rather than a euphoric effect, it allowed one to forget fear and terror for a long time, making it ideal to be purchased in bulk and handed out to gladiators. In truth, gladiators who had consumed the drug fought better than those who hadn’t. 
 
    But Sungchul had never touched the stuff as it was addictive. Largo already appeared to be hooked on it. Her hand holding a tobacco pipe trembled as she carried on. 
 
    “That’s great. Keep at it for as long as you can. You’ll only be able to see me return to where I’m supposed to be if you keep surviving. So, you got to suck up to me now. Who knows? Maybe I’ll prepare a good spot for you.” 
 
    She said these things like a habit. That she may be relegated to making food in the kitchen for now but that, one day, she would return to her rightful place. 
 
    However, it wouldn’t be easy. As far as Sungchul knew, Anglo was currently keeping a beautiful and younger woman as his lover, to whom Largo could not compare. 
 
    Of course, people say that outer beauty isn’t everything but finding the inner beauty of Largo, who was constantly complaining and living firmly in the past, was no easy feat. 
 
    Sungchul put Largo behind him and left the kitchen to head outside the residence. There was a bulky man dressed in armor guarding the servant’s passage. A refined appearance that didn’t suit the dirty floor. 
 
    He was a Korean-born Summoned whom people called Kimchi. With a single glance, Sungchul could already see that Kimchi was not an ordinary fellow. 
 
    He’s a Superhuman warrior at minimum. A person of such skill wouldn’t stay here as a guard. It looks like he has his own set of troubles. 
 
    In contrast to Largo, who could only speak of the past and complain, Kimchi appeared as though he wanted to befriend Sungchul. He called out to Sungchul with affection each time he approached the door. 
 
    “Going out for groceries?” 
 
    When Sungchul nodded, he held out a black leaf-shaped brooch to Sungchul. “You can’t go out without this. Always keep it on when you walk around outside. If you don’t, third-rate bullies could jump you.” 
 
    Sungchul looked blankly at the black accessory on top of the palm resembling a pot lid before attaching it to the hem of his clothes. 
 
    “Appreciate it.” 
 
    The black ribbon symbolized Anglo-Saxon Boy’s gang while assaulting those with the black leaf meant declaring war against the gang. In short, it acted as a warning for nobodies not to lay a hand on these people. 
 
    In practice, the leaf worked great. Even the noisiest pubs immediately went silent if one entered with it on. But it was ultimately a useless item to Sungchul. 
 
    Especially an eye-catching object that would draw attention was something that Sungchul had to avoid. Sungchul appreciated Kimchi’s intentions, but he took off the brooch and stuck it into his pocket as soon as he left the residence. The place he headed to now was the familiar back alley where the one-eyed information broker resided. It was annoying when he got uppity and went beyond his station, but the man’s intel was something Sungchul could rely on. 
 
    “Oh ho. You’ve come again, sir?” 
 
    Sungchul held out a silver coin toward the broker and requested the usual information. 
 
    “This information is hot off the press.” 
 
    He gave an indecipherable smile and delivered the information he had newly received from the east and north. 
 
    The intentions of the Seven Heroes were slowly beginning to reveal themselves as Sungchul expected. They, who possessed half the continent, deployed Colossi to key cities and made these territories their own. 
 
    At present, Daltanius was the only hero whose exact location was known. He held the Trowyn region that had once been the territory of Martin Breggas of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent and promised adequate rewards to draw in the scattered citizens. However, Daltanius had already died at Sungchul’s hands. The one acting as Daltanius currently should be a fake. 
 
    This one is a false lead. 
 
    There was also encouraging news. It was news regarding Vestiare, the Echo Mage. 
 
    She had appeared in the small eastern country of Ixion, which had been ruined by the Colossus, by herself and declared it the land of mages and began to gather countless mages beginning with the Followers of Calamity. 
 
    It was hard to believe, but it was said that Vestiare had managed to restore the completely ruined city of Ixion to its former state in just three days. There were rumors that this miraculous ability and her fantastical beauty were drawing countless followers even at this very moment and increasing its influence. 
 
    Ixion, eh? The small figure of a pitifully weak king, yet whose pride was comparable to the Emperor himself, lingered in Sungchul’s mind. A bitter smile slipped out unintentionally. 
 
    “In any case, what happened to Ixion’s king?” 
 
    “He is missing. There are rumors that he arrived in La Grange, but isn’t it the same thing whether he died in his own palace or within La Grange’s Great Sewers?” 
 
    “Is that so?” He spoke indifferently, but a bitter taste lingered on his tongue. 
 
    He had fought with Ixion’s king till the point he was sick of it, but it also meant that Sungchul knew the man very well. Ixion’s king tried to bring Sungchul into his family through wedlock, but he had refused as the promised girl was far too young. However, there was no bad blood between them. 
 
    “How about the princess?” 
 
    “She is also unaccounted for. Wouldn’t she have met the same fate as Ixion’s king?” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The death of the princess didn’t hit him as hard as the news of the king’s death. Not only had she inherited only the king’s bad traits, but she was a selfish person who ran amok, drunk on power, whom no one would have liked. 
 
    Are there only three places left now? Ga Xi Ong. Dragoman. Desfort. The remaining three heroes must be making their territories somewhere within the east and north. They most probably would be wielding the small bit of authority given to them with tremendous glee, but that was what Sungchul, too, desired. 
 
    Enjoy playing your game of blocks for now. The moment your castles are erected, I’ll tear them down along with you all. 
 
    However, there was one thing that bothered him. The words that the Demon King had left behind, that the true desire of the Seven Heroes was the complete annihilation of humanity. 
 
    For ones who desired the annihilation of humanity, their fixation on mere territories didn’t quite add up. If Sungchul had been in their shoes, he would have deployed all the remaining Colossi to set off for battle. However, what if their current actions were in preparation for the bigger picture behind them? Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be easy to deal with. 
 
    Sungchul felt his brain cramping as he left the broker. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 – Remnants of the Order of the Iron Blood Knights 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although half of the world had been handed off to the Calamity, and countless people were wandering aimlessly, having lost their home and country, the people in power of this world continued to preach the same message—that everything was peaceful, and nothing was wrong. However, the build-up of karmic sins that they had been accruing over the ages was bound to burst. 
 
    “This piece of shit is one of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent?” 
 
    A young man was looking down on the pitiful corpse laid out before him and mocked it. He was more childlike than youthful, but the one lying dead before him was, surprisingly, no ordinary person. 
 
    The Ninth Champion of the Continent, Dalphain the Paladin. One of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent was now lying dead with his eyes wide open and his hands clenching the dirt as though he couldn’t believe his own defeat. 
 
    This childish youth decapitated Dalphain with a single swing of his blade and raised the head for all to see. They watched the unbelievable scene with fear. 
 
    “For Dalphain the Paladin to have been defeated by an unknown swordsman.” 
 
    “No, this was a one-sided victory. It isn’t hard to see why Dalphain lost, but that strength... Could that man be the infamous Enemy of the World from the rumors?” 
 
    “Could that be true? Is that the Enemy of the World?” 
 
    The whispering crowd began to utter the name of the forbidden person among each other. 
 
    The young teenager who heard this made an expression as though it was ridiculous and muttered to himself after spitting on the ground. “Blaming that Enemy of the World again. I’m sick of it. He’s the most notorious villain just because he started causing trouble before I did. How is this fair?” 
 
    A female mage with a large veil and a warrior holding a lengthy spear were sitting wordlessly over a fountain surrounded in darkness. 
 
    When he didn’t get the reaction he expected, the teenager gave a faint smile as he turned toward the crowd and shouted again in a sharp voice. 
 
    “The era of the cowardly and weak Thirteen Champions of the Continent has passed! The powerful, the wise, and most importantly, the youthful members of the Black Registry will establish world order instead of the rotting garbage!” 
 
    The crack in the indomitable system of order that had been maintained for so long came from the east of the continent where the power of the World Parliament no longer reached. 
 
    Paladin Dalphain, one of the Thirteen Champions, had died in a duel with a nameless swordsman. But strictly speaking, the man in question was not truly a nobody but simply not yet known to the world. 
 
    The one who killed Dalphain was Angelo Rooks, a Half-Elf that had already been designated as a dangerous individual by the Thirteen Champions. 
 
    The reason he was considered dangerous was outrageous. He was excluded from the Thirteen Champions of the Continent despite his outstanding strength due to political reasons, and he was placed upon a special list of dangerous individuals known as the Black Registry for expressing his complaints about the situation. 
 
    It wasn’t just Angelo Rooks who was listed on the Black Registry. A naive warrior who believed that one could advance with just effort and ability and a mage who showcased innovative magic that was too powerful also found themselves on this registry. 
 
    The conditions for being put on the registry were simple: be more powerful than the average Champion and hold some grudge toward the current order. Anyone who met these two conditions could be placed on the registry with no restrictions and be allowed to experience true oppression. 
 
    In effect, those on the registry faced unjust oppression for a long time. But they didn’t just sit around and accepted maltreatment. As those in power continued to buy time by delaying the Calamity for over ten years, the deadly poisonous mushrooms that would kill them continued to cultivate their strength within the shadows in silence. Once one-half of the world had fallen, they wanted to break from their lengthy imprisonment and stretch their legs. 
 
    “Angelo. What’s our next objective?” The young mage wearing a large veil and glasses yawned and moved toward him. 
 
    “I’m not sure. What sounds good?” 
 
    Angelo smirked, placed Paladin Dalphain’s head on the ground, and took a few steps back before punting it like a soccer ball. The head without its body shot up toward the sky and scattered the still-warm blood onto the white stone pavement. 
 
    “Now that I think about it, that fake Emperor seemed to have done something pretty major recently in La Grange. You’ve heard about it too, Phoebe?” 
 
    The pleasantly simple-looking woman named Phoebe looked quietly toward the headless body of Dalphain and lightly lifted it with her hand. A faint aura of magic seemed to spill out from her fingertips, causing the former Champion's headless corpse to rise on its own. The corpse walked clumsily over to where its head had flown and attached the severed head to its neck. 
 
    The masses that watched this trembled or prayed, but Angelo simply smiled as he continued to speak as though he found it amusing. 
 
    “Speaking of which, how about we go wild for once?” 
 
    “At La Grange? Do you think that’s even possible? Even if the power of the Empire has diminished recently, their fleets are still intact.” 
 
    “Yea, so let’s just go wild for once! We’ll just leave the exact details to the old man Dentures. You aren’t satisfied because you’ve just managed to kill one of the washed-up Champions of the Continent, right?” 
 
    “Well, that’s not it, but—” As she replied, the corpse of the deceased Dalphain shook its head from side to side, causing it to fall on the ground. It picked the head back up and attached it back to its neck. 
 
    Angelo, who saw this scene, beamed as he continued. “The world is already doomed, so what’s to be scared of? We should enjoy ourselves before our time comes. Anyways, I’m also tired of hearing the name Enemy of the World. Let’s just shake things up so that that name doesn’t even pop into their heads anymore.” 
 
    Seven Heroes, Thirteen Champions of the Continent, and Sungchul Kim. 
 
    While the giants of the era were taking a breather, a threat that no one could have imagined was brewing within the ruins of Calamity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The nickname of Section 8 was the Human Sewers. It got its name because all kinds of people fell into this place from all parts of the world. 
 
    Mages were no exception. A promising mage from a reputable Magic Academy was among them, although the truth of the matter was something to judge for oneself. 
 
    “He lost a competition and went through a period of self-abuse before he ended in Section 8. He became unable to use magic, but the magical knowledge in his head is the real deal. However, be careful,” Sungchul was advised. 
 
    The mage that had now become a street performer surviving through deception appeared fine on the outside. He was extremely tall and had the optimistic expression of an elderly man. 
 
    He was called the Street Lamp of Section 8, and the reason Sungchul sought him was simple: to obtain a magic tome. As the third Soul Gem was freed up, the need for more variety of magic increased. 
 
    When Sungchul stated that he was looking for a magic tome, the Street Lamp squinted his eyes and looked over Sungchul carefully before speaking. 
 
    “Now that I look at you, you appear to be a Summoned. You should at least know that you need to acquire a mage class to learn magic, right?” 
 
    “I am of a mage class,” Sungchul replied briefly. 
 
    “Ah, I see. I only say this because some of the Summoned come to me to learn magic but do not have a mage class and make a fuss. They’re very tiresome people. They don’t seem to know that there are impossible things in this world, and I wouldn’t complain as much if they were young. The older ones should act their age!” 
 
    “Let’s do business,” Sungchul spoke solemnly. 
 
    Street Lamp perked up and looked over him again before making a moaning sound as though he was restraining himself from speaking before sighing. He pulled out a couple of magic tomes from his possession and laid them on the table. 
 
    Sungchul looked over the books on the table thoroughly. An offensive spell from the School of Pyromancy, an offensive support spell from the School of Cryomancy, and other popular spells from the various schools of magic were laid out. 
 
    However, there was nothing he wanted here. Sungchul spoke after looking over every book, “I’m from the School of Cosmomancy, though?” 
 
     Hearing this, Street Lamp smiled after scratching his head. “Ah, you’ve learned magic before? I have underestimated you. At first glance, I thought you’ve just recently managed to obtain the mage class.” 
 
    He pulled out a few more books from his bag. There were a few that caught his eye this time. Sungchul picked out two of the tomes: Fairy Light and mid-grade Incantation Formation. 
 
    Fairy Light was a common spell that formed a sphere of light that followed the caster. It was a useful little guy that made it, so a torch wasn’t required to explore in the dark. The other tome was on mid-grade Incantation Formation that would greatly enhance the Incantation Formations that he already had. 
 
    When Sungchul purchased both books, Street Lamp spoke as he looked at Sungchul with wide eyes, “But do you have some runes? You’re going to need a decent number of runes to use mid-grade incantations properly.” 
 
    “Aren’t runes included with the tomes? I remember that four runes came with the introductory tome.” 
 
    “You’ve missed an important detail! Introductory, mid-grade, and advanced books all contain the same runes. They are all for trap-type incantations. But it’s hard to make money from just those.” 
 
    “Hoh.” 
 
    Sungchul had thought the man to be a scammer, but it looked like he was quite knowledgeable. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re trying to use incantations for, but if you’re trying to make money from it, you might want to go to where they handle runes professionally to purchase some popular ones. There are a lot of requirements for something like a Vigilance barrier, so if you memorize it, you shouldn’t have trouble keeping food on your table. At the very least, you might be able to escape these damned Sewers and live a decent life.” 
 
    Street Lamp lit the roll of weed in his mouth and smiled bitterly as though he was reflecting on his own inability to use magic. 
 
    “Where can I buy runes?” Sungchul asked. 
 
    “There should be someone called Airfruit in the catacombs. As you can tell by the name, he claims to be an Airfruit alumnus, but he’s quite unsavory. As far as I can tell, I’m not sure if he’s even gone to a Magic Academy or if he's even literate. But he operates the largest magic shop in Section 8. Though, he doesn’t deal with just anyone.” 
 
    It was good info. However, there was a small problem—the shop’s location. 
 
    The catacomb was an underground grave filled to the brim with remains that had been there for dozens to thousands of years. And this region was the territory of one of the Triumvirate of Serpents that ruled over Section 8 within the shadows, Roxanne. 
 
    As a dominant force in the underground economy of Section 8, she reputedly possessed a careful and meticulous personality. Because of it, she didn’t permit just anyone into her territory, nor did she enter into dealings with unauthorized persons. No matter how much profit the other party could potentially net her. 
 
    How bothersome. When Sungchul looked annoyed, Street Lamp added one more thing as he put away the books he had laid out into a bag. 
 
    “I’ve heard that Roxanne was hiring these days. It’s for day laborers, but if you want to buy some runes, why not try applying for it?” 
 
    Sungchul thought that it was good information and left. When he checked the notice board, there was a notice for laborers for work relating to the catacombs posted next to a flyer for a zookeeper by Anglo-Saxon Boy. 
 
    The spot where the notice was posted seemed foreboding, considering the zookeeper position had occupational fatality regularly on a weekly basis before Sungchul arrived. His suspicions were confirmed when he visited the job broker, who informed him of the perilous nature of the work. 
 
    “No matter how strong you are, mister, you're better off not taking that job.” The one-eyed informant went straight to the point. 
 
    “Roxanne’s men often smuggled contraband through the Great Sewers, but that suddenly became impossible. The unidentified creatures appeared one day in there all of a sudden. They were a strange hybrid that wasn’t slime nor human.” 
 
    Sungchul recalled the mob of Soldiers of Salvation that tore apart the corpses while making strange cries. 
 
    The information broker continued, “Roxanne took huge losses because of those creatures blocking her smuggling route. It appears that she brought in some powerful warriors from the outside to no avail. However, she started to make a new route within the Great Sewers as a last resort as she was about to be dried up completely.” 
 
    “So, you’d just die if you encountered the creatures during construction.” 
 
    The broker nodded at Sungchul’s words. “Think about those powerful things that could even tear apart a Superhuman knight, swarming toward you en masse. Can you imagine?” 
 
    Sungchul was about to say that he could, but he suppressed the words back down his throat. “Ahem.” 
 
    In any case, Sungchul now knew of the situation. For now, I should unseal the Soul Gems while I'm under Anglo and visit Roxanne's side at some point when the opportunity arises. 
 
    Sungchul finalized his plans as he returned to Anglo’s residence. The guard called Kimchi welcomed him as always. 
 
    “Ey, why have you returned empty-handed when you said you were going grocery shopping? What happened to the black leaf?” 
 
    Sungchul placed the black leaf that he had forgotten about into Kimchi’s hand as he gifted the guard with a bag containing a cookie. 
 
    “Oh, thanks for this.” Kimchi smiled widely. 
 
    He wasn’t sure since when, but Sungchul began to gift Kimchi a snack whenever he stepped through the door. 
 
    It started by chance. Sungchul had been chewing on some snacks he had bought from the market while returning to the residence when Kimchi looked pitifully in his direction. He was eating something he wasn’t quite fond of that he had bought on a whim, so he gave it all to Kimchi instead of eating it forcefully. Of course, Kimchi was extremely happy and naturally expressed fondness of Sungchul. 
 
    “Oh, today’s a butter ring. All of these expensive snacks... I guess the zookeeper gets good pay?” 
 
    “Well, it’s enough to get by.” 
 
    In reality, the monthly wage was 20 silvers, and the cost of a butter ring was one and a half silvers. Considering the wage he received, it was quite a costly gift. 
 
    “My wife will like it very much.” 
 
    Kimchi had a happy expression while smelling the aroma of the butter ring. Sungchul, who saw this, reflected on his words. Are they newlyweds? 
 
    He had never been married personally, but he could still deduce that possibility. 
 
    “Anyways, my wife said she wanted to see your face.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Well, she wanted to see the face of the person gifting us snacks every day without fail.” 
 
    It appeared like Kimchi was trying to invite Sungchul to his home. It had been quite a while since the last time he had been invited to someone’s home. Several years, in fact. It was a rare opportunity, for Sungchul had only a few friends and a disgusting number of enemies. 
 
    It was unnecessary to think long. He happily accepted Kimchi’s invitation. 
 
    Kimchi's house was in a shabby multi-house building that was commonly seen within Section 8. Once Sungchul saw the broken entranceway, kitchen filled with scorch marks, and living room sectioned off with a curtain instead of a door, he mistakenly felt that the concept of poverty had physically manifested itself. Sungchul stared at the black clump of metal whose purpose he couldn’t determine on the blackened kitchen floor. 
 
    This was beyond imagination. 
 
    Despite an appearance like that of a hobo, Sungchul had lived a very luxurious life. He only ate the best of foods, and contrary to what his outerwear might suggest, his socks and underwear were made of the highest quality silk, purchased in bulk and kept in his Soul Storage. Although the space Sungchul was staying in was quite humble, it couldn’t be compared to Kimchi’s home since Sungchul’s home was part of the glamorous residence of Anglo-Saxon Boy. His assigned room was a corner room, but even the quality of the basic finishing material was incomparable. 
 
    In any case, he could hear the sound of a woman coughing who had noticed their presence as they entered. A young woman pushed aside the curtain that separated the front entrance and the living room and finally showed herself. 
 
    “Oppa, you’ve arrived?” 
 
    It was quite the pretty face. Sungchul showed a slight bit of surprise the moment he saw her. That woman is… 
 
    The most surprised one was the woman. “Y-you’re the… from the Summoning Palace…” 
 
    Kimchi’s wife was Sunghae Bae. The nominee who had held Sungchul in great contempt back in the Summoning Palace. Sungchul still remembered it well. With just her pretty face, she had behaved like a queen bee among the chosen from the Summoning Palace. However, that was before her childish and selfish actions led to her being isolated and eventually to her having to request help from Sungchul, whom she had hated the most. 
 
    It was a strange thing. To be selected within the Palace meant she had powerful connections within the Other World. But even one of the selected had ended up leading a pitiful life within the Human Sewers. 
 
    Sungchul eventually guessed the reason. Now that I think about it, this woman was sponsored by the Order of the Iron Blood Knights. 
 
    The Order of the Iron Blood Knights, who once defended the Frontlines Demon Realm, were annihilated along with the Sixth Champion of the Continent, Martin Breggas. 
 
    In some ways, it might be a miracle that she could continue living within the Human Sewers. Sungchul felt he now knew a little bit about Kimchi’s identity, which had been surrounded by a veil of mystery. 
 
    He must have been an Iron Blood Knight. Most likely, he was part of the minority that opposed Sungtek’s decision, seeing as he isn’t a Demon. But it would be difficult to find alternative employment as a knight after being associated with a disgraced order. 
 
    The Order of the Iron Blood Knights made deals with the Devils. Martin Breggas and his underhanded schemes had been the cause of the incident. But as always, people only looked at the results. 
 
    As Sungchul remained silent, Sunghae had already put the awkwardness behind her and moved to prepare a meal. 
 
    “Now, let’s go on in. It’s a humble place, but this is still a home where people live.” 
 
    Sungchul entered the living room where the young couple lived together. Inside was nicer than the kitchen and front entrance, but hints of poverty were everywhere. Sungchul entered the room and sat awkwardly, as Sunghae quickly brought out some alcohol and then some food soon after. It appeared to be pan-fried mystery grass pancakes seasoned with vegetables in a simple manner and rice wine made with wheat. The food tasted god awful. 
 
    [The score of this food is… 3 points!] 
 
    [Did they consider this as food when they served it?] 
 
    It had been a while since Sungchul agreed with the Chef Class’s critique. On the other hand, the alcohol was tolerable. Sungchul set his chopsticks down and sipped on the alcohol. 
 
    Kimchi, who noticed this, made a comment, “Isn’t the wine decent? I summoned up the courage to buy it.” 
 
    “Did you make it yourself?” 
 
    Kimchi shook his head at Sungchul’s question. “There is a market operated by people from Korea. I bought it there.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded, and his thoughts continued from before. Those from the Order of the Iron Blood Knights must have filtered down here. 
 
    The territory ruled by the Order of the Iron Blood Knights was now unoccupied. It is said that the majority of the knight’s order had died during the battle with Martin, but nothing was known about their families or people that lived there. 
 
    That many people could not have all died, so Sungchul had believed they had left for somewhere else. A few must have ended up flowing down to the Human Sewers. 
 
    To think that the Order of the Iron Blood Knights, who once looked down on the Human Empire, has fallen this far. 
 
    Everyone was unanimous in this one belief: If the leader of the Order of the Iron Blood Knights, Sungtek Cho, had not tried to resolve the Calamity on his own by causing conflict with the Devils, then the Order would still be a major force in the northern region. 
 
    Sungtek had not been included among the Thirteen Champions of the Continent, but it would be a grave error to say he was lacking in comparison to them. Sungtek had declined the position on his own, as it meant entering the fold under what was mostly controlled by the Human Empire. 
 
    Unfortunately, it turned out to be the wrong move. The Order finally declined after relentless isolation, and those left behind led impoverished lives. The ones that had wanted to hoard the glory of standing against the Calamity only ended up giving strength to the infrastructure represented by the World Parliament and the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. 
 
    As they continued tipping their wine bottles wordlessly, Sunghae entered the room. She pushed the curtain aside before peeking at Sungchul, finding a place beside Kimchi, and whispering something in his ear. Kimchi smiled wide before turning back to Sunghae. 
 
    “You want to eat that again? Fine. I’ll go buy it.” 
 
    He must have been weak to alcohol as the fairly drunk Kimchi was smiling giddily as he rose. He told Sungchul to wait a moment before leaving the room. Kimchi didn’t know it himself, but he was using rather quick movements as though he was flying out. In the end, only Sungchul and Sunghae were left in the room. 
 
    “Truthfully, I’m a bit taken back… sir,” Sunghae spoke first, but her eyes were looking elsewhere. She was obviously uncomfortable. 
 
    “I don’t mind if you speak comfortably,” Sungchul spoke calmly while Sunghae rolled her eyes before looking at him again. 
 
    “It looked like you were going to make something of yourself when I saw you at the Summoning Palace, but you also ended up here? I heard you’re a Tam Tam trainer?” 
 
    She held back her laughter as she chewed on a meat jerky on the table. 
 
    “Tam Tam... Ahram Park... Alamo…” With a tone of nostalgia, she spoke names that had once been a source of terror in the past. 
 
    “I thought I would be a flowering rose after graduating from that place. I thought I would be able to cast away my pitiful life. Live a new life as I stepped into the Golden City.” 
 
    “How did you end up down here?” He suspected most of the story, but Sungchul asked while feigning ignorance. 
 
    Sunghae groaned a bit before pouring some of the rice wine that Kimchi had been drinking and downing it in one shot. 
 
    “The Order of the Iron Blood Knights collapsed. All because of Breggas or some bitch by that name. Beginning with the head captain, the knights forged a contract with the Devils, and even my uncle, whom I relied on, died in the scuffle… and well, I ended up here.” 
 
    “You’ve still managed to avoid the worst of it.” Sungchul looked outside as he spoke. He thought of Kimchi. 
 
    Sunghae seemed to have read between the lines and sighed as she spoke, “He’s a good man.” 
 
    Her one sentence contained complicated emotions in a depressed tone. 
 
    Sungchul didn’t speak anymore. The awkward silence trudged on heavily. Sunghae seemed to have felt the heavy atmosphere and eventually shifted the topic of the conversation. 
 
    “Do you remember Woojung Kim?” 
 
    “Woojung? Who was that?” 
 
    “The person that fought with us during the Pac Man Rule.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Woojung became quite popular in the city, doing some amazing puppeteering. Putting on a puppet show with just a few strings without using marionette magic seems to have attracted a good bit of attention.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Woojung usually goes around Sections 6 and 7 putting on shows. Try to go watch if you get the chance.” 
 
    “If I get the chance.” 
 
    Both experienced the same thing, but the memory’s impact was different for them. Everything Sunghae had experienced within the Summoning Palace had been etched clearly into her mind, but it was a blurry lump close to the edge of imagination for Sungchul. He could only respond in this lukewarm manner because of it. 
 
    Kimchi, what’s taking so long? As Sungchul was starting to feel bored, Sunghae suddenly perked up as if she remembered something and spoke up. 
 
    “Ah, oh right. I saw that lady.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I’m talking about Ahmuge. Ahmuge. That woman really got far in this world. I don’t know who she managed to get her claws into with her plain-looking face, but I saw her get off a fancy airship with a young general.” 
 
    Sungchul’s face grew stiff. Sunghae, who noticed, looked surprised. 
 
    “Weren’t you two close? 
 
    Sungchul emptied his drink at her question and then calmly replied, “... The only things close to me are death and solitude.” 
 
    Bertelgia suddenly shook violently from her pocket when he made his declaration. Sungchul was surprised by her sudden vibration, but he had a good idea why she reacted this way. This kid. 
 
    He was spot on. Bertelgia got goosebumps hearing what he said. Sungchul’s face blushed a bit, and Sunghae, who noticed this as well, couldn’t keep from laughing. 
 
    "You somehow didn't change a bit.” 
 
    “People don’t change so easily.” Sungchul rose from his seat. 
 
    “Leaving already? My husband isn’t back yet.” Sunghae looked a bit surprised and rose with him. 
 
    Sungchul held up his hand and spoke reassuringly. “It’s not something for a guest to do, but seeing as we ran into each other after such a long time, it must be a fate of sorts. So, I want to show off my skill for once.” 
 
    In reality, it was because the air in the room was too heavy for him. Sungchul flapped his coat open as he stated his excuse, but his coat didn’t open properly. Bertelgia had popped out of her pocket at some point and held his coat jacket with her covers so that it wouldn’t flutter open. 
 
    Why is this kid so grumpy? Sungchul, who had missed the natural timing, just passed through the curtain to enter the humble kitchen. Sungchul whispered to Bertelgia, “Why are you doing this, Bertelgia?” 
 
    “Just because,” Bertelgia replied obtusely and slipped back into her pocket. 
 
    Could it be? Did she reach puberty? Sungchul thought as much before bringing out a sack from his Soul Storage. It was filled with various spices stolen from the Imperial Botanical Garden. Sungchul pulled a few things out before looking toward the ingredients laid out in the kitchen. A bit of flour, a bit of rice, stale bread, and an unidentifiable dried fish. The only fresh vegetables were dirt-covered chives in a basket. The ingredients were abysmal, but it was at least good that there were the bare necessities to scrape together a meal despite their impoverished conditions. 
 
    Sungchul took rice and powder of Fox Tongue and soaked it in water before going outside. Just in time, Kimchi was approaching the home with a bunch of something. Looking at his hands, he must have visited a confectionary store. 
 
    “Ey! Zookeeper friend, where are you going?” Kimchi spoke with wide eyes. 
 
    “Didn’t I say before? I cook much better than Largo. I just wanted to show off my skills.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? But making a guest cook is…” 
 
    “It’s fine to leave it to me. In any case, what’s with the snacks?” 
 
    “Ah, my wife doesn’t have much of an appetite these days. She doesn’t seem to be able to eat normal meals nowadays, so I bought these. I can’t do anything else other than this for now, so…” A darkness crept up Kimchi’s face as he spoke. 
 
    Sungchul, who saw this, spoke reassuringly, “Don’t eat that before my food is done, or you’ll regret it.” 
 
    Extravagant fragrances began to spread from the previously destitute home. The smell was so amazing that people passing by began to stand around the house to sniff the air. 
 
    Sungchul held the searing hot iron pan with thick gloves as he brought it into the room under the watchful gaze of the young couple. Sunghae and Kimchi waited with bated breath for the lid to be opened as they smelled the exotic captivating fragrance leaking from within the pan. 
 
    Finally, Sungchul opened the lid without flair. Golden rice opened up like a harvest field underneath the chicken, pig, and shrimp, meats of the land, sea, and air. 
 
    “Is this a paella?” Sunghae recognized the dish in a single glance. 
 
    Sungchul silently nodded. Sunghae had a look of innocent curiosity as she scooped some of Sungchul’s dish into her mouth. The sound of Kimchi swallowing his drool resonated within the cramped room. 
 
    “Delicious!” 
 
    Sunghae’s eyes sparkled, and Sungchul only watched her reaction with a neutral expression. 
 
    “You also put in some saffron?” She threw out a question after another tasting. Sungchul nodded once again. 
 
    “A relative of the saffron.” 
 
    “But how did you get such a precious spice?” 
 
    “I’ll leave the answer to your imagination.” 
 
    No matter how close they were, he couldn’t tell them with his own mouth that he was the culprit behind emptying the Imperial Botanical Gardens. Sungchul turned to speak to Kimchi, who was just holding his spoon in his hand while holding back his drool. 
 
    “What are you doing not eating?” 
 
    “I’ll eat after my wife has her fill.” 
 
    “I’ll make some more if you want more. Don’t hold back and have a bite.” 
 
    Sungchul scooped some of his own dish with a large spoon and carefully scrutinized it. 
 
    [The score of this dish is… 81 points!] 
 
    [Truly Amazing!] 
 
    A faint smile formed on Sungchul’s lips. 
 
    After their meal, Sungchul and Kimchi stepped out of the house to watch the setting sun. Kimchi held a cigarette in his mouth as he spoke. 
 
    “I wanted to serve you but ended up getting served again.” 
 
    “Don’t mind it.” 
 
    “I just can’t figure you out. Actually, the real reason I called you here was to say goodbye.” Kimchi looked at the setting sun while speaking with sorrow. 
 
    “Goodbye?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Within a Carbuncle’s Dream through the Fog Guide, the 4th Carbuncle with the name CarCarBung laid out a clump of wool in front of Sungchul’s group and requested them to knit it before him. Sungchul knew how to sew, but he didn’t know how to knit. Of course, he utilized the usual method. 
 
    “Bertelgia, it’s time to earn your keep.” 
 
    Bertelgia was naturally left with the duty of taking care of this Carbuncle’s task as well. Thankfully, although Bertelgia was lost for a bit before getting accustomed to the knitting, she began to knit in earnest on an armchair, unlike Sungchul. Sungchul looked toward the exotic scenery while Bertelgia labored away, sitting in a rocking chair and slowly closed his eyes. As he sat down to rest, what Kimchi had just said naturally popped into his mind. A small sigh escaped his lips. Kimchi and Sunghae were driven to the worst of conditions. If left like this, a pitiful end was all that waited for them. They were people unrelated to him, but he couldn’t help but feel sorry for them in the corner of his mind. 
 
    Bertelgia, who was busily knitting with her hands, suddenly spoke, “You sure it’s okay just to do nothing but watch them? It’s not like you don’t know them at all, and it looked like you had some connection with them, though briefly.” 
 
    She put down her needles and asked, but when she did, the Carbuncle watching her placed its cute paw on top of her feet. It meant for her to keep going. 
 
    Bertelgia bit her lower lip slightly as she glared at the Carbuncle but continued to knit again while peeking at Sungchul. 
 
    He didn’t have any particular expression as usual, but he seemed to be in deep thought. Bertelgia recognized this and spoke with a smile, “Why don’t you earn your keep as well?” 
 
    “My keep, eh?” 
 
    As though reveling in the words he would always use, he began to rub his chin and fell into deep thought. 
 
    As he walked, Sungchul contemplated what occurred in Kimchi’s home. Kimchi finished his meal and scratched his head as he revealed plans he had worked on for a long time. 
 
    “You see, I agreed to work under Roxanne.” 
 
    “Roxanne? You’re talking about Roxanne, the smuggler?” 
 
    Kimchi nodded and continued talking. “It is comfortable working under Anglo, but he pays too little. If I knew this was the case, I should have been a keeper like you. Honestly, I can easily suppress something like a Tam Tam.” 
 
    “What kind of work would you be doing under Roxanne?” 
 
    Sungchul recalled Roxanne’s “Help Wanted” ad he saw before. The job was possibly the most dangerous within all of La Grange. To that point, it might be preferable to become a gladiator instead. At least in a gladiatorial battle, they control your odds of victory enough to be worth it for people to bet money on the outcome. But against the Soldiers of Salvation beneath the earth, the rate of victory could very well be zero. 
 
    Sungchul’s feeling of dread was right on target. 
 
    “These days, Roxanne is working to make a new route within the sewers, and I will be posted as a guard to protect the laborers. I was already tested in front of Roxanne, and she offered quite a big payday. I haven’t received it yet, but I’ll treat you when I do.” 
 
    “That is the one job you should never do.” 
 
    Sungchul spoke without a doubt. The result was too obvious. 
 
    “It’s much too dangerous.” 
 
    However, it looked as though Sungchul’s words hurt Kimchi since his facial expression changed. Kimchi’s pleasantly smiling face changed to a serious one Sungchul had never seen before. 
 
    “I might be working as a guard under some gang boss like Anglo, but I am much stronger than you think. I’m only here because something happened!” 
 
    In Kimchi’s expression was a burning determination to leave this place and have a better life, but Sungchul believed that Kimchi was making the wrong choice. 
 
    He’s young and talented, but this man lacks the experience, Sungchul thought to himself. 
 
    All in all, it didn’t matter to Sungchul whether the man lived or died. Sungchul had given Kimchi a warning. Whether he listened was up to him. 
 
    Sungchul left the matter at that and continued to ask for the reason behind Kimchi’s choice. 
 
    “For what reason are you wanting to take such a risk?” 
 
    Kimchi put forth an answer Sungchul did not expect at all. “My wife is pregnant.” 
 
    Sungchul’s eyes trembled slightly. This situation was likely the worst possible calamity to befall a family. 
 
    Known to all, the Curse of Extinction acted as the harbinger of Calamity. The curse swept across the world, killing every child and left every sentient creature effectively sterile. 
 
    However, there were still rare cases of pregnancy, and it was such a curse that it might even be called a divine punishment. As they grew, children carrying the Curse the Extinction transferred the curse to their mother. 
 
    Sungchul had once witnessed a child and mother slowly wither away from the curse right before his eyes. It was a pitiful experience he did not wish to relive. Although it was not the main reason why Sungchul had chosen to abandon the role of Imperial Commander in Chief to take on the title of the Enemy of the World instead, the experience was traumatic enough to completely change his views on the Calamity. 
 
    When Sungchul fell silent, Kimchi put his hand on Sungchul’s shoulder and spoke in a cheerful voice. 
 
    “It’s not that bad. She’s still at the beginning stages of the pregnancy, and I can save her if I get the medication at the right time. The only issue is the medicine is fucking expensive.” 
 
    “There’s medication?” Sungchul spoke with complete disbelief. To produce medicine for sickness brought on by the Calamity was not possible. At the very least, it wasn’t so when Sungchul lived in La Grange. 
 
    “It’s not as though there are no options, but it is only possible with money!” 
 
    Kimchi spoke with confidence he would show Sungchul the special location once the money was ready. In any case, this was not the most important matter at hand. Sungchul wasn’t a prophet, but the fate of Kimchi and Sunghae was all but too clear in Sungchul’s eyes. Because of this, Sungchul looked clearly uncomfortable as he returned to his own room. 
 
    Bertelgia’s urging for Sungchul “to earn his own keep” led him to Roxanne, the smuggler. After seeing her poster, several people were loitering around the catacomb entrance of Roxanne's hideout. Their expressions weren’t very bright as even these people heard something was going on in the underground sewers from vague rumors. However, the pay offered gathered people here as workers despite such dangers. 
 
    “You all must have come despite the rumors.” 
 
    Roxanne was a middle-aged woman with a decisive and cool demeanor. She wasn’t large, but her natural disposition and temperament prevented most men from even sharing their business cards. 
 
    Sungchul thought Roxanne was more suited for the boss role than Anglo upon first sight. A force of nature. 
 
    Not only that, she dealt with money thoroughly without deception, contrary to smuggler stereotypes. This led Sungchul to believe she must have dealt more often with larger deals rather than smaller ones. What Sungchul liked the most about her was how she did not even attempt to lie about things that would easily be exposed. 
 
    “The rumors are true. Two more died yesterday, and those that don’t want to die should just head back out the door and leave. Go find other work.” 
 
    Of course, Sungchul and five others remained. Someone calling himself the task leader appeared to lead them into the catacombs. Sungchul could finally see the catacombs that he had heard so much about. True to the name, it was a space stacked tall with skeletons and surrounded by walls. 
 
    The size looks smaller than the Nahak race of the Avian Kingdom, but the density is much higher. Might be that there are many more skeletons here than over there. 
 
    Sungchul moved past the catacombs with the eerie atmosphere and finally entered the Great Sewers. In the distance, the strange cries of the Soldiers of Salvation could be heard. 
 
    “Urooooh…” 
 
    “Urooooh…” 
 
    A few laborers who heard these cries fled quickly, and the task leader did not go after them. Instead, he looked over the remaining men and urged them to leave if they wished to do so. 
 
    “Of course, I won’t give you any coin if you leave now, but nothing is more valuable than your own lives.” 
 
    On the other hand, Roxanne, who had followed them to the entrance of the Great Sewers, looked over them and spoke warmly, “Just run if there’s something even slightly amiss. I’m saying focus on making sure you don’t get yourself killed. It’ll be a problem if there’s a corpse on our trade route.” 
 
    Roxanne left, and the work began. The work consisted of creating safe zones by putting up a fence to prevent the unidentified creatures from entering some parts of the Great Sewers. The work must have been going on for a while because a considerably lengthy safe route had already been built. Several single-wheeled wheelbarrows and large quantities of materials were laid out at the end of the path, along with two mercenaries wielding large swords who waited for the laborers. 
 
    “Now, let’s get started. I’ll blow the whistle if something seems fishy. If you hear the whistle, drop whatever you were doing and just crawl back into the safe zone. If you happen to leave a corpse in the tunnel, then we’ll have to deal with the headache of the monsters loitering in the vicinity for the rest of the day.” 
 
    The work began under the order of the task leader. Sungchul took the task of moving the steel materials. The creatures simply cried out from a distance but did not attack. As the laborers continued their work, the two men stationed as sentries stood like statues at the worksite’s outer region to listen for any noise. 
 
    This must be the job Kimchi took. 
 
    Sungchul approached the mercenaries during his break. Sungchul had prepared expensive spirits and marijuana as gifts. He even handed over some money to the wholesome man who was both a nondrinker and nonsmoker in order to obtain some information. 
 
    “The creatures are mostly residing below the grounds of the upper districts. The ones that appear here in Section 8 are stragglers separated from the group. I don’t really know it that well, but the creature seems to behave similarly to wild Homunculi. They seem to torment and chase out the weak among them.” 
 
    “Who are these creatures getting orders from? Not sure. I’ve never thought about it. In the beginning, Boss Roxanne got some mercenaries together from various regions who went and had a real fight with the creatures. Still, I’ve never gotten the feeling they were organized. No one knows what the creatures in the upper districts are.” 
 
    Even if it was vague, it was all important information to Sungchul. Sungchul had passed through the upper districts when he arrived at La Grange. After all, the old part of town along the outer wall was right next to Section 2. Sungchul had seen what definitely looked like Soldiers of Salvation. The creatures the mercenaries were referring to that were guarding the higher sections. This information meant this section of the underground was not as dangerous as below Section 2. From the sound of it, the fierce battle that Roxanne attempted with a large group of mercenaries was against merely three of the creatures. The mercenary group barely managed to kill one of them after over ten mercenaries had been killed in the effort. 
 
    In that case, this situation may be resolved much more easily than Sungchul had expected. Sungchul quietly snuck away from his workplace during his work hours and explored the sewers himself. The lax atmosphere was a stark contrast to when he had found the Soldiers of Salvation around every corner in Section 2. 
 
    Sungchul followed the cries of the creatures that could be heard from a distance. There were two of them bitten and torn all over their bodies. 
 
    “Ugh… I don’t like those things.” 
 
    Somehow these hideous creatures appeared even more hideous than others. 
 
    “You told me to earn my keep, right?” Fal Garaz appeared in his hand. The Soldiers of Salvation, making such strange cries within the darkness, discovered Sungchul and raised their lengthy bodies. Soon, Sungchul had left behind two flattened, unrecognizable corpses and began to examine his surroundings. Are there any more soldiers? 
 
    He could feel some sort of presence in the distance, but it didn’t appear to be the creatures. Rather, the presence felt more human. As Sungchul’s objective was the Soldiers of Salvation, he didn’t pay any mind to their presence as they were coming his way regardless of whether he minded them or not. 
 
    Sungchul circled the sewers once before arriving back at the “workplace”. Sungchul was scolded by the task leader the moment he saw him. 
 
    “Hey, where did you go? I thought you died!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I had to poop real bad.” 
 
    “You want to get killed pooping? Get back to work!” 
 
    Sungchul started up his work again in silence but soon told the task leader that he could not work anymore. He was already done with what he had come here to do. 
 
    “I don’t think I can work because of a stomachache.” 
 
    “You won’t get paid for today.” 
 
    “I have no complaints.” 
 
    As Sungchul was bothering the task leader, the presence that Sungchul had felt a while back had revealed itself. One man and one woman. A blond-haired young man with a sword, and a female mage with a large veil wearing glasses. 
 
    Sungchul could feel a strange aura around the two. They both appeared to be around their twenties. Their appearance could not be much older than that. Who are these people? 
 
    They were definitely no ordinary people. More than anything, the object in the young man’s hand was not simple. In his hand was the bluish head of the Soldier of Salvation with its zipper-like eyes. 
 
    “This is one hell of a place. La Grange that is. These creatures I had never seen or heard of are living here. Isn’t that right, Phoebe?” 
 
    “Stop complaining. Wasn’t it you that wanted to come here, Angelo?” 
 
    The pair that had come from within the sewers walked confidently toward where Sungchul was. The mercenaries didn’t dare impede their path. 
 
    The unexpected guests weren’t Soldiers of Salvation, and the head of one of the creatures held by the young man named Angelo had shocked the mercenaries. 
 
    What is this? The two of them managed to kill a creature that took a dozen mercenaries to take down? 
 
    Angelo approached the mercenaries and dropped the head before asking in a cheery voice. “Ey, do we go this way to reach La Grange?” 
 
    When a mercenary managed to nod finally, the teenager smirked and headed toward the tunnel. The female mage wearing a large veil bowed emotionlessly before following behind him. 
 
    As the unwelcomed guests entered the tunnel, the task leader ran over to the mercenaries and whispered into their ears, “What are you doing? Stop them!” 
 
    The mercenaries finally moved to catch up with the strangers upon the order of the task leader, as no one could know what the strangers would do once they entered the catacombs. Sungchul simply watched them from a corner with dispassionate eyes. 
 
    Judging from their demeanor and atmosphere, they seem to be quite strong individuals. 
 
    Their exact abilities could only be properly determined after facing off against them. But they approximately seemed to be capable of easily taking one of the lower seats of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. 
 
    It’s already been ten years since the Thirteen Champions of the Continent were formed. They were left complacent for too long. It’s about time new powerhouses appeared. 
 
    As he had already decided to quit his work mid-way, Sungchul followed after them. He discovered that an unruly group was standing in the way. Among the group, Roxanne was standing with her arms crossed with a long cigarette in her mouth. She asked for their purpose in coming here. 
 
    Ordinary people might have felt afraid of Roxanne’s gang that held some degree of power, but Angelo only replied with mocking laughter. 
 
    “Just for fun. This is my first time in La Grange.” 
 
    Roxanne might have been just a smuggler, but she also had a discerning eye for people. He smells dangerous. 
 
    Roxanne let the unwelcomed guests pass through the catacombs unchallenged. The mysterious pair did not cause any problems. They quietly passed through the catacombs filled with skulls and did not share in many conversations. They only shared a brief bit of conversation as they entered the stone chamber filled with skulls. 
 
    “Hey, Phoebe. This place is filled with toys that you love so much.” 
 
    The bespectacled female mage did not confirm nor deny the young man’s words, and the mysterious pair passed through the catacombs and disappeared to the streets of La Grange. 
 
    Sungchul watched them disappear with callous eyes. 
 
    “Do they bother you?” Bertelgia asked. 
 
    “A bit.” 
 
    However, Sungchul withdrew all his attention from the pair. If they’re that strong, there is bound to be news sooner or later as long as they aren’t hiding their strength like me. 
 
    Nevertheless, he had accomplished what he set out to do. He cleansed the sewers of the lingering Soldiers of Salvation, and Kimchi would be safe. At the very least, for a little while. 
 
    Sungchul shoved his hands into his coat pockets before heading down the empty streets. An indifferent moon shone down upon his back as he walked the lonely streets. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 – Letter of God 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month passed quickly. The eve of winter had passed, and it was now midwinter. The most obvious symbol of winter, snow, had yet to fall, but even building interiors were cold enough to make people’s breath frosty. A clear enough reminder of what season it was for even the most oblivious individuals. 
 
    A distasteful scene was unfolding in the yard. Anglo-Saxon Boy had a traitor tied to a column and was laying down the law. While his subordinates watched, Anglo-Saxon Boy flogged the man with a whip. The skin tore away while blood splattered everywhere. The eyes of the man had rolled back into his head, and the man had gone limp with his back bent inwards like a shrimp. Anglo-Saxon Boy handed off the man to another subordinate while issuing a warning to the rest of them. 
 
    “The Emperor of La Grange may be William Quinton Marlboro, but the “Emperor” of Section 8 is Anglo-Saxon Boy. Don’t ever forget this because you won’t know who’ll be tied to the rack next time.” 
 
    Anglo-Saxon Boy gestured at a man standing in the corner amidst the cold atmosphere. 
 
    “You! Drag that thing away and feed it to the monkey.” 
 
    The man the gang leader looked at was Sungchul. The most dangerous man, known as the Enemy of the World, was silently obeying the orders of a mere gang leader without any words of protest. Sungchul dragged the corpse off the rack’s frame and loaded it onto a single-wheeled wheelbarrow. 
 
    “Now that I think of it, that son of a bitch stuck around for quite a bit.” 
 
    Anglo-Saxon Boy enjoyed making up nicknames, but he didn’t usually name the Tam Tam keeper. It would be a waste of his sensibilities to stick a nickname onto someone who wasn’t expected to live longer than a week, but this time was different. 
 
    “How about Energizer?” 
 
    While Anglo-Saxon Boy contemplated over Sungchul’s nickname, Sungchul dragged the corpse away and lightly threw it into the Tam Tam’s cage. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    When the corpse landed, the Tam Tam revealed its form from the shadows. The giant monkey had been playing with a former keeper’s skull and moved toward the steel grating while pounding on the cage with his fists and making intimidating noises. 
 
    “Ookiki! Ookiki!” 
 
    To a grotesque demonic beast that made a hobby of killing his keepers, Sungchul was a thorn in the beast’s side. Ultimately, he squeezed several ideas from his primitive mind in order to kill him, but his efforts were too easily thwarted. More than anything, the Tam Tam was bothered by Sungchul’s apathy and complete lack of fear toward itself. 
 
    “Grrrrr…” 
 
    The Tam Tam bared yellow teeth toward Sungchul, who was passing by with complete indifference. It was the greatest form of aggression that the Tam Tam could show, but a small fry such as a Tam Tam could never catch Sungchul’s attention. 
 
    The Safety Tunnel should slowly be drawing to a finish. Sungchul had been covertly sneaking around the Section 8 sewers to clean up the straggling Soldiers of Salvation the past month. It was a great boon that there was an entrance to the Great Sewers beside the Tam Tam cage. Sungchul had familiarized himself with the layout of the Great Sewers while passing by the Tam Tam cage, and it reached the point where he knew the web-like maze of the Section 8 underground like the back of his hand. Once he had memorized the layout, his work continued without trouble. 
 
    Thanks to his secret efforts, the extension of the Safety Tunnel that Roxanne was trying to construct within the Great Sewers was reaching its final stages and almost complete. If the final stages were complete, nothing more would endanger Kimchi. 
 
    Clank! Clank! 
 
    As the Tam Tam’s cage shook violently, it began to make squeaking noises. Sungchul, who had completely forgotten about the creature’s existence, finally turned around after hearing the metal screech. The Tam Tam was shaking its cage left and right while baring its fangs toward Sungchul. When it finally made eye contact with Sungchul, it roared as if waiting for that moment. 
 
    “Kuwaaaaa!” 
 
    The roar was loud enough to make the entire estate tremble, but of course, Sungchul did not mind it. He turned away and continued to where he had been walking. Beyond the Tam Tam habitat was the estate’s kitchen. The supervisor of that kitchen was Largo, and she reached out to Sungchul with a look of concern when he walked in. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him? That monkey… is he in heat?” 
 
    “I think he just doesn’t like me.” Sungchul took a gourd and scooped out water to drink from a pot in the kitchen’s center. 
 
    Largo observed Sungchul with crossed arms until she spoke with a strange smile on her face. “In any case, you’ve managed to survive another month. Congratulations.” 
 
    “I don’t really think it’s worth celebrating.” 
 
    “Dry as always. Didn’t I say this before? You should be nicer to me if you want to move ahead in life.” 
 
    It looked as though she was about to start her spiel about finding his place in life, so Sungchul hurried to leave. However, Largo wasn’t about to let him go this time. She moved with brisk steps to block his path and continued with a confident expression on her face. 
 
    “Don’t you think there’s something different about me?” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t even have an inkling of desire to reply. More than anything, he never bothered to observe her in much detail. It might have been different had she been good at cooking, but Sungchul, who had no interest in women, would have more difficulty determining what may have changed in a woman’s appearance than to resolve every Calamity by the end of the day. However, an unmistakable change had caught Sungchul’s normally dull eyes. The rail-thin stomach of Largo had become round. Sungchul’s eyes shook. 
 
    “Could it be…?” 
 
    “Yep… that guess is right. I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Largo nodded with a bright smile. Her haggard face overlapped with Sunghae’s face. Their situations were similar, but acceptance of her situation and Sunghae’s was not the same. 
 
    Did she finally go mad? Sungchul thought to himself. 
 
    This was a woman barely sustaining herself after many struggles with drug addiction and a poor self-image. He had believed that it wouldn’t be weird for her to cause trouble, but even he couldn’t imagine that things would lead to this. 
 
    Largo enjoyed Sungchul’s fresh reaction that she had never seen before speaking boastfully. “It’s Daisuke’s kid.” 
 
    “Daisuke?” 
 
    “It’s Anglo-Saxon Boy’s real name. About five months ago, he got stupid drunk and found me in my room. He embraced me, and it was truly a passionate night after so long.” 
 
    “I don’t remember asking for the details?” 
 
    “Didn’t I say it before? I knew I would turn that man’s heart around.” 
 
    Largo said as such before pulling a red crystal from a pouch and was about to inhale it. It was the Gladiator’s Soul she had been habitually using, but this time she stopped herself. 
 
    “Oh my, look at me now. This isn’t good for the kid.” 
 
    She stuck the red crystal back into her pouch. 
 
    Sungchul replied while indifferently looking at her still-beautiful hands tremble from withdrawal symptoms. “You. Do you know what kind of situation you are in now?” 
 
    “Of course. Fortune has finally found me.” 
 
    “You’re speaking nonsense. Are you really telling me that you’re unaware of what bearing a child means in this era?” 
 
    “Oh my, it’s the first time I’ve seen you react like this. You finally look like a better man now that you’re getting all riled up like this.” 
 
    Largo snickered as she spoke, and Sungchul could no longer find any reason to talk about this further. She’s gone completely crazy. 
 
    “You just thought that I was completely crazy just now, right?” 
 
    Largo held the less-dangerous pipe in her mouth before speaking. When Sungchul looked at her, she lit the pipe and smiled. 
 
    “I’m not that stupid. Even though I can’t read or do math.” 
 
    “That’s what stupid means!” Bertelgia couldn’t contain herself and burst out with a retort. 
 
    “Huh? What’s that noise just now?” 
 
    Largo checked her surroundings, hearing the sudden voice of a little girl, but Sungchul didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Is it because I stopped taking Gladiator’s Soul? I’m even hearing things now… anyways, there’s a reason I’m so confident. I’m going to have the kid.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy. I’ll obviously avoid the Curse of Extinction to have the kid.” 
 
    “Avoid the Curse of Extinction? Just how are you going to avoid the divine punishment that kings and nobles couldn’t avoid?” Sungchul asked. 
 
    Of course, he didn’t believe a word Largo was saying, but he wanted to confirm just what she had such faith in. 
 
    Just what gave her such confidence in what she was saying? 
 
    “It’s a bit troublesome to spill this… can you keep a secret?” 
 
    Sungchul nodded at her question, and finally, Largo checked her fortune before speaking with a serious tone. “The Order of Extinction. A healer at the Order of Extinction has the answer.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Order of Extinction. It was the secret society of people that have worshiped the Enemy of the World as their messiah. Meeting these people was one of Sungchul’s reasons for coming here, this group that was selling out his own name. 
 
    However, he couldn’t find any clues leading to them after having arrived in La Grange. The recent suppression of these people had come too oppressively, and those associated with the group had all gone into hiding. Even his information broker was claiming that they were no more. However, the Order of Extinction still existed within La Grange. The former queen of the back alleys, Largo, knew where they were. 
 
    “I’m only bringing you along because you asked so nicely.” 
 
    As opposed to her usual shabby casual attire as a chef, Largo was in a fancy dress adorned with enough countless baubles to catch plenty of attention from those passing by. Her face that could be faintly seen through the wedding veil was thick with makeup. 
 
    As opposed to how she was at the estate, she was very much still playing the role. She was no longer riding on a gaudy cart like before and was forced to walk the dirty streets with her own feet, but there weren’t many who didn’t know that the woman beneath that black dress was the woman of the infamous Anglo-Saxon Boy. Sungchul, trailing behind her, was treated like a servant, which Largo requested to reinforce the illusion. 
 
    “Follow me a step behind, please. Don’t line up next to me or walk in front either.” 
 
    It was one of the conditions for being led to the secret meeting place of the Order of Extinction. 
 
    Truly, fate is mischievous. Sungchul could never have imagined that he’d be acting together with Largo. Not only was she senseless and arrogant, who could like someone so narcissistic and vain? Not only that, but she was also a terrible cook and an addict. It looked as though she had cut the drugs out, but she also looked half delusional from the withdrawal. She might only have taken him to the secretive meeting house of the cult because her judgment was impaired. 
 
    “It’s right here.” 
 
    Largo led him to a shabby home of a fortune teller. A withered old woman wearing a horn-shaped hat greeted them both as they stepped inside. 
 
    “Have you come, madam? Who might this young man be…?” 
 
    The old woman glared at Sungchul with angry eyes. It was a cold gaze of complete hostility. This was unavoidable as Sungchul’s actions were extremely suspicious. He had always revealed his face, but today he pulled his bandana down low and wrapped his entire face except for his eyes in bandages. It was an extremely suspicious scene regardless of who saw it. As the old woman’s suspicions were about to reach their boiling point, Largo flapped her fan and spoke in a charming voice. 
 
    “I’ve brought my servant this time around because my stomach has grown quite large, and it’s difficult moving on my own.” 
 
    “Is he a servant?” 
 
    “He just injured his face a bit, so that’s why he looks like that. I’ll guarantee his identity. As Anglo-Saxon Boy’s wife, that is.” 
 
    Largo pulled out two silver coins from her fancy purse and pushed them toward the old woman. The old woman who had received the coin didn’t look satisfied, but she decided to trust Largo’s words. 
 
    “Next time, I’d appreciate it if you brought a servant with his face uncovered.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the situation was defused just like that. Sungchul, who watched the series of events unfold, couldn’t help but remain skeptical. It looks like she’s still keeping up appearances outside. 
 
    In any case, Sungchul was finally able to enter the secret meeting place of the Order of Extinction, which was veiled in secrecy. The entrance to the meeting house was hidden beneath the table with the fortune teller’s crystal ball. 
 
    Once they descended the secret stairs, a fairly wide hall appeared. It was quite a simple space with no idol nor decoration, with a fire burning at the center. A man wearing a robe was sitting on top of a cushion on the floor. When Largo approached him, he lifted his head and greeted her with a warm voice. 
 
    “You’ve come, Madame Largo.” 
 
    “It’s been a while, doctor.” 
 
    Sungchul observed their conversation from a step away. It was an ordinary conversation. The mage being referred to as a doctor didn’t appear particularly impressive. He looked like an average mage that could be seen anywhere. The time Sungchul took to disguise his face to avoid being recognized almost felt like a waste of time. 
 
    After a long conversation, the healer of the Order of Extinction handed over some medication. It was a dark root that appeared to have been soaked in darkness. It looked dangerous at first glance.  
 
    Sungchul asked Largo whether he could hold the medicine after having left the meeting place and got a chance to hold it himself. After touching the root, Sungchul immediately felt it was similar to the object within his belt bag. In short, the Fragment of Calamity. It felt very faint, but a similar wavelength was being emitted from the root. 
 
    Once the sun set, Sungchul set out for the fortune teller’s store once again. Sungchul waited patiently for the back alleyway foot traffic to cease. 
 
    It’s different from the crystals that Aquiroa made, but I’m not wrong. This feeling. Definitely the same as the Fragment of Calamity, Sungchul thought to himself as he passed the time. 
 
    Sungchul opened his belt bag. The Fragment of Calamity he received as a reward for defeating the Demon King was within. As it always did, its unsettling aura poured out, giving Sungchul goosebumps. Sungchul felt the fragment within his belt bag once again to confirm that he wasn’t wrong. 
 
    The Order of Extinction. Just who are they? 
 
    He had long since felt that they weren’t of a good ilk since their meeting in the past. He had thought of them as opportunists who were using his name. But now that he was aware that they were using a similar power of the Fragments of Calamity as Aquiroa, he could no longer let things be. 
 
    Sungchul intruded into the fortune teller’s store once the foot traffic stopped, but there was nothing in the store. The fortune teller, the crystal ball, and the table hiding the stairs underneath were all gone. The fire that had lit the meeting place beneath the stairs had long since been extinguished. As unexpectedly as they appeared, the group had long since moved their location. 
 
    They aren’t amateurs. Sungchul finally realized how this group called the Order of Extinction that held the flag of revolt openly was able to survive within the Emperor’s capital even now. 
 
    “You’ve come all this way for nothing. It’s not like you. What are you going to do now?” Bertelgia popped up to speak. Sungchul had crossed his arms and was locked in thought. 
 
    “I think that the woman called Largo is definitely holding the key.” 
 
    He thought up two ideas. The simplest and the most convenient solution was to use violence. And this was the method that Sungchul enjoyed the most up to now as violence was a universal language. However, there were several reasons that he was hesitant to use such methods. It was Largo’s mental state. 
 
    Sungchul knew full well that her mental state was on the verge of collapse due to narcotics and depression. Violence may be the universal language, but even violence is mute before a madman. 
 
    She was also innocent. Sungchul didn’t make it a hobby of kidnapping and interrogating ordinary people unless the situation was truly dire, so he decided to try another option. Unfortunately, it would be much more difficult as it meant getting close to Largo in order to find a method to approach the Order of Extinction. Sungchul was a long distance away from being sociable. 
 
    As he continued to struggle to find an answer, Bertelgia put in her opinion. “Wouldn’t that man called Kimchi also know the Order of Extinction? Seeing that he was referring to some kind of cure before, he must know something.” 
 
    Sungchul had planned on using Kimchi to visit the magic store of Roxanne’s gang anyways. Sungchul took Bertelgia’s advice and headed toward the catacombs, but to spoil the ending, it turned out to be a dead-end. Kimchi was not speaking of a cure through the Order of Extinction but rather treatment through the Mura Sect, the God of Order, that had its roots deep within La Grange. It was one of the two main Sects of La Grange that had excommunicated Sungchul. However, the purpose of the “medication” was to induce the termination of pregnancy rather than a cure. It was a strong drug that would risk the mother’s life. The only difference between this and snake oil from other cults was that sect-trained healers took care of the mother. 
 
    “It should be possible if I manage to scrounge a bit more. Things turned out to be not as dangerous as I thought, but I don’t think I can work here for much longer because Roxanne’s gang operates on a small scale.” Kimchi, who had not seen Sungchul in a while, answered with a bright face. 
 
    “I see.” Sungchul was disappointed, but he didn’t reveal it. 
 
    Kimchi moved on to another topic. “And about that thing from before, I explained the situation to mister Airfruit. He said he would be willing to sell his wares when I mentioned you.” 
 
    Although things had deviated from Sungchul’s original plans, it allowed him to complete a different task. Sungchul entered the catacombs again with Kimchi. A few men stood guard in front, but they opened the path without a word once they saw Kimchi. The magic vendor from Airfruit had set up shop in a corner of the catacombs. 
 
    He had set up a table packed full of magic tomes and tools in this space filled with skulls, not unlike many other rooms of the catacombs. The owner, nicknamed Airfruit, stood in the center. Airfruit was a large man of middle-eastern appearance with a beard that appeared like a loofah. 
 
    “Are you perhaps from Airfruit?” Sungchul immediately inquired upon seeing the man. 
 
    “No,” Airfruit replied honestly. 
 
    “I had always wanted to attend Airfruit, but as I wasn’t able to. I used Airfruit as my nickname as a form of deep regret.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “It became a wish that will never come true as Airfruit has now fallen to ruins. Tell me what you are looking for.” 
 
    Sungchul first looked for runes. As the tall mage vendor in the streets had told him, Airfruit possessed various kinds of helpful runes. Sungchul purchased runes related to physical and magical defense, along with sensory runes and runes that expanded the range of incantations. 
 
    With this, I should be able to construct my own defensive formations and alarm barriers. 
 
    He wasn’t able to obtain a tome of high-grade Incantation Formations, so he wouldn’t be able to create powerful defensive formations at the level of Sajators or Marakia. But these would still have their uses. The sensory and range expansion runes were the most important purchases. Sensory runes were multi-purpose runes that would detect any intruders who passed specified boundaries. Range expansion runes allowed the construction of larger size boundaries for his formations. Sungchul had not felt the need for detection and alarm-style formations so far. But since a tricky opponent such as Ahmuge had appeared, they became a must-have. 
 
    Of course, the price wasn’t low. The runes needed to construct alarm-style detection formations were extremely expensive. It was a price that fell slightly above the amount he had brought with him. Sungchul had to pull out a single gold coin from his Soul Storage to pay the cost. 
 
    Airfruit’s eyes grew wide after witnessing Sungchul do so. Using a Soul Storage? He appeared like a beggar, but it looks like he might have quite a bit of coin. Is he currently in disguise? 
 
    Airfruit’s attitude softened the moment he learned Sungchul was wealthy. He began to recommend items other than runes. Powerful magic tomes from various schools of magic began to flow out of his Soul Storage. Sungchul pulled out two more gold coins from his Soul Storage. 
 
    A fire lit within Airfruit’s eyes. He was rich as expected. I’ll make you spend it all today! 
 
    However, nothing more caught Sungchul’s eyes as the majority were magic tomes from the popular schools of magic: Pyromancy and Cryomancy. 
 
    “I’m looking for Long Distance Teleportation,” Sungchul inquired after glancing at all of the magic tomes. 
 
    As he considered his immediate needs, Sungchul figured that moving long distances instantly was the best option, as it would prove very useful in the upcoming hunt of the Seven Heroes. 
 
    “Long Distance Teleportation? That is very hard to obtain. Availability is limited by more than just the cost. Even those who leave records of the method of production leave behind single-use tomes to reduce inheritors of that knowledge,” said Airfruit. 
 
    “What school of magic is it from?” 
 
    “It is a secret tome from the Empath School of Magic. They’re quite a pricey bunch for being a support school of magic. 
 
    “I see.” Sungchul stood up as there was nothing else he particularly wanted. 
 
    “Is there nothing you’re interested in?” Airfruit felt panicked. 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “How about this then?” 
 
    Airfruit put on a faint smile before pulling out a scroll made of lambskin that appeared extremely old from his Soul Storage and lying it on the table. 
 
    “This is an extremely rare item.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s one of the first documents recording the letters of gods called an Ancient Letter. No one knows what’s inside, but if you’re looking for something special, how about taking a look inside?” 
 
    Those words were enough to turn Sungchul’s steps around. He sat back down into his seat and looked at the ancient scroll lying on the table. Traces of the eternal flow of time were evident even on the outside. However, Sungchul was fully aware that con artists could disguise a book made last night to look like an ancient tome of thousands of years. Sungchul looked over the scroll with a gambler’s eye. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    It was definitely old, but something was strange. When he tried to undo the bindings that held the scroll, Airfruit stroked his loofah beard and smirked. 
 
    “I apologize, but you can’t look. Why? Because it requires a tremendous amount of Intuition stat. The God didn’t want his letter deciphered by just anyone, you see.” 
 
    “Is that right? How much Intuition do you need to be able to look at it?” 
 
    “It turns out that one can barely read the preface with the bare minimum of 500 Intuition, but to fully decipher the text within, some rumors guess more than 900 might be needed.” 
 
    “900?” 
 
    Sungchul doubted his own ears. Not only was it a ridiculous amount, who would be stupid enough to try to raise their Intuition to 900? Roughly 400 Intuition was enough to decipher tomes of ultimate magic belonging to most ordinary schools of magic. Even the Primal Light tome that held Sungchul’s most powerful magic, Starlight, required just 500 Intuition to read. A magic tome that required a bit more might exist, but nothing existed that required more than 600. Although, the required amounts may have been different in the ancient past. In present times, no one would raise the Intuition stat to such a meaningless level under these circumstances. 
 
    Sungchul’s own Intuition had exceeded 600, but he had already been thinking it was unnecessarily high. 
 
    “I already realize that it is an impossible number.” 
 
    Airfruit carried on while stroking his beard. “But I guarantee that this is no scam. If you’re so curious, just try opening to look. But! Don’t read too deeply. There is a chance to descend into madness if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Sungchul opened the book with doubts, but he saw the truth immediately as he opened the book. Countless words held within the worn pages flowed out in every direction as to envelop him like stars in the night sky. T...this is…?! 
 
    Airfruit’s voice could be faintly heard from across the table. “What? Mister, can you see something? Could it be? You’re not telling me that your Intuition is above 500?” 
 
    His voice faded away with faint laughter. Sungchul somehow ended up in another world. He was within a sea made up of those floating words. Just… what is this? 
 
    He couldn’t feel anything until, suddenly, words he couldn’t understand appeared before him. Words that weren’t ancient nor modern. Sungchul felt that these words he could never understand somehow transmitted meaning into his mind as though giving birth to new life. He saw it within—a single word of a single syllable composed of infinite meaning. A few lines he could understand faintly appeared in Sungchul’s consciousness amidst unbearable whispers thundering from every direction of his mind. 
 
    [ … Thorough extermination is inevitable. ] 
 
    [ … Harvest only delays that final day. ] 
 
    [ … In the world where gods perished. ] 
 
    He could bear it no longer. Sungchul felt that something crucial sustaining his sanity was about to break and thus turned his sight away from the words. 
 
    The words scattered about as the stars disappeared. Sungchul looked around his surroundings. He was within the catacombs. Airfruit was looking over at Sungchul with a suspicious gaze, while Bertelgia was shaking violently against his body, trying to wake him. Sungchul softly held her and caught his breath. 
 
    “I believed you were a gentle fellow, but your acting is quite amazing. Are you perhaps trying to tell me that your Intuition is above 500? That number that only a few even within Airfruit can claim to have?” 
 
    Airfruit was looking at him accusingly through squinted eyes. Sungchul felt beads of sweat trailing down his back as he awkwardly tried to beat around the bush. 
 
    “... You got me.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lower the price even if it’s true, so don’t waste the effort. It’s not as though there is absolutely no way to read the contents of the book.” 
 
    “Are you saying that there is someone with an Intuition above 900?” 
 
    Such a person could not possibly exist in the entire world. The only exception may be among the dragons who are rumored to live forever. Sungchul inspected Airfruit’s face with such thoughts. 
 
    “There is a rumor that there are people that can read the Letter of God regardless of Intuition.” 
 
    “I’m hearing of this for the first time.” 
 
    Sungchul obtained the most secret pieces of information as the Commander in Chief of the Empire. There wasn’t much that he wasn’t aware of. 
 
    “It looks like you don’t believe me. Well, I haven’t seen it myself as well, so it’s a bit much to insist on this, but it’s true. After all, there is a being within Rutheginea called the ‘Interpreter’ or ‘One Who Reads’. Ah, don’t look at me with those eyes. It’s true!” 
 
    Airfruit felt scrutinized under Sungchul’s gaze as he rolled his eyes after a while and said something with revitalized eyes. 
 
    “That’s right. That woman exists! The Princess of the Fallen Kingdom, Princess Ryze Himerr!” 
 
    Sungchul shook like he was struck by lightning after hearing that name. Ryze Himerr…?! 
 
    Airfruit continued his story before the shock could stop. 
 
    “There is a rumor that woman is the ‘One Who Reads’. Not sure if you’re aware or not, but she doesn’t have the royal blood of Rutheginea royalty. King Kromgard picked her from the outside and took her in as his adopted daughter.” 
 
    If everything he said was false, Sungchul would have ignored his prattling, but Airfruit’s words were true. Ryze was neither of royal nor noble blood. There were even rumors that she had been a farmer’s daughter or merchant’s daughter. Although, in truth, she was the daughter of a healer. 
 
    Airfruit’s story continued. “There is a rumor that Kromgard took that woman in as his adopted daughter and made her a princess. It was neither due to her beauty nor land, but rather due to a special ability from birth.” 
 
    “Where did you hear such stories?” 
 
    The atmosphere surrounding them changed completely. Airfruit, who had been relaying his story without worry a moment ago, could feel the surrounding air prickling his entire body like needles. W...what’s going on?! 
 
    He realized too late that this suffocating aura suppressing him came from none other than the sloppy man sitting before him. He would die if he didn’t give the correct answer. 
 
    Airfruit had a bad feeling as he stumbled through his words. 
 
    “I heard from Galf… Galf! The old man that lost his head during the trial for war crimes after the rebel forces took over La Grange.” 
 
    “Galf…? Are you talking about the Dark Mage Lord Lefebvre Galf?” 
 
    Airfruit nodded feverishly at Sungchul’s question, and his actions showed that the man wasn’t simply lying to get out of the situation. The hostility fuming from Sungchul’s body disappeared. 
 
    “I see. Is there anything more to add?” 
 
    Sungchul spoke much more softly. He held two coins as recompense for his discourtesy, pulled out another gold coin from his Soul Storage, and held them out to Airfruit. 
 
    Airfruit was surprised at first, but a small fortune of three gold coins didn’t come by often, so he gathered his confidence and spilled the rest of what he knew. 
 
    “The Letter of God is not a single object. It seemed like a few documents were gathered within the secret library of Rutheginea, but when Rutheginea fell, the documents were scattered, with this one being one of them. In any case, The Idle Fool Kromgard appeared to have been quite fanatically obsessed with the library, and well, stories were saying that was the reason he fell lax in governmental affairs.” 
 
    He had never heard of these stories before, but he couldn’t discard them as falsehoods. 
 
    Sungchul remembered Ryze and the memories he shared with her. The one-sided letters she had sent him. 
 
    Soul Harvester, Shield of Thunder, Eye of Truth, these various methods of standing alone against the world and the final letter containing the path leading to God. He could now feel the faint link connecting these fragments of the past that have already come to pass that he couldn’t understand before. 
 
    Sungchul had finally pieced together the greater truth he had never understood before, in a place that he could have never imagined. However, that was no coincidence. Coincidences no longer existed for him; that was now a tool of a God. All that remained was the unavoidable path known as destiny. 
 
    The one that understood this fate better than anyone was now looking down upon the shabby city from the skies of Section 8. 
 
    “Why the hell did trouble occur during the Night of New Year’s Eve? And of all the places in Section 8 where all the trash gather, that’s better left incinerated. Nothing can get worse than this!” 
 
    Young Fleet Commander Arquebus that led the city’s Defensive Fleet held a bitter smile as he glared at the back of the woman looking down toward the ground. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing big. It can’t be anything more than a little squabble,” the woman suddenly replied. 
 
      
 
    A cold smile was plastered thick onto the young man’s lips. “As you already know, the upcoming New Year’s Eve is the greatest celebration of La Grange. The ceremony presided over personally by the Emperor also takes place at that time.” 
 
    “... I know.” 
 
    “If that celebrated day is ruined once again by some false report, I won’t overlook it any longer, Regressor.” 
 
    Sujin, the Emperor’s guest of honor, spoke with a slight falter in her confidence in reply to Arquebus’s chilling words. “Hopefully…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 – Largo 
 
      
 
      
 
    Airfruit carefully watched Sungchul’s silent face and said, “Anyway, this is all I know. Let’s end our exchange here. Your acting is too good. It’s tiring me out!” 
 
    “Why do you have this scroll?” Sungchul asked his last question. 
 
    Airfruit answered without dropping a beat, “I took custody of it when Galf went to prison. It was back when I was still young and kind, so I’ve treated that old man well. Although, I was secretly hoping to get something out of it.” 
 
    It was time to end the question and answers. Another customer stood at the entrance of the magic shop with arms crossed as they glared at Sungchul and Airfruit. 
 
    “Are you well, Hassan?” 
 
    It was the master of the catacombs, Roxanne. She had a cigarette in her mouth and asked her blunt question as she watched them. It seemed as though she had come to check on things because the exchange was dragging on. Airfruit smiled broadly as he held up three gold pieces. Roxanne couldn’t hide her surprise. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Roxanne stopped Sungchul, who was about to walk past her. 
 
    “I noticed since last time when you showed up to work as a laborer that you are no ordinary person.” 
 
    “If that’s what you see, then it must be so,” Sungchul answered with disinterest. 
 
    However, Roxanne’s eyes sparkled as she asked, “Enemy of the World, Sungchul Kim, right?” 
 
    An ambush out of thin air. Yet, Sungchul did not react in the slightest. He had thought in an instant that she was just testing him. Sungchul believed it to be so and stared straight at her. 
 
    “I’ll leave that to your imagination.” 
 
    Roxanne stared at Sungchul with her scarlet eyes. The staring contest did not go on for very long. Airfruit played with the coins as he said in a relaxed voice, “Madam. This friend is an actor type.” 
 
    Roxanne grinned and took a deep drag from her cigarette as she turned her gaze to end the uneventful staring contest. Then Airfruit spoke again. 
 
    “It was just a joke, so don’t worry about it. Our Madam is the cautious type when it comes to black-haired Summoned and tends to give it a stab.” 
 
    Sungchul did not feel not one iota of interest in her behavior. Sungchul’s attention was completely focused on something else. He shook the scroll containing the Letter of the God and asked Airfruit, “Is it possible to get something similar to this?” 
 
    “If you have enough gold, then I will try and obtain more.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded and left, but Roxanne stood in his way. It seemed as though she still had things to say. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I saw someone I like. Come on by to hang out even if you have no business.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” 
 
    “I like friends who look like they have a story to tell. Well, it’s not a bad thing to befriend the Roxanne Company while living in Section 8. We’re versatile.” 
 
    Despite her words, she seemed to genuinely like Sungchul. Forming a relationship with one of Section 8’s controlling groups was not a bad thing at all. Information and all, the relationship would be helpful in a variety of ways. Sungchul nodded and walked onward. 
 
    “I’ll head over some time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Demon King of the far north was dead. Not so far away, the northern and eastern portions of the continent were flattened by the appearing Colossi. While in the south, a city floating on a river had burned to the ground, and the Enemy of the World began to act in earnest. It was a very eventful year. 
 
    There were not many days left in this chaotic year that became nightmares of all present-day chroniclers. Everyone should have been eagerly preparing for La Grange’s largest festival, the Night of Longevity. Yet, due to the chaotic year it had been, this year’s end was uneasy. 
 
    The gathering of refugees was becoming a major problem, and the downtown was infested with heretics and fanatics. Adding to the list of problems, strange rumors were plunging La Grange’s downtown into terror. 
 
    The rumor of a serial killer called the Phantom Executor. Neither the serial killer’s name nor age was known, but when night arrived in the capital, the killer would roam the city’s Sections murdering people at random. All of the killer’s victims were slain by severing their heads from their bodies. 
 
    The murders of the serial killer were concentrated between Sections 4 through 6, where the commoners lived, but according to the rumors, suspected murders carried out by the Phantom Executor had also taken place in Section 1, where the highest-ranking people lived. 
 
    In spite of such a rumor circulating throughout the city, the preparations for the festivities of the Night of Longevity were progressing smoothly. The statesmen of La Grange wished this year’s Night of Longevity festival to be grander and more successful than ever before to restore the dismal public opinion which had fallen to the lowest possible levels from repeated scandals. 
 
    Under the Emperor’s decree, theatrical companies gathered from all corners of the continent to perform wonderous plays in each Section. Furthermore, daily necessities previously piled up in the Empire’s storehouses were distributed to the citizenry. Leaders of each Section all planned events in their respective territories. The Emperor’s estate, the Floating Palace, announced that never-before witnessed spectacles would be displayed for people to see. 
 
    On the streets of La Grange that had gone cold, the revelry typical to the end of the year party was slowly being relit, but there were always exceptions. 
 
    “For my child to blossom, your mother will give anything and everything.” 
 
    Largo sang pregnancy songs in a horrible voice. It was said to be good to sing for the fetus, but when Sungchul heard her singing, he thought it would be preferable to listen to Homunculi sing instead. It’s killing me. 
 
    The plan to get closer to Largo did not progress in any way. He tried several times, but Largo seemed completely unwilling to teach Sungchul any information about herself. In fact, she showed her ugly side where she tried to take advantage of Sungchul and look for ways to exploit him. 
 
    “Did you finish with the onions?” 
 
    Largo entered the kitchen while humming a lullaby and turned to gaze at Sungchul as she hung an outer coat up on the wall. The pile of onions she had ordered was already all cleanly prepared by Sungchul’s hands. Largo picked up an onion from the basket and examined it carefully before speaking. 
 
    “You did well for a man. But the finish is a little iffy. You still have a bit to learn.” 
 
    Outrageous. Let alone a chef, she had skills worse than the average housewife. She was in no position to critique Sungchul’s work. Largo placed the prepared onion on the cutting board before sloppily chopping them as she hummed her song. 
 
    “Mom gives her everything to her beloved child. Blood and bones and even soul. Like so, the torch of light is handed from one person to another in a line…” 
 
    Largo, who was singing her song, suddenly turned to face Sungchul before asking, “Sorry, caretaker. Would you please cut the onions for me? The baby seems to be kicking. Perhaps the baby was destined to become a general. The strength of the kick is extraordinary.” 
 
    Sungchul wordlessly stood at the cutting board and began to cut the onion on Largo’s behalf. Largo sat on a chair placed in the kitchen and stared at Sungchul with thinly open eyes and asked, “Why do you wish to meet the Order of Extinction?” 
 
    “Have I not said this many times?” 
 
    Sungchul’s voice was mixed with subtle frustration. He had forgotten how many times he had answered. Largo always asked this question again and again after pawning off her work to Sungchul. Each time, Sungchul answered that he wanted to join the order, but nothing changed. It was because the question was nothing but a carrot that Largo had come up with to exploit Sungchul as much as she could. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Largo checked her fingernails as she wore a subtle smile. 
 
    Sungchul concluded that this woman would not release any more information on the Order of Extinction any time soon. As I thought, talking is not going to work with this woman. 
 
    One week. Sungchul convinced himself to endure for just one more week. 
 
    “Ergh! That lady. So detestable! I really don’t want to hear her sing too!” 
 
    The one who ran out of patience first was Bertelgia. Largo’s dumb malice was apparently more frustrating to watch as an observer rather than as the target. Despite this, Sungchul did not falter on his promise to wait one more week. 
 
    If there were any changes, the questions increased in frequency. The next day, Sungchul was preparing ingredients under Largo’s orders as she sat next to him and cleaned her nails. He threw Largo a question. 
 
    “Do you really believe that if you bear the child, Anglo-Saxon Boy will look after you?” 
 
    “Of course! The more powerful the man, the more attached he will be to his genes. If I have a child that looks just like him then, that woman? He’ll probably immediately kick her out.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “There’s no way a small man like you who works for others doing chores could understand how he thinks. Just peel the onion properly. That is, if you want to meet the Order of Extinction.” 
 
    Largo said this like a sergeant as she gave a coy smile. Sungchul did not open his mouth anymore. Instead, he counted the days left for Largo. 
 
    Six days remain. 
 
    Another day passed. Largo did not come to the kitchen. Despite being past time for work, she was nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t until noon that Sungchul found out the reason why. Largo entered the kitchen with her whole face and swollen eyes black and blue with bruises. 
 
    “What are you looking at? Just do your work. Don’t stare.” 
 
    Largo sat down on a chair and cried bitterly for a while. Sungchul heard what had happened to Largo from a member of the organization he was friendly with. Apparently, Largo ran into the boss’s new mistress as she was walking in the hallway, and they had a fight. 
 
    Their paths typically did not cross within the estate, so they normally did not see each other, but they just happened to run into each other by chance. They had begun pulling each other’s hair after a short argument by the time Anglo-Saxon Boy saw them, after which he beat Largo like a dog. 
 
    No matter how detestable and mean-spirited the woman she was, Sungchul felt a pang of sympathy when he heard the story. When Largo was about to ingest drugs with her shaking hands, he stopped her with words. 
 
    “Didn’t you say that wasn’t good for the child?” 
 
    Largo seemed to snap awake, put away the drugs into her pocket, and grit her teeth. 
 
    A bitter atmosphere dominated the kitchen for some time. 
 
    After a long while, Largo opened her mouth. “Thank you.” 
 
    It was probably the first time her words ever contained truth. 
 
    Sungchul crossed his arms and asked in an emotionless voice, “What shall I prepare today?” 
 
    “There’s no need for preparing ingredients today. Instead, wouldn’t you like to come to my bedroom?” Largo carefully said as she watched Sungchul with her bruised eyes. 
 
    “It’s been a while. I want to be comforted by a man.” 
 
    This wouldn’t have worked even if Largo was at the height of her beauty. The fact that her body and mind were both ill when she threw out the question only made Sungchul feel exhausted. 
 
    “That is something I cannot do.” 
 
    “Even if there will be no Order of Extinction then?” 
 
    “Even if you threaten me with the Order of Extinction, it cannot be done,” Sungchul said firmly. 
 
    Largo sounded lonely as she said, “It’s terrible, getting older.” 
 
    “Me, who was once called a ‘rose in the shade of La Grange’, being refused by an ugly Asian man like you.” 
 
    “I apologize. It’s not an excuse, but I also have my reasons.” 
 
    “What reasons? Do you have a loving wife or something?” 
 
    “If I had something like that, I wouldn’t be doing this. Truth be told, it doesn’t even stand.” 
 
    Largo laughed like a child when she heard that. It was hard to imagine she was crying bitterly only a moment ago. 
 
    “Impotent? You are impotent?” 
 
    Sungchul reduced the number of days remaining with Largo from five to three. 
 
    “I finally get it now. The reason why you were searching for the Order of Extinction, even doing my chores,” Largo, who laughed for a good while, said, looking refreshed. 
 
    “I’ll tell you. The way to meet the Order of Extinction. To be fair, I was going to tell you after I exploited you a bit more, but now that I know your story, I feel a bit guilty.” 
 
    Largo opened up for a completely unexpected reason. She revealed what she knew while rubbing her blackened eyes with raw egg. 
 
    “Even if I told you sooner, there’s still no way to meet them. They are such a repressed group that you can’t even dream of consistent contact or even choose the meeting place.” 
 
    The method of meeting the Order of Extinction was in an unexpected place. It was on the noticeboard in front of Section 8’s administrative building. It was said that the Order of Extinction boldly left behind a sign on the noticeboard that everyone watched for. They left behind a secretive mark on a random edge of the noticeboard only they could recognize. 
 
    “The mark hasn’t appeared yet. Probably, it will appear again when the security loosens up. I am also checking it every day, so when it reappears, I will let you know.” 
 
    Sungchul was skeptical, but amazingly, Largo kept her promise. Two days later, she took Sungchul to meet a higher-up of the Order of Extinction. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t an official meeting. It was a sort of preselection process for choosing who gets to attend the meet-up with the Order. 
 
    The official from the Order of Extinction was less of an officer and closer to a bandit. He was tenaciously pressing Sungchul for his reason for trying to approach the Order. Sungchul was at a loss for words because of how stringent the process was and was in a pinch when Largo helped him pass the difficult preselection. 
 
    “This man is im...I mean, he has erectile dysfunction. He tried all sorts of medicine and blessings but couldn’t find a solution and wants to borrow the Order’s help.” 
 
    “...Is this true?” The official of the Order of Extinction looked upon Sungchul with grave pity. 
 
    Sungchul watched on quietly. 
 
    “On the last day of this year, when the New Year celebration at night is going on, there will be a meeting. The location is undecided yet, but it will be posted at the noticeboard in code, so make sure to show up at the right place.” 
 
    Sungchul’s second month since arriving in La Grange. The moment when a clue about the Order of Extinction finally revealed itself. 
 
    One week left before the year’s end. The city was falling into a festive craze in wait for the Night of Longevity festivities. The upcoming New Year’s Eve was expected to become the most lavish celebration yet since the founding of the Human Empire. Section 8 was no exception. 
 
    What was referred to as the Human Sewers had been completely ignored out of the collective disinterest throughout the Empire. But now, even this section was also granted the Emperor’s favor. 
 
    Senior Superintendent General Wei Long, who could be considered the leader of this section, was now installing a large stage before the administrative building that could be considered the center of Section 8. 
 
    Entertainers were hired to give out food to start the festivities. Such a grand celebration was a rare sight for Sungchul, who had lived in the wild for eight years. He hid in order to visit each section and observe the festival as it went on. Among them all, Section 4’s celebration notice made his heart waver. 
 
    [ La Grange Cooking Competition for the Emperor’s Trophy ] 
 
    [ A feast that unfolds every fifteen years ] 
 
    [ Just who will be deemed the greatest chef? ] 
 
    Sungchul’s mind was in turmoil now that he had seen the advertisement. 
 
    “Why does this person become so immature when it comes to cooking, huh?” remarked Bertelgia. 
 
    He might have put his name in as a participant if Bertelgia had not been holding him back from the side. Unfortunately, the final day of the year, when the festivities for the cooking competition would begin, was also when the Order of Extinction meeting was scheduled. If Sungchul chose to participate in this cooking competition scheduled to go on for the whole day, he wouldn’t be able to attend the meeting. It was an incredibly smart decision to hold the secret meeting during the festival when everyone’s attention would be focused on the festivities, but Sungchul was strongly against it. 
 
    Mm… Order of Extinction. I’m growing to dislike them more. 
 
    There were dangers aside from the Order as well. People who recognized Sungchul’s face were now within the city. He found Clarice and Assam’s party, both of whom he met in Panchuria while spectating the singing contest held in Section 7. Clarice must have started working in a factory as she stood tall against the flood of insults and dirty jokes to finish her song on stage. As she was quite talented, there were faint sounds of clapping within the callous audience. 
 
    Clarice’s eyes focused on the crowd became fixed on Sungchul as soon as her song ended. Sungchul hid himself during the brief moment when she had closed her eyes to blink, but she still looked toward where Sungchul was standing with bewildered eyes for a while. 
 
    “The lady that sings well is here too,” said Bertelgia. 
 
    “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.” Sungchul decided that he should only linger around Section 8 and returned to his residence. At the entrance to his home, he could see Anglo-Saxon Boy and his mistress riding out through the main entrance on a carriage. Sungchul could see the gleeful face of Anglo-Saxon Boy through the window, and he could hear the playful laughter of a woman as it passed by him. He could see Largo smoking her cigarette when he returned to the kitchen. The cigarette could never be considered good for the child’s health, but it was a necessary choice. Without the marijuana, her psyche couldn’t handle the various withdrawal symptoms laden onto her body. 
 
    “I prepared it for you.” 
 
    Largo pointed toward the tall pile of onions and put on a faint smile. 
 
    Sungchul took off his coat and hung it on a rack before starting to prepare the onions without another word. He continued to oblige Largo’s requests despite no longer needing to do so. One part of it was because he enjoyed the process of cooking, but it was also because he knew full well that there was no future for Largo to hope for. 
 
    She will probably die before the baby would be born. It may appear as though the medication given by the Order of Extinction had stopped the spread of the curse, but the Curse of Extinction, said to be placed by the gods, was not something so easily resolved by a few pills. 
 
    “I’ve asked you this once before…” Sungchul broke the silence and spoke to Largo as he continued to peel the onions. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Largo was slightly intoxicated and slightly turned her head that had been resting comfortably against the easy chair to face Sungchul’s back. 
 
    “Do you think Anglo will change his mind once you have the kid?” 
 
    “Of course.” Her answer was not too different from before, aside from the snarky attitude in which she responded to him. 
 
    “On my way here, I saw Anglo… and Christina, I think? I saw him going downtown with the young girl. They looked like they were close.” 
 
    “I know that much, but it’ll change once the kid is born. That son of a bitch and I have a long history which the young tart can’t dare get in between,” Largo said as such, but there was a bit of pride on her face that wasn’t there before. 
 
    “That’s right. There was a thrilling romance between us that could even be called a soap opera.” 
 
    “Hoh.” Sungchul paused his knife and turned to Largo. 
 
    “Where should I begin? That’s right. I should tell you this first. I’m actually a Summoned as well,” Largo answered proudly. 
 
    “Is that right? It’s the first time I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    He had never even considered it, and it was because Largo was much too weak to be considered a Summoned. Even the privileged Sunghae was considered weak among the Summoned, but she could easily distinguish herself among the common folk with her abilities if she sought to do so. She was a graduate of the Summoning Plaza, which would be an understatement to call it man-made hell. 
 
    “By the look on your face, I guess you think I’m lying?” 
 
    If there was anything that could be considered a talent for Largo, it would be her uncanny ability to read Sungchul’s expressionless face, and she was truly amazing at that one. When Sungchul continued to watch her without any expression, without confirming nor denying her statement, she smirked and suddenly pulled up one of her sleeves. 
 
    “Actually, I was one of the slaves. Was it the Crimson Plaza? Right when I was summoned there, I listened to some voice and took the path of a slave.” 
 
    The brand marking slaves was still clearly above her arm. 
 
    “You’re still quite sane considering you’ve been a slave.” 
 
    Sungchul knew full well the conditions in which the slaves of the Summoning Plaza were kept, as he had witnessed the scene with his very own eyes. 
 
    “There are customers with unique tastes as well, you see. The person that bought me was one of the fallen nobles of Rutheginea and impotent like yourself.” 
 
    Largo continued. “I’m not saying impotent men are bad, but that the rotten bastard’s tastes were special. He preferred to ruin a woman’s body rather than desire it. So, he wanted a sane slave. It made breaking them more worthwhile.” 
 
    She turned around and slowly pulled up her top. Intermingled in her tattoos were hideous remnants of where she had been carved up through torture. She spoke after slowly lowering her top once again. 
 
    “That impotent man tortured and slaughtered slaves like dogs one by one. It was my turn next, but luckily, the bitch rescued me. I’m talking about Anglo-Saxon Boy. He said himself that it was love at first sight.” 
 
    “Even sons of bitches do good things once in a while, huh?” said Sungchul. 
 
    “Right? Anyways, there’s that kind of romance between us. It became this way because it didn’t bear fruit. But once it does, everything will return to normal,” Largo spoke with confidence in her voice. 
 
    “If he really did love you—” Sungchul added suddenly. Even Bertelgia was surprised. It was the first time Sungchul had ever uttered a sentimental word like love. 
 
    Sungchul continued to speak, “Isn’t ‘fruit’ like that unnecessary?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Largo spoke indignantly. 
 
    “It’s as I said. In other words, you have to move him emotionally. If you’re not going to change, everything will revert to how it was, with a child or not.” 
 
    Sungchul said everything on his mind, but he couldn’t help but feel a bit of regret. This wasn’t like him. People like Largo, who would just flow through his life, should have been left alone. But he ended up speaking his mind without intending to. 
 
    “So, what are you telling me to do?” 
 
    To make things worse, Largo was now all ears. He regretted spilling his guts, but it was all too late. He was now the focus of her passionate gaze, so he continued to stumble along. 
 
    “I’m just talking about Anglo… Isn’t he old enough already? Young girls might be nice, but isn’t someone his age looking for a life companion?” 
 
    “For someone who can’t ‘stand up’ you seem to make a lot of sense. Okay. What should I do specifically?” 
 
    Sungchul was speechless. It was because he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He briefly struggled to think before he found an easy option. 
 
    “Why don’t you serve him something tasty for now? Homemade food always has a special magical power over men.” 
 
    “Homemade food?” 
 
    Largo’s eyes flashed, and Sungchul knew that he had now crossed the line of no-return, but he was already on top of the bucking bull. The best option now was to take things to their logical conclusion. Sungchul made up his mind and continued his advice. 
 
    “You said Anglo was Japanese, right? I’ll teach you a decent recipe.” 
 
    Sungchul spun the kitchen knife in his hand in a cool motion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Sungchul walked out toward the kitchen after feeding the Tam Tam, Largo sought him out at the entrance and blocked his path. Her face was full of delight for once. 
 
    “Just what kind of magic did you use?” Largo spoke with overflowing energy. 
 
    Sungchul, who saw this thought to himself, Looks like it was a success. 
 
    He had shown Largo a few dishes that a Japanese person might enjoy. They weren’t fancy dishes, but ordinary family ones. According to Largo, Anglo-Saxon Boy had even shed tears as he ate her boiled beef and potato stew. Largo had already earned a few more points in Angle-Saxon Boy’s eyes. It was just a bonus that the young girl eating with them looked sour. 
 
    “It was the first time he gave me that look after I was first chased out to the kitchen.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t show it, but he felt quite good. It filled him with pride that his dish actually had a practical benefit on a person’s life. He showed her a few more dishes that Anglo-Saxon Boy might enjoy, and Largo continued to gain his favor. 
 
    At some point, Sungchul saw a desperate moment in which Largo was biting down to resist the temptation of narcotics and cigarettes, and truthfully, it was good to see. Sungchul waited for New Year’s Eve with a joyful heart. 
 
    Like the flow of a river, time passed by quickly. 
 
    Sungchul went with Largo to buy groceries. 
 
    Buying groceries was originally something Sungchul did alone, but Largo begged him to teach her how to buy good ingredients, so he had no choice but to let her come. Largo no longer wore fancy outfits nor treated Sungchul like a servant. And there was another objective in them leaving the house together. 
 
    “The location is decided. It’s the abandoned house in Rust Green Alley.” 
 
    Largo saw the secret mark from the Order of Extinction had been discreetly posted onto the noticeboard in front of Section 8’s administrative building, and she alerted Sungchul of the meeting place. Only two days remained, which wasn’t all that much time. 
 
    As Sungchul kept himself busy, he happened to run into a couple, Kimchi and his other half. 
 
    “Hey, look who it is! Hey! Kimchi! It’s been so long!” 
 
    Largo waved her arm and ran over to Kimchi while acting friendly. Kimchi wasn’t quite adjusted to Largo, who had undergone a drastic transformation within a short time, and he responded to her with a befuddled expression on his face. When Sungchul filled him in a moment later, Kimchi finally recognized her changed form and greeted her warmly. Largo also approached Sunghae amiably. 
 
    “You’re quite a beauty, as I’ve heard. Well, not as much as me when I was younger, but… Anyways, where are you coming from? Looking at your nice clothes, you must’ve come from another Section.” 
 
    Sunghae lightly laughed in reply. “It’s because of the child in my belly.” 
 
    “Child?” 
 
    It was obvious why Largo would show interest. Sunghae, who wasn’t aware of her situation, only smiled with her eyes and spoke honestly. “I feel bad for the child… but for us to survive, we were going to receive a consultation with the healers of Mura.” 
 
    Kimchi held Sunghae’s shoulder tight and tried to put on a relaxed smile, while Sunghae responded to his gesture with another smile with her eyes. 
 
    Largo, who saw this exchange, looked awkward. Kimchi, who had no way of knowing her mental state, tapped Sungchul’s shoulder to change topics. 
 
    “She’s going to be hospitalized tomorrow! We gathered all of our money and paid the lump sum already! You should’ve seen their expression change from when they initially looked at us like insects because we were from Section 8!” 
 
    On the other hand, Sungchul could feel that Largo’s expression was shifting. He quickly bid farewell. 
 
    “Well, we’re actually in a rush, so we’ll take off first.” 
 
    Sungchul brought Largo back to Anglo-Saxon Boy’s estate. As expected, her mental state was not good. She had brought a cigarette that she had been resolutely avoiding for the past few days to her lips once again. Largo spoke with trembling hands while sucking on her cigarette. 
 
    “You might have been right.” 
 
    When Sungchul looked over with no particular expression, she continued with a bitter tone. “That true love really doesn’t need something tangible.” 
 
    Largo had a resolute expression, as though she had decided on something in her mind. Sungchul had a bad premonition about the whole thing, but he decided that it might not be such a bad thing after all. If Largo were to live on, she would have to sacrifice a life in the end. This realization might have come through unexpected means, but it was a hurdle she had to overcome at some point. Sungchul left her with her thoughts. 
 
    Since then, two days had passed. The greatest celebration of La Grange, the one to bid farewell to the past year while greeting the upcoming one, had finally arrived. 
 
    It was a night when everyone slept while dreaming of a magnificent celebration. Two ominous shadows revealed themselves within the catacombs, which Roxanne’s gang controlled. 
 
    “Don’t you think we should stop here for now? It’s not like a fallen country will be resurrected because of this.” The female mage with glasses turned toward the blade-wielding man and spoke in a prim voice. The blade-wielding man smirked and shook his head. 
 
    “You’re right, but we can’t just watch it all happen, right? Could we just let those Imps that sold us to the Calamity enjoy themselves?” 
 
    “Well, I agree with you on that one, but…” 
 
    “Then let’s go. Phoebe Converse! To smear poop onto the Emperor’s face.” 
 
    Phantom Executor. The murderer that had thrown the Empire into a crucible of terror had, without hesitation, cut away the metal chain holding shut the catacombs’ entrance. 
 
    The day of the Festival. Various noisy festivities began in the morning within the city of La Grange. Sungchul was in Section 4 within the crowd watching the Imperial Cooking Competition. Over 100 participants were working on the challenge given by the examiner, using dozens of prep spaces with bountiful ingredients. The topic of the breakfast competition that was being held as the preliminaries was “vitality.” 
 
    Countless chefs were creating their own interpretations of “vitality” in the form of a dish. Sungchul looked over each of the participant’s dishes like a hawk. Chefs with originality but lacking the foundations. Chefs with solid foundations, yet stuck in their stubborn old ways. Chefs with outstanding talent that have interpreted the topic incorrectly. All kinds of chefs caught his eyes. 
 
    I can’t find anyone that’s better than me. 
 
    Sungchul made his mind up after a brief observation, and the evidence for his conclusion was the broach. A minority of the participants carried the broach signifying the Chef Class, but most of those people had been with colorless or brass-colored broaches; not a single one of the chefs had the bright golden broach Sungchul carried. He couldn’t discount the possibility that some of the chefs might have hid their broach to conceal their abilities, but he couldn’t concern himself with every little possibility. 
 
    The preliminaries were slowly drawing to a close. Once a dish’s score was announced by the judges, it was shared with the audience, and so everyone was eyeing each other already to try and get to the best dishes. Sungchul stood in between the pushy mob and stood in the queue for the participants. He was fortunate to be able to get his hands on the last remaining dish. 
 
    It was a type of baked potato gratin made by finely chopping the potato and baking it with milk, spices, and cheese in an oven. 
 
    [The score of this dish is… 38 points!] 
 
    It was a lukewarm score. The main flair of the dish was to express the topic of vitality through a sweet and sour taste with its precipitates, but it worked against its overall flavor. Trying to force the topic onto the dish had only resulted in a dish that couldn’t help but be not all that good. 
 
    Is it only at this level? 
 
    Sungchul, who had finished his food even as he complained, tried to flap open his coat jacket out of habit, but the broach wasn’t there. Bertelgia had hidden the broach away within her pages. It was strange enough that Sungchul began to wonder how she managed without any fingers. But he couldn’t help but agree that this was completely necessary as well. His entire day would have been ruined had he garnered any unwanted attention in this kind of place. 
 
    “Now, aren’t you satisfied yet?” Bertelgia spoke with more wariness than before. 
 
    “Truthfully, breakfast isn’t the best meal to be hedging all your bets on.” 
 
    The cooking competition that spanned through breakfast, lunch, and dinner was only just warming up with breakfast which acted as the preliminaries. Everyone was expecting the competition highlights that would trump all other dishes to be prepared during the dinner course. However, the Order of Extinction meeting was scheduled in the afternoon, making it impossible to attend. Sungchul was planning to watch through the lunch qualifiers bearing the disappointment since every citizen, including the gangs of Section 8, was taking the day off. Also, a few chefs had caught his eyes. There were a few participants whose queues were overwhelmingly longer than the others. Sungchul snuck into the line and asked the person in front of him who the chef was. 
 
    “He’s the Head Chef of the restaurant Elf’s Table, Paparpa. He’s the undisputedly the best chef of La Grange.” 
 
    “Paparpa…?!” 
 
    A strange smile hung on Sungchul’s lips. He patiently waited for his place in line and was able to see the chef in question. He was an Elf chef with refined features wearing a chef hat. Below him were more than ten assistants moving in perfect sync to prepare the dishes to hand out to the masses washing over to them. 
 
    Is that guy Paparpa? 
 
    As he wasn’t wearing a broach, it was difficult to guess his skills. It appeared that a taste test was required, and after a long wait, Sungchul’s turn finally arrived. 
 
    It appeared to be an ordinary sandwich on the outside, but its flavor was anything but. Sungchul’s eyes shot open when he tasted it. This flavor…?! 
 
    [The score of this dish is… 75 points!] 
 
    Sungchul stared at Paparpa standing haughtily in the distance in a different light. This guy… is he perhaps a High-Class Chef?! 
 
    Sungchul watched him as he spoke, “It looks like this was made with cheese made with the milk from a Golden Goat with Fairy Bread combined with thin slices of sausages of meat preserved from a young Behemoth Boar.” 
 
    Paparpa, who heard Sungchul’s words, turned toward him and replied with a condescending smile.” “Hoh? My recipe was seen through by someone that would subsist on pig gruel. Quite interesting.” 
 
    “Honestly, you’re quite something.” 
 
    This was the greatest compliment that Sungchul could give, but it looked as though Paparpa wasn’t pleased with his words. It was as it appeared. 
 
    “Quite something…? Just something…?” 
 
    He glared at Sungchul with cold eyes before asking with words spoken in a tone that was as cold as a sheet of ice. 
 
    “It looks as though you’re a chef, so are you participating in this competition?” 
 
    “I have some personal issues so…” 
 
    When Sungchul shook his head negatively, Paparpa gave a chilling smile and turned away. 
 
    “That’s a smart choice. Someone that wants to play with words without any real talent should act as you do. Keep doing as you do. While you remain in obscurity, my restaurant that is quite something will continue to flourish!” 
 
    Paparpa swung his spoon for his subordinate chef to chase Sungchul away. 
 
    This son of a… 
 
    As Sungchul’s face twitched, Bertelgia shook violently to stop him. Sungchul left this place in shame while listening to Paparpa’s hearty laughter in the distance. 
 
    “What did I say? Didn’t I say not to stay long?” Bertelgia spoke in a delighted voice as though she had been holding it in as soon as they returned to the estate. 
 
    Sungchul held out his hand and spoke briefly, “Hand it over.” 
 
    Bertelgia climbed out of his pocket and dropped his golden broach that had been hidden within her pages. “You know that this was for the best, right?” 
 
    She looked toward Sungchul and spoke softly. He felt frustrated but hung the broach in the deeper parts of his jacket and layered it with several layers of clothes, knowing full well that she was right. 
 
    Sungchul spent the rest of his time wandering the city spectating the festival. He discovered that people weren’t yet steeped in despair. 
 
    The Calamity had marred the world, but people still retained the strength to laugh. Like this, the time passed until the afternoon. Sungchul made all the preparations within his room to leave the estate when someone knocked on his door. Unexpectedly, it was Largo. 
 
    Largo had always worn her plain work clothes within the home, but at this moment, she was dressed up as her days as a youth. Signs of age remained on her face, but remnants of the beauty that people spoke of remained as well. However, Sungchul wasn’t focused on her beauty when he saw her, but rather the uneasy atmosphere surrounding her entire body. Something must have happened. Her left hand was sporadically trembling as she spoke. 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry to pop in suddenly,” Largo spoke with hesitation. 
 
    “Can you attend New Year’s Eve festival with me? It’s... a bit… to go alone…” 
 
    Her voice was taut. It once again reaffirmed Sungchul’s guesses as to what must have happened in his absence. However, there were more important things to him at the moment. 
 
    “Sorry, but I have to go to the meeting with the Order of Extinction today.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right…” 
 
    A clear sign of disappointment flashed across her eyes. She let out a lonely laughter as she turned toward the door. 
 
    “Sorry for being a burden.” 
 
    “If it ends quickly.” Sungchul relented. “I’ll come right back if you can wait for me until then, that is.” 
 
    It was a calm voice, but it was enough to put a smile on her disappointment-laden face. She smiled faintly before speaking with some restored vigor in her voice. 
 
    “Don’t be too late. I could end up going with someone else!” 
 
    Sungchul nodded. Bertelgia piped up as they headed toward the meeting place. 
 
    “I’ve felt this since before, but you’re rather a good person, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Seeing as you’re being nice to a pitiful but terrible woman, that is. I would’ve just refused. She’s already done so much to you, and the rumors around her aren’t so good.” 
 
    “It’s just been a long while since I enjoyed a festival. It’s not so bad having company.” 
 
    Bertelgia shook her body vigorously at those words. 
 
    “You have me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Mm…” 
 
    Sungchul let out a faint groan, and she immediately roared up in anger. 
 
    “W-what does that mean?!” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” 
 
    Sungchul somehow arrived at the meeting place of the Order of Extinction while receiving Bertelgia’s scorn. When he rapped on the door twice in quick succession, then once more with a brief space in between as Largo had told him, the door opened with the sound of locks being undone. 
 
    “Ah, are you another follower trying to join the Order?” 
 
    An old woman with quite a bit of age on her greeted Sungchul. He didn’t notice any unique power from this woman and allowed her to lead him to the basement of the meeting hall. About a dozen people appeared to be members of the Order inside, listening to the middle-aged man who was evidentially leading them. Sungchul quietly listened to the man’s words among the members. He was speaking in regard to extinction. 
 
    “It isn’t long until extinction. Countless evidence is pointing toward the fact that the time of extinction is drawing close, and even now, the procession of extinction marches on.” 
 
    Within the quite lengthy sermon, Sungchul felt that the man’s words held no substance. They were no better than a repetition of vague words that anyone could say if asked about the topic of extinction, but there were also concerning segments. 
 
    “The Scripture of Calamity is an object of deceit. They speak of false Calamities that were fabricated. The falsities of this forgery could be discerned by the fact that not a single word exists in reference to the Scripture of Calamity within the first recordings of God’s words.” 
 
    He had seen members of the Order of Extinction try to burn the Scripture of Calamity at the Tower of Recluse in the past. This claim seemed to be the basis of such actions, but the preacher back then did not explain with any specific claims to the end. He had spoken as if they were simply claims while remaining vague about the evidence as if it was unrelated. 
 
    They say that there isn’t anything good to eat at a well-known party… 
 
    After the sermon was over, there was a moment for the congregation to speak to the preacher. Sungchul was arranged last. 
 
    When he stood before the preacher, he held the scroll that his subordinate had brought him and smiled while speaking. 
 
    “Mm. You appear to be suffering from erectile dysfunction. Quite a shame.” 
 
    The preacher continued. “Don’t worry. With the knowledge held by our Order, you will find your health restored. However, you will have to show a bit of sincerity before that.” 
 
    The preacher held out his hand after speaking. He was asking for money. Sungchul dug through his pockets, brought out a few of his least valuable coins, and placed them on the man’s palm. His brows furrowed. 
 
    “Your sincerity is lacking.” 
 
    “I am in the process of earning more.” 
 
    “If your sincerity is lacking, you can’t attend the gathering of more higher-ranking members.” 
 
    “Is there something good if I attend the meeting with higher-ranking members?” 
 
    The preacher nodded at Sungchul’s question and explained the Order’s system. The system of the Order was solidly a pyramidal shape in which more sincerity given by its members meant a rise in their rankings. Actions such as donations or regular attendance of the meetings could buy trust from the Order that would allow one to attend the higher-ranked meetings. 
 
    “In other words, the meetings you’ve attended so far are for the lowest-ranking members.” 
 
    The conclusion was simple: All he could earn at this point were more gatherings. 
 
    It looks like even this will require more time. 
 
    A large donation would breed suspicion, so Sungchul simply promised something for tomorrow and left. When he had left the meeting hall, the sun was already setting. Sungchul recalled his promise with Largo and hurried back to the estate. 
 
    On his way back, Sungchul could see the festivities unfolding within Section 8. He could see carts with lanterns emitting colored lights were moving through the crowd, receiving cheer despite their poverty. The cheers suddenly grew louder at one point. 
 
    “It’s the Masked Saintess!” 
 
    “She’s real! It’s the first time I’ve seen her in person.” 
 
    Sungchul debated whether to ignore it and keep moving, but the crowd's unexpectedly passionate response made him join them. Sungchul saw a face he never expected to see. 
 
    Sarasa Xero. 
 
    The undead girl who appeared to hold some crucial role within the Order of Extinction was waving her hand on the cart while receiving escort by some extraordinary guards. 
 
    Why is that kid there? It’s unbelievably brazen. The imperial soldiers must be searching for her with fire under their asses. 
 
    Whatever the reason was, her appearance was received like a miracle to those living destitute lives in Section 8. She was being venerated as the Masked Saintess here. Sungchul could guess how deep the religious influence of the Order of Extinction, who had laid their roots within La Grange, actually was from the torrent of passion around him. 
 
    It was enough for the Empire to feel threatened. However, the passion didn’t last long. The imperial soldiers that had been finally made aware of Sarasa’s appearance had been dispatched there. Sarasa promised the people of another time and hid herself within the darkness. 
 
    There was no better opportunity for Sungchul. Questions he had regarding the Order of Extinction would mostly be resolved if he could catch up and speak to her. There would be no need to do something as pathetic as gathering “trust” for some branch organization. 
 
    However, the sound of an explosion in the sky made Sungchul hesitate as he tried to chase after her. The explosion had come from the Floating Palace that had risen into the skies of La Grange. Fireworks dyed with vibrant colors flew out above the Palace. The greatest event of New Year’s Eve that was the fireworks festival had begun. Largo’s face, full of expectation, flashed across Sungchul’s mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 – Night of the Festival 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been restlessly running forward for 8… no, 9 years. With the exception of a few minor problems, Sungchul had only moved for his own purpose, and he carried it out well. To that end, his choices at this time were quite a conundrum. Objectively, the fate of an ordinary person like Largo didn’t matter at all. The importance of Largo, who was nothing more than a mistress of a gang leader, couldn’t be compared to Sarasa, who held the secrets of the Order of Extinction. However, Sungchul could not easily make a choice despite this fact. Every second he struggled with the decision, the distance between him and Sarasa grew, and the fireworks continued to explode in succession. There wasn’t much time left. 
 
    Sungchul turned around as he could hear the sound of a lonely scream in the distance. He had chosen Largo. Sungchul felt strongly that he had made the wrong choice at the moment he had made the decision. As if the world he had so carefully sought and engineered was starting to careen to one side. 
 
    It was to say that he wasn’t himself. Questions and debates continued to pop up in his mind with every step. 
 
    Did even someone like me get soft? 
 
    He was greeted by a new guard when Sungchul returned to the estate with a strange feeling of defeat. 
 
    “You’ve come at a good time, Energizer! I was itching for you to get back.” It was the first time that the new guard, who was much less social than Kimchi, reached out to him first. 
 
    “Did something happen?” 
 
    At Sungchul’s question, the new guard scratched his head and spoke in a voice that left a creepy feeling. 
 
    “Something did happen. Something fucking annoying! I don’t know what kind of joke this is, but the old lady had an outburst on New Year's Eve of all nights. Just head on in first.” 
 
    The new guard hurriedly waved Sungchul in. Sungchul felt uneasy as he followed in the tacky garden to the courtyard. A few staff members were squatting over to clean. When he drew closer, he could see plenty of blood stained on the linen they were scrubbing. 
 
    He felt the uneasiness growing exponentially as he walked in. Anglo-Saxon Boy was at the front entrance with a blank expression while sitting on the edge of the stairs haphazardly smoking a cigarette beside himself. He let out a sigh when he saw Sungchul and let out a puff of smoke before speaking in a deep voice. 
 
    “You’ve finally come. Ey, Energizer. Go right inside, and take care of it.” He said as such before rising from his seat and walking off somewhere while shaking his head. 
 
    One of the staff led Sungchul inside. “This way.” 
 
    Sungchul followed down the hallway and asked about what was happening. The staff replied in a distressed tone. 
 
    “The boss’s mistress is dead. It’s nasty how it turned out.” 
 
    “... Who killed her?” 
 
    He already knew the answer. 
 
    “The former mistress. That old lady.” 
 
    The staff continued, “Christina seemed to have instigated things first. She must have shot off her mouth seeing that Largo had taken the effort to dress up, but that’s not enough excuse to murder.” 
 
    Sungchul and the staff stepped into the kitchen. There were two months of memories flashing before Sungchul’s eyes. It wasn’t like the days were remarkable. But it had grown on him at some point. 
 
    “Then, I’ll leave it to you.” 
 
    Sungchul was the only one left in the kitchen. He glared over at the dark opening that tore open at the cage’s entrance. The pile of onions that Sungchul had prepared was still piled high in the kitchen corner. 
 
    Sungchul walked through the passage. 
 
    And thus, the ranch revealed itself. 
 
    Tam Tam, who saw Sungchul, shook itself fiercely and let out bestial noises. 
 
    “Krr… Krrrr…!!” 
 
    Sungchul didn’t even give an inkling of attention to something like a Tam Tam. Instead, he looked over at Largo, who lay with her hands tied up in front of its habitat. 
 
    “You’ve come?” 
 
    She had been beaten to the point that he couldn’t recognize her, but Largo was maintaining a surprising amount of calm. Sungchul quickly discovered the reason. The answer was in her hand. She had used the red-tinted crystal, the Gladiator’s Soul. 
 
    When Sungchul approached her, she awkwardly raised her body with great effort. 
 
    “Just open the door for me. I did this to myself. I can’t put this filthy memory onto you. I’m sorry. I said we’d enjoy the festival together, and I ended up causing trouble for you. I’m just the worst woman.” 
 
    Largo laughed bitterly as she approached the habitat. Tam Tam’s massive eyes that were as large as tires twinkled as he bore his teeth, but she didn’t show any fear. 
 
    “What are you doing, keeper? Open the gate. Don’t you need to finish this quickly so you can go see the New Year’s Eve festival? The fireworks that the Floating Palace has arranged will soon set off.” 
 
    When Sungchul didn’t move, she walked toward the keeper’s passage herself. Tam Tam shook its cage violently while drooling. Sungchul, who was witnessing this scene, felt something twitch within his heart. It wasn’t rage, nor was it remorse. It was a complicated emotion that was some combination of both. 
 
    Largo stood before the passage meant for the keepers and suddenly began to sing. It was the lullaby that she had been humming in the kitchen at some point. He had always hated hearing it, but at the moment, this song shook this space a wretched cadence like no other song. 
 
    It was at this moment that something happened. The boulder that Tam Tam had set up on top was falling toward her head as soon as she stepped in through the keeper’s entrance. It was one of Tam Tam’s common tactics to kill its keepers. 
 
    It happened so suddenly that Sungchul couldn’t respond immediately. He fired off Glare to shatter the boulder before it squashed Largo, but it was too late, and the fragments fell upon her head and shoulders. Largo let out a piercing scream and collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Sungchul ran over to her and looked over her condition. It was fatal. She had avoided instant death, but her spine and neck had received critical damage. 
 
    “Ookiki!” 
 
    Tam Tam bore its teeth again and let out a happy sound. Sungchul turned to glare at the beast. It was perhaps the only time he had ever paid attention to it. 
 
    Tam Tam, who couldn’t know better, took a worn spear handle to poke at Largo. It was to scrape her toward the cage and drag her in. 
 
    “Ooki!” 
 
    When the tip of the stick was being shoved through the bars, Sungchul’s hand gripped it. 
 
    “Ookiki!” 
 
    Tam Tam became overjoyed and pulled on the stick. It had finally got its opportunity—the opportunity to get a hold of the keeper who was a thorn in its hide. However, the stick didn’t move. It wavered precariously as though a boulder had weighed it down before breaking with a snap. Tam Tam was the one who fell over. 
 
    “Just wait over there.” 
 
    But unlike what he said, he immediately kicked the cage. The metallic grating that hadn’t budged despite Tam Tam’s efforts broke apart and scattered everywhere. Tam Tam had only realized then that the cage surrounding it wasn’t meant to protect the keeper but rather to protect it against the keeper. The realization had come too late. 
 
    Sungchul stomped over to the beast unarmed. Tam Tam tried to intimidate him by roaring and banging on its chest, but there was no way to convey it properly. Sungchul walked right up to the beast. The Tam Tam could not hold itself back any longer and threw its two muscular fists down toward the tiny human that didn’t even reach its waist, but its fists were easily stopped by the human’s tiny hand. In the next moment, the Tam Tam was suddenly lifted into the air. 
 
    “Ooki…?” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Sungchul embedded the creature into the floor. There was the sound of something breaking before the Tam Tam’s scream filled the cage. Sungchul didn’t stop there. He continued to swing his fist toward the Tam Tam trembling in fear. It didn’t die in a single blow as Sungchul restrained his strength. Instead, Sungchul broke every part of the creature in turn: its arms and legs, knees and shoulders, and internal organs. He destroyed its chin last. 
 
    The beast let out a pitiful cry and squirmed on the floor like a worm. Sungchul stood before those eyes that were as large as tires. When Sungchul glared at them, it clenched its eyes shut and trembled its massive flesh. Sungchul put the dying Tam Tam behind him and walked toward Largo. 
 
    Various potions were revealed from the Soul Storage. Each one of them was a precious thing that could be worth a massive fortune. Maybe it was because he had used such care, but Largo suddenly regained consciousness and spoke in a faint voice. 
 
    “W-what happened? I’m still alive?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know the details.” 
 
    Sungchul lifted Largo and walked out. He followed the corridor to the kitchen that he would never see again and walked toward the estate entrance. Several of the staff discovered him and blocked his path. 
 
    “What are you doing, keeper?” 
 
    “I heard some strange sounds down below. What were the sounds?” 
 
    Sungchul brought out the weapon that symbolized his identity from the Soul Storage in reply to the questions. 
 
    “Sorry, but I’m not feeling well right now.” 
 
    The staff that saw Fal Garaz recalled the legendary figure that had been forgotten in the recess of their memories and stepped back unconsciously. Sungchul left the estate without further interruptions. He saw a familiar face in the courtyard. Anglo-Saxon Boy. It was the boss of the organization. 
 
    “You… just who are you…?” he asked in a surprised voice once he noticed Sungchul. 
 
    “Move aside.” 
 
    The man who had once been performing dirty jobs beneath him was now giving him orders with a solemn tone. Anglo-Saxon Boy was infamous for his heinous deeds, but in reality, he was quite clever. He simply lowered his head and moved aside. 
 
    Sungchul stopped in front of him. 
 
    “This woman is carrying your child, and she was struggling and doing everything in her power to try and bring that child into the world.” 
 
    Anglo-Saxon Boy’s face grew sour. It wasn’t clear what he was thinking about, but now there was nothing more stopping Sungchul. He walked through the door he had always passed through. The guard looked at him with fearful eyes as he opened a path. 
 
    There was an explosion as soon as he stepped out the door. Sungchul felt light lingering around the corner of his eye and lifted his head. Flowers of light of various shapes and colors were blooming in the city skies. 
 
    “Hey, look at that. Isn’t it nice?” The answer he was expecting didn’t come. Largo was fast asleep. I should let her body rest for now. 
 
    Sungchul walked along the roadside. He walked along the familiar path and sought out a place to rest. Some of the inns caught his eyes. 
 
    Sungchul put Largo on his back and sought out one of the inns to rent a room and put her to rest. Largo’s consciousness didn’t return. He had healed her injuries, but the combination of the inebriation of the narcotics and the shock kept her from regaining consciousness. 
 
    When he opened the window for ventilation, a sudden scream could be heard from the outside. 
 
    “S-save me! It’s a monster! A monster appeared!” 
 
    It rang out with the sound of frantic running. The explosion of fireworks that followed buried the sounds, but another scream burst out again. Sungchul opened the window and looked below. They were La Grange soldiers. The ones that were supposed to be defending the city were surprised and running away in panic. 
 
    “Request backup! We can’t stop this by ourselves!” 
 
    There was a disorderly rout. 
 
    Something was unfolding within La Grange. Sungchul looked toward the rhythmically breathing Largo and spoke to her quietly. 
 
    “Rest a bit.” 
 
    He jumped down from the window. 
 
    When Sungchul left, Largo opened her eyes. She pulled off the gloves on her hands and checked the state of her hand. Red spots spread hideously on her skin. She felt the pulse of the child moving in her body and clenched her eyes shut. The melody of the lullaby that she often hummed brushed the walls of the shabby inn. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sungchul felt a familiar chill as he stood on the road. The stench of death carried by the wind brushed across his nose, and he could see a thick fog like the one on the seas rolling in from across the road. 
 
    This is a… Sungchul felt deja vu and recalled a word that he had forgotten about. Necromancer? 
 
    It was when the Followers of Calamity had been at their peak. There was not one incompetent mage among them, but the most troublesome of them were the Necromancers. The raw power of their magic was considered mediocre, but the true terror of their school of magic didn’t come from combat strength. 
 
    The conjured corpses from the cover of darkness had the power to disrupt the enemies and their cities on a military level. If anything was to be called a one-man army, the Necromancer utilizing Necromancy would be that person. Sungchul watched the corpses of the dead squirming within the fog and echoed his words of the past. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An army of skeletons wielding rusted swords, shields, clubs, and spears were swarming the streets. Their numbers exceeded several hundred with just a cursory glance. Sungchul recalled a scene from his extermination campaign against the Followers of Calamity. 
 
    It’s no ordinary Necromancer. 
 
    Sungchul dragged a cart over to the entrance of the inn where Largo was staying and blocked the way before heading toward the undead army. 
 
    Demonic Weapon, Cassandra, was invoked. This tool that made easy work of large quantities of weaker enemies swallowed up the skeleton army without restraint. Hundreds of skeletal soldiers were vaporized. 
 
    Sungchul looked around his surroundings. Vibrant fireworks were still being set off from the Floating Palace to distract those watching. Amid the explosions, Sungchul could hear faint s screaming. It wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Sungchul commanded the Soul Gem. Fly. 
 
    Sungchul’s body lifted up sharply. There were airships of the Defensive Fleet placed at various places within Section 8, but Sungchul paid them no mind. He could see the endless procession of the army of the dead from the sky. Skeletons reaching several thousands... no, tens of thousands had swarmed the main road of Section 8 and headed toward the door leading to Section 7. 
 
    Just how did they manage to gather so many corpses? 
 
    There was a place he suspected. Sungchul immediately soared through the skies and headed toward the headquarters of Roxanne’s gang. Sungchul’s suspicions weren’t wrong. An army of countless skeletons was walking out of the catacomb entrance. 
 
    Fal Garaz made its appearance. Sungchul smashed every skeleton that blocked his path to open the way. The undead that had been concentrated to the point where one wouldn’t even be able to get a step inside could be better described as a wall than an army, but even that wall couldn’t withstand Sungchul. 
 
    He dismantled the wall of skeletons and went on to the deep section of the catacombs. He saw that people he recognized were lying dead. 
 
    It was the corpse of Roxanne. She had been killed after being brought to a horrific state that was hard to look at. Her decapitated head had been attached to the body of Airfruit, who was lying dead next to her. What was most surprising was that she had yet to die fully. Her head that was sewn onto the top of Airfruit’s body was muttering something with the strange sound of air leaking through her throat. 
 
    “U...ugh… K...kill me…” 
 
    Not only was she pitifully killed and her body violated, but she had also been raised again as undead to bring her further pain after death. Sungchul’s blood grew cold at how evil and spiteful this method was. He had heard there were some psychos among those who practiced Necromancy, but he had yet to see anyone use a method this deranged. 
 
    Just what kind of a person would do this… 
 
    Sungchul expressed proper respect toward Roxanne and smashed her head. He also gave rest to Airfruit’s body that was now flopping about without its head. Airfruit’s head was also soon discovered. It was beside a jewel glowing with a dark light, skewered onto a spear with his eyes wide open. 
 
    Sungchul approached the jewel and soon discovered its identity. 
 
    Orb of Vengeful Spirits. Powerful practitioners of Necromancy used their magic with the orb to raise massive amounts of corpses by using it as a bowl to gather the essence of death. Every one of the Necromancers that Sungchul had killed used an Orb of Vengeful Spirits to create their army of corpses at places like a public graveyard. 
 
    Even at this moment, the order of the world was being disrupted as the dead were being drawn by the magical power of the orb and brought here from the afterlife. Sungchul shattered the orb and smashed the skeletons that were in the process of waking up. 
 
    Who did this? Sungchul decided that whoever it was wouldn’t be forgiven, but first, he had to find this enemy. This Necromancer who was raising corpses even at this very moment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arquebus was getting a migraine from this emergency situation that was degenerating uncontrollably. He had believed this was an opportunity for a promotion and favors when he heard that Sarasa on the wanted list had appeared in Section 8. If he could have caught one of the leaders of the Order of Extinction known as the Masked Saintess, it would massively reduce the influence of the Order of Extinction, which was a thorn in the Emperor’s side. 
 
    But his hopes had turned into a nightmare due to an unexpected monster. An unknown assailant calling himself Angelo Rooks appeared before the hand-picked Wyvern knights dispatched to capture Sarasa Xero and decapitated them all. Witnesses claimed that the identity of this assailant was the Phantom Executor that had been terrorizing the Imperial City recently. 
 
    Arquebus, who had instantly lost his trusted hand-picked men, tried to call for reinforcements right away. But reinforcements aside, an army of skeletons in the tens of thousands appeared before them. The onlookers who noticed the army of skeletons crawling out of manholes that were periodically installed in the streets believed it was a surprise show that the Emperor had planned and thought it was quite something to see. However, the area turned into pandemonium when the skeletons began to assault the spectators without warning. 
 
    The fireworks were still going off at the Floating Palace, but Section 8 had turned into hell on earth, and the biggest problem was that all of this wasn’t the end of it. According to the supervisor of the imperial sewer system, countless skeletons were in the process of moving through the sewers to enter the other sections. The urgently delivered messages revealed that they had passed through Section 7 and were beginning to appear in Section 6. Arquebus asked the supervisor to securely seal the line to Section 7, but he replied that he would focus his private forces in Section 4 instead. 
 
    “Shit! That gloomy son of a bitch!” 
 
    The supervisor of the sewer system was not beneath him in rank. This mysterious man, known as the right-hand man of Aquiroa, had the authority to refuse the orders of Arquebus, who was commander of the defenses, so his anger had to be directed elsewhere. 
 
    Arquebus stared blankly toward the ground for a while before he turned toward the young woman standing beside him and began to shout with profanity. 
 
    “A small commotion? Hm? I thought you said it was a small commotion!” 
 
    The arrow of his criticism landed firmly onto Ahmuge, and she had nothing to say. She had warned him, but even she couldn’t imagine that the situation would have devolved to this degree. Ahmuge, who had always been calm, couldn’t keep her eyes from trembling at this moment. How can this be? Records of the End definitely said the disturbance caused by the few members of the insurgents was small. 
 
    Disappearance was not the only Soul Contract she brought back when she returned from the past. She also brought back a record of the future to provide enough benefits of her coming from the future. 
 
    That record is the Soul Contract: Records of the End. 
 
    It was only of Rare grade, but it contained every piece of history leading to the advent of the Calamity before Ahmuge returned to the past. From the dry chronicles that recorded only the broad parts of history down to the accounting book of a common merchant selling his wares in the corner of a market. 
 
    Sujin was able to stand out in the eyes of those in power as she was not only able to simply predict the future but possessed the ability to foresee the shifts in the market or the causes leading up to the deaths of famous figures. 
 
    Of course, some predictions went awry, but no one could deny the completeness of the records she had brought with her. 
 
    Those that had their hands on the flow of time would liken the nature of time to a choir of the living collective. There might be some disharmony here and there, but in the end, everything would come back to the state it was meant to be. 
 
    However, this time even Sujin was surprised. The Records of the End recorded this incident as follows: 
 
    [ On the eve of the year the Devil King died and Colossi appeared to stomp upon half of the continent, a grand festival is held in La Grange at the end of the year. Assassins from the east try to ruin the party, but it doesn’t last long, and the festival carries on.] 
 
    It wasn’t an important incident, so there weren’t many who commented on it. 
 
    But the situation unfolding in the city at present had devolved to the scale that it would cause more than just doubt in the entire record that she brought with her. At this rate, I would not only lose the trust of this person but breed mistrust within all of the people in power. This was the first crisis to befall her, who had been waiting patiently for her opportunity in safety. 
 
    “How are you going to take responsibility for this?” 
 
    Arquebus was whining like a child, and Ahmuge looked down toward the streets being overwhelmed with skeletons. The instigator that had risen the corpses was hiding somewhere in the streets, and if she managed to kill him now, the festival wouldn’t have to end. 
 
    Ahmuge painfully bit down on her lip and glared back toward Arquebus before speaking. 
 
    “Just wait a bit. I’ll take the neck of the Necromancer.” 
 
    As soon as she said her piece, she threw her body over the airship. Her illusory afterimages flickered with the light of the fireworks before fading completely. 
 
    Soon, everything was in darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A man and a woman were looking down on the entirety of Section 8 from a bell tower. They were the ones who had truly ruined the greatest celebration in La Grange. This pair who was wrought from the Calamity of the east looked indifferent to the catastrophe unfolding below them as though it was nothing. 
 
    “Ah, what a waste. I should have taken the head of that undead bitch. If only there weren’t those interlopers.” 
 
    Angelo cleaned his bloody blade with a rag as he spoke. Beside him was a young female mage who was humming to herself with her legs hanging over the edge. 
 
    “Hm, but aren’t they a bit useful? They are warriors of Superhuman grade after all.” 
 
    Angelo watched them and smirked. Each of the corpses missing their heads were the bodyguards that had been protecting Sarasa. Had their skills not been outstanding, Sarasa would have long since perished. 
 
    “Still not satisfied?” 
 
    The main culprit who had raised the corpses spoke without much emotion. Even at this moment, as the corpses that she raised were causing a massacre below her, she appeared calm without a bit of agitation. There was a reason why this was so. As the Black Registry had described the incomparably dangerous child prodigy of Necromancy: 
 
    [ The child Necromancy, Phoebe Canvas, from the Free City of Favian, appears like an ordinary woman on the outside. Those who know nothing about her would marvel at her prodigious ability at Necromancy. But be warned. This woman who might appear normal has not a drop of humanity in her. ] 
 
    Inevitably, practicing Necromancy requires the practitioner to become callous to the life and death of the victim and their corpse. Phoebe possessed the greatest potential in this sense. It was because she lacked the capacity to feel one particular emotion. Empathy. The ability to put herself in another’s shoes. There was a word to describe people like Phoebe in Sungchul’s world: psychopath. 
 
    She came down from the bell tower and continued to direct the headless corpses before looking back toward the other person listed on the Black Registry, Angelo. 
 
    “When are you going to be satisfied?” 
 
    Angelo smiled at her question. “When this bloody festival ends.” 
 
    He looked up toward the sky. Vibrant fireworks continued to pour down from the Floating Palace that looked down upon the entire city. 
 
    At the same time, Sungchul continued to smash the army of skeletons in pursuit of the Necromancer. Curse these fools. Where are they? 
 
    He had faced countless Necromancers, but this one was different. He didn’t leave any trace. 
 
    Many who were bold enough to perform such crazy acts would normally leave behind discreet hints to draw interest. But this one didn’t have any indication of such things. The army of skeletons raised by the Orb of Vengeful Spirits only seemed to move with the grudge the dead had for the living. Because they carried with them nothing but the emotion of vengeance, their combat prowess was poor, their movements were no better than a puppet on strings, and they only lasted upwards of thirty minutes maximum. But their terrifying numbers made up for their shortcomings. More importantly, the army of skeletons was purposely made to wander where people were most congested. In this way, their short duration didn’t pose a problem. Just leaving them inevitably caused harm. 
 
    Sungchul continued to pulverize the skeletons while extensively searching the location that he suspected the Necromancer might be in. And in the middle of his search, he discovered someone fighting in front of him. 
 
    It was a female warrior wearing simple but proper gear. There was a symbol signifying her high rank within the Empire on the cloak, and she was fighting a fresh corpse with blood still dripping off of it. 
 
    However, the movement of this corpse was strange. It was unmistakable that this corpse had been raised with proper care, unlike the other skeletons. 
 
    Is the Necromancer in this area? 
 
    She was someone he would normally avoid, but the situation was what it was. Sungchul decided to help her. He pulled out Krombui and split the corpse with a single swing. The situation was resolved instantly with Sungchul’s involvement. The warrior pulled off her bandana and showed proper courtesy toward Sungchul. 
 
    “Arquebus must have changed his mind last minute. In any case, I am grateful. The Necromancer is just ahead.” 
 
    The woman must have mistaken him for reinforcement sent by Arquebus, and as their eyes met, the female warrior shouted in surprise. 
 
    “E-Enemy of the World?!” 
 
    The identity of the female warrior was none other than Ahmuge. She felt her entire body freeze. She was not the only one in shock, but Sungchul suppressed his emotions and focused on the problem at hand. 
 
    “You seem to know the location of the Necromancer.” 
 
    They were too close, and Ahmuge knew she couldn’t escape. She felt sweat stream down her back as she nodded. 
 
    “Then come help me,” Sungchul said to her calmly. 
 
    She was an annoying woman insofar as she was the only one that could pose a genuine threat to him, as far as he was aware. With that said, the simplest way to resolve that problem would be to kill Sujin here and now. 
 
    But Sungchul didn’t give any credence to that idea. Countless people had told him that he would be swallowed up by his strength and become a Calamity himself, and he had seen it himself: the Giant bearing the same name as him and the countless bones beneath that dark skeleton’s feet. 
 
    I will not be corrupted. 
 
    It could be that he was simply stubborn, but Sungchul wanted to prove them all wrong. He wanted to show them that the future she and those countless others have seen in which he destroys the world as a Calamity will not come to pass. 
 
    “Where is the Necromancer?” Sungchul asked Ahmuge, who was frozen stiff. It looked as though she still hadn’t come out of shock. 
 
      
 
    Why… Just why is this man here? There was no record of this man appearing in La Grange according to the Records of the End… 
 
    What was driving Ahmuge to further confusion was Sungchul’s question itself. Her brain, which was already in part paralyzed, came to a rushed decision. 
 
    Could it be… that this man is an ally of the Necromancer that was driving this city to ruins?! 
 
    Sungchul held up Krombui toward Ahmuge, who was struggling through the shock. 
 
    “Do you want more innocent victims to come to harm?” 
 
    Krombui opened its mouth to speak as the last word left Sungchul’s lips. “This woman. She’s trembling like sheep before a wolf!” 
 
    Her shoulders twitched. Another possibility lit up in her eyes, shocking her again. Could it be… that this man is not trying to destroy the city but… 
 
    Ahmuge had only just now understood Sungchul’s intentions: The man called the Enemy of the World had come here with the same goal as her. However, it wasn’t something that she could accept. The Enemy of the World that she was familiar with was an absolute evil that would swallow up everyone in his path and eventually lead the world to destruction. How could an absolute evil be saving people? It was something that couldn’t happen. 
 
    Her trembling stopped, and her mind grew clear. She straightened herself toward Sungchul and spoke boldly. “What are you scheming? If you’re going to kill me, just do it. No need for trickery!” 
 
    “You’re mistaken, Regressor,” Sungchul replied calmly. “Someone of your caliber has no chance making it on my radar.” 
 
    Ahmuge, who was suppressed by the chilling aura pouring out from Sungchul, couldn’t utter a reply. The silence didn’t last long. The sound of something large collapsing couldn’t be heard from a distance. 
 
    Guessing from the direction of the sound, it was around Section 6. The weighty sound mixed with the faint shouts woke Ahmuge to a few truths she had forgotten. The situation is getting worse! 
 
    She didn’t have the luxury of contemplating her chances of survival against Sungchul in this place. She had to kill the Necromancer and end this incident as soon as possible, or at least before the festival fireworks stopped. If the festival was interrupted, everything she had built up until now would be lost. 
 
    She would lose not only her reputation but also her foundation for growth. In the worst case, she might even be killed by the people in power. She would lose her reason for giving up everything and returning to the past, aside from having to witness the horrible past repeat itself. 
 
    This she wanted to avoid at all costs. She bit down on her lip and steeled her resolve. “Follow me.” 
 
    Her tone was defiant, but her actions were quick. Sungchul quickly followed Ahmuge, who could barely be detected, through the dark streets in the night. 
 
    Of course, Sungchul didn’t forget to test out new abilities even in this most urgent of times. Second Soul Gem: Fairy Light. 
 
    When he cast the spell of illumination that he had purchased before, a sphere appeared that lit up Sungchul’s surroundings as it followed him. Sungchul was immensely pleased with the new magic’s performance. It’s not bad. This here. I think it’ll be quite useful. 
 
    Ahmuge took a quick peek at the sudden light that appeared behind her but quickly fixed her gaze forward again and pushed forward. 
 
    Sungchul followed suit and threw out a question, “Are you the only one from the Imperial Army seeking out the Necromancer?” 
 
    “... Probably,” she replied as if she was unsure, but that was a lie. 
 
    The only one at present trying to find the Necromancer that was causing such chaos within the Human Empire was definitively Ahmuge alone. 
 
    The Defensive Fleet led by Arquebus was positioned above them, but he was simply dragging his feet without any intention of mobilizing them as it might cause the festival to end. Anyone with half a brain might leap into action even at the cost of the festival. But to someone like Arquebus, who had grown accustomed to a world governed by logic based on the opinions of one’s superiors, the interruption of a festival with the favor of the Emperor on the line would feel more important than the immediate casualties suffered by the citizens. 
 
    At the very least, the festival would have to be canceled before he might take action. 
 
    But this wasn’t unique to Arquebus. This was the common sense of those that governed the world at present. 
 
    “I feel the sinister aura of dark magic from that direction.” 
 
    One of the assignments given to an assassin on a battlefield was the assassination of mages. Ahmuge, who had received the tracking training from the Assassin’s Guild, swiftly discovered the location of the Necromancer. 
 
    The Necromancer was raising a corpse on top of a bell tower, looking down on Section 8. There were undead with powerful auras surrounding the vicinity of the bell tower roaming about to defend their master while a lean swordsman stood by her side. 
 
    They were the culprits, as expected. Sungchul immediately recognized the Necromancer and her companion in a single glance. They were the pair he had met at the catacombs. They had ended up causing an incident in the end. 
 
    “That High Elf. Doesn’t he look stronger than you back when you were carrying me around?” 
 
    Krombui looked over at Angelo before speaking. As expected of a magical sword that had survived thousands of years, he was able to grasp a swordsman’s abilities at a single glance, and Sungchul agreed with his assessment. 
 
    “He’s definitely one of considerable strength.” 
 
    However, he couldn’t compare to Sungchul anymore. 
 
    Ahmuge, who was well aware of this fact, didn’t say anything. She wasn’t happy about it, but she could do nothing as nothing would change whether she acted or not. If anything, she hoped this man to clear the threat before him. But there was a question in her mind that she couldn’t bear not asking, and before Sungchul made a move, she asked him the question. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    In her future, Sungchul was the Calamity itself. People called him God’s Tool, as the tool that would destroy the world in God’s stead. Sungchul, who swung the Seven Weapons of Calamity, would kill every person who opposed him and stomp on every kingdom known to man before tracking and hunting anyone that remained. 
 
    It was known that God would punish the world with fire or disease, but the Tool of God would go to various places across the continent to mete out punishment directly. No one could escape his judgment. They could run, but they couldn’t hide as no one could run forever. Any place that the Tool of God crossed turned to a land of death where not a single blade of grass would grow. 
 
    Ahmuge could still remember all this vividly and couldn’t understand Sungchul’s attempt to help people, so she asked again, “Why do you… the Enemy of the World that would destroy the world… help people?” Her voice was calm, but it contained agitation that couldn’t be concealed. 
 
    Sungchul looked toward her and replied without much emotion in his response, “I suffered an accident when I was young. No one stopped to help me, and I who suddenly became an orphan thought to never become like those trash myself.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you’re doing this out of some shallow sense of justice?” 
 
    The calm in her voice melted away by the heat of her excitement, and Sungchul, who’d heard her, couldn’t stop from chuckling. “Justice?” 
 
    “Why do you laugh?” Ahmuge asked. 
 
    “I’ve never once considered such things.” 
 
    “So, self-satisfaction then?” 
 
    Sungchul shook his head and gave his reply, “It ruins my appetite.” 
 
    “Appetite…?” 
 
    Ahmuge looked incredulous and parroted him, but Sungchul raised his head to look ahead of him. The Necromancer and her companion on top of the bell tower were looking in their direction. They had heard the brief conversation and determined their location. 
 
    “Looks like we have guests?” 
 
    Angelo cracked his neck and rose from his seat. “I guess that’s the signal that we should get moving?” 
 
    Phoebe continued to manipulate the corpses with no expression on her face. When she raised her hand, the corpses that had been wandering below the bell tower turned and looked toward Sungchul. The warriors of the Order of Extinction protecting Sarasa had become unsightly undead at the beck and call of the Necromancer after having their heads swapped around. 
 
    Ahmuge could feel extraordinary energy emanating from the recently raised corpses. Dangerous! 
 
    She could not face them alone. But now that the most fearsome man in the world was standing beside her, the story was a bit different. 
 
    Sungchul stepped forward with Krombui in hand. 
 
    “I don’t particularly like the chilled blood of the undead,” Krombui complained. 
 
      
 
    “Hoh? That guy. Haven’t I seen him before?” Angelo commented, looking amused at Sungchul, who walked toward them with an enormous great sword in tow. 
 
    “Worker. When we entered the catacombs.” 
 
    Phoebe remembered exactly when they had met Sungchul. 
 
    “What a lucky guy, seeing as he wasn’t there when we cleaned out that gang in the catacombs. But he must not be so smart to seek death on his own two feet.” 
 
    “Then we should punish him.” 
 
    Phoebe waved her hand, and when she did, the twelve corpses drew their weapons and rushed toward Sungchul. They appeared somehow disheveled but flawless. It was clear that their bodies perfectly recalled the combat experience of their former lives. No one could take twelve warriors who were not just ordinary, but at a Superhuman-level, without fear of death moving in perfect sync lightly. Twelve undead bodies made strange whistling cries from where their severed heads didn’t quite completely connect with the neck as they lunged toward Sungchul. 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” Angelo called out before the attack. “Let’s play around while we’re killing time.” 
 
    Phoebe nodded in response to that bone-chilling request. “Okay.” 
 
    However, their confidence collapsed after 5 seconds. The dozen undead warriors were pitifully cut down after a single strike by the sword of a worker doing menial tasks in the sewers. 
 
    Angelo, who witnessed this, pulled out his blade and muttered cautiously, “Phoebe, that guy is strong.” 
 
    “Maybe the Emperor himself?’ 
 
    “It’s probably not the Emperor. The Emperor doesn’t look that poor.” 
 
    Sungchul’s shocking appearance was enough to set the pair from the east on edge, but even this was within their expectations. Angelo stood in front of Phoebe and stopped her. 
 
    “Let’s use that.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She nodded and pulled out a box from her Soul Storage. It was no ordinary box. Sungchul’s Eye of Truth discerned that the box itself contained preservation, chilling, and the incredibly rare water attribute magic cast upon it. 
 
    What is in that box? 
 
    He didn’t have to wonder for long. The box contained the decapitated head of a man with his eyes closed. Ahmuge took a step back because she recognized the head. “My goodness...” 
 
    The box contained the head of Dalphain, the Ninth Champion of the Continent, one of the few that symbolized order in this world. He was a corpse, but being kept in the Soul Storage had perfectly preserved the man as if he was alive, making it more shocking. 
 
    When Phoebe raised her hand, the eyes of the detached head flew open, and its mouth opened wide. The head let out an indecipherable sound. Angelo stitched the head onto a headless corpse wandering below the bell tower and muttered loudly, “You’ll soon be like this, but not right now. We’ll play with you first. The festival isn’t over just yet.” 
 
    The corpse of Dalphain, the Paladin, raised its unfamiliar body. Sungchul, who had once belonged to the Thirteen Champions of the Continent, knew the man well. 
 
    Dalphain. 
 
    He was looked on poorly by the church and was called the Emperor’s minion due to his poor judgment and tendency to only look at what was right before him, but his faith and desire to fulfill his calling were genuine. 
 
    That once noble holy warrior was now blocking Sungchul’s path in the form of some hideous meat puppet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 – Divergence 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sungchul remembered Dalphain as the ideal Paladin with all the qualities that Paladins should carry, such as true faith, an indomitable spirit, and bravery to withstand any amount of torment. He had been the only person ever to be sanctified by both the Mura Sect and the Horasan Sect, the two great pillars of faith that had split the world in two. 
 
    For Paladins, whose special trait caused their abilities to be decided by the blessings they possessed, it wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to say that he was the most powerful Paladin in history. However, when he came out to the public, a critical weakness that hadn’t been so obvious before was revealed. It was that his combat sense was poor. It had been known previously that his combat sense was lacking compared to the other Paladins, but his mental fortitude was the exact opposite. So it was believed that his stats would overcome his weakness. 
 
    However, his lack of ability caught his heels time and time again during fights between peerless fighters. In the end, he couldn’t reach the upper Fifth position of the Champions of the Continent and earned the much lesser title as Ninth Champion of the Continent. 
 
    Sungchul was confident. If Dalphain had a bit more combat sense, his position would have been much higher than it had been. Unexpectedly, his true strength was revealed not in life but after his death. 
 
    Sungchul was watching the Paladin Dalphain enveloped in a holy brilliance with callous eyes. He was well aware of what the brilliance was. Shield of Retribution. It was a trap to turn the tables, fueled not by mortal powers but through the power borrowed from the God of Order. 
 
    The Shield of Retribution possessed no ability to absorb damage, so Dalphain would perish if Sungchul caused enough damage. But it was a cumbersome trick against people with overwhelming offensive capabilities like Sungchul. 
 
    Sungchul was poorly matched against him. Had it been the Dalphain of the past, he would have released the Shield of Retribution on his own to cast his favorite ultimate skill to end the fight impatiently, but the Spirit Mage that controlled him now didn’t seem to have such plans. Sungchul could only continue to watch him while reflecting on these thoughts. 
 
    “A…aura…” 
 
    As expected of a figure deserving of blessings from both major sects, his body seemed to have retained his holy power even after death. The problem was that Phoebe controlled the head that contained his holy power. 
 
    She utilized Dalphain as a shield to stop Sungchul from approaching. It seemed impossible to resolve this as he had always done, which was by violence. 
 
    Was it wrong to give them time? 
 
    It would take a bit of time, but the results were already decided now that he had discovered them. Rather, he figured that it wasn’t so bad for him to use his head every now and again as it was never a good thing to become accustomed to easy fights considering the future. 
 
    Sungchul continued to reflect on his overflowing arsenal to choose from and quickly configured those options into a plan within his head and went into action. 
 
    First, he took a step back. Dalphain, who was Phoebe’s shield, did not give chase and stayed where he was. The sliced corpses beside the standing figure of Dalphain began to slowly piece themselves together to reform the wall of corpses. 
 
    Phoebe looked down from the bell tower with her legs dangling from the ledge with a bored expression, but it was easy to see that she wouldn’t be distracted. 
 
    It was as Sungchul wanted. He personally began to cast a spell with the villains from the east watching. A complex magical formation appeared around him. Angelo couldn’t decipher what it meant, but Phoebe immediately understood Sungchul’s intentions. 
 
    “It’s Meteor. Evade.” 
 
    As soon as the words left her lips, a magical formation of the Cosmos opened up amid the countless fireworks in the city sky, and a meteor descended through the formation wielding terrifying momentum. Phoebe descended the tower with levitation while Angelo used his dexterity to jump down as the meteor fell right behind them. The bell tower was smashed to pieces while the bell attached to the belfry was embedded into the ground while trembling from the lingering impact. 
 
    “That guy was a magic swordsman?” 
 
    As Angelo was muttering to himself, another magical formation appeared consecutively above their heads. 
 
    [ Echo x3 ] 
 
    The signature ability of Sungchul’s class, Echo Mage, was activated. Three meteors fell on top of Angelo and his companion consecutively three times. Debris flew in every direction, and the entire area was reduced to dust. Phoebe and Angelo looked at the man standing in the distance with different eyes as the area was covered thickly in dust. They exchanged glances. 
 
    He’s a powerful enemy. 
 
    Phoebe advanced her shield, Dalphain, and the other corpses slowly while Angelo joined the procession of corpses. It was to avoid allowing him to cast more spells. They were entering the next phase of the battle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The attack from the army of death on La Grange was covered thickly in dust as the battle between Sungchul and the pair from the east continued. The army of skeletons from Section 8 ignored Section 7 and assaulted Section 6 directly. 
 
    A few guards tried to stop them with all of their might, but the numbers were simply too much. The heavy gates swooned from the continued attack and began to collapse. 
 
    Military engineers tried to reinforce the gates with additional materials, but it was for naught. They could also see it: the flying moth flying in between skeleton soldiers. This giant moth holding the Orb of Vengeful Spirit with its six legs was continuously raising those killed by the skeleton army to infinitely reinforce the skeleton army’s numbers. This was the reason that their numbers didn’t decrease regardless of how many of them were slain. 
 
    “Kill that bug! Kill that damned bug!” 
 
    The commander of the soldiers shouted through his parched throat. They concentrated all of their firepower such as Magic Arrow, bolts of crossbows, balls of fire, and more toward the moth. One of the distant arrows landed on target through sheer luck. The moth fell over and dropped through the cracks into the sewers just like that. 
 
    The soldiers cheered, but that had only brought about the worst result. The corpses rotting within the Great Sewers below had woken to the aura of death pouring out of the Orb of Vengeful Spirits and risen. They weren’t the worthless skeletons of the average folks. They were the nobles of the east that had carried long and dignified histories with them. 
 
    Corpses of those that were once decadent now rose from the filth of the wastewater one at a time. Had there been Soldiers of Salvation guarding the sewers, they might have been able to extinguish the flames of death that had spread from elsewhere. But the Soldiers of Salvation were moved to a high-value location, the entrance of Section 4, by the direction of the supervisor of the Imperial Sewers. In other words, the sewers of Section 6 were currently abandoned. 
 
    The aristocracy of the east began to crawl out from below, seeking the breath of the living. They fell in line behind the army of skeletons congested before the castle gates. When these undead revealed themselves, the defensive line of Section 6 was at its breaking point. The soldiers had fled, and the army of death within Section 6 poured in like a flood. The sound of their invasion could be heard clearly by the young couple still in the silent hospital. 
 
    “What is this sound?” Sunghae, who was lying on the bed, looked nervous as she looked at her surroundings. 
 
    “Wait a bit. I’ll go take a look around,” said Kimchi. As someone that had stood on the battlefield, he had a hunch that there was a fierce battle unfolding outside. The clergymen outside were busy running through the hallway. 
 
    “Block the entrance with every obstacle you can!” 
 
    Another group of priests was equipped with armor and blunt weapons while praying to their God. Kimchi approached them and asked, “Just what is happening?” 
 
    An elderly clergyman groaned in reply, “Lord, forgive their foolish transgressions on the holiest of nights that is New Year’s Eve! An evil Necromancer had raised a massive army of undead and attacking this place. It’s not too late to immediately escape this place to Section 5.” 
 
    A dark shadow drew over Kimchi’s face. Sunghae could not be moved at the moment. She had been given medication that wasn’t good for her body, so she required complete rest. To tell him to leave this place was the same as telling him to leave his wife behind. 
 
    “I cannot do that,” Kimchi replied decisively. 
 
    “If you stay here, you will die with the other patients. Of course, we will try to hold on as long as we can, but…” the clergyman spoke with a moan. 
 
    The young man named Kimchi was a burly but poor-looking fellow who looked conflicted for a moment before replying with determination. 
 
    “I will fight as well.” 
 
    “You will…” 
 
    The clergyman looked at Kimchi with surprise. Kimchi simply nodded and pulled something out of thin air. It was the Order of the Iron Blood Knights armaments that he had sealed within his Soul Storage for a long time. The clergyman who saw the armaments engraved with the words Iron Blood in Korean, symbolizing this order, grew wide-eyed. 
 
    “T-that is…?” 
 
    “High Knight of what was formerly known as the Order of the Iron Blood Knights, Kanghui Lee. I will stake on this forsaken name once again to fight with you all.” 
 
    The eyes of Kanghui burned passionately as he donned his equipment and stood alongside the clergyman of the Mura Sect as they watched the army of death approaching from the front. These soldiers led by the east nobles discovered the hospital and let out a strange cry before clamoring toward them like a tidal wave. 
 
    “Come, you dogs! Do you think I’ll give up my incredibly hot wife that I worked so hard to get!” 
 
    Kanghui raised his steel sword and shield and headed toward the former nobles of the east. 
 
    In the midst of this fierce battle of the living and the dead, the festival was still ongoing. Arquebus was now watching the fireworks popping from the Floating Palace with a resigned look on his face when a Wyvern Knight flew over through the skies and landed on the deck. 
 
    “Admiral. Minister Dimitri had sent over a message.” 
 
    This was the silver lining that he was looking for. He forgot his dignity and rushed toward the Wyvern Knight in a hurry to inquire further. 
 
    “Right, so what are the orders?” 
 
    At this question, the knight looked less confident as he shook his head in reply. “He ordered that the decision regarding the current situation is to be left to Admiral until an order comes down from the Emperor saying otherwise.” 
 
    Arquebus’s face furrowed like crumpled paper upon hearing the news, but he wasn’t irresponsible as to let out the insults about his superiors escape his lips. 
 
    That old raccoon. He didn’t even report to the Emperor! He’s always trying to avoid all responsibilities like that! 
 
    However, his superior had left a single piece of trivial message that all left this to his discretion, and this left a single leverage in which the responsibilities of this incident could be diverted. 
 
    Arquebus looked toward Section 8, burning down in flames. The skeletons appearing from Section 8 ignored Section 8 and were heading toward the upper sections. The citizens of Section 8 formed a small foothold of resistance where the roadblocks were set up like an isolated island, and as the skeleton soldiers lacked raw stats, it was enough to buy plenty of time. Largely, there weren’t pressing problems within Section 8 itself, but almost an endless supply of skeletons was pouring out from Section 8. 
 
    Arquebus propped his chin and fell into thought regarding the limits of his own authority and the impact that would unfold in relation to it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The corpse attached to Dalphain’s head was approaching with uneven steps. Sungchul calmly retreated while looking for an escape, but the corpses were surrounding him as well while Angelo was watching his movements with his sharp eyes from behind the corpse army. 
 
    “Ey, what are you doing?” Angelo tossed out a question. “You don’t look like a dog of the Empire, so why are you helping them?” 
 
    Sungchul gave no reply and continued to step back. The corpse of the Paladin Dalphain seemed to respond to his movements and stepped forward to close their distance. Sungchul glared toward Phoebe, who was positioned behind Angelo. 
 
    “You’re trying to use pincer attack, aren’t you? Don’t even try it. Phoebe won’t fall for something obvious like that.” 
 
    As he had said, Phoebe had cast a defensive barrier that wouldn’t even let a drop of water through, and as she was a mage of a certain caliber, it would be obvious to expect her to have studied a few defensive magic. Magic that could easily overwhelm someone like Ahmuge. 
 
    However, Sungchul was not looking to launch two-pronged attacks nor to assassinate. His intentions were something else entirely, and soon what he was looking came into sight. Dalphain had stepped on top of the weak manhole cover covered in dirt. 
 
    God-like strength immediately flowed through Sungchul, who had only been on the retreat, and Angelo could faintly sense the flow of this overwhelming, unstoppable power. 
 
    What is this eerie energy? 
 
    Sungchul pounded on the ground with his feet instilled with god-like energy even before Angelo could respond, and the ground beneath them collapsed. Angelo was able to quickly evade to avoid falling to the ground, but Dalphain’s corpse, which Phoebe was controlling, was not so lucky. 
 
    It fell below the earth with the falling ground into the sewers. The corpse was able to land securely onto the embankment of the sewers, but a dark shadow appeared behind it. It was Sungchul. He swung Krombui at Dalphain’s neck as though he was waiting for this moment, but it wasn’t just a simple swing. He avoided Dalphain’s flesh and only sliced through the steel wire that connected the body to the head. 
 
    “A… aura strike!” 
 
    Dalphain’s corpse tried to instill holy sword energy into his own blade to attack, unable to know what Sungchul had done. But its excessive movements only served to detach the head from the body as their connection was gone. Without an attack from Sungchul. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    Sword instilled with Holy Aura only managed to strike air, and at the same time, Dalphain’s head fell to the ground causing the Shield of Retribution that surrounded the body to disappear. The shield was broken. 
 
    Sungchul swung his sword once again in order to pulverize the body and lightly leaped onto the surface above. 
 
    “Now, then.” 
 
    Sungchul had a bad habit. Once he saw those that relied only on their petty strength to stir trouble, he didn’t let it end right there. It was the same when he faced off against Sajators. He presented them with a death appropriate to their evil deed only after having them thoroughly feel the insignificance of their resistance. This was one of the reasons that he stalled so far. 
 
    “Should I get a good look at your skills?” 
 
    He knew how to make them despair, and at times, he enjoyed doing so. 
 
    Ding-ling. 
 
    Krombui disappeared, and in its stead was the Weapon of Calamity, Oom Brook, in his right hand, and a weapon that hadn’t been seen before appeared in his left hand. Rather than a sword, it had a strange shape that looked more like moving flesh. Ahmuge’s eyes filled with terror when she saw it. 
 
    T-That is… another Weapon of Calamity, Agony…! 
 
    Sungchul held the Weapons of Calamity in each hand and slowly moved toward the pair from the east like an envoy of death. 
 
    Ahmuge remembered what the usage of the Weapon of Calamity Agony was. Agony itself was a source of life itself. The blade of Agony, which was sharper than any noteworthy sword, both cut away and mended. 
 
    It was contradictory in that it was both a tool for inflicting damage and healing, but the true power of Agony was hidden within that fact. Agony was not a tool meant for victory but rather a tool solely meant to cause pain. 
 
    Ahmuge remembered how Sungchul had used Agony to cripple his enemies. She still vividly recalled the people that were neither living nor dead begging for the sweet release of death. 
 
    That horrendous hell was about to unfold in another era. 
 
    “Phoebe. Help me,” Angelo called out to his companion while taking a step back. The strange weapon that didn’t appear to be from this world sent out powerful warning signals to him. 
 
    Phoebe’s figure seemed to slide across the ground toward Angelo and grouped with him. She began to chant an aria as soon as she arrived. It was a small-scale summoning spell. When the magical formation unraveled, a corpse with crimson skin appeared on top of the formation. It was too large for humans. It was a Devil, or a corpse of a High Devil, to be exact. 
 
    “T-That is?” Bertelgia muttered while trembling. 
 
    Sungchul couldn’t see his face as it was covered with a mask made of jade, but he found that the general form of the corpse and its aura seemed to match with that of Elijah Breggas, who had been killed in the Frontlines of the Demon Realm and had to inquire further. 
 
    “Where did you find this?” 
 
    “Frontlines of the Demon Realm.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “We also have something like this,” Phoebe spoke in a mutter before pulling out two more boxes from her Soul Storage. 
 
    Inside the boxes were two more faces that Sungchul recognized. They were the severed heads of the Sixth Champion of the Continent Martin Breggas and the Knight-Captain of the Iron Blood Knights Sungtek Cho. Sungtek’s head had suffered greatly from decomposition and damage, so its eye was replaced with a glass one and a portion of its cranium was replaced with a metal plate. Their chilling faces were turning red and blue, with the color of fireworks exploding in the sky. 
 
    Sungchul let out a burst of empty laughter as he was reunited with these familiar faces. It was unthinkable that he would meet a person that would recycle these corpses in this manner. 
 
    These people that had once held this continent with authority had now become a toy for some nameless psycho. 
 
    Angelo saw Sungchul’s reaction and spoke callously, “I’m sure now that you seem to recognize these old raccoons. You’re also one of them, aren’t you?” 
 
    His finger pointed toward the Floating Palace that was shooting off fireworks even now. His cold eyes held undisguisable scorn and rage toward the upper crust of this world, and Sungchul replied to his eyes with action rather than words. 
 
    He put down the Weapon of Calamity and pulled out his weapon forged from fragments of the sky, Fal Garaz, that symbolized his identity. 
 
    Angelo’s eyes filled with surprise, and even Phoebe, who didn’t show much expression on her face, seemed to show interest in the appearance of Fal Garaz. 
 
    “The Enemy of the World? He’s younger than I thought?” 
 
    “That hammer is probably real.” 
 
    “Yea? We’re in luck! To have met the big shot that was shaking up the world!” 
 
    Angelo laughed happily while Phoebe poked his side beside him. When Angelo turned toward her, she gripped her staff tight and spoke in a mutter. 
 
    “Angelo, I want that one.” 
 
    Her eyes were enveloped in a strange glow. Eyes murky with obsession, greed, and desire held Sungchul in their center. 
 
    “Hoh. It’s been a while that I’ve heard you say that.” 
 
    Phoebe, who had been under strict observation by the World Parliament from a young age, didn’t reveal her true strength as she did in the past, but Angelo knew what happened when she put in all of her efforts. Phoebe was someone who had never lost once in a game called chess after learning its rules. Her ability to read her opponent, natural talent at deployment and her genius intellect that allowed her to instantly calculate any scenario made her an undefeatable knight. That talent wasn’t simply limited to the game but was perfectly translated onto the field of battle. To Phoebe, a battle was identical to chess. If there was any difference, it was that she used a chess piece made of a corpse instead of one made of ivory, and she now sat in the place of the king. 
 
    Her chess piece gained false life and rose once again with the movement of her hand. As the High Devil Elijah Breggas guarded the front like a castle wall while Marquis Martin Breggas and Knight-Captain Sungtek Cho gained new flesh stood on the battleline, and Angelo stood beside her as her queen to be tagged in by her call. 
 
    Phoebe, who had finished her preparation, finally asked the single question on her mind, “Why is that person not doing anything?” 
 
    As the battleline was being reinforced before him, Sungchul did nothing. Phoebe suddenly recalled a knight from a certain tale that had shaken his sleeping enemy awake and waited for him to finish his battle preparations. 
 
    “I think I want him more and more?” 
 
    She fell into a strange state of excitement as she imagined taking apart Sungchul’s corpse and putting it together again. Her chess pieces made of corpses moved following her instruction. 
 
    “I heard that you defeated the army of Devils in the hundreds of thousands by yourself.” 
 
    Phoebe no longer muttered under her breath but rather spoke excitedly with madness in her eyes. 
 
    “However, my corpses will be different. It’ll continue to stand regardless of how much you cut them down, and they’ll make your body feel heavy like cotton drenched with water. When you’re eventually exhausted, I’ll disassemble your body. Even as you draw breath.” 
 
    Phoebe’s face trembled with a despicable smile as she spoke. She was truly a Devil under the guise of a human, but Sungchul’s response was lukewarm. 
 
    “It seems like a decent plan.” 
 
    Sungchul relayed an order toward his Soul Gems first. Fairy Light. 
 
    Three orbs emitting bright light appeared behind Sungchul. Of course, it was a meaningless action, but then he finally made a move. He rushed forward with Fal Garaz while the three orbs followed behind him. Elijah’s corpse blocked his path like a steel wall as she must have thought he could stop Sungchul as Dalphain had done, but her delusion was shattered with a single swing. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Fal Garaz smashed the corpse of the High Devil to pieces. Phoebe felt the strategy her brilliant mind had pieced together being shaken as cold blood and flesh scattered all around her. Fal Garaz smashed her other chess pieces consecutively even before she could even have time to react. 
 
    Sungchul performed the fallen heroes’ funeral rites in his own way. Wherever his hammer passed through, only unrecognizable pieces of flesh and blood remained. Regeneration or resurrection became impossible. Phoebe, who had lost all of her pieces in an instant, could see her own future before her eyes as she remained speechless. This is the Enemy of the World…?! 
 
    It was a defeat and, soon to be, a death as bitter as could be. However, the fate that awaited her was a fate crueler than death. The blade of Agony squirming before her pierced through Angelo’s chest before her eyes. 
 
    “Kuuuugh!” 
 
    Angelo, whose heart was pierced by the blade, was raised into the sky as he was. Phoebe foresaw his death, but something more amazing took place. Angelo, whose heart had been pierced, continued to struggle with his arms and legs swinging in the air while screaming. 
 
    Why… won’t he die? 
 
    It was the obvious question that came to mind. It wasn’t Necromancy as she didn’t notice any trace of magic with her eyes. She naturally moved on to the next possible target, the strange magical sword that had pierced Angelo that was squirming wildly within him. 
 
    Just what is that? She wasn’t given any more time to think as Sungchul swung Agony downwards. Angelo simply bounced off the stone pavement. 
 
    “Kwaaa!” 
 
    Angelo, who was laid out on the street flat like a stretched-out frog, continued to squirm without dying. Only then could Phoebe realize that the wound where Agony had pierced him was slowly mending itself. 
 
    “You have quite the deviant tastes.” 
 
    Phoebe lacked empathy. To her, even fear was difficult to grasp, but even so, she could fully acknowledge the truth that the current battle was lost. 
 
    “You’re powerful. I’ll acknowledge my loss.” 
 
    She put down her staff and raised her hand, but Sungchul’s feet did not stop. Phoebe could see what he was trying to do from looking at his callous face. She didn’t feel fear, but she was still opposed to succumbing to his intentions. She took a step back and tried to reason with him. 
 
    “I’ll stop the corpses immediately. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
 
    She continued, “If you promise that you won’t harm me, I’ll fight for you. My knowledge of Necromancy will be a great help to you that hate the Empire.” 
 
    She put up offers one after another, but she wasn’t aware of what kind of person Sungchul was. 
 
    “Are you perhaps going to harm a frail girl like me?” 
 
    Stab. 
 
    The Magic Sword Agony pierced Phoebe’s body. 
 
    “Kyaaa!” 
 
    Her pitiful scream covered up the sound of fireworks that could be heard from a distance. 
 
    Ahmuge, who was watching the scene from the darkness, was squatting on the floor with her hands covering her ears with her eyes shut. It finally began, the formal introduction ceremony, performed personally by the Calamity himself. 
 
    Sungchul embedded Phoebe and Agony into the wall before standing before her with a piece of lumber he picked up from the ground. “Are the lives of your victims so laughable?” 
 
    “Our actions have merit…” 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Before she could speak, the piece of lumber smashed across her face. More than half of her face was instantly broken to pieces, and her eye on the other side popped out. It was a critical injury that should have resulted in instant death, but the Weapon of Calamity, Agony, was embedded into her heart. The Weapon of Calamity didn’t permit Phoebe’s soul to move on to the afterlife and restored her shattered face to its original form. 
 
    Phoebe’s consciousness soon returned, followed by the excruciating pain and the trauma of its memory. 
 
    “S-stop…” 
 
    She realized what true fear felt like upon that first strike, but it was a realization that came much too late. The lumber raised high into the air came down upon her like a clap of thunder to extinguish her consciousness. 
 
    “Stop… please… please…” Phoebe continued to beg once her consciousness returned. 
 
    “Ph-Phoebe!” 
 
    Angelo, who had fallen onto the ground, struggled to stand, but a rusted spear was embedded into him before he could try and do anything. Another Weapon of Calamity had skewered his body. 
 
    “Ugh!” 
 
    Angelo felt all of his strength escape his body, followed by the sound of a bell that threatened to shatter his sanity. 
 
    “Don’t rush. Your turn is next.” 
 
    The pitiful screams continued to leak through her covered ears. 
 
    Sujin felt terror that made her chest feel like exploding. I can’t listen to this. If I look at it any more, I’ll lose my will to fight this monster! 
 
    She barely managed to raise her body with her wobbling legs to carry her body into the darkness. The pitiful screams rang out once more from behind her. Sujin, who heard it again, collapsed with her hands to her ears. 
 
    She couldn’t resist. She recalled the nightmare of a past life when she was forced to sit by and watch her companions die with her breath held with each of their screams. She prayed with her hands to her ears. Someone, please… stop this! God or Devil, anyone is fine. Just stop that damned torture. 
 
    However, she knew that the torture would not stop as she knew that Sungchul was the Tool of God, who couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    However, something miraculous happened. A short shout of a little girl rang out amid the dull sound of impact and screams. 
 
    “Stop! Don’t do this!” Bertelgia shouted at Sungchul from within his pocket. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That weapon… can you not use that one? It’s scary because it feels like it’s changing you.” 
 
    Even more so than the violent scenery that could terrify anyone, it was more difficult for her to withstand Sungchul’s transformation. He changed into someone completely different when he held a Weapon of Calamity. 
 
    Bertelgia, who was closer to his heart than anyone, knew this. Palpations of his heart changed from normal whenever he used a Weapon of Calamity. 
 
    “What are you saying, Bertelgia?” 
 
    Sungchul asked in a different tone. His voice was calm as always, but Bertelgia could feel the faint anger of someone that was being interrupted. Bertelgia, who heard this, couldn’t help but think, Was he actually enjoying it? 
 
    She wanted to strongly deny it from in her heart, but she couldn’t help but be bothered within some corner of her heart. She spoke with a stronger resolve of preventing him from using that weapon any longer. 
 
    “You’ve already killed that woman and patched her back more than a dozen times! She would’ve regretted her evil actions plenty of times as she went back and forth on the edges of life and death.” 
 
    “She didn’t yet completely compensate for the price of her sins,” Sungchul replied as he grabbed a new plank replacing his broken one. He spoke with a callous voice while glaring at Phoebe, who was in the process of being put back together. 
 
    “There’s still a quarter of a day left.” 
 
    Phoebe, who heard his answer, lost her consciousness with her eyes rolling back. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Sungchul smashed her skull once again with the plank. Brain and blood scattered in every direction, with some being smudged onto the piece of lumber. Sungchul topped it off by ringing the Bell of Calamity toward Angelo, who was moaning on the ground. 
 
    “The other quarter of the day left over is meant for that guy.” 
 
    Angelo, who heard the sound of the bell at a close distance, began to grip his head and roll along the ground. 
 
    Bertelgia could clearly see a faint smile plastered onto Sungchul’s face as he watched them amidst the horrible screams directly around him. This is dangerous. I have to stop this right away. 
 
    Bertelgia shook her body with all of her strength from within his pocket, and Sungchul looked down toward her. 
 
    “Bertelgia, do you want to go back to the Storage?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I go back to the Storage, but what are you going to do about that woman?” 
 
    “That woman?” 
 
    Sungchul looked as though he wasn’t aware of whom she was referring to. 
 
    “Largo.” 
 
    A slight change appeared in Sungchul’s eyes, so Bertelgia pushed on without stopping. 
 
    “And, aren’t you worried about Kimchi and his wife?” 
 
    “Ah, those people.” 
 
    Sungchul’s slowly beating heart began to beat faster once again. Bertelgia felt hopeful and continued. 
 
    “Do what you want if making these people pay for their sins is more important, but if that’s not the case, tell her to undo her spell and resolve this situation before you regret it!” 
 
    “Regret…” Sungchul’s words trailed on. He had completely forgotten about it: Largo, Kimchi, Sunghae, and the whole reason he had come here in the first place. 
 
    At some point, the thought of punishing the pair made him feel this emotion called rage completely enveloped him. He couldn’t think of anything else because they had dared to challenge him. 
 
    How dare some mere humans… Sungchul shuddered when his thoughts came to this conclusion. Was I this kind of a man…? I thought this…? 
 
    A familiar voice he had heard before blew past his ears like a dream. 
 
    - I’ll be watching. To see how long you can pretend to be human, you who obtained the power of a God. 
 
    By the time he realized it, the Weapon of Calamity was already in his hand. Not just one of the weapons that he had vowed never to use, but two of them. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The plank caked in blood and gray matter fell to the ground. Bertelgia silently watched his actions with a nervous heart. 
 
    Sungchul lifted his head and dumbly looked toward the Floating Palace that was shooting off fireworks even now. The fireworks festival held from the Floating Palace was reaching its peak. The fireworks ferociously flowed out along the walls of the Floating Palace like a waterfall in a grandiose display, and while high-pitched screams rang out, gigantic flowers of light bloomed in the air. It was a truly beautiful display. Beautiful enough for one to forget about the problems of the world for a moment. 
 
    A smile rose onto Sungchul’s lips causing Bertelgia to grow concerned for a moment as to whether Sungchul had become influenced by the Weapon of Calamity once again, but they were baseless fears. The smile on his face this time seemed to hold more bitterness than satisfaction. 
 
    Finally, Sungchul broke the silence. “You finally did it again after so long…” 
 
    “Huh? What?” Bertelgia asked nervously. 
 
    “You’ve earned your meal.” 
 
    Sungchul pulled out Agony that had pierced Phoebe’s heart and the wall and placed it back into the air, then he collected Oom Bruuk lodged into Angelo’s body and stored it in the same way. The Weapons of Calamity were now gone. 
 
    Sungchul looked toward the pair on the ground callously in consideration before opening his mouth to speak. 
 
    “However, they have to die.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Of course, they have to die! They’ll do some other bad things if we let them live!” 
 
    Bertelgia was the one speaking excitedly this time while shaking her body. Sungchul lowered his head and looked into his pocket. 
 
    “Bertelgia.” 
 
    “Well… If you’re still not satisfied, you can kill and put together that guy ten times over. It doesn’t matter. I’ll close my eyes to it this time.” 
 
    Sungchul couldn’t help but smile when he heard this and walked over to the villainous pair. 
 
    Their execution didn’t take long. Their necks easily snapped under the god-like power of his grip. 
 
    Nothing happened when Angelo died, but when Phoebe died, there was a meaningful change. The aura of Necromantic magic pouring out of her body was destroyed. The corpses wandering the city stopped moving before long, and peace was restored within the city once again. Sungchul believed this to be true as he looked around his surroundings. 
 
    “Do you think Largo, Kimchi, and his wife are okay?” 
 
    Sungchul had already taken measures for Largo. Without a significant amount of misfortune, nothing should have happened to Largo’s person. He was more worried about Kimchi and his wife. Sungchul was aware that the army was approaching Section 6, where Sunghae had been hospitalized. 
 
    “Where are you going first?” 
 
    “I think I should head toward the Mura Sect Hospital first. Kimchi and Sunghae should be there.” 
 
    The Eye of Truth caught sight of a great amount of magical energy as soon as he was preparing to move coming from the sky. Sungchul had an ominous premonition as he looked up toward the sky. Below the fireworks that had hit its zenith, a powerful magical formation was unfolding in the direction of the airspace in Section 8, where the airships of the Defensive Fleet had stationed. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    Sungchul’s premonition soon turned to reality as he saw thousands of fireballs falling from the sky. Those who were watching the fireworks from the Floating Palace and the Sections below it gasped in awe. 
 
    “Hoh. Is that a part of the celebration?” 
 
    “It’s a show incorporating the fleet that the Empire was so proud of. It’s new.” 
 
    It was a show without comparison to the upper crust watching from above, but to the lower class living below, the fireballs brought hell itself. Brutal magical carpet-bombing unleashed upon Section 8 swallowed it up in flames and explosions. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    There were tremendous sounds of explosions ringing out from here and there when Sungchul could hear the piercing scream of a woman. It was Ahmuge’s voice. Sungchul swung Fal Garaz at the fireball falling upon his head to blow it away using its wind pressure before heading toward her. 
 
    “D-Don’t come! Don’t come! Aaaaack!” 
 
    She looked at Sungchul with a crazed expression as though she had seen a ghost while her frail body trembled pitifully. 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself, Sujin. It’s me.” 
 
    Sungchul lightly slapped her on her cheek. He took special care to control his strength so as not to kill her, but the shock seemed to have had some effect as she regained consciousness. However, the fear that had been on her face still lingered. 
 
    Am I that scary? She didn’t act like this back at the Summoning Palace. Sungchul recalled the anecdote of Saint Wonhyo and the Water from a Skull[1] he had heard as a child. 
 
    “How did this happen?” he asked. 
 
    This place might be called the Human Sewers, where all the irredeemable trash was gathered, but he still needed to know the thoughts behind the Human Empire pouring down this inferno upon people that were undeniably their citizens. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Ahmuge, who had regained consciousness, looked unaware of what was happening just yet. Sungchul pointed a finger toward the sky and pointed toward the airships of the Human Empire that was pouring out a magical bombing from the sky. Ahmuge’s face grew stiff after seeing this. 
 
    “W-what is this? Why are they attacking?” 
 
    The second round of indiscriminate attacks fell around the vicinity of Sungchul and Sujin, causing another round of flames and explosions. People that caught fire within the demolished buildings screamed pitifully as they jumped out. Similarly, pitiful wailing could be heard from every direction. 
 
    “Why is the Human Empire attacking their own citizens?” 
 
    Ahmuge watched her surroundings wide-eyed while repeating Sungchul’s question. He couldn’t help but think that she wasn’t aware of the situation after seeing her reaction. This woman, she doesn’t know anything. 
 
    He was growing more concerned about Largo now that the situation had devolved this far. She might have been safe from the army of skeletons since the entrance was blocked, but there was no guarantee that she could survive such an enormous magical carpet-bombing. 
 
    He spoke calmly toward Sujin, who had fallen into panic, “Foolish.” 
 
    Sujin turned to look at him, so Sungchul continued, “You’ve spent all this time with those in power, and you still don’t know how they think?” 
 
    “W-what?” Ahmuge looked surprised as she asked. 
 
    “Look with your own eyes and decide for yourself.” 
 
    Sungchul left her with only those words. Sujin, who had suddenly been left behind, looked pale as she looked around the city streets that had now turned into a sea of flames with hollow eyes. As she sat there with blank thoughts, she suddenly recalled something. That girl’s voice. What could have that been? I feel like I heard that for sure… 
 
    Sungchul managed to find Largo within the burned ruins of the inn. She was breathing her last few breaths as she was crushed by fallen rafters while the Curse of Extinction had already spread through her body. She was no longer conscious, and death would soon overtake her. 
 
    Sungchul could feel the flames of rage that he had barely managed to contain blaze up once again. Bertelgia could feel his heartbeat growing irregular once again and hurried to speak up. 
 
    “Let’s try to use that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m talking about the Fog Guide.” 
 
    “Fog Guide?” 
 
    “According to legend, some king used it to bid farewell to those that couldn’t speak any longer.” 
 
    Sungchul nodded and held the Fog Guide tightly in his hand before entering Largo’s final dream with Bertelgia. It was a glamorous room filled with luxury and decadence. Countless people wearing masks were looking at one place. It was Largo with the beauty of her youthful self. A cute baby was sleeping in her grasp as she laid obliquely upon a plush sofa. 
 
    “Oh my, you’re here? Aren’t you too late? I was waiting.” Largo smiled brightly while looking at Sungchul and pointed toward something. 
 
    “Who’s the cute lady beside you? Seeing as she’s tiny like a puppy, she doesn’t seem like a girlfriend… a daughter? But you look nothing alike.” 
 
    “I’m not a daughter. I’m his advisor!” Bertelgia pouted her lips and complained, but there wasn’t much time left. The lights in the room blinked, and powerful rumbling could be felt. Masked men gathered in the room began to disappear into the darkness one at a time. Her world was slowly being extinguished. 
 
    Sungchul realized this and spoke with a groan, “What a cute baby. It looks just like you.” 
 
    Largo, who heard him, made a bright smile and nodded. 
 
    “What a nice lip service.” 
 
    The room shook once again, and one or two more of the fancy lights extinguished. There wasn’t much more time left. 
 
    “Get a move on.” Largo motioned them away as she calmed the baby, whining in her arms. 
 
    “Then I’ll get going.” 
 
    Sungchul waved and headed toward the door behind him. In the darkness, Largo quietly called out after him toward his backside. 
 
    “Thanks for everything.” 
 
    Sungchul paused. 
 
    “Really. I’m really grateful. I won’t forget you even after I die. I’ll, of course, talk about you so that even the child knows that someone… like you… existed…” 
 
    The rumbling stopped, and she disappeared into complete darkness. Her world had come to an end. Sungchul let out a shallow sigh as he stepped back through the door, returning him to reality. 
 
    Section 8 was swept up in flames and had completely burned down. Sungchul saw that her corpse had become swallowed up by the flames and averted his gaze toward the sky. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Bertelgia cautiously asked. 
 
    Sungchul pulled out a staff and flew toward the sky in reply. One of the Soul Gems within his coat had been marked with the magic formation for Fly. When he flew up high enough, a bright magic formation unfolded around him. Soon after, a beam of cosmic light poured out from the tip of his staff and blew away one of the airships bombing the ground. He finally spoke. 
 
    “I’m going to meet the Emperor.” 
 
    It was an astounding revelation, but Bertelgia was not surprised as the beating of his heart did not change as he spoke. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Thank you for reading. To get updates on future releases of the series join our newsletter. Click Here 
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    The series is also available in audiobook format narrated by one of the best voices in the industry- Nick Podehl. To start your audio journey- Click Here 
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    Without so much as a warning, humanity in its entirety was suddenly moved into an arena. Every person without exception. 
 
    But this new world with all its opportunities and gifts of wondrous abilities, was a stadium. A deadly arena of an unimaginable scale. And Humanity were to be its latest gladiators. Every man, woman and child was given a weapon and ordered to fight. Stuck in this dimension without a way out, only two options existed for the would be hunters: Fight with monsters to complete the many trials ahead, or perish. 
 
    Faced with hordes of powerful monsters, thrown into battle with complete strangers at random, the unfair game of survival began. And from the very beginning, billions of lives were extinguished in few moments. But even within this abyss of despair was a small ray of hope: If even one person were to complete every raid, then humanity would be redeemed and restored back to its former glory. 
 
    No save points, no revives, no retries. Everyone had just one life to make their way through the gauntlet of raids prepared to test their mettle. Within this marathon of death, one man becomes aware of an exception to the rules of the game. 
 
      
 
    Begin your journey- Click Here 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Connect with Us 
 
      
 
      
 
    You can reach out to us at oppatranslations@gmail.com 
 
      
 
    To join our Discord server- Click Here 
 
      
 
    To get updates on sequel releases of the series join our newsletter. Click Here 
 
      
 
    To join our Facebook group and interact with us and other fans- Click Here 
 
    

  

 
   
    Note:- 
 
    [1]Saint Wonhyo was a Buddhist monk from Korea and this is a real life incident which is quite a popular tale in Korea. The story goes that Saint Wonhyo entered a dark cave but felt terribly thirsty. He found a plate of water and drank from it, but in the morning, he found that it was a piece of skull that he had drunk from. He then threw up in disgust, but it made him realize that when he didn't know what it was, he had drunk the water as if it was honey, and once he found out it was a skull, he threw up even though it was done the night before. Therefore, he concluded, the way we feel is determined by our perception about the world, so if you can change your perception you can change your experience 
 
    

  

 
   
    LitRPG/Gamelit Communities 
 
      
 
      
 
    To enjoy more fiction in such game like worlds and interact with like-minded people have a look at these communities- 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum 
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