
        
            
                
            
        

    
Main Character hides his Strength

Book 5: Dungeons of the Gods 

Roadwarrior

[image: ]

Oppatranslations


Oppatranslations, LLC.

5110 Ravenna PL NE #201

Seattle WA 98105, USA

oppatranslations.com

Translated from the Korean by Minsoo Kang.

Edited by – Mmacrae, Sahil Bansal

First published by Oppatranslations, LLC 2021

© Roadwarrior 2016

English translation © Oppatranslations, LLC 2017

Cover art by Cobalt Plasma © Oppatranslations, LLC

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.

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 – Sylphid

Chapter 2 – Scarecrow King

Chapter 3 – Unexpected Offer

Chapter 4 –  Merchant King of the Back Alleys

Chapter 5 – Blade of the Revenge Seeker

Chapter 6 - Greed

Chapter 7 - Horneko

Chapter 8 – Dungeons of the Gods

Chapter 9 – The Man who has done nothing for Ten Thousand Years

Chapter 10 – The Dungeon Master

Chapter 11 – Primordial Magic

Chapter 12 – Before the Yellow Boundary

Chapter 13 – World Parliament

Chapter 14 – Regions of the North

Chapter 15 – No. 49

Chapter 16 – Kingdom in Peril

Chapter 17 – The Face behind the Mask

Chapter 18 – Hammer forged from the Fragments of the Sky

Chapter 19 – Toward the Final Crown

Other Works by Oppatranslations

Connect with Us

LitRPG/Gamelit Communities


Chapter 1 – Sylphid

“That’s it!”

It was about a week into Sungchul’s intense brainstorming that he felt an idea strike him like a bolt of lightning and stood up with a shout, quickly followed by a crack as he unintentionally broke the seat he had sprung from due to his strength. The rosewood chair that had loyally served him for the past few days lay destroyed on the floor. This could arguably be considered one of the drawbacks of possessing God-like strength.

“Ten million and twenty-one… ten million and twenty-two…!” Marakia, who had been obsessed with strenuous exercise after obtaining the Essence of the Fire Spirit, didn’t so much as respond to Sungchul’s shout.

Baron, the domesticated animal, glanced at Sungchul briefly before turning its head and yawning.

The only one paying attention to Sungchul was, of course, Bertelgia.

“What is it?” She had been doodling but stopped what she was doing and flapped her way toward Sungchul.

He looked down at the horribly drawn map he had made, edited by Bertelgia to the point where it was now somewhat acceptable. Studying the revision, his eyes tracing over the drawing, he replied, “It’s time to return to the beginning.”

“The beginning?”

Sungchul gave an energetic nod and said dramatically, “The World Parliament.”

World Parliament. The institution had been established under the direction of Sungchul in order to bring the prophesized third calamity to a swift end. And for the last few years, it had served as a pillar of order for the continent.

But once the third calamity took an unexpected turn, the World Parliament had fizzled out without so much as a declaration or negotiation.

At the moment, where it had become the Human Empire versus all, no one believed that the World Parliament would function again.

“Hmm. Wasn’t that torn to pieces?” Bertelgia clearly thought the same way, but the power of the World Parliament was still intact. At least legally.

Sungchul might be ignorant about the laws of the world, but he had been such a central figure in forming the World Parliament that he could rightfully claim himself as its creator. Endless hours had been spent and wasted on editing the policies and governing laws by borrowing the help of legal experts from many different nations in order to decipher and understand the complexities of international law that he didn’t understand. Many sleepless nights had been spent in this endeavor. The result of which was that Sungchul could still remember the exact wording of all its laws despite the years that had passed.

“Officially, the dissolution of the World Parliament requires the vote of two third majority of its constituent nations,” Sungchul replied as he sifted through his memories of the legalities.

“Hmm. Is that so?”

Sungchul nodded. “No other method for dissolution exists. The institution of the World Parliament itself was created with the assumption that it would never be dissolved.”

Beginning with the Human Empire, many powerful nations had gathered together for mutual benefits. And until the third Calamity began, the Human Empire and other key major powers had thoroughly entertained themselves with its authority.

“But even if such a rule does exist… why does it matter if everyone has effectively abandoned it?” Bertelgia asked in a confused voice.

“We have to summon them. Each of the member nations,” he replied.

“Hmm. Would they come even if you were to call for them?”

Sungchul gave her a wide smile at the question and answered, “I’ll have to use force.”

The use of force. It was one thing Sungchul was best at. And he felt that it was important that all the kings gather at least once to have a discussion first instead of forcefully taking all the crowns from the start. Though all the kings were holding out and refusing to relinquish their crowns, all of them knew that only one crown could remain in the end. In the status quo, the Human Empire was in the best position to become the possessor of the final crown. The idea that a Summoned would be the last remaining king was what caused all other nations to put up resistance.

But the emperor was not such a stubborn individual. Sungchul had been able to see the potential within the him during their unexpected meeting, even though he had given up on him in the past.

Of course, if the emperor wants to be difficult, I’ll be forced to use my strength.

It was a challenging problem to solve. Sungchul wanted to review all possibilities and the current state of the board before he made his move. The return of the World Parliament was a great opportunity for that to take place.

So, it comes down to this in the end.

The World Parliament had once been the very symbol of authority. Now it was but a shell of its former self, discarded and left bereft of any power or purpose.

Even if it is just the skin remaining, we should use it if it still can be used. A Puffer Fish’s skin is tasty all by itself, after all.

Sungchul felt himself salivating as he stood in front of the table looking at the map, studying the many pebbles he had placed on its surface. He then took up a pen and started drawing lines.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Bertelgia, who had worked hard to fix the map, asked, her tone horrified.

“I am drawing the shortest route to meet all the kings.”

“I really wish you’d do that with a pencil instead.”

Sungchul switched to a pencil before resuming plotting his path. It may be the shortest route, but it was still an enormous distance to cover. He enjoyed walking, but he didn’t enjoy running all that much. He had run plenty in the military. Anyone who had the misfortune of having a drill sergeant who loved marathons would understand how Sungchul felt.

And if it were just him, he would somehow make his way across, but he was no longer alone. He had companions to think about. Especially someone like Marakia, who couldn’t be left alone because there was no telling what he would do, considering he saw humans as just another snack. Sungchul had come to learn of Marakia’s cruel personality thanks to Bertelgia’s daily tattling.

“What? You plan on covering this enormous distance in just a fortnight? Not even the Nahak are permitted the gift of covering such distances with our wings of conquest.” Marakia immediately resisted upon discovering Sungchul’s travel plans. The bravado he’d shown when shouting ten million and twenty-one as he lifted stones could no longer be seen.

We definitely need something to ride. Sungchul looked over at Baron the gryphon.

This wasn’t a good idea. Gryphons were first and foremost monsters that had been tamed for combat use. A powerful body and constitution were the basis of gryphons being given the important duty of penetrating deep into enemy lines and collapsing their formations. But in terms of the ability to fly, it was categorically inferior to Wyverns in both short and long distance travels.

Hmm. Are there no good options?

The most efficient and commonly available method of transportation was, of course, wagons. But that was only true in regions where the roads were well maintained. There was no way roads connecting different countries were being preserved during the current crisis. The wheel lost its worth without a minimum threshold of quality in roads.

“You can just ride an airship,” Bertelgia suddenly suggested.

“Airship?”

Bertelgia shook as if to nod to Sungchul’s question.

“Why an airship all of a sudden?” The airships were indisputably the best method of transportation available on the continent. But because of that, they were that much more difficult to obtain and had exorbitant costs compared to any other alternative. Furthermore, an airship was not something that could be bought by an individual. Not only was it inherently expensive but was also considered an important military asset. So, purchase of an airship could not be done by money alone. Which was why it hadn’t occurred to Sungchul to consider it.

And despite that, it was Bertelgia making the suggestion.

“The airship is too far-fetched, Bertelgia. That’s not something that can be obtained on a whim,” Sungchul replied.

But Bertelgia answered in a matter of fact tone, “Last time we came here, we stole a ship from that Aquiroa or something lady.”

Sungchul’s eyes opened wide. “Ah, so you mean that.” It had completely slipped his mind.

Aquiroa’s flagship Procrustes. During their last visit to the Tower of Recluse, Sungchul had eliminated Aquiroa and all of her followers before hiding the airship deep in the vast mountain range that surrounded the tower.

At the time, he had been forced to act in secrecy, so he had thought there would never come an time to use it. But the World Parliament had become nearly powerless since then, and the focus of the conflict had shifted away from Sungchul to tensions between the nations. Under these circumstances, an airship would perform as an excellent mode of transportation. It could comfortably and rapidly traverse over any terrain without obstruction and in special cases carry equipment that allowed the entire ship to teleport via dimensional travel. For Sungchul, who was planning on visiting all corners of the continent in a short amount of time, there was no better option than this.

“I guess the problem lies with the crew.”

It was possible for Sungchul to run the airship alone. But the problem arose with maintenance and long term operation. An airship absolutely required a minimum number of crewmen on board. This was the most difficult problem for him to solve.

“For now, let’s take a look at it first. It’s been stuck on that mountain for quite a while, yeah?”

Sungchul placed Bertelgia and Marakia into their respective pockets after listening to her suggestions and mounted Baron, then they were off, flying toward the distant peak where Aquiroa’s flagship had been hidden.

Upon landing, he soon realized it would be difficult to find due to changes in the terrain.

Sungchul hopped off and took out Fal Garaz.

“What are you trying to do?”

He put God-like strength into his arms and swung against the surface, resulting in a massive boom that shook the surrounding area as though a minor earthquake had rumbled up. Snow that had accumulated on pine trees was knocked free, and on the peaks of mountains, the snow responded to Sunghul’s quake, tumbling down the mountainside before it grew into a massive avalanche.

Sungchul returned on Baron’s back and climbed up into the air to look down at the land that now had much less snow than before. He was able to gauge where he was by checking the terrain and knew Aquiroa’s flagship Procrustes was covered in snow in a pass between peaks.

Sungchul picked Marakia out of his pocket and placed him down on the ground before giving the order, “Marakia. Remove the snow.”

“W…What?!” Marakia eyes opened wide as he tried to refuse, but the only reason Sungchul had brought Marakia in the first place was for snow removal.

After a round of fruitless resistance, Marakia reluctantly used the power of magic to clear out the area. He created powerful twisters of fire and had them dance around each other as they went around melting the snow.

Meanwhile, Sungchul settled next to Baron, making a campfire and boiling water in a kettle.

“That guy, he’s pretty amazing,” Bertelgia muttered while watching Marakia remove the snow. “Can’t believe he still has that much power within him after passing his power onto you.”

“That’s just how blessed he is.” Sungchul poured hot water into a cup and mixed black tea leaves into it. It was an impromptu tea but serviceable, and he fell into thought as he sipped the brew. He might have become a Lesser God if the world had remained the way it originally was.

The path of ascension to become a Lesser God had been blocked in this world. The methods available to grow stronger were limited to an extreme, and even those few remaining ways had a clear upper limit. 

A method as inefficient as Soul Inheritance was probably born out of desperate need and a lack of a better option.

Now that I think of it, Androa had said the Lesser Gods only hid the path to immortality. His words carried the assumption that the path itself couldn’t be destroyed.

Sungchul’s eyes grew wide. That meant that there was a possibility that a quest made personally by this world’s God could still be found. It went without saying that no one other than Lesser Gods knew where they were hidden, but there was a potential solution to this problem.

Letter of God.

With the help of the Letter of God, Ryze Hymerr was able to find the locations of powerful Soul Contracts. But from what can be surmised from the other Letter of Gods so far, it’s possible that one of them contains a record of a Lesser God on the locations of the divine quests made by God himself.

This was purely a speculation on Sungchul’s part, but it wasn’t groundless. The Lesser Gods would have done something to make it difficult to reach even if one were to have knowledge of where it was. But it wouldn’t be impossible to reach once the location was known.

There weren’t many things left in the world that were impossible for Sungchul to accomplish.

While he was lost in thought, Marakia discovered the airship buried deep under the snow.

“Yo, Destroyer! I’ve found what you wanted.”

“Good work, Marakia.”

“If you were to give me just five more Essence of the Fire Spirit, then I might be able to go get it out myself.”

Sungchul utterly ignored Marakia’s sly suggestion and retrieved his beloved shovel. Time to use my strength for once.

Sungchul’s shovel moved faster than eyes could see, and after a short time, Procrustes emerged from its long slumber under the snow, revealing its pure white hulls to the world once more.

Sungchul threw open the doors to the control room of the ship to check on the airship’s functionality and was surprised to find that it was still working perfectly.

***

The airship was successfully dug up, but now there a mountain of things to do. Procrustes may be in Sungchul’s possession, but it unmistakably belonged to someone else. Riding around in this ship as-is was not a wise decision.

“I should at least change the color.”

Sungchul walked around the airship to look at its beautiful frame as he decided on the first task. Of course, painting such a large airship was no easy feat. Even if the problem of labor could be resolved by Sungchul’s own hands, a paint job required paint and tools. But this did not concern Sungchul, because he was an alchemist.

“Bertelgia.”

When would he be able to make use of his abilities as an alchemist if not for situations like these? Bertelgia didn’t have a way to contribute in combat, but she was completely unmatched for her usefulness in things related to daily life.

She answered apprehensively, “What color would you like?

Among Bertelgia’s pages were recipes for nearly all the colors imaginable, and some even had the property of having different colors depending on the viewing angle.

Sungchul took a moment to consider his options and then gave an answer. “Black seems appropriate.”

It was the least offensive color as well as being chic.

“Isn’t that a little too drab?” Bertelgia turned toward Marakia, who was meditating not too far away, as she continued. “It would match the color of his feathers as well.”

“Hmm. You’re right, now that I think of it.” Sungchul was a man who was stubborn in his preferences, but he readily changed his mind for this.

Marakia somehow sensed that he was the topic of conversation and flapped his wings to fly closer. “You two. What are you discussing? My feather itches.”

“We’re picking a color for the airship,” Bertelgia told him bluntly.

Marakia looked back and forth between Sungchul and Bertelgia as if he suspected something. But ultimately, he couldn’t figure out what it was because nobody wanted to tell him. He must have realized that he was also a part of Sungchul’s party, so he crossed his arms. After he stroked his beak with one hand sagely, he nodded and spoke. “Black seems appropriate.”

“Black is out of the question,” Sungchul replied in a calm tone.

“Black is the most precious of colors. Haven’t you heard the words, ‘at the beginning of the creation was darkness?’ The dislike of the color black is an instinct born from weak prey that fear the night.”

“Go away and exercise or something.”

Sungchul chased away the annoying bird with, and Marakia left with his wings spread wide, feeling dumbfounded.

“Now, what color should we pick?” Bertelgia spoke once the distraction was gone.

“I can’t really think of any color, but gray seems like a good idea.”

“Gray? Why do you like those dull colors so much? I know that you’re hated by the entire continent, but shouldn’t that mean that you should move ahead with brightness at heart?”

“Not all. Isn’t there a fair number of people who like me?”

“I bet there’s way more people who hate you.”

Sungchul momentarily lost his words upon Bertelgia’s irrefutable reply and fell into deep thought before his eyes seemed to sparkle. “Red. Red seems like a good idea.”

“Red? Thats…”

“Red is the color of passion. And I don’t know what it is, but I get the feeling if we were to paint this airship red, it could fly faster.”

“That’s a superstition only things like orcs would believe in.” Her consecutive rebuttal seemed to indicate that she had a color in mind.

Sungchul set his gaze on Bertelgia and asked calmly, “Was there a color you were thinking of?”

Bertelgia shook hard to nod at Sungchul’s question and replied in a bright voice, “Pink!”

“Red it is.”

“Ehh? Hey, that’s not fair!”

The color was decided upon, and there was no need to worry about materials. After all, Sungchul’s Fragment of Calamity was capable of producing a near infinite quantity of paint.

Sungchul consoled the grumbling Bertelgia before creating red paint with alchemy. Then he and Marakia began to paint the airship together. Since both of them were beings that had reached the pinnacle of power in human standards, the work was completed rapidly.

“Haha! If only I had an Essence of the Wind Spirit, then the work would have been done three times faster!”

Aside from Sungchul briefly considering making a beak muzzle, it was a smooth operation. In just half a day, the white Procrustes took on a new fiery red color. Unlike normal paint, the paint Eckheart had developed had the property of shining when hit by light like an enamel, and the airship looked even better than before.

Sungchul was pleased with his work and began his next task while waiting for the paint to dry. “So, I guess next is to name the ship.”

Bertelgia had a terrible premonition when she heard this. She placed a piece of paper on top of a worktable and ordered him to write down the names he was considering.

[Candidates for the Name of the Airship]

1 Favre

2 Seton

3 Gaebaek

4 Gundom

Of course, Bertelgia was horrified to see the list. “That Favre again!”

“Why do you dislike Favre so much?”

“You absolutely can’t use Favre! Seton as well!”

Bertelgia picked up a pencil and drew thick lines through Favre and Seton’s names. Sungchul looked disappointed, but he let it go because Bertelgia’s feelings on the matter were certain.

“Then I guess we have to pick between Gaebaek and Gundom.” Bertelgia shivered when she read the last two names.

“Hmm… I don’t know about the others, but Gundom seems really dangerous for some reason… Why did you put it there anyway?”

“…Now that you mention it, I don’t really have any deeper thought on it. I don’t know why I wrote it. And as you’ve said, I also sense something extremely dangerous from Gundom.”

Sungchul took his pencil and removed the fourth entry in the list. The name Gundom was erased without a trace.

Now there was only one remaining.

Gaebaek.

“What’s Gaebaek?” Bertelgia asked after reading the last surviving candidate. Sungchul recalled a tattered old children’s book on great men that had been sitting on a bookshelf in the corner of a decrepit house. He replied calmly, “He was one of the prominent ancestors back in the world I came from.”

“Prominent? Was he a scholar like Favre?”

“He wasn’t a scholar but a general. He was one of my favorite great men to read about as a child.”

“A general, you say. What kind of person was he?”

“He didn’t back down from an unwinnable fight. And to make sure he would never run, he killed his own wife and children with his own hands. This made him famous.”

Unlike the other names, Bertelgia looked like she was seriously considering this one.

After a bit of time passed, the result was an answer in the negative. Bertelgia shook slightly and explained in a moody voice. “He’s a courageous soldier for sure but… I don’t think it’s a name we should be giving our ship.”

“Why do you think so?”

“Because… it’s a little… morbid? Even if the battle was so dire, to go so far as to kill your own loving wife and kids with your own hands…”

Sungchul could imagine what Bertelgia was thinking about. She doesn’t want a tragedy to occur.

There were lots of people who enjoyed tragedies, but almost nobody enjoyed a tragedy happening in their own lives.

“I see.” Sungchul likewise did not wish for a tragedy. He had experienced too many of them already, he didn’t need more. Deep inside his heart, he hoped that only good things waited in the future.

Sungchul gave a faint smile as he placed his hands gently on Bertelgia and asked with a soft tone, “Was there a name you were thinking of?”

“Why do you even ask? You’re probably not going to use the name I pick anyway, right?” clearly thinking of her pink suggestion being rejected.

Sungchul nodded as he consoled his little friend. “I’ll decide after I hear it.”

“Hmm… Well, I won’t expect anything.”

Bertelgia opened her pages and flapped into the air before grabbing a pencil with a flair and writing down the name she had thought of next to Sungchul’s four name candidates.

[Sylphid]

“Sylphid? That name sounds familiar.”

“Really? I guess you have a wider breadth of knowledge than I thought!”

“I remember seeing it in a fantasy novel that the empire deemed dangerous. I recall it being called something along the lines of operating something...” Sungchul muttered to himself as he remembered the final moments of a mountain of outlawed books set aflame at the center of the stadium. I believe the crime it was found guilty of was ‘Boring’…

Bertelgia interrupted Sungchul in the middle of reliving his memories. “It’s not a name from a fantasy novel though.”

“Really?”

“It’s the name of one of the fairy queen of legends. Fairy queen of the wind!” Bertelgia explained energetically.

“Hoh, a fairy queen, you say?”

“She was the queen of the wind fairies, who were the masters of the sky!” Bertelgia seemed to have some fantasies of her own regarding this Sylphid, the queen of the wind fairies.

Sungchul thought that was rather endearing and nodded before he made his reply. “Okay. Let’s give the ship the name Sylphid.”

“Really?”

“A man does not go back on his word.”

Bertelgia shouted in glee and fluttered happily into the air. In the midst of her merry celebration, she suddenly went to Marakia, who was just standing around picking at his feathers.

“Pii… What is the meaning of this! A mere living book dares!”

“Stay still for a bit! Let me pluck just one feather!”

It was the first time Sungchul had seen Bertelgia so happy. As he watched Bertelgia with a warm smile, suddenly he went rigid as a voice as cold as ice interrupted his thoughts without warning and thoroughly spread throughout his consciousness.

“For one thing, those children are, indeed, siblings.” It was not the voice from the present. It was a distressing memory of the past. Of all times to remember this. Sungchul’s previously content expression froze up like ice as the unwanted memory continued against his will.

“Did that child say that? That she’s father’s daughter?” An eerie voice containing not one ounce of emotion echoed in Sungchul’s mind, identical to the one person Sungchul was relying on the most. But it belonged to a completely different being.

In the frigid room containing the Scripture of Calamity, yet another book floated before it without an inch of motion. This book was nothing to Sungchul. Though it had its own share of strength, he could reduce it to dust at any time.

But the terrifying thing about the book was not its might. Sungchul clearly recalled the last thing that book had said to him.

“Anyway, if you want the status quo to continue, it would be a good idea to give up something like the Creationist class. For you and for that child.”

Sungchul desperately shook himself to get rid of the uncomfortable memory that threatened to take over his mind. it scattered away, and so too did the voice. But the experience continued to weigh heavily in the corner of his mind.

“Why are you making such an unhappy look now? It’s a historical moment when the name of an airship is decided upon!”

Bertelgia, who had finally managed to pluck a feather from Marakia, flew like a butterfly as she came to talk to Sungchul.

He shook his head and spoke calmly as usual, “It’s nothing, Bertelgia.”

The shadow of Sylphid, his new ship that sparkled with a brilliant red color, covered the gloomy expression on his face with its majestic and graceful visage.

***

Time continued to flow like running water, and signs of the end of winter began to appear all around the Tower of Recluse by the time Sungchul completed all the preparations necessary to begin a new journey.

The problem of crewmen was resolved unexpectedly easily.

Bertelgia’s suggestion was to use Eckheart’s miniature golems as crewmen. This was possibly the best solution available.

Unlike human crewmen, miniature golems would not require pay, food, or likeness of ideology. Of course, there was the small problem that the golems required the use of the Carbuncle Soul Stones in his pockets. But this could be solved simply by retrieving them during the battle.

Sungchul resolved to make use of his knowledge of alchemy to make his new airship operate as efficiently as possible during the travels as he hurried to finish getting ready.

“Where is Marakia, anyway?”

“That guy, he seems to be hiding in the Tower of Recluse to scheme.”

Marakia showed himself on deck right on time, wearing a suspicious smile on his face. “Kukukuku… with this, everything is ready.”

Sungchul suspected he must have been planning something sinister inside the Tower of Recluse, and he suddenly asked him a question. “Did you go read the Ant Wiki again?”

“Piii… What do you mean?!” His strong reaction seemed to indicate that he had been doing something with Ant Wiki after all.

Sungchul ignored Marakia and grabbed the wheel to his new airship. “Anyway, let’s get going.”

Miniature golems untied the ropes that secured the airship to the moor. The frame of the ship rocked as dozens of tight ropes were untied at once sending the vessel lurching into the air.

Then, Sungchul’s flagship, the vibrant, red Sylphid, began to cross the skies without hesitation. Streams and forests in the middle of their transformation of the spring thaw were spread out far and wide below.


Chapter 2 – Scarecrow King

“There’s another one down.”

A miniature golem that had been moving about the deck had come to a halt. This happened quite frequently. The Fragments of Calamity was a truly amazing material. Not only could every kind of alchemical byproduct be made with it, but it was even possible to produce the finished product directly by imagining its form. All the miniature golems that were roaming the deck of Sylphid to operate the ship were created in this way, as golems were not something that could be made by alchemy alone.

The step after the parts were gathered was called Manufacture. Manufacture was a unique skill only the Blacksmith class possessed. A typical veteran warrior would often pick the Blacksmith class as their subclass in order to do maintenance on their weapons on their own. But Sungchul used weapons like Krumbui and Fal Garaz, which required no maintenance. So, he had never felt the need for the class. This was why it was believed that something like manufacturing a golem was not possible, but by the wondrous power of the Fragments of Calamity, he was able to greatly simplify and reduce the time it would take to create a golem by creating entire components premade.

But, perhaps due to this, the miniature golems had frequent malfunctions. The arms would become stuck or suddenly stop working, and so on and so forth. They were relatively minor problems, but it happened so frequently that it inhibited Sungchul from enjoying his journey.

“Mmm.” Sungchul tapped an arm of the miniature golem that had come to a halt, then pulled its shoulder out slightly. With a crumbling sound, what appeared to be metallic dust and shavings fell out from the joints. These foreign objects seemed to be the cause of the malfunction.

The miniature golem, piloted by the fifth Soul Gem containing a former Meerkat Carbungle, moved its previously malfunctioned arm about before nodding to express gratitude.

Bertelgia used the corner of her covers to stroke the head of the golem and spoke as if she was fawning over a child.

“Yes, yes, my wittle baby.”

There wasn’t anything Sungchul could say about this situation. He merely rolled his eyes and chose not to comment.

It was undeniably true that the Soul Gems prioritized Bertelgia’s words over his own, and there was no question as to why. The Soul Gems, taken from Sajators, had been won over by Bertelgia alone. The effective extent of Sungchul’s involvement had been limited to bringing Bertelgia to them via Fog Guide.

Sungchul pushed this situation out of his mind and returned to the bridge since he had already finished fixing the broken golem.

Baron was taking up space in the middle of the deck, lying down like a cat, his eyes closed.

Aside from requiring a large amount of food, he was an important resource for Sylphid. Baron was able to assist with a large number of tasks on the ship upon landing, such as helping rig the ship, fly small amounts of cargo up and down, or go scout.

Sungchul stroked Baron’s neck before entering the bridge, which served as the brain of the ship. Inside, Marakia was alone with a miniature golem piloted by Soul Gem 1, Carbung.

“Ku ku ku…” Marakia laughed sinisterly as he drew something on a slab of obsidian using magic.

Sungchul had become utterly disinterested in Marakia a while back, and he ignored Marakia completely, instead walking over to Carbung, who was holding the wheel of the ship.

Sungchul asked with a soft tone, “Is everything going alright, Carbung?”

Miniature golems were not able to produce voice, but it blinked its eyes to answer instead. The few blinks translating to, ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’

Sungchul took a seat in the captain’s chair located behind the wheel. Aquiroa’s former airship was filled with state of the art technology not even the Human Empire possessed. Even Sungchul, who had served in the military for a long time, couldn’t help but be astonished at all the functions that could be utilized from the captain’s seat. A colorful display appeared by the power of magic once he was in place. From this panel, he wasn’t only able to check their rough location in the world but also the condition of important facilities, or issue commands in case of battles. Although it was disabled at the moment, it also had equipment needed for long distance communication with a mage and long-range teleportation.

The floating archipelago has such advanced technologies. They’re pushing technological usage to its utmost limit, just barely remaining below the threshold that summons gremlins.

The more Sungchul knew about Sylphid the more he became painfully aware of how extraordinary this airship was. It didn’t look too different from the Human Empire’s vessels, but the cruising speed, stability and control, acceleration, durability, everything was incomparably better than anything the empire could offer. Most importantly, it had such meticulous attention to detail that it blew the Imperial airships completely out of the water.

During his days as Commander in Chief, Sungchul had thought Aquiroa’s airship to be nothing more than an expensive, excessively ornate, high speed vessel. But now that he was the master of this ship, he completely changed his mind.

Floating archipelago. Just what are the people who live there?

According to legend, the floating archipelago had once been a shelter for the descendants of great men and women in the distant past to hide from the Calamities. A shelter of last resort. Sungchul might have accepted the story without thinking much of it in the past. But now that he was getting ever closer to the truth of this world, everything was starting to look suspicious.

But the advanced technologies from the floating archipelago were genuine. This was not something Sungchul could deny. Androa had said that the floating archipelago was located at the western edge of the world. Though he didn’t know where exactly that could be, he was certain that a faction would soon reveal themselves to him.

There is nothing to do but kill them when we meet again. Sungchul concluded his thoughts and turned to look at the map of the continent displayed before him.

Sylphid was currently rapidly making its way toward the southwest. His destination was a coastal region known as Illeboro. In the past, castles had been built there by the newly established Kingdom of Ruteginea to defend against the endless waves of invading merfolk. Land around those castles developed over time until it formed kingdoms that survived to the current day. Of the eighteen crowns still existing on the continent, four were gathered there.

The number of crowns aside, Sungchul would have naturally chosen this as his first destination because it was the closest region to the Tower of Recluse. But he was fully aware that the master in control of the Illeboro region was none of the four wearing crowns but a crownless merchant.

Thirteenth of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. Chairman of the Allied Merchant Coalition, Horneko.

Not only was he the viceroy of the most successful trade city Aeghe, he also held the highest position among all merchants and was the true ruler of the Illeboro region, as well as Sungchul’s enemy.

Within Sungchul’s list of curses, there was the following entry.

Recorded on Allied Merchant Coalition’s Blacklist
(Faction: Trade impossible with merchant coalition and their affiliated factions)


There was no particular effect from the curse. It was similar to the excommunications by religious sects in that it was to serve as a label more than anything else. Of course, this curse would be more terrifying than death itself for a merchant running a business. But Sungchul had completely left the boundaries of rule of man, so the curse was meaningless.

Which was why Horneko had put a large price on Sungchul’s head and had assassins from the Assassin’s Guild pursue him for many years. Sungchul being the Enemy of the World was one reason, but it was actually because Sungchul had emptied out the merchant coalition’s so called ‘Bottomless vault.’

For people like merchants who valued gold above all else, no crime was more heinous than this.

Of course, Sungchul had his excuses. Upon the creation of the World Parliament, the Allied Merchant Coalition was able to make use of the extensive trade routes that had previously been monopolized by the Kingdom of Ruteginea. This brought them enough gold to swim in. In purely financial terms, the merchant coalition probably profited the most off the World Parliament than anyone else.

But despite owing its successes and growth to the World Parliament, not only were they the first to oppose the resolution of the Calamities, they went as far as to use their influence behind everyone’s back to sabotage and isolate members of the Pro-Resolution factions that also wanted to solve the Calamities like Sungchul did. The Allied Merchant Coalition was responsible for pressuring and relentlessly driving the Resolutionists into a corner. 

Sungchul, who had been steadily growing in his dislike of the Allied Merchant Coalition, immediately broke his way into the bottomless vault to completely empty out its contents right after obtaining Fal Garaz.

I will avoid confrontation with the Allied Merchant Coalition if at all possible. Let’s leave this region after quickly meeting the four kings of the small nations there to summon them to the World Parliament.

The eye-catching red Sylphid soon crossed over the snow covered peaks and arrived at the Illeboro region.

“Wow. This is really comfortable and fast. We should have gotten ourselves airships earlier to ride around!” Bertelgia looked out the window and seemed quite excited. The journey in the airship had been far more comfortable than any other journey they had been on thus far.

Sungchul leaned against the comfortable leather seat as he waited for time to pass. We should be able to arrive at the closest kingdom within three hours.

Bertelgia came flying toward him as he was lost in thought. “Um.”

“What is it, Bertelgia?”

“So, when are we going to Ixion?”

Sungchul’s expression darkened slightly for a moment upon this question, but he didn’t show it and replied in his normal voice. “I’m thinking of going there later.”

“Hmm. Wouldn’t the Colossus have arrived at Ixion by now?”

“We don’t know that. The ocean is vast, and the Colossus is slow. If at all possible, wouldn’t it be better to take the safe route rather than going there and finding out it hadn’t arrived yet?”

“That’s true, but!” Luckily, Bertelgia didn’t seem to be suspicious of anything and accepted Sungchul’s explanation, but she didn’t try to hide her disappointment. “Well, I guess at least we got to practice Alchemy a whole bunch. But still, I thought you might go back to Ixion immediately!” Bertelgia grumbled as she inserted herself into a bookshelf-shaped bed in the corner of the bridge. The bookshelf had been upgraded in comfort by stuffing Marakia’s fluff inside and became Bertelgia’s new resting place instead of Sungchul’s pocket. Sungchul watched her go into the bookshelf as he took a small sigh of relief.

I am sorry, Bertelgia.

He could have planned his route toward Ixion first. But that seemed rather unpleasant. The words Unit 55 had left him remained with him like a curse, making hesitation bubble up from within him. Of course, there was no guarantee that Unit 55 was right, but Sungchul thought that it would be more constructive to work on the resolution of the Third Calamity rather than test that theory.

“Oy, Destroyer. We’ve got uninvited guests.” Marakia, who had been exercising relentlessly around the deck of the ship, entered the bridge.

Soon, a miniature golem on sentry duty used a sound pipe connected to the bridge to alert that something had appeared in the air. It was coming from the port side.

Sungchul left the captain’s seat and exited the bridge. And lo and behold, there were black specks in the distance to the west.

“What are those?” Sungchul asked Marakia, who possessed superior eyesight.

In response, Marakia squinted his eyes and mumbled as if he couldn’t see either. “Hmm… the visibility isn’t good enough for me to make out what they are. But if I had an Essence of the Fire Spirit, then I might be able to see more clearly.”

In response, Sungchul gave him a murderous glare.

Marakia immediately looked away and spoke in a nonchalant voice. “Wyverns. Four of them. All of them are carrying humans.”

Sungchul nodded, his mouth in a grim line. They must be the knights of Illeboro.

Riding the airship always came with the risk that they’d be discovered, which was why the airships of every nation always flew visible flags to identify their affiliation which could be recognized from a long distance. But Sungchul’s airship lacked a flag. Not only was it because he was not a part of any organization, but he also did not wish to have one to begin with.

It might get a little annoying if they’re knights affiliated with the Allied Merchant Coalition.

Sungchul picked up a hand mirror to send signals toward the Wyvern Knights. It was a message that conveyed no hostile intent and permission to come on board. The Wyvern Knights sent a reply via mirrors soon after, alerting their intent to board and instructing the captain and important members of the crew to come on deck to stand by to meet them.

But the only human being on Sylphid was Sungchul alone.

He had the miniature golems stand by on either side to at least make appearances and waited for the Wyvern Knights to arrive. Once they were close enough to identify their affiliation by the insignia on their shields, Sungchul let out a sigh of relief.

There were a variety of images, such as skewered fish, thunder splitting the oceans, a wave crashing into reef, but the emblem he was worried about was not among them. A triangle formed by a gold bar stacked upon two more, the symbol indicating affiliation with the Allied Merchant Coalition, was not visible. That meant that all of these unknown uninvited guests were the knights of the four kings of the Illeboro region.

The Wyverns soon circled the airship before landing on the deck one by one.

“Gyurururu.” Baron, who had been sleeping, sensed Wyverns nearby and lifted its eagle-like head.

The knights dismounted their Wyverns in sequence, sending a resonating boom across the deck. The knights then took a look around before walking up to Sungchul.

“Are you the captain of this ship?” a knight asked him in a rather hostile and commanding tone.

Sungchul nodded. “That’s right.”

“That’s right?” The knight suddenly raised his voice. He took off his helmet and walked up to Sungchul. “You have the audacity to fly in Illeboro airspace without a flag, and what did you say? That’s right? The nerve!”

The face of a fat, stubborn looking, middle-aged man was revealed once the helmet was gone. He began to point his fingers at Sungchul and shout even louder. “Did you think that having a gorgeous ship would absolve you of any crime? This sky belongs to Illeboro! How dare you trespass in our airspace without a flag!”

Sungchul could tell at a glance that the man was far too obese to be able to properly carry out his duties as a knight. And as if he had been drinking until just now, the intense smell of alcohol came wafting his way each time he opened his mouth.

I know this is a minor nation, but it is still shocking to see a man who has neglected himself to this extent still be able to keep his position as a knight. Even as Sungchul was this thinking to himself, the knight took an authoritative pose and continued to shout loudly at him. But one of the knights saw Sungchul’s face and did a doubletake.

“Excuse me, Sir Baron. This might not be a good idea.”

“What? Why wouldn’t it be a good idea? This arrogant pirate deserves to be thrown off the ship this second!”

It didn’t seem like the middle-aged knight was willing to cool his anger. But the other knight’s words silenced him.

“That man. He seems to be the Enemy of the World, though?” The subordinate knight leaned over and whispered into the fat knight’s ears.

The man who had completely lost his temper and was throwing a tantrum quickly grew pale. He rubbed his eyes and took a closer look at who he had been pointing fingers and shouting at. While mildly dazed from inebriation, it seemed it dawned on him who Sungchul was. In one of the wanted posters distributed by the Human Empire, the title that read at the top of the poster was none other than the Enemy of the World.

“H…Hiiiie…!” he stuttered in shock.

“I won’t waste time with words. Lead the way to your king.”

Sungchul gave him an annoyed expression and turned around. When the knight hesitated, Sungchul added calmly, “Before I decide to go and destroy everything instead.”

***

On top of the table was just one hard piece of bread and a glass of water. For a man who was said to have half of the world’s total wealth in the palm of his hands, this was an excessively meager meal.

The man, who carried the title of the Chairman of the Allied Merchant Coalition as well as Viceroy of Aeghe, put the hard, dark bread into his mouth and chewed for a good while before washing it down with a sip of water. The action, reminiscent of a cow chewing on grass, continued for some time.

Horneko’s humble and time consuming meals were a widely known fact for anyone affiliated with the Allied Merchant Coalition. But Horneko hadn’t always dined like this in the past. Like any other wealthy merchant, he had worn extravagant clothing, enjoying all sorts of delicacies from mountains to oceans, collecting expensive decades-old bottles of alcohol. But what caused a change to his long-time way of living was but a single instance of burglary. 

However, perhaps the event was too severe to be categorized as a mere burglary. The total emptying of the Bottomless Vault.

A once well-respected man with the title of the Imperial Commander in Chief suddenly went rogue and took away all of the gold from the Bottomless Vault that had been the source of the power of the Allied Merchant Coalition.

For the coalition, whose power was worth its weight in gold, the runaway growth they had come to enjoy came to a screeching halt. The arrows of blame naturally fell squarely on Horneko, who occupied the position of chairman.

It was at that time that Horneko’s pattern of life transformed from one of indulgence and excess of every kind to one that was indistinguishable from a monk’s who let go of all the material things in the world. It was out of necessity that he made this decision. He needed to do anything to reduce the flames of resentment threatening to consume him.

While it was true that his title as the Thirteenth Champion of the Continent as well as the backing of the World Parliament was a major factor in keeping his position, Horneko was a cunning man and knew very well how a seemingly innocuous behavior had the power to completely change someone’s opinion. And he was right.

Nine years since the incident at the Bottomless Vault, the most consistent factor that had protected his otherwise precarious position was the small reputation he had built up with his humble but exemplary lifestyle he’d maintained all this time. Had he not done at least this, then he would have been kicked out of the chairman seat and descended into the status of an ordinary merchant running a small stall long ago, especially upon the announcement of the third calamity that effectively dissolved the World Parliament that had been supporting him.

But even that safeguard was now beginning to show its limits. Many major merchants of the coalition were now after Horneko’s position, as Horneko’s backing was beginning to unravel. Many young merchants were impressed by his character and deeds and supported him in admiration, but older, mid-tier merchants could never forget what happened nine years ago.

Horneko was suddenly pressured from all sides, putting him in a most dire situation in many ways.

“Now, shall we continue our discussion?”

Horneko, who had finished his meal, turned to gaze in the direction of a black-robed man who had been standing next to the curtain as he ate. The man had a sharp look and fully gray hair. The only thing Horneko knew about him was that he had once been a professor in a prestigious magic academy.

The man turned his head to direct his piercing gaze on Horneko and nodded. “Our Order intends to make our products available for free.”

“That’s excellent. But investing this much into a tired old man, doesn’t it seem too excessive?”

As a response to Horneko’s loaded question, the robed man placed a single scroll of parchment on the table. “Of course, there’s conditions for this. But it’s not difficult to fulfill. All sir Chairman has to do is accept this scroll.”

The scroll appeared to be old. It was plain and lacked any decoration. But Horneko knew what this item was.

Is this the magic formation for summoning the Lesser Gods?

As one might expect, unbelievably powerful energies could be felt seeping out from the scroll itself.

Horneko, who had traded a great variety of goods for a very long time, was able to appraise the identity of this scroll right away.

“This reminds me of the Letter of God. It seems to be for a different function, but it has a familiar form and feel to it.”

The robed man stood, his face remaining covered with a scarf, and did not reply.

Horneko wore an indecipherable smile as he reached out toward the parchment scroll. “Would you believe me if I said that Letter of Gods were once the most valuable product the Allied Merchant Coalition possessed? Idle Fool Kromgard, now known as the Wandering King, had gone to great lengths to collect these ominous documents.”

A hand with an amber ring made contact with the scroll, but Horneko simply kept his hands on the parchment, making no move to open it. “But to be receiving something so similar for free feels quite strange.” Horneko’s eyes glistened. “In my experience, nothing is free in this world.”

Horneko had been a prodigy from early on, who displayed extraordinary intelligence and innate caution. But what had allowed him to rise to the top was his intuition, which flashed across his mind from time to time like a firefly. Horneko trusted his instincts, which had led him to taste great success numerous times, as if divinely ordained. And likewise, he had dodged a few extremely dangerous situations.

And at this moment, that intuition was whispering to him that this deal was not safe.

The hand held over the scroll curled up into a fist and was soon withdrawn from the parchment. The gaze of the black robed man turned toward Horneko.

“I would like to know what you really want.” Horneko’s quiet but clear voice echoed in the humble room. The man in the robe remained quiet for a good length of time. Horneko wore an expression as though he didn’t care either way. “Even if I were to be chased away from the coalition, I have no worries. I have made sure over all my years here to ensure that I will be able to spend a comfortable retirement for the rest of my life. Did you think that I would be willing to accept an exchange whose merits can’t even be discussed with someone I don’t even know?” Horneko left the scroll and turned around. A powerful sense of apathy and disinterest seemed to be seeping out of his entire body.

“The thing we desire,” the sharp voice of the robed man echoed in the room once more, and Horneko made a strange smile and watched the mystery man’s face, “is chaos.” The voice could more or less be described as shapeless.

Deep within Horneko’s hazy blue eyes glowed a light of confusion. “Chaos?”

“That scroll is different from the one we provided you, Mr. Chairman. It is special and particularly powerful. Enough to shake this entire world to its core. That’s the shape of the chaos we desire.”

“Did you really think that I would use this thing?”

The robed man did not reply to Horneko’s question. It was a silent indication that it all depended on what Horneko decided.

Horneko’s expression brightened slightly. “Now that sounds tempting.” This scroll could be used as his last resort. Something he would pull out when everything else failed. Horneko had no idea what result it would bring about, but the representative of the Order of Extinction gave a brief explanation of the effect it was intended to bring.

Chaos.

For a man who was slowly being pushed into a corner in many ways, there was nothing more tempting than this.

I suppose the Order of Extinction might be a cult of the God of Chaos.

Horneko turned back around and unhesitatingly gripped the scroll. The unholy energy went up his fingers and spread to the rest of his body, his frame trembling for a moment. But once the tremors subsided, what remained on Horneko was a thin smile.

Hoh. These Order of Extinction fellows. I can’t believe they’re willing to give me something like this.

Horneko felt an irresistible temptation. There was something about the scroll, or perhaps a powerful being hidden within, pulling him in. He felt as if he was falling down toward a bottomless abyss as he lifted the scroll and moved it to his inner pocket. But moments before the parchment could be secured, someone knocked on the door on the outside with great urgency.

Horneko put the scroll back down and walked over to the desk to ring a bell. A door opened, and a man in a merchant’s outfit lowered his head to Horneko, giving a report calmly. “The Enemy of the World has appeared in Nimpas.”

“The Enemy of the World?” Horneko’s eyes glistened. Immediately, he retreated his hands from the scroll.

The man from the Order of Extinction was dumbfounded and looked his way, and Horneko opened and closed his hands that had touched the scroll and spoke with a completely different tone. “We shall put this negotiation on hold for now.”

Horneko felt another powerful spike of intuition, and it pointed toward immeasurable success. It was the most difficult type of opportunity for a merchant to push aside.

***

The Wyvern knights who had boarded the Sylphid reported that they had come from the nation of Nimpas. The name of this country was unfamiliar, even to Sungchul, who had traveled all over the world.

At the time of the formation of the World Parliament, he had no reason to come to Illeboro himself, for the man who represented the four kings of Illeboro had come to La Grange personally.

The current Chairman of the Allied Merchant Coalition, Horneko, was that man. And even after that, he had attended the World Parliament on their behalf as one of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent.

Baron, who carried Sungchul, landed at the center of a garden in an aged fortress. Sungchul had been able to look down and see all of Nimpas from the sky and realized that this country was far weaker and smaller than he could have ever imagined.

A so-called capital of a country isn’t even as big as a second-tier city in the empire.

Considering these people to be king was questionable, but they had been wise in their generous support of the rebellion, even during the rebellion’s most difficult years. They’d picked their side well. And that was arguably a skill as well.

Sungchul moved forward, lost in thought.

“This way, please.” The humbled Wyvern Knights led Sungchul toward the palace where their king was. Even though it was called a palace, it looked no better than a large but slightly well decorated residence.

Entering, the king was sitting in the middle of the hall that the front doors opened up to. He didn’t look familiar. More importantly, he looked incredibly young. Barely over twenty years of age. One of the so-called ‘final generation’ who had narrowly escaped the Curse of Extinction.

“Welcome to Nimpas Palace, former Imperial Commander in Chief.” The young king stood up to greet Sungchul. This gave Sungchul an unfamiliar sensation. The king was looking at Sungchul with an expression one might expect from a die-hard fan of a celebrity or a most respected scholar.

For Sungchul, who had only ever received stares of fear and hatred, this was a new experience.

He noticed that the king and his loyal retainers were watching him with trepidation. He took out Fal Garaz and announced softly.

“I, Sungchul Kim, swear upon this hammer that I carry no ill will nor grudge against you or your country.”

Sungchul lifted Fal Garaz high up into the air, and the people inside the king’s throne room exclaimed upon seeing such a famous divine object. The king’s reaction was quite the sight to see.

“Wo…Whoaa!” The young king forgot his decorum as a monarch and stood up to gawk at Fal Garaz. “I… Is that the legendary hammer made of the fragments of the sky?!”

The reaction of the king was not quite right, and Bertelgia trembled greatly. “I feel like something’s wrong.”

Sungchul nodded and continued to observe the king’s reaction.

The retainers moved closer to their king to whisper into his ear. “Your Majesty, it is not okay to be acting like this. Please maintain your composure.”

The young king seemed to be unable to snap out of it despite his loyal retainers’ suggestions. In fact, he pushed them aside to approach Sungchul. “It’s such an honor. I never thought I’d meet the man himself.”

Sungchul took a step back. This didn’t happen often, but he felt an unconscious sense of rejection once the young king approached him with an excessively enthusiastic expression.

“I’m really sorry, but would it be okay to touch that hammer once?”

What the hell is wrong with him?

Sungchul did everything in his power to maintain a straight face as he reluctantly leaned the hammer the king’s way.

“Whoa! It looked really cold but it isn’t at all. Amazing!”

The king ran his hand across the hammer as if he was handling a treasured piece of porcelain, looking extremely pleased.

Meanwhile, Sungchul noticed that the atmosphere in the audience hall was growing more and more unpleasant. The king’s unexpected behavior was making all those present appear disappointed or flustered.

As the atmosphere began to grow cold, confident footsteps could be heard growing louder.

“My King!” A cold voice of a woman echoed in the hall. The king, who had been utterly unresponsive to his subjects’ voices, jumped up in surprise and slowly turned to look behind him, where a woman stared at him with a raised eyebrow, dressed in an outfit even more extravagant than that of the king’s.

“Hmm. That woman must be the queen of this caterpillar of a king,” Marakia, who was deep inside Sungchul’s back pocket, arrogantly commented as if he understood everything.

The mood within the audience hall suddenly grew somewhat chaotic as Sungchul’s group was led to a VIP reception room. The servant who brought them there informed them that there was a slight problem between the royal couple and asked them to wait for a little bit before leaving the room.

Once only Sungchul’s group remained in the fairly large reception room, Marakia crawled out of a bag that had been sewn into the back of Sungchul’s coat. He wore an arrogant expression as he walked over and took a seat on the sofa.

Sungchul suppressed an intense feeling of repulsion that rose up from deep within his heart as he asked Marakia, “How did you know that woman just now was the queen of this country?”

It wasn’t possible that he, who had visited every corner of this continent and met countless dignitaries, knew less than a chick that emerged from the egg only a few months prior. Sungchul didn’t show it very often, but he was someone who had a strong sense of pride within himself. And Marakia just directly challenged it.

“As you were making those Carbuncle golems, I frequented the Tower of Recluse to gather a great deal of information.”

Sungchul hadn’t seen for himself but came to learn through Bertelgia’s tattling that Marakia had been coming in and out of the Tower often.

Marakia was said to have met with the master of the tower, Porpyrius, through an introduction from Kha’nes and had an enthusiastic and lengthy discussion together.

In Porpyrius’s perspective, finding out that the King of the Final Age, who was briefly entered into the Scriptures of Calamity then came to be known as the ‘Cancelled Calamity’ and now had the form of this cute chick, was interesting, to say the least. Then, once he found out that the identity underneath the cute exterior was an ancient species of legends in unrecorded history, he became greatly enthusiastic in receiving Marakia.

Marakia, who had been treated lowly within Sungchul’s party, was treated like a king inside the Tower of Recluse. And this revived Marakia’s confidence like never before.

“As you know, I am the king of the age of extinction, born of black feather. My intellectual excellence cannot be compared to that of the inferior humans. Knowledge that would take humans entire lifetimes to obtain can be understood by me after just one day.”

Sungchul’s eyes twitched upon hearing this. “So, what’s your Intuition score?”

“Intuition? Why do you ask?”

Sungchul grinned when Marakia hesitated and continued. “Does it surpass six hundred?”

“T… that’s…”

“What about five hundred?”

Marakia made a sheepish grin and tried to act as if this question was not that important.

“I did in the past. Before it was halved by handing it over to you.”

“So, you mean to say that it’s less than that.”

“I… Intuition is not all there is to knowledge!” Marakia couldn’t stand it and shouted.

Sungchul leaned back and turned his head as Marakia’s eyes trembled.

Sungchul, who had demonstrated the difference in their power once more, took a sip of tea the maid had brought before resuming to speak. “The conversation got side-tracked the wrong way. I would like to hear the rest of what you were saying.”

“Hmph. In the end, you rely on me!” Marakia’s briefly suppressed confidence resurrected like a phoenix as he recited the information he knew of the Kingdom of Nimpas. “That woman, the queen of Nimpas, goes by the name Oksana. She was married in from a different family, but it seems as though she took control over the kingdom and is the true ruler of this country.”

“The queen is the true ruler, you say.” That seemed believable. The young king’s fear of the queen, and the queen’s commands taking priority over the king’s could be easily surmised from the incident earlier.

“Mmm hmm. It seems to be that the queen is a daughter of a very influential family,” Marakia said as he gazed off into empty space.

Sungchul felt suspicious of Marakia’s direction of sight, but he didn’t comment on it and decided to continue the conversation. “What family is it? It couldn’t be… Horneko, could it?” He suddenly remembered something he had forgotten. The Merchant King Horneko had a great number of daughters, and he’d worked hard to marry his daughters off to powerful families. But only a few were successful. The rumors surrounding his circumstances were readily passed from one to another in the palace, where everyone searched for weaknesses of others and even reached Sungchul’s ears.

“It’s Horneko.” Marakia gazed off into space as he replied. “It seems she’s the fourth daughter of Aeghe’s Viceroy Horneko.”

“Is that so?” Sungchul asked as he turned his gaze toward Marakia.

Marakia nodded and continued to stare off into space as he spoke. “It is said that she was originally engaged to a prince from the Ancient Kingdom, but her twisted personality put an end to that. According to the evaluation of the Sword King of the Ancient Kingdom, it was great that she was like her father in intellect and earnestness. But her will was too strong and it was determined that someone so arrogant down to her bones was fated to overpower the king, so she was rejected. And the Sword King’s evaluation was proven to be accurate here in Nimpas.”

“You know much, I see.” Sungchul was honestly impressed by Marakia’s knowledge. It was no easy feat to memorize details about an unknown individual from an obscure kingdom to such minute detail in such a short time. Let alone details of their personality and personal lives. This kind of information was something that Sungchul would otherwise have to go to a bar, seek out an information broker by bribing the locals, then bribing the broker for a small chance of being informed.

But Marakia’s direction of gaze had been bothering Sungchul. Normally, Marakia would try to keep his appearances as a monarch and look him straight in the eye to appear dignified on purpose. But that behavior was nowhere to be seen at the moment.

Sungchul felt something was odd, so he suddenly asked a question. “What are you looking at as you speak?”

“Pii?!” Marakia jumped up in surprise. It was now for certain that he was hiding something.

Sungchul stood up and walked briskly over to Marakia, who flapped his wings to back away and keep his distance.

“What do you mean look? I’m searching through my massive archive of memories.”

“Hmm…”

Sungchul felt that there was something behind Marakia’s strong reaction but didn’t pry any further.

Bertelgia was watching quietly for a bit before commenting. “What if he’s looking at Ant Wiki?”

“Piigi?!” Marakia was once again greatly shocked. Judging by his screech, he seemed to be more surprised than last time. “W… What lies are you spreading, you bargain priced Living Book!”

Sungchul felt certain something was going on, but then there was a knock on the door to interrupt him.

“Excuse me. My apologies, but the King is seeking your audience.”

It seemed as though the meeting that had been interrupted by the appearance of the queen was to be resumed shortly.

Sungchul felt a strong suspicion about the origins of Marakia’s knowledge, but he knew his priorities. Instead of interrogating Marakia further on this, he instead threw another query. “What kind of person is the King of this nation? He seems to be loose in his head in my eyes.”

To Sungchul’s question, Marakia nodded and crawled into the bag-like pocket sewn onto the back of Sungchul’s coat. “The king of Nimpas is Deheter the third. He’s famous for being the most unintelligent of his brothers since he was young. To the extent that it has been recorded that he is mentally ill.”

“Mentally ill, you say.”

Bertelgia trembled and muttered to herself. “I’ve recently had that thought as well for some reason.” She then turned her body toward Marakia, who completely ignored Bertelgia’s taunt and opened his beak.

“Anyway, after all of his siblings were killed in mysterious accidents, he naturally rose to the throne as the rightful ruler. But once he took his queen as his bride, he became nothing but a puppet. A scarecrow.”

“…Scarecrow.” Kings who possessed nothing but their crowns. It was a common sight among weaker nations. At worst, some kings could be swayed by mere thugs. But whatever the truth may be, the obsessive fascination of the Scarecrow King toward him had been genuine. Sungchul couldn’t help but recall a similar level of zealous fandom that he had witnessed.

Back in the gladiatorial days, the faces of his few fans came to mind. Most of them had been human trash, alcoholics who were crazed with gambling. But once the combat began in the arena, they shouted Sungchul’s name louder than anyone else. Once night fell, they would shake glowsticks in the air gleefully to cheer him on. Each of them carried as much enthusiasm as a hundred spectators. Even a man of solitude like Sungchul couldn’t help but acknowledge that he had been inspired by them back then.

What a fucked up place I’ve come to. But I have no reason to reciprocate.

Sungchul already knew something like this might happen and knew exactly what it was he was here to do. The fundamentals were simple. He had come to inform them, not convince them.

He decided to meet with the king and make this absolutely clear.

The maid led Sungchul to the king’s chambers. The palace wasn’t large, so it didn’t take very long.

The maid stopped in front of a door that looked identical to all other doors. “Please enter here.”

Sungchul entered the room without much thought, for what he had to do did not depend on the actions of the other person.

But the moment he entered, Sungchul was overwhelmed. W…what? Are…?!

At the very entrance of the room was a statue that shocked Sungchul.

Average height with slim build, ripped jeans, and worn out coat worn over a torn up shirt, a statue of a young man holding an exact replica of Fal Garaz was standing right before him.

No one had to tell Sungchul for him to know that this was a statue of himself.

“Ah, you’ve come! Please come in.”

The voice of the young king could be heard from deeper in the room.

As Sungchul walked past his own statue, he was overwhelmed by an even more outrageous state of the room that greeted him from beyond.

Sungchul-related paraphernalia completely filled the room in all directions. There was a framed collection of his wanted posters arranged by their date, various sizes of carvings of him both big and small, Sungchul’s uniform from his Imperial Commander in Chief days, and a whole assortment of illustrations of him that was likely paid out of pocket hanging all over the room.

“Mmm. This is a bit envious.” Marakia looked deeply moved by what he saw. He poked his beak out of the pocket and looked around the room with jealousy burning in his eyes.

Meanwhile, Bertelgia felt Sungchul tremble slightly as she whispered quietly, “At least there’s no pillow with your likeness on it.”

“If I find something like that, this kingdom will end today!” Sungchul was greatly enraged as he walked into the interior part of the room. At the center was the King of Nimpas, Deheter, standing awkwardly and watching Sungchul with a naive and innocent expression.

“What is all this?” Sungchul suppressed his emotions the best he could as he asked.

“Ah, these things? They’re great works of art I’ve poured my heart and soul into collecting of the Enemy of the World… No, the Imperial Commander in Chief!”

Deheter appeared to have a great deal of pride in his collection. But he quickly realized that Sungchul’s expressions were growing darker, so he rapidly shrank as he lowered his head and spoke with a most pitiful voice. “I apologize if you are offended. I had no ill will.”

“Mmm…” It was obvious to Sungchul that Deheter didn’t do any of this with ill intent. He headed to the center of the room filled with clutter to grab a chair to continue the conversation that briefly grew cold. “I have come here today, not as the Enemy of the World nor the Imperial Commander in Chief but as one who holds the qualification to be called the founder of the World Parliament.”

“The founder of the World Parliament?” Deheter, King of Nimpas, asked.

Sungchul nodded and continued to speak calmly. “I have come to announce what might become the last session of the World Parliament.”

Deheter looked quite disinterested in what Sungchul had said. And interest was not the only thing missing. It seemed as though he could not grasp anything of what Sungchul had said in any capacity.

“What do I have to do?”

Sungchul felt frustrated. But as one who had come as the founder of the World Parliament, he kept his politeness to the end and replied respectfully.

“On the month of antelope at the beginning of spring, please make your way to Ixion of the eastern regions of the continent before the first full moon. As one of the kings possessing a crown.”

“Ah, Ixion? I just have to go there?”

It was at that moment that the King gave a hapless answer in a daze, the door to the room opened without a knock. The one who entered was none other than the queen of the small country, Oksana. She was fanning her face, which displayed a complicated mix of distrust, hatred, wariness, and repulsion.

She didn’t come alone. Sungchul noticed a presence standing behind Oksana. And as he had suspected, a man walked out from behind her with slow steps. A man with simple, black, silk clothes, holding a scepter made of dragon bones. He kept his gaze on Sungchul with his hazy blue eyes as he walked into the king’s abode.

Sungchul recognized him at a single glance.

Horneko.

The lowest seat of the now-defunct Thirteen Champions of the Continent, Merchant King Horneko had made his appearance before Sungchul.


Chapter 3 – Unexpected Offer

“Your face has changed. It makes sense why so many people were unable to recognize you.” Horneko walked up to Sungchul with his cane before stopping to bow his head in greeting. “It’s been a while, former Imperial Commander in Chief.”

It was a respectful but unsubmissive greeting that gave off a distinct dignified refinement unique to the most successful of merchants.

And in contrast, Sungchul only stared quietly without reacting to Horneko’s greeting in any way. In fact, he only made a statement filled with needles. “I’ve received your hospitality very well in Airfruit.”

Sungchul had been ambushed by an assassin from the Assassin’s Guild who was hired by the Allied Merchant Coalition. Of course, they were mostly taken care of by Sungchul’s wrath. But the important truth was that the merchant coalition had attacked Sungchul.

Horneko didn’t react to Sungchul’s subtle rage and replied nonchalantly. “For me as well, I’ve well received your warm welcome through the incident at the Bottomless Vault. Thanks to it, the merchant coalition was almost shaken down to its roots.”

It was a lazily spoken reply, carrying not an ounce of aggression, but it was a weighty statement that emphasized Sungchul’s role in causing what had happened.

Sungchul had no desire to engage in word play with Horneko. “I have nothing to say to you, nor do I feel the need to. For I have come here simply to inform the kings of crowns of what will be taking place in the future.”

Sungchul took out Fal Garaz as he said what he had to say. Horneko remained still, but his subordinates visible past the door pulled out their weapons and looked wary.

But before the tension in the room could suffocate everyone, an unexpected event took place. The King of Nimpas, who had been silenced by the appearance of his queen, lost his mind upon the appearance of Fal Garaz.

“Ooh. Fal Garaz’s allure remains undiminished no matter how many times I see it. It’s amazing to think that such a thing destroyed the head of the famed demon king, Hesthnius Max.”

His unexpected utterance completely fizzed away any tension that might have been brewing in the room, and the queen, who had been standing next to Horneko, gave her husband a look of extreme disdain as she let out a sigh.

King Deheter’s words naturally led to unexpected changes in the situation. The first one to react to the change of flow was Horneko. “The reason I have come to see you isn’t to bring up the past to blame.”

Sungchul put Fal Garaz away to look at Horneko once he heard this.

“In fact, I wish to offer you a deal as a merchant.”

“Deal?”

Horneko gave him a big smile upon Sungchul’s question and nodded in response. “I’m thinking of a deal that could be mutually beneficial.” Horneko took out a document from his clothes as he spoke and offered it to Sungchul.

He realized this was the blacklist of the Allied Merchant Coalition and wondered if Horneko was planning on erasing his name, which took the spot at the top, using the authority of his position as the chairman.

“We do not possess anything that can compare to your might. But in spite of that, I am absolutely certain, that we, the Allied Merchant Coalition, can provide everything you will come to require.”

It was an unexpected offer, completely unexpected situation, and Sungchul was someone who thrived in the maelstrom of chaos.

This isn’t a contract I am compelled to accept.

But there was also no need to remain so hardheaded. Now that the World Parliament was all but destroyed, the question of past allies or foe was no longer meaningful. Use any means available. The time granted by the Calamity is not long, after all.

Sungchul made up his mind and replied, “Please give me time to think it over.”

***

The form fate could take was diverse. An inseparable friend could begin a feud over a small gain until they one day they become irreconcilable nemesis. Or former enemies who were locked in vicious battles could put aside their differences to work together for a common goal.

Former Airfruit Magic Academy’s Professor of the School of Cosmomancy, Altugius Xero, was looking at an unexpected character with his faded eyes that still had brilliance left within them.

“Fate can be quite whimsical.” How could he possibly forget this man? It was he who had turned half of his daughter’s, his only reason for living, face into a hideous, shriveled up corpse.

“Indeed.” The man standing with the moon to his back took off his bandana and gave a bitter smile. He was missing an arm and had the name Kaz Almeria, the eldest son of what used to be one of the top four assassin clans of the Assassin’s Guild.

But his clan and his reputation were lost, like his arm, leading him to live a wretched, aimless and directionless life, like some buoy lost at sea. Carried by the currents of time, he found himself at the edge.

“I can’t believe you of all people, you who I hold the strongest grudge against, would become my master,” Kaz Almeira stated bitterly before using his one remaining arm to bring a cigarette to his nose to inhale its intense scent deeply. Kaz inhaled the rest of the cigarette as Altugius watched on with a terrifying expression before discarding the remaining bud on the ground and giving a forlorn smile. “But this too is but a part of my destiny. Rather than die a miserable death without even being able to dream of revenge, it’s far better to die in the embrace of a sliver of hope, beholden to a man who knew of my glorious past.” Kaz Almeira’s left hand undid the straps to his armor. “Kill or let live, do as you please.”

A thick sigh escaped his lips. Altugius could smell not only the foul odor of the cigarette from Kaz’s breath but also the putrid scent of rotting intestines. Did he administer some cheap narcotics to himself? His body has broken down beyond the point of return.

Kaz’s expression had become so feeble and sunken that it was difficult to find the cruelty and alertness that used to be present in his days as an assassin.

As Altugius began to calm down from his anger, signs of things being beyond salvation began to come to view. But even so, he hesitated until the end, for Altugius’s wrath toward Kaz Almeira was deep and heavy. Kaz was the man who had taken away half of his granddaughter’s face, after all, the granddaughter whose life he valued above his own. It was because of him that Sarasa Xero was cursed to forever wear a strange silver mask to cover half of her visage.

Altugius ground his teeth.

Cold winds of the late winter came blowing from the west that was beginning to be cast under the shadow of dusk. Twilight passed, and darkness soon dominated the land. Constellations that were concealed by the light of day began to reveal themselves one by one in the sky above.

The time to make a decision had come.

Altugius glared at Kaz, who was looking away and seemingly at peace with himself.

Altugius pointed his staff at the shriveled assassin, and soon, geometric magic formations appeared all over Altugius and his staff. The pinnacle of the magic school of Cosmomancy, Primordial Light, was being evoked.

Kaz closed both of his eyes. He looked ready to accept his death.

It was just when Altugius was finishing up his incantation and was about to deliver the execution that a face came to his mind. This made him tremble and hesitate. It was the face of the Founder and leader of the Order of Extinction, Fritz Schnellmerker.

The sudden recollection of this man stayed Altugius’s hands and stopped the execution. Schnellmerker was a benefactor who had extended his hands toward Sarasa and Altugius after they had left Airfruit and wandered the wilderness aimlessly. He was younger than Altugius by a great deal, but Schnellmerker had been able to see things that Altugius could not from his pedestal in the school.

There was something he had said habitually.

“Those who wish to move toward a new era must be prepared to cast aside everything from the past. External things like wealth, position, and reputation goes without saying, but also emotions and feelings like an old grudge.”

Once Altugius’s thoughts reached this far, he began to consider this situation before him might have been a test Schnellmerker had set up for him.

If it’s that man, it is definitely possible that he threw Kaz Almeira my way as bait to test my resolve.

The magic formations that had entirely covered his body and the staff dissipated one by one. The elderly former professor wearing black robes of the Order of Extinction felt the mana that had been circling viciously return back to his body as he lifted his bag and turned away from Kaz.

He chose mercy.

“You’re not going to kill me?” Kaz asked as he opened his eyes wide in surprise.

“You are a valuable volunteer sent by the Order. How could I kill someone so whimsically because of my personal and petty grudges?” He replied as calmly as he could, but his ingrained hot-bloodedness couldn’t be fully concealed, so his voice trembled unnaturally.

But Kaz, who had lived a crippled life, was losing touch with human interaction and unable to detect the subtle tremble.

“Does that mean you will take me in?” There was unconcealable joy swimming in Kaz’s eyes.

It was unsatisfying, but nothing could be done. To escape from the whispers of hatred bubbling up from deep in his heart, Altugius consciously chose to think about something else. And the topic he chose was on the subject of Kaz Almeira.

Altugius does not know what kind of life Kaz had lived upon his defeat to Sungchul and the loss of his arm. But without a doubt, there was something that was undeniably true. Kaz Almeira was trying to accomplish something, even by sacrificing his own life if needed.

Altugius asked, “You are the heir of a high ranking clan within the Assassin’s Guild. So, for what reason have you volunteered to join the crusade?”

His question rekindled the flames of wrath and hatred that was hiding deep within Kaz’s unfocused eyes. “Just as you and your family despise me, I too have someone I deeply resent and loath. But he’s far too powerful. So powerful even uttering the word revenge is unthinkable.”

Altugius knew who Kaz was talking about. That man was difficult to describe other than to say he was a perplexing individual. He still vividly remembered the sight of him sitting in the halls of the School of Cosmomancy, where even the smallest sound became amplified, reading and trying to understand incomprehensible books for hours on end.

Enemy of the World, Sungchul Kim

The assassin continued to speak. “Sir, you don’t know what it is like. The despair from having an enemy you can’t even think of retaliating against.”

Altugius watched as the flames of hatred in Kaz Almeira’s eyes slowly transformed into that of madness.

Kaz spoke with a completely different tone. “But I have heard that the Order of Extinction has a way. A way for me to dream of one day taking revenge against that accursed man who murdered my whole family and destroyed our clan.”

Altugius realized now that the desire for vengeance, the grudge he had against Kaz, was nowhere near what Kaz had for Sungchul. If Altugius’s grudge was only on a level of making a decision whether he should act on his impulse or not, Kaz Almeira’s grudge was now his one and only reason for living.

He’ll be good material. Altugius thoroughly realized that he had made the right choice and held out a document for Kaz.

“This will realize your desire.”

Kaz gingerly accepted the document, spilling out malicious energies. An unconcealable grin steeped in madness took form on Kaz’s lips. “This… with this… revenge becomes possible.”

“The time available to you is only one minute. If you cannot finish everything within that minute, your life will have withered away for nothing.”

“You don’t need to worry about that, Bishop of Illeboro. Assassination is an art that blossoms in split seconds, after all.” Life returned to Kaz’s eyes and the sharp gaze and expressions from his days as an assassin was beginning to come back. It didn’t take long for Kaz to ask a question with his eyes bursting with frigid-cold blood. “But is this right? The target is your messiah.”

Altugius closed his eyes tight at Kaz’s question before reopening them to reply in an emotionless voice. “There’s an alternative.” He turned around, leaving those words hanging in the air, and disappeared into the darkness with the other members of the cult as if melting into it. Altugius’s faint voice came from the darkness like a wave and dispersed. “I’ll send someone soon. Until then, do not do anything rash.”

Kaz, left alone in the wild with the unholy scroll in his hand, looked up at the sky. There was a particularly reddish star illuminating the night. The Assassin’s Star. The patron star of the assassins ironically lit up the brightest during the spring when most lives were born.

***

Marakia, who had become an expert in all things, obviously knew minute details of the internal affairs of the merchant coalition as well. “It has been said that Horneko’s position was becoming increasingly contested as of late. The reason he decided to extend his hand to you was out of his desire to protect himself from the dangers around him.”

Sungchul moved behind Marakia, who was explaining excitedly in an arrogant voice. He leaned forward and moved his head closer to the fluffy black feathers of the bird. He had seen something. The strings of knowledge that were faintly permeating throughout Marakia’s entire body.

Sungchul’s suspicions were confirmed in an instant.

[Welcome to Ant Wiki]

“So, you were using that after all.” Sungchul broke into a grin.

Marakia realized that he had let his guard down, but it was already too late. His small body was trembling as he turned around. “I… It wasn’t out of malice. I thought it might be helpful, so I created a copy of sorts.” Marakia knew just how much Sungchul hated the Ant Wiki and clearly expected to be dealt swift punishment of equal magnitude.

But his expectations were completely off the mark, as Sungchul, who had his face close to Marakia, took a step back and replied with a faint smile, “Not bad.”

“R… Really?!”

Sungchul nodded to Marakia’s question and replied in a calm voice, “You are permitted to utilize the Ant Wiki.”

***

[Curse – Allied Merchant Coalition’s Blacklist entry was removed.]
[You are now able to freely trade with the Allied Merchant Coalition and affiliated organizations.]


One of the curses was undone.

Drawing a line across the entry in the Allied Merchant Coalition’s blacklist, which was filled with its own supply of mana, was enough for the change to take place.

Of course, the removal of this curse caused no changes to his stats. Neither Luck nor Charisma rose.

Undoing the curse and allowing Sungchul to once again trade with the Allied Merchant Coalition was nothing more than a symbolic gesture.

“For making an expedient decision and demonstrating your boundless generosity, I give you a thousand thanks.”

Horneko had shown up at the meeting place to negotiate with Sungchul with only a secretary with him. It was an impressive display of bravery.

Truth be told, having a few bodyguards made little difference against one such as Sungchul. But actually committing to leaving them behind was a completely different thing altogether.

“I have been told that the former Commander in Chief prefers short and to the point. For that reason, I’ll just briefly explain the proposal.” Horneko got right to the point, and Sungchul waited patiently for him to go on. He was thinking of ending this negotiation immediately the moment he suspected verbal trickery.

“My term is quite simple. Please stay at the palace for a fortnight.”

Sungchul showed no particular emotion or reaction on his face, but internally, he was greatly surprised by Horneko’s demand. What is he planning? The proposed condition was completely unexpected.

Horneko consciously made an effort to show that he wouldn’t let his reply be influenced by intimidation after seeing Sungchul’s expression and kept his eyes glued to the table below. “The reason I am giving you this condition is because my position within the merchant coalition is quite unstable at the moment. This never happened while the World Parliament was intact. But now that they’ve been effectively dissolved, I am hit from all sides by strong blame and political maneuvering. In fact, I was considering stepping down from being viceroy. Until you arrived here, that is.”

Sungchul didn’t waste time asking Horneko whether other powerful merchants were aware of their meeting. If he had been that careless, Horneko couldn’t have possibly survived until this day.

This isn’t a bad condition for me. It bothers me that it will consume two weeks’ time, but it might be worth accepting depending on what his demands are.

It was time to hear what Horneko was offering in return. “What is it that I will gain from staying in this place?”

“Allied Merchant Coalition’s full and unrestricted support. Please excuse me, but I have learned through my daughter Ocsana what it is you came to Illeboro for.” Horneko raised his gaze to look at Sungchul. “Is it true that you were hoping to reconvene the World Parliament?”

It was an ambiguous question that carried with it many different possible meanings. Though he had no reason to go out of his way to explain his thoughts, Sungchul came to the conclusion that it wouldn’t be bad to reveal his intentions. He decided to share his plan.

“The purpose of the assembly is for the resolution of the third Calamity. There are no other ulterior motives. And I have no inclination whatsoever to become a king.”

“The question of who the king is is not very important for us merchants. If I had to say what we care about, it would be to have a stable order so that we, the merchants of Aege, can engage in trade with a peace of mind.”

It was a believable claim. But Sungchul chose not to respond any further. He understood full well that there was nothing for him to gain by granting Horneko the opportunity to make use of his skill with words.

After Sungchul remained quiet for few moments, Horneko once again looked down at the table with a humble expression and motioned to his secretary. The secretary came forward and handed Horneko a document, who verified it one last time before offering it to Sungchul. “I have prepared this for you.”

Sungchul took a look at the piece of paper Horneko held before him. It was an order under the authority of the Viceroy of the Allied Merchant Coalition.

[This document is to be sent to the specified countries under the authority of the Viceroy of the Allied Merchant Coalition.]

[To the king of the crown. The founder of the World Parliament has called for the first assembly of the year, so please make your way to the assembly hall in Ixion on the Eastern part of the continent in the month of the Mountain Goat, before the full moon.]

“I have put together this document at my discretion for now. Please let my secretary know if there is anything else you would like to add or modify.”

Sungchul reexamined the document’s wording. There was nothing in particular he thought needed to be added or removed, but he felt that it wouldn’t hurt to add a few more things.

Horneko spoke up once he had a chance to read over the document. “On top of this, we at the Allied Merchant Coalition would like to offer you access to the coalition’s communication network. As you are undoubtedly aware, the communication network we have can be incredibly useful. And if you so desire, we are also willing to provide you with the identification flag of the coalition. Traveling with a ship to other countries without one is bound to cause lots of small problems, after all.”

All of the terms offered were attractive.

“Would this be sufficient?”

There was nothing more Sungchul could ask for. What Horneko had listed were but mere examples of what the coalition was capable of offering.

“This seems sufficient.”

Horneko placed a small item on the table once Sungchul replied, and for the first time since the meeting began, Sungchul showed interest as Horneko set before him a Cross of Unbreakable Vow.

“There’s an old grudge between us that goes far back. A valley far too deep to ignore despite the world having changed. For that reason, I have prepared this.”

“My heart has no vacancy,” Sungchul replied.

Horneko looked up at Sungchul and grinned. “You do not have to worry about that.” Horneko suddenly grasped the cross, and Sungchul watched what was going on without knowing what to think.

Will he really commit to this? He could be using some sort of trickery.

Deception could not work on Sungchul.

“To the God of Mediation, I call out to you. I swear upon my heart that I, Eodor Horneko, shall keep the terms of the contract under the pain of death and gladly surrender my heart to the God of Mediation should I fail to uphold my vow.”

Horneko lifted the cross high up in the air and stabbed himself in the heart with Sungchul watching him closely. The Cross of the Unbreakable vow let out an opaque black light that blocked sight. As if it had always been a part of him to begin with, it penetrated through the clothes and skin and impaled itself into his heart.

Sungchul could not contain his surprise.

This is no illusion. It was a true vow. One sworn upon the name of the God of Meditation. It was a show he couldn’t have imagined he would see. Sungchul, who likewise carried a cross in his heart, knew better than anyone else that the price of failure to uphold the contract was instant death.

And Horneko had performed such ritual right before Sungchul’s eyes. A letter of summons written on behalf of Sungchul, access to the communication network, and the questionably useful identification flag for the ship. Horneko would fulfill these conditions to Sungchul’s satisfaction for as long as he lived.

Whatever the case may be, putting his life on the line with  the vow decisively brought the control of the negotiation firmly to his side.

“This is everything that I wanted to say. Is there anything else you would like to discuss?” Horneko, who now carried the cross, no longer stared down at the table.

The unfocused gaze made Sungchul more uncomfortable than he expected as he nodded. Unfocused as it may be, it felt as if it could see into Sungchul’s mind.

“As you have requested, I shall remain in Nimpas for half a month.”

“Excellent. Ah, depending on how the situation pans out, I may end up asking for a small favor.”

“Small favor?”

“It’s not a request for your strength, so please don’t misunderstand. What we want in addition amounts to nothing more than a gesture.”

Whether or not Horneko had asked for his strength, Sungchul had no intention to listen to any demand not already in the contract.

“If it’s just a bit of an intimidation, I could give you a hand.”

“Most excellent.”

Horneko began to collect and organize the documents before him with a smile on his face. The secretary who had been standing by for the duration of the negotiation moved forward to assist with cleaning up. It was unmistakable that they intended to end the negotiations here, and Sungchul felt something was strange.

How peculiar. I was certain that he would demand the return of the gold of the Bottomless Vault.

Even if it wasn’t the full amount, he had prepared himself to return up to half of it before this negotiation began. But Horneko had not once mentioned the gold. Despite the fact that it was an understandably tempting topic to bring up for him.

With this in Sungchul’s mind, Horneko finished packing up and said something in passing.

“Are the unmarked coins well within your possession?”

“More or less.”

It was a stinging question to be asked, but Sungchul replied with an unapologetic expression.

“You are free to use them as you please once this is done. I am planning on releasing all restrictions and orders that had been made on the Unmarked coins using my authority.”

Horneko left the room with a bright smile, and the negotiation ended in the most unexpected manner.

***

A period of two weeks’ worth of time was now available.

At first, Sungchul had thought he should use that time to upgrade Sylphid or do maintenance on the miniature golems. But an opportunity found Sungchul from a completely unexpected source.

The fact that he was now off of the Allied Merchant Coalition’s blacklist meant that a whole new world of possible trade opportunities that had been unthinkable until now became available to him.

It wasn’t even half a day since the negotiation with Horneko that one merchant sought out Sungchul.

Sungchul was taking a scroll in the unremarkable yard of Nampas, with Marakia and Bertelgia at his heels.

“Oy, look over there. Isn’t that a statue of you?” Marakia pointed out a space next to a storage shack on the back of the garden that was filled with stacks of firewood. And as suspected, statues bearing the likeness of Sungchul were standing there.

There were axe marks on the statues from turning them into firewood. But there was also evidence of shallow scratches left behind by swings of an amateur swordsman.

Close to the storage room was a middle-aged maid carrying a stack of firewood. Sungchul called her over and pointed at the statues.

“His majesty regularly replaces the statue of the Former Commander in Chief. These are likely the older statues that have since been replaced.”

“I see.”

It wasn’t like it was a difficult explanation to accept; however, it didn’t stop him from feeling unhappy. After all, recreating someone’s likeness and bringing harm upon it was one of the older traditional methods of cursing someone.

Of course, it was also true that no amount of curses from such a weak country could bring harm to even a single hair on Sungchul’s body.

He decided on being generous and lenient as he resumed his stroll.

He noticed that there was a woman watching him from across the garden on the other side. She wore merchant clothing that greatly contrasted from those of the palace folk. She had tied up her hair into twin tails, which gave her a sprightly look and a childlike appearance.

Is she a merchant of the coalition?

Sungchul didn’t think much of it. Nimpas Palace was already firmly in control of merchants of Horneko’s faction, so seeing one or two merchants within the palace would not be out of place in the slightest.

It was when he was about to pass her that she spoke.

“Hello, sir, ex Commander in Chief.” The young woman initiated. Sungchul turned his face slightly to glance at her, and her cloudy blue eyes reminded him of someone.

“I am a merchant of the Allied Merchant Coalition, Derha.”

“I never asked for an introduction,” Sungchul replied coldly.

Most people would have been completely silenced by his intimidating presence. But whether she was brave or clueless, Derha broke into a bright smile and replied with a clear voice, “I may appear like a greenhorn, but I am a professional broker. If anyone speaks of a broker from hell, then it’s definitely about me, Derha.”

Sungchul instantly judged that this young woman was either incredibly stupid or possessed an unbelievable strength of will.

“Please let me know if there is anything you would like to purchase. I’ll use the connections of our family to procure anything that can be bought with money!”

After watching the woman stand her ground and say everything she wanted to say without hesitating in the face of Sungchul’s intimidation, Marakia tapped Sungchul’s back with his wing.

“Should I step in? I miss fresh liver.”

“No, there’s no need.” Sungchul looked at Derha and replied in a calm but slightly hurried voice, “Go procure a Letter of God. I’ll give you one day to do this.”

“Letter of God? What is that?”

“If you are unable to fulfill the request within the time limit, do not ever show yourself before me again.”

It was not something he had said with the expectation he would actually obtain a Letter of God. It amounted to nothing more than his attempt to chase away an annoying random merchant interrupting his stroll.

But the next day, Sungchul was told by a palace maid that there was a guest for him.

Sungchul, who had been in the middle of making a rotting meal that could satisfy Marakia, looked blatantly annoyed as he received his guest. “I do not make exceptions just because someone is a woman.”

Even as Sungchul was growling out his threatening warning, Derha unpacked a sack before him. What had been hidden inside the sack were dozens of ancient documents of indiscernible age.

Sungchul picked one up and could not believe his senses; Every single item Derha had brought him were Letter of Gods created by a Lesser God.

“I have tried to narrow down the items to what I thought matched your request the closest. How are they?” Derha blinked her eyes as she waited for Sungchul to recover and reply.

All of them are Letter of Gods.

He had been completely engrossed in appraising the scrolls and snapped out of it when he realized she was speaking. He turned to look at her.

“Perhaps… it’s not to your liking?”

To her question, Sungchul remembered a legendary TV advertisement he had seen in his home world as he raised one thumb up and replied calmly, “Ttabong.[1]”

He immediately took out a box filled to the brim with unmarked coins and offered it to Derha.

“My, my. How generous!”

Derha put away the box into her own Soul Storage and bowed deeply.

The contract was easily fulfilled.

Sungchul internally wanted to shout out in joy. If she were to ask for it, he would willingly give her multiple boxes of gold.

While gold no longer held any value for him, the Letter of Gods were priceless items of untold potential.

Sungchul immediately locked himself in his room once she was gone. Should I have agreed to stay a month instead of two weeks?

Reading the Letter of God demanded an enormous expenditure of energy for even Sungchul. The most he would be able to read per day was likely only two. On the other hand, the number Derha had brought him were, unbelievably, thirty-four. Assuming Sungchul managed to read two a day, it would take two weeks to read them all.

Once a course of action was decided, Sungchul was never one to procrastinate and leave things for later. He declared free time for Bertelgia and Marakia before sitting upon a soft, well-cushioned chair. Leaning back against the seat, he opened one of the scrolls and undid the seal.

As the seal came off the document that was imbued with mighty power, a field of stars took over Sungchul’s view. The unexpected luck brought with it a powerful sense of expectation flowing through his body, causing him to tremble.

I’ve been quite lucky on this trip so far.

For someone with nearly zero luck like Sungchul, an opportunity like this was something that only happened once in a lifetime. Something along the lines of winning the lottery off a ticket found lying randomly on the ground.

Sungchul was in high spirits as he waited for the words of the Lesser God to appear, and soon, the Lesser God’s words, only legible by Lectors, appeared before him.

[On behalf of all the Executors, we welcome you, residents of paradise. The harvest festival we have long hinted at will soon take place.]

Sungchul tilted his head once he’d read up to this part.

“Hmm?” This was unusual and not at all what he had expected.

He continued to read.

[There are a good number of gifts and blessings prepared for the residents of paradise for the upcoming harvest festival. Those with the ability to read this document, please let this news be known far and wide so that even one more person can partake in God’s feast.]

The Letter of God ended there. Sungchul doubted his eyes, but that was all there was to this scroll.

How can this be?

Sungchul reread it again, but the contents remained the same. He threw away the one he’d already read and picked up another scroll, spreading it open.

Like any other Letter of God he had interacted with so far, this scroll, too, was brimming with powerful energy of the Lesser Gods.

This one should be fine.

Sungchul breathed in deep as he read the scroll.

[On behalf of all the Executors, we welcome you, residents of paradise. The harvest festival we have long hinted…]

Sungchul threw away the scroll once he read up to that point. There was no need to go any further. It was the same creator, same message.

Although there was no way to know who exactly had written it due to the fact that the name was not stated in the Letter of God, Sungchul could tell from using his five senses that the general tone and personality of the energy given off by the scroll was identical to the first one.

Could it be that these are just marketing flyers?

Sungchul had a bad premonition as he took out the next scroll to read.

Perhaps due to his increasing experience with them, Sungchul could now instantly recognize the creator’s personality, style, and atmosphere at a glance.

Going by his previous experience, this document was created by someone else.

I hope this one is useful.

Sungchul held his breath as the verses from the Letter of God took over his field of view.

It didn’t take long for the Lesser God’s message to appear.

[Since last winter when we began preparations for the harvest until the present, not a single day have I slept. Now, only two days remain until the official festivities are scheduled to begin. Thinking back, there were countless condemnations. I had tried to respond to each and every one, but it was unfruitful.

Empty winds hitting the walls of the temple could be heard.

This is truly the silence before the storm…]

Once Sungchul reached this part, he was once again enveloped in a terrible, inescapable premonition.

This… doesn’t feel good…

He felt a cold sweat drip down his back as he finished reading the rest of the message.

[Which one of us is the foolish one, the result will speak for itself…!!]

“What’s up with you?”

Bertelgia popped out from the side to ask him a question. He hadn’t noticed her presence. She must have entered the room via the open window while he was engrossed in reading the Letter of God.

“Anyway, the King of Nimpas wanted to invite you to dinner.”

“The king?”

“Yeah. He seems to be really looking forward to it.”

“I’m not really in the mood for that at the moment.”

Sungchul retrieved another Letter of God from the box.

Bertelgia looked around at the scrolls that were discarded and littering the room like garbage before looking back at Sungchul again.

“Mmm? Why are you mistreating the items you paid so much for?”

“I do not like the content.”

“But before you said Tt… Ttabon? Anyway, you even used Favre class words to celebrate earlier.”

“It’s Ttabong to indicate a thumbs-up. And pardon me, Bertelgia. I’m going to read just one more.”

Sungchul asked her to be excused before hurrying to read the next Letter of God. The reason he was in a rush was because he was anxious. Worried that dozens of Letters of Gods he had paid an entire chest of gold for would all turn out to be utter garbage.

The content of the next Letter of God soon appeared before Sungchul.

This document had a completely different atmosphere from all previous scrolls read. It was written by someone else.

[The first Harvest in a decade was a total bust.]

Sungchul could predict the rest of the contents after reading just one sentence.

“Damn!” He lost his temper and threw away the Letter of God again. Bertelgia watched, then commented bluntly. “I thought you said it’s Ttabong?”

“Ttabong is revoked.” Sungchul hopped to his feet, his eyes like that of a cruel and feral predator. “That accursed woman must be around still, right?”

Sungchul looked like he was ready to grab Derha and completely mangle her, and Bertelgia flew to block Sungchul from leaving.

“No! I told you that the King of Nimpas invited you to dinner!”

“It won’t take long.”

But things did not go as he planned. Bertelgia grabbed onto Sungchul’s coat and did everything in her power to stop him. “It’s already evening! Look out the window! Can’t you see the sky getting dark?”

As Bertelgia said, it was well past evening and beginning to turn into night. The heavens were on Bertelgia’s side.

Sungchul had no choice but to put off his plans to hunt down the merchant and go join the king’s feast. Aege Harbor and Nimpas were practically next door, and there was no guarantee Sungchul would be able to locate Derha in the bustling streets of a harbor city even if he were to leave the palace.

A maid soon knocked on the door to inform them that it was time.

“Where is Marakia?”

Bertelgia let out a sigh before answering, “Probably already there.”

“Is that so?”

“That guy, he is strangely popular wherever he goes. Same as back at the Tower of Recluse.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Maybe it’s because of his high Charisma?”

“No way.” Sungchul, who was unwelcome everywhere he went, consciously chose to ignore the possibility that a bird had a higher Charisma score than him. He pushed open the bedroom door, and once he reached the banquet hall, Sungchul saw that there was a fair variety in the arrangement of food. There was even a hired bard troop performing lively music.

The participants of the feast, as opposed to the lavish preparations, were few.

From the Kingdom of Nimpas was the king and queen, captain of the knights, and four advisors of the court. From Sungchul’s side, everyone except Baron was present.

***

King Deheter meticulously prepared to receive not only Sungchul but also his comrades. There was a bird feed complete with fruits for Marakia and ink for Bertelgia. Of course, Bertelgia, who did not consume ink, was at a loss for words.

“However it may be, I have prepared this feast today to receive all of you to the best of my ability as the King of Nimpas. Please, do not hold back and enjoy the feast to your heart’s content.” King Deheter announced the start of the feast with his brilliant smile.

Sungchul, who was still in a foul mood because of Derha, began the meal with a poker face. The meal was on average 40~50 points. It was for certain that the chef was someone skilled and experienced. But in the eyes of Sungchul, who possessed the Diamond Broach, it was quite lacking.

Sungchul saw the head chef watch from afar and intentionally fluttered his coat for his Diamond Broach to be briefly visible as he evaluated the food as unremarkable and unrefined. He mostly left the food alone after this.

The reason he was unable to eat lay not only in the mediocre fare, but also because he was distracted by the relationship between the king and queen, who sat across from him.

How disgraceful.

It was no secret that the ruler of this country was not the king but the queen. But still, for a king of a country to be so thoroughly dismissed, especially in front of a revered dignitary the king personally invited, was something not even Sungchul had ever witnessed before.

“Please try this too.”

The king picked out some food to offer the queen several times, but his wife maintained an ice cold expression and utterly ignored the king’s amicable gestures. It went without saying that the atmosphere was so frigid that it was uncomfortable for anyone watching.

Sungchul could tell from the king’s awkward smile just how embarrassed he felt.

That woman. She’s quite the character.

It was difficult to behave like she did even if one wanted to. If she had the slightest bit of awareness of herself as a married woman, humiliating her husband to this extent in plain view of others was impossible without a considerable level of hate.

Furthermore, this wasn’t just any couple. This would have been a scandal even if it had taken place between an ordinary couple in private. But between a king and queen of the country, furthermore in public, one was apt to think that her behavior was seriously misaligned with etiquette and expectations of society.

“Wow. Look at that. That woman’s no joke.”

It was bad enough that even Bertelgia came to whisper to Sungchul after witnessing the queen’s merciless behavior. With such a deep fissure in the relationship between the royal couple, it was impossible for participants from the Nimpas Kingdom to have a bright expression.

“It’s been so long since I’ve had an orange! [In Korean, orange sounds like ‘been so long’]” The Captain of the Knights tried to lighten the mood with a pun but soon fell mute. The king’s advisors could do nothing but hold their wine glasses and wet their lips with a rigid expression.

The only person who could enjoy this moment was Marakia alone.

“Wa ha ha ha ha!” Marakia downed the fruit-embellished bird feed gallantly and burst into laughter all of a sudden. Then, for who knows what reason, he began to hum after hopping on top of the table.

“It’s no good to walk on the dinner table!” Bertelgia tried to warn him, but Marakia was already in a jolly mood and therefore quite unable to heed her nagging.

He crossed the table to walk toward the queen and then began to stare intensely at her with his head tilted.

‘W…Wha…” The Queen had already been in a foul mood before. Now that a strange bird came to blatantly stare at her, there was no way she could hold her temper. The expression on her face turned dangerously twisted.

However, Marakia, who had no understanding of the changes in the mood of inferior humanoids, continued to stare at the queen for a while longer before suddenly making a remark. “Amazing. I can’t believe there is someone among humans who understands the appeal of obsidian!”

There was only one reason Marakia approached the queen. It was because she was wearing a necklace made of obsidian just like his.

Completely oblivious to the fact that the queen’s patience was reaching its end, Marakia happily flapped his wings and raised his voice to shout. “There’s a Nahak word for times like this. Yo-soto!”

That was the last straw.

Marakia shouted gleefully once more. “Now, shout with me. Yo-soto!”

The queen ground her teeth and finally stood up once Marakia reached the peak of his exuberance.

“So annoying.” She tore off the necklace she wore and angrily threw it on the table, then walked away briskly.

Deheter followed after her, but all he managed to accomplish was to create another humiliating scene where the queen pushed past the king without so much as looking at him.

The one most humbled by this happening was Marakia. He turned to look at Sungchul with a carefree expression and asked. “Hey, why is that inferior human acting like that? Did I commit some taboo in the barbaric human culture?”

To this, Sungchul shook his head and put down his eating utensils. “No, good work, Marakia.” Sungchul spoke out loud without any restraint despite the hall being full of the king’s retainers. “You had that woman walk out all on her own, very good. She was making me lose appetite.” His utterance was offensive enough to make the retainers’ face swiftly change color. But Sungchul was past caring. The one who had broken etiquette first was not he.

The queen’s sharp yelling reverberated from the far side of the hall not too long after. “How many times do I have to say that I didn’t want to? If I say I don’t want to, then you shouldn’t have gone ahead! Why do things have to go the way you want?”

Sungchul wordlessly lifted the wineglass to his lips to sip the wine within while the shouting continued.

Deheter returned looking quite haggard. He made an awkward smile and bowed to Sungchul to try and recover from the ruined atmosphere the best he could.

“The queen seems to not be feeling very well today. She’s not usually like that.”

Sungchul didn’t reply. Not only was it a problem between a married couple, but the couple in question were the king and queen of a country, however small the country may be. It was proper to let it pass, even if it was uncomfortable. This was something Sungchul had picked up on during his long tenure as a pseudo diplomat.

However, this event solidified Sungchul’s thoughts on the matter. There was a problem in this kingdom,

The day after the discovery of the deeply rooted problem of the Nimpas Kingdom, Derha fearlessly visited Sungchul all on her own.

She had brought another bundle of garbage that took the form of a Letter of God but contained nothing but advertisements.

“Why are you doing this? Marakia. Peck her!”

In less than a minute after Marakia got involved, Sungchul was able to learn the root of the scam.

“I… I’m nothing but an innocent middleman! The one who sold the Letters of God was Grandpa Fence!”

“Grandpa Fence?”

“If you want to make a complaint, please go take it to him. I have done nothing more than bring you Letter of Gods because you said you needed them!”

After hearing her speak, it seemed as though Derha couldn’t be entirely held accountable for what had happened. It was Sungchul’s fault for failing to give detailed specifications as to what he wanted.

“Grandpa Fence, you say?”

There was an abundance of time and nothing to do, so Sungchul felt that he had to go meet this individual in question.

Will this take me to Aege Harbor? It’s been nine years.

Remembering the famous words ‘criminals always return to the scene of the crime’ he had read in detective novels, Sungchul prepared for an excursion.


Chapter 4 – Merchant King of the Back Alleys

Sungchul prepared a few things for his visit to the headquarters of the Merchant’s Coalition, Aege Harbor.

The biggest transformation was his appearance.

Sungchul, who enjoyed wearing just one set of clothes from the bottom of his soul, let go of his worn out pants, shirt, and coat in favor of loose buttonless attire with wide barrel-like pants often worn by merchants. He wore boots that came up to his shins and pressed down a lumpy and broad hat on his head.

As though it was still not enough, Sungchul put his hands on his face.

Crack, crack.

After disturbing sounds of bones scraping against each other filled the room for a brief moment, Sungchul’s face was that of a completely different man.

“W…What? How did you do that?”

The one who was the most surprised was Bertelgia. But Sungchul’s unchanged voice reassured her.

“It’s me, Bertelgia. Don’t be surprised.”

“How did you do that? What you just did there.”

“A simple trick I’ve picked up as a hobby in the past.”

“Trick? Where did you learn it?”

Sungchul recalled a friend from his past and gave a shallow sigh before replying to Bertelgia.

“Among my past comrade was the greatest of all assassins.”

“The Greatest? White Shadow?”

“It’s troubling to give the title of the greatest assassin to a mere sniveling backstabber. No. That friend, Shamal Rajput, was an assassin in every meaning of that word.”

Sungchul felt no respect for the assassins. But there was just one exception to that rule.

Third Champion of the Continent, Shamal Rajput.

He who founded the Assassin’s guild had made a name for himself during the rebellion by performing several legendary assassinations in the midst of battle. These assassinations were often instrumental to tipping the scale towards victory for the rebel army.

Not only that, as one of the Summoned of the same generation at the Summoning Palace, he was also a man that had greatly influenced Sungchul in many ways over the years.

“This disguise skill was something I had been taught by him.”

“Hmm. So it sounds like you must have had a lot of friends in the past, huh?”

“More or less.”

“But why haven’t you been using such an amazing skill until now if you knew how to do it?”

Sungchul made an expression as if the answer to Bertelgia’s question was obvious.

“It’s uncomfortable.”

No other reason, for Sungchul, was more reasonable than this. Of course, he had tried using it before. At the Summoning Palace, he had used this disguise skill when revealing his identity to a senior officer in the order of Blood Iron Knights whose name now long since forgotten.

It was then that he realized. That it was disgustingly uncomfortable to use.

But at the moment, he had no choice but to accept a certain level of discomfort. Sungchul was under the contract with Horneko at the moment after all.

Of course, strictly speaking, going to the Aege Harbor does not violate the content of the contract. His side of the deal was to stay within the vicinity of Nimpas. Aege Harbor that was but 2 hours away could be reasonably argued to be included within those boundaries.

Horneko was not a careless man.

Without a doubt, adding such a vague entry into the contract was intentional on his part to further his own interests. What if he was in danger in Aege Harbor? This ambiguity was likely an insurance for whatever might happen next.

However, despite this defense, Sungchul did not wish to cause trouble. The result was his changed facial features.

“Now we’re all good go get goi… hmm…? Excuse me who are you?”

Derha let herself into Sungchul’s room and was startled by him, as evidenced by her eyes flying wide open.

His disguise was perfect.

Sungchul was satisfied with his transformation so he followed Derha and Bertelgia to the carriage.

Inside the carriage was a mound of Letters of God that were rejected by Sungchul, and a man looking quite out of place sitting around some spices without an apparent purpose.

The merchant covered his face with turbans and wore ordinary clothing. Sungchul asked Derha and she answered that he was her assistant.

I guess even a woman like that is able to get herself an assistant.

Sungchul strangely felt that the merchant seemed familiar but didn’t dwell on the issue.

“Now that I think of it, how do you think that chick is doing right now?”

Bertelgia popped out of the pocket to ask him.

“If you mean Marakia, you don’t need to worry.”

“It’s hard not to be worried about him.”

“He is not such a hapless bird.”

It was true that Marakia occasionally did some unintelligent things before Sungchul. But it was because of Sungchul that his behaviors appeared to be that way. If it were not for an absolutely overwhelming being like Sungchul, Marakia’s strange behavior would have been seen as nothing more than a king’s rightful, regal poise.

Although it was undeniable that there were things Marakia knew very little about, over all he possessed an excellent mind. Leaving him alone shouldn’t lead to any big problem.

And, he had even grown slightly since he emerged from the egg.

Putting all of that aside, the carriage departed with Derha’s loud shout. Not even an hour had passed before they arrived at the border.

Once the carriage was done with a simple inspection, it crossed over the boarder and entered into a territory under the dominion of the Allied Merchant’s Coalition.

“Hmm. Even this place takes part in agriculture. I thought that a city of merchants wouldn’t want to undertake such line of work.”

Bertelgia commented while looking out at the large open field beyond the carriage window. Though the land was still brown and unseeded, Bertelgia could see a number of farmers working hard on the field.

“It’s probably farms to grow vegetables. Although grains and the like can be imported from afar, it is difficult to bring in fresh vegetables from a large distance.”

The man sitting in the back finally opened his mouth. But his voice was all too familiar.

Bertelgia was shocked and looked back to ask him.

“King of Nimpas…?”

The man grinned and took off his turban to reveal his face. And just like Bertelgia had guessed, the man’s identity was that of the King of Nimpas, King Deheter.

Sungchul was unsurprised. It was one of the possibilities that crossed his mind immediately upon seeing the man. It was only that Sungchul was not willing to bother himself with him, as well as feeling uncomfortable in his current appearance.

“I am sorry to have surprised you. But I always wanted to do this! To go with my revered Enemy of the… I mean Imperial Commander in Chief on an adventure!”

Sungchul calmly looked back at Deheter who seemed ecstatic and had both of his fists raised in excitement. He asked,

“How did you come here? Do you know each other?”

Derha pushed aside the cloth that separated the driver’s seat from the rest of the carriage to answer that question herself.

“His majesty, the King of Nimpas, is my brother in law.”

“I see.”

He had thought that her hazy blue eyes looked familiar, it seems as though she was one of Horneko’s own.

Sungchul put his hand upon his face after hearing her and returned his face back to normal. Horneko’s daughter was the guide, what good was his disguise.

He looked around the carriage and asked.

“Does the Viceroy know of this?”

“No, probably not. Even if he was aware, he shouldn’t be able to do anything about it at the moment. He’s very preoccupied at the moment with work.”

Sungchul nodded and moved his gaze over to the king instead.

“Is it fine for a king of a Kingdom to leave his throne vacant?”

Deheter made a bitter smile and answered while scratching his head.

“There…shouldn’t be any problem. The country is so small even to be called a minor nation, so there’s not much to do anyway. And the Queen is in the palace anyhow.”

Sungchul glanced at the front of the carriage once the queen was mentioned before taking out a scroll from the Soul Storage.

It was the scroll of silence. Once the sound nullification magic was deployed, Sungchul asked the King.

“How did you come to marry the queen of yours?”

Deheter’s face darkened noticeably once Sungchul asked about the queen and looked towards the front of the carriage with fearful look.

“I’ve engaged a sound nullification barrier. So our conversation should not be audible from the front.”

“I…Is that so?”

“I noticed that there was a major problem with the queen’s behavior at last night’s feast. Be as it may that I am often an unwelcome guest, even I was put off by her rudeness.”

“I am deeply sorry about what happened. But please don’t misunderstand. I love the queen, and the queen likewise like me back.”

Bertelgia immediately hopped out of Sungchul’s pocket when she heard this.

“She didn’t seem to like you at all, the queen. No, I guess it’s closer to despise?”

An unexpected entrance followed by a heavy truth. Deheter lost his composure and failed to keep his facial expression under control and revealed his complicated inner feelings.

Sungchul thought that Bertelgia was at the wrong here, but he didn’t call her out on it. When else would they have an opportunity to hear this if not here and now? Sungchul went ahead and agreed with Bertelgia.

“I also think so.”

Sungchul closely observed Deheter. On his face was worry and concern that could not be adequately described in just a few words. It was a clear indication just how much he was suffering mentally.

After a long bout of silence passed, Deheter stared off into space as he began his story with a sad  tone of voice.

“To be honest, the queen does not like me. I am too inadequate for her. She was once engaged to a prince of the large and powerful Ancient Kingdom, but ended up marrying a prince of a neighboring small country like me instead.”

Sungchul thought to himself. Marakia’s information was accurate.

Deheter continued to speak.

“Even though we’re both princes, the life of the prince of Ancient Kingdom was completely different from mine. While that man grew up eating Soul Inheritance and tutored by the Swordmasters throughout his childhood, I had lived in a humble place that’s far too small to be called a palace, watching my father be yelled at by the members of the Merchant’s Coalition.”

One of Sungchul’s eyebrows got raised but he did not comment.

“Well, as time passed, the difference became immense. On one hand, he had become one of the heroes of the next generation on par with the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. And me, well I am just a scarecrow king with a crown that could be taken away at any moment.”

“I guess you’re aware that you’re just a puppet.”

Bertelgia threw another heavy blow out of the blue. Sungchul, however, was involved deeply in politics at some point and a different part of his story grabbed his interest.

“Lose your crown? To whom?”

Deheter glanced at the front of the carriage and replied in a small voice.

“My father in law, Viceroy Horneko, there is a rumor that he wishes to wear a crown.”

“Horneko does?”

“Yes. It is said that he had never desired the crown before. But the recent events that completely changed the status quo have put his position into jeopardy and thus now thinks differently. He wants to get an unmistakable symbol of authority, one that is resistant to outside pressures. In other words, a crown of his own.”

Even though he had spoken with a stammer and hesitation, Sungchul discovered that Deheter was unexpectedly aware of his situation and possessed some level of thought on what to do.

This man, he’s not as dumb as he looks.

Deheter sighed and continued to speak.

“But what can I do? There is nothing that I could do even if I know the truth. It was always like that since the beginning. Maybe it was because of that, that I had become such a die hard fan of the Imperial Commander in Chief.”

Life returned to Deheter’s previously despirited eyes.

He looked at Sungchul with look full of vigor and continued energetically.

“Unlike a loser like me, the Imperial Commander in Chief faced the world alone. Casting away honor, friendship, or status. Leaving everything behind.”

“…”

“And you’ve proven to the world, didn’t you? That you were right. Relying on nothing but your own strength.”

It was a bit embarassing to listen to this, but Sungchul now came to understand why such a young king he’s never even met before was so fervent of a fan of his.

Clack clack.

Sungchul detected weak vibrations.

Derha was knocking on the window to the carriage. There was no sound, but Sungchul noticed the vibrations and released the sound nullification barrier before pushing away the curtains himself.

“What is it?”

“Why are you so late to answer? I said we’re almost there.”

“Understood.”

It appeared as though their small talk has come to an end. Sungchul let Deheter know through facial expressions that their conversation was over.

Deheter nodded with an expression deeply soaked in sadness as he nodded lifelessly and answered quietly.

“But still I love the queen. I fell in love at first sight. This much is the truth.”

Bertelgia came to Sungchul and whispered to him.

“He’s so pitiful…”

Sungchul agreed.

He thought for a moment before nodding and taking out a sword from the Soul Storage.

It was a shining military sword from the Human Empire. He used it to cut meat and the like, but it was originally a high-grade officer’s sword given only to those above Imperial general’s rank or higher.

Sungchul offered it to his fan, Deheter.

“It’s not much, but it’s a present from me.”

“Wh…what is this?”

Deheter’s eyes grew wide.

“It was the sword that was awarded to me when I was appointed as the Imperial Commander in Chief, given by the Emperor himself. You have told me a story, so it is only right that I should compensate you appropriately.”

“Oooh… this precious item… This…I cannot believe you would gift me such an ultra super super rare item like this…”

Tears formed on the edges of awestruck Deheter’s eyes and his two hands were shaking like the branches of a poplar tree. It seemed as though he was genuinely grateful.

There was a bit of regret giving away such an item, but the joy that he witnessed gave Sungchul a great sense of satisfaction.

“From the bottom of my heart, thank you so much!”

The king who was given the sword lowered his head to give Sungchul an excessive bow.

Though from a minor nation, a king was a king.

Sungchul straightened Deheter’s back and spoke to him with a slightly bewildered tone of voice.

“It is bad for a king to do this.”

“Hmm…”

Bertelgia was noticeably bothered as she glared at Sungchul and Deheter.

“Thank you so much!”

Deheter expressed his gratitude loudly once more.

While that was going on, the carriage had already passed the entrance to the Aege Harbor and entered into the greatest trade port in the world.

Sungchul opened the windows wide.

The scent of the ocean breeze carried the sounds of seagulls into the carriage.

-

Though the Calamity cast a thick cloud of war over the entirety of the continent, such a story seemed like a tale from a different world in Aege Harbor.

The streets were bustling with people, and lively merchants were shouting loudly from their stalls, selling foreign goods purchased from all over the continent.

Not a hint of the fear of Calamity or war could not be found in any of these people’s faces. In fact, for these people, even those things might be considered an opportunity.

Long has it been that money was held at the highest regard over all other matters by the people of Aege.

From the richest merchants to the servants at the bottom of the barrel, those who gathered at the Allied Merchant Coalition’s stock exchange was the most representative example of the nature of the people gathered in Aege.

“When is the war going to start?”

“Don’t be so impatient, it’s going to happen sooner than later. Don’t blow all your money on girls and save up some cash.”

As they passed by the infamous stock exchange, Sungchul could hear the conversation between two stock brokers who were drinking during the day.

“Which stock should I buy once the war starts?”

“What’s the point of buying after the war starts? You need to buy them ahead of time to mean anything.”

Sungchul saw these people, impatient for potentially devastating and bloody war to start for no reason other than that it was an opportunity to make money, and thought to himself:

Aege hasn’t changed at all.

Once the carriage was past the stock exchange, it entered one of the back alleys of Aege. The back alleyways of the Aege were where the Merchant Coalition was selling all sorts of monsters, cursed items, slaves of all different kinds, and recreational drugs that was otherwise banned in most other countries.

Sungchul looked over at the slaves brought from the Summoning Palace by the slavers without a particular emotion.

“Hmm. It’s a bit upsetting.”

Bertelgia muttered quietly. But it couldn’t be helped.

They themselves were the ones who decided to become a slave rather than die in the Summoning Palace.

But on the other hand, it raised a question.

Summoning Palace. Was that really created by God?

He wouldn’t have even thought this was a point of contest in the past. But he had witnessed with his own eyes the Tower of Recluse, another building supposedly built by the divine power of God, crack and crumble.

It was possible that even the Summoning Palace, believed to have been created by the God of Neutrality and mediation, had nothing to do with the God beyond the stairs.

Although there were no plans to go back there, Sungchul wanted to go and check for himself should an opportunity arise. To find out what kind of place was the Summoning Palace that had brought him into this world.

While Sungchul was lost in these thoughts, the Carriage brought him to the most secluded and hidden place in Aege Harbor.

It was a rectangular empty lot blocked on all sides by walls of buildings.

Sungchul felt intense malice that seemed to stab at him from all sides. He soon discovered a large number of suspicious characters surround the carriage with the intent to attack.

But they wouldn’t dared to do this against the Enemy of the World.

Derha’s voice could be heard from the front.

“You don’t need to worry. They are guards of my maternal grandfather.”

“Grandfather?”

Sungchul parroted her.

“Yes. The one called Grandpa Fence is my maternal grandfather.”

“I see.”

Horneko and Derha. Derha and Grandpa Fense.

All of them were blood relatives.

It wasn’t all that surprising, however. The world of merchants highly valued one’s bloodline the further one rose in ranks.

Even though lowly small time merchant often betrayed even their siblings, nothing was more reliable as an ally for a merchant than blood relatives once a certain threshold of wealth was accumulated.

Although authority could not be shared, influence in the merchant’s world came from money, and money was more powerful the more it was gathered.

For a gathering like that, a fight within the family was likely to lead to the ruin of the entire clan.

And the family in this case was none other than the Horneko clan that rose to the very top of the Allied Merchant’s Coalition.

Sungchul put his thoughts aside and asked a question towards the driver seat of the carriage.

“What is the name of your grandfather?”

Derha answered as brightly as always to Sungchul’s question.

“The name of my grand father is hmm, I guess it’s difficult to just say it out loud. He’s such a secretive person. But I know that in the past he used to be called by a nickname, One eyed Grizzly.”

“One eyed Grizzly you say.”

Sungchul knew of this name. It was the name of the former viceroy of Aege Harbor during the days of the Kingdom of Ruteginea.

So Horneko was his son in law.

While Sungchul was lost in thought, Derha hopped off the carriage and opened the door to the passanger seats herself and murmured to him.

“If father is in charge of dealing with all permitted goods, my maternal grandfather is in charge of goods that cannot be sold otherwise.”

Sungchul left Deheter and Derha on the surface and followed a gloomy man down to the base of the merchant king of the back alleys.

Soon, Sungchul came across an individual at the end of seemingly endless spiral stairs that penetrated deep into the earth.

One eyed Grizzly.

Although he was called by a friendly name Grandpa Fence, his true identity was that of the viceroy of the dark alleys. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the reason why Horneko was able to rise to the top of the merchant’s world and claim the position of Viceroy was half in part of his father-in-law.

Two meters tall, skin and bones like a corpse, an elderly one eyed man. A faint light from a torch made of gold shimmered, whose dance in the dark gave quite the eerie atmosphere along with the old man’s peculiar appearance and demeanor.

“Welcome, Enemy of the World. I have heard everything from my granddaughter. Please come in.”

The Grandpa Fence spoke with a piercing metallic voice that was as distinct as his appearance.

He led Sungchul to a small room without so much as a guard.

It was a simplistic , minimalistic room with only a table and a pair of chairs on either side. The torches hung on either side was partially covered by the decorations of the holder, illuminating only the center of the table in the room.

The purpose of such arrangement was simple. Sungchul could not so much as see the old man’s silhouette in the curtain of darkness. The same was likely true for the old man as well.

“Quite the odd room.”

Sungchul commented. His voice was drenched in blatant discontent. It was intentional, as Sungchul had no inclination to show any respect to this mysterious merchant.

To begin with, he was a victim of this merchant’s scams for one.

Leaving his words to hang in the air, he took out a box and placed it on the table and glared at the old man as he urged the old man.

“For now, I would like for you to explain to me what this is.”

The box opened up and within were a pile of useless Letters of Gods.

Something flicked in the darkness.

The golden artificial eye of the old man must have caught the light of the torch and reflected it.

“Ah, this. These are items Derha had begged for and took with her before. I quickly looked through the storage room because she said she was in a hurry to get her hands on Letters of Gods. I take it you didn’t like them?”

“If you know who I am, I would suggest starting with the conclusion.”

Sungchul replied in a calm but intensely intimidating tone of voice. There was another flicker in the darkness. Soon, there was a metallic sigh before the old man’s voice could be heard again.

“These are goods that were returned by Ruteginea in the past.”

“Returned?”

“I do not know if you are aware, but the Idle Fool King passionately collected the Letters of Gods. I was viceroy of Aege, so I’ve sent people around the world to collect the Letters of Gods to submit to the king. The Kingdom of Ruteginea used to buy them all without question, but a self proclaimed appraiser appeared from the Kingdom.”

“Appraiser you say.”

Sungchul couldn’t hold back his surprise. A small light was lit on the other side of the table. It was a lit match. There was soon a spicy smoke wafting from afar.

“A Lector.”

The One eyed Grizzly said simply.

“…”

Sungchul felt he knew who that might be. Just the thought of it brought up a face in his mind that disquieted his heart.

“The Princess of Ruteginea, Ryze Hymerr.”

A faint shadow fell upon Sungchul’s face.

The old man continued.

“After that impudent young one began to work as the kingdom’s appraiser, the revenue we used to get from the Letters of God was cut in half. One day, that woman enlisted the help of the soldiers of Ruteginea to take one of my eyes and told me this. If I try to sell one more of those trash, she will take the remaining eye and shove a receipt in there.”

Deep hatred towards Ryze Hymerr was blatantly flooding from the Grizzly’s voice.

“…”

Sungchul did not express any opinions. Now that he had kept his promise, she was no longer relevant to him any longer.

“Anyway, the items sent to you, those were returned by the Princess of Ruteginea… no, she’s no princess. The items the adopted daughter of the Wandering King returned along with violence and threats. But here is where I am curious.”

Another flicker in the darkness.

“Do you also have the Lector skill?”

Sungchul nodded. But there was no way his head movement in such a dark room could convey his intentions. After a brief silence, Sungchul followed up with words.

“That is the case.”

“As I thought, the resolver of Calamity is extraordinary. Unlike those who decipher the Letters of God by relying on their bloodline alone.”

“Those you say.”

Sungchul remembered a tale told by the snake of wisdom, Oroboros, from his visit to the Transcendent World.

According to the Snake of Wisdom, there was a group of those who possessed the Lector skill.

Ryze Hymerr was suspected to be a part of this group, but there was no proof to that effect.

But for just a moment, Grizzly used the term, those. It meant there was something he knew.

Sungchul did not miss this opportunity.

“Do you know anything about them?”

A question without hesitation rang in the room.

The old man replied nonchalantly.

“They are a minor tribe that lived high up in the mountains since the ancient times. They called themselves the servants of the snake of Wisdom, the White Snake Clan.”

“ White Snake Clan…”

He had never heard of this group before. It goes without saying there was no entry about this in the Ant Wiki.

‘It has so many unnecessary details on the most trivial of things there, but not a one important vital information to be found.’

Sungchul continued to listen to the old man speak.

“According to people who lived in the area, they were a small clan, but had the protection of a Lesser God. They possessed so much power that no other clans, not even dragons, could invade them and win. But they were wiped out overnight.”

“Kromgard’s doing, I see.”

“Ruteginea’s mage battalion set up camp in the Primordial Mountains and bombarded the clan for seven days and nights without a rest. Half of previously lush forest was burnt down as a result of such bombing. Anyway, it seems as though our appraiser was a survivor of that clan.”

“Is there something you know?” Sungchul asked.

It bothered him that, merchant king of the back alleys or not, the old man had information that Sungchul did not.

“Five boxes.”

A completely different, enthusiastic voice came from the old man across the table.

He wanted to trade.

“Isn’t that too pricy for just information?” Sungchul complained.

He knew that the old man was going to reveal his merchant’s nature, but the old man cut off the story in an unexpected spot and made an offer for a deal. The ability to catch others off guard was a skill permitted only to experienced and old merchants.

He’s no pushover, this old man’s sense as a merchant.

“The story I told you so far was information that is rightfully worth three boxes at least. And, either way, the wealth you hold were unearned anyway, right?”

The old man countered Sungchul’s resistance with a slow voice. He was pointing out the fact that all the gold and jewels Sungchul possessed were originally from the Bottomless Vault.

That being said, it was incredibly daring to act so boldly before the world famous Sungchul Kim.

Sungchul took out Fal Garaz.

But the old man’s voice didn’t change and in fact taunted Sungchul.

“I don’t have much to live anyway.”

“…”

“In fact, this is quite the nice stimulation. For an old man like me who spends each day waiting to die.”

Sungchul couldn’t help but think, What a deviant.

The old man seemed that way since the moment Sungchul saw his golden false eye.

Although it would be possible to make him speak if he took time and attention to applying pain, but it would be easier just to pay him and have it done.

Not only did Bertelgia not like such a method, Sungchul also didn’t want to cause trouble anyhow.

Meanwhile, as if reading subtle changes in Sungchul’s emotions, the old man took out a bag from below the table and placed it on the table.

The bag was filled with lots of warn out Letters of Gods.

“I may as well turn this over to you meanwhile.”

Sungchul didn’t find them particularly valuable.

After he stared at them without much interest, a hand full of black moles made an appearance on the table.

That hand searched through the bag before taking out a Letter of God wrapped in red string and placed it where it was visible.

“According to an appraiser on our end, the ones marked by red strings like this are the ones that are valuable. Although we no longer have a buyer and the appraiser died so it has become a dead asset!”

A characteristically lively voice of a merchant came from the old man.

Sungchul, for better or for worse, decided there was nothing to lose so he opened the Letter of God wrapped in red string to give it a quick check.

From within the familiar overwhelming sensation, words began to cover his vision.

[Records of the Lesser God Sigurea]

[This record was created to let known the deeds of the traitors who have betrayed Gods will, for the mortals of later generations…]

Sungchul stopped reading at the part where the words crossed over into the darkness.

This is real.

Sungchul couldn’t contain his surprise.

“How is it?”

Grizzly asked in a peaceful tone.

Sungchul remembered that this old man was once one of the best merchants in the world and let a grin appear on his face.

‘These businesss men.’

Sungchul immediately began to place boxes filled with the unmarked coins of the Bottomless Vault onto the table.

By the time the third box was placed, the weak legs of the table began to waver.

Sungchul placed the last two boxes on the ground before opening his mouth.

“Are you satisfied with these?”

“Hmm. That should be sufficient in hiring mercenaries and assassins for my son in law.”

“Ho?”

“It’s my son in law’s thought. He predicted that you who could not use all that money for so long would gladly give away large sums of it without regret once you have a chance. Though neither one of us could have predicted that the cause would be for Letters of God. But it’s great. Thanks to the Enemy of the World, we were able to get rid of dead assets.”

The chair being moved back could be heard from the other side.

The old man must have stood up.

“Please follow me. I’ll show you the information you have purchased alongside the dead assets.”

The old man left the dark room to a slightly less dark but still dim hallway. He walked with a slow gait. Though his steps were not fast, his long legs caused the old man to move rather quickly.

The old man and Sungchul soon arrived before a wooden door.

Sungchul could detect disquieting energy emanating from beyond the door. The uncomfortable stench of rotting flesh faintly registered in his nose. The old man took out a handkerchief and tilted his head.

“It’s going to be a bit gruesome. Well, it wouldn’t be bad enough to surprise the steel heart of the Commander in Chief though.”

The old man opened the doors.

-

“Ugh.”

Bertelgia squirmed within his breast pocket.

Beyond the door was a red meatlike object. Sungchul soon discovered that the pile of meat was actually a human’s rotting flesh.

“Adelwight…! Adelwight…!”

The man who was afflicted by a disease that had every right to be called divine retribution was squirming on the ground like a bug, calling out a familiar name with a strange pronunciation.

In his voice was wrath as severe as his affliction.

“Who is this man?”

“He was our previous appraiser.”

The king of merchants of darkness Grizzly turned to look at Sungchul and spoke with a low voice.

“At the moment with Ryze Hymerr dead, he’s the last remaining member of the White Snake clan.”

Grizzly called over one of his men to administer a shot into the meat-like being.

Sungchul could easily tell that it was a drug of some sort.

“How did he become like this?”

Sungchul asked as he watched Grizzly’s men cover the afflicted man in clean fresh cloth.

Grizzly’s golden eye flickered as he bit into the cigarette in his mouth.

It was a familiar looking filtered cigarette.

It was undoubtedly an item purchased from the Summoning Palace.

Grizzly took a deep drag of the lit cigarette before opening his mouth with a puff of smoke.

“According to him, Ruteginea… No, the current day Human Empire’s eastern territory has a haunted forest, where the witch Adelwight who had placed this curse on him lives.”

“Adelwight?”

Sungchul doubted his ears.

She who lived an eternal life with a completely different set of rules from ordinary humans, for such an exceptional being as her to do something so diabolical. It was difficult for him to believe.

More than anything, he could not understand why Adelwight would do this.

“I don’t know anything about it. This is all that man’s accusation.”

Grizzly clicked his tongue and glared at the man who was now wrapped up like a mummy.

The freshly lain white sheet was dyed yellow with pus within moments.

“Even my illness is nothing but a common cold compared to that man’s disease. It wasn’t as bad when he first came here.”

“What a terrible disease.”

Even for someone like Sungchul who had lived and fought on the battlefield and experienced all sorts of hellish conditions, the illness this man carried was easily among the worst he had ever seen.

Adelwight used such an awful curse like this? That can’t be. She had lived in the haunted forest since the ancient times, living her long life with a strict rule of non-interference. He probably heard something from someone else and is mistaken.

After a bit of time, the man covered in white cloth began to wake up.

The drugs have suppressed his pains somewhat and returned a bit of his sanity along with it.

But despite that, Sungchul discovered that the man still looked utterly delirious.

His body already carried more drugs than it can handle.

“Water… Water…!”

The rotting man demanded water.

One of Grizzly’s men took out a waterskin to hand to the mummified man.

The mummified man suddenly grabbed the arm of the Grizzly’s man.

“E…Ahhh!”

The face of the man who was grabbed became twisted in terror.

He shook himself free of the mummified man and withdrew his sleeves. But red pus filed spots was already spreading across the man’s arm.

“Uwah! No… No!!”

A terrible cry of pain filled the room.

Another one of Grizzly’s subordinate took out a sharp sword and said ‘sorry’ before cutting off the rotting arm of the man with a single cut.

Clack.

The arm that had begun to turn red and rotten fell on the ground and began to leak blood.

In the puddle of blood that formed, white parasite-like insects were squirming.

“…”

Sungchul did not say anything but even he was surprised. He had never heard or seen such a terrible disease.

‘I can’t believe such an illness exists. The disease is terrible on its own, but the speed of contagion is terrifying.’

Grizzly’s men took the newly armless and unconscious man out and away.

The mummified man seemed to give no attention to the world around him as he mindlessly drank away the liquid contained in the leather waterskin.

Sungchul was able to see that some of the water was leaking out the side of his face through some of the holes in his cheeks, along with pus and blood.

“Ugh…”

It was an unbearably disgusting sight that elicited sound of suffering from Bertelgia.

“Luckily, it doesn’t spread through air so you don’t have to worry. Now with that over with, let us begin our talk. It may matter little to an old man waiting to die like me, but this is no place for a young man full of bright future ahead like you to be here for long.”

Sungchul nodded and turned to look at the mummified man before asking calmly.

“Are you from the White Snake clan?”

The mummified man sat numbed before responding to Sungchul’s voice after a pause. He nodded and used one of his few remaining fingers to scratch the hole in his cheeks as he replied.

“Yes.”

His pronunciation was unclear and his eyes were unfocused and trembling.

Out of nowhere, the man suddenly let out a shout and came to tackle Sungchul. He was trying to spread his disease.

Sungchul simply flicked his clothes with a great force, which caused the man to fly into a wall.

“Ugh… Ugh….”

The man who was crumpled on the floor was trembling while letting out groans of pain.

Sungchul glared at him without much emotion as he asked.

“Do you know Ryze Hymerr?”

The man suddenly raised his head and let out a bizarre laughter upon hearing him.

“Ryze Hymerr…? Of course, I know her. The youngest daughter from the house with the red roof.”

Sungchul observed the man’s expression and body language with close attention. But the man had so little sanity remaining within him that it was impossible to ascertain whether he was telling the truth or not from his outward appearance.

Sungchul took out and showed the man a Letter of God tied with a red string.

The unfocused eyes of the man on the ground flickered.

He began to squirm as he began to speak towards Grizzly’s general direction in a turbid voice.

“Heh… it’s one that I appraised. Ey, there Grizzly viceroy. Why don’t you give me work anymore? I may look like this but my abilities are still effective. So, give me work and put a blind lady in here like before.”

Sungchul glared at him and replied coldly.

“Lesser God Sigurea’s record.”

It was a short reply. But that one line of phrase was enough to cause the flailing man on the floor to freeze up completely.

“H…how…?!”

The man looked utterly surprised.

“You were a member of our clan…? No, your appearance is that of a Summoned…”

For the first time, the man was speaking seriously.

Sungchul stared at him without much interest and replied calmly.

“I am Sungchul Kim.”

“S…Sungchul Kim?! The Enemy of the World…?!”

“He has resolved calamities and obtained the Lector skill as a result. Therefore there is no longer a need for your pathetic ability.”

“T…that can’t be…”

The mummified man’s last vestige of dignity was crumbling away. His worth as the last surviving person with the Lector skill was lost with the appearance of another.

“Why did Kromgard destroy your clan?”

Sungchul asked.

The mummified man no longer had any strength or will to resist.

Drunk on the drugs administered to him, he began to say everything in a daze.

“We do not know the reason. But the elders have told us, that Kromgard is a man following the will of the Evil Gods.”

“…”

“He has had everyone in the village killed, except the youngest child Ryze Hymerr.”

“Why was Ryze Hymerr spared? Did she have some special ability?”

“Nothing like that. She was nothing but ordinary within the clan. But she was the youngest and therefore the most manipulatable. That’s why Kromgard left her alive. To keep her as his personal tool… Cough!”

The mummified man began to cough.

Within the bloodstained spit that was coughed out was a squirming white bug.

“Anyway, Enemy of the World. Since you’re here, there is something I want to tell you.”

The mummified man replied with a completely different tone. Sungchul noticed a cold rage gathering in the man’s unfocused eye as he nodded.

“…Speak.”

“There is just one thing I wish to say. Cough! Adelwight. This is the deed of that accursed woman. Ack!”

Whether it was from speaking too much or because of his drugs, the man coughed severely. He first only coughed up spit, but it progressed until he puked up blood.

Sungchul felt the terrible rotting stench as he asked the question.

“Do you think that Adelwight was the one to place the curse upon you?”

“It is not a thought, Enemy of the World. If you wish, see with your own eyes. You have the means to take a look into my status window, don’t you?”

Sungchul couldn’t quite believe it even as he took out a scroll from his Soul Storage.

A scroll of lower grade magic used to read the Status window of an another.

Though it was an invaluable item before he became powerful, it hadn’t been used much since he’d obtained godlike strength.

Sungchul ripped the scroll.

A magic formation appeared over his eyes and the status window of the mummified man began to fill his vision. The part Sungchul focused was just one entry.

‘Is this really…?!’

A deep crease appeared on his brow.

[Curse]

Adelwight’s Crepuscular Affliction (contagious, lethal)

All curses were labeled with the one who had cast it. And the mummified man had a curse that unquestionably carried Adelwight’s name.

But this was not enough to know for certain if it really was Adelwight who had cast this curse, because there was always a possibility that a different person sharing the same name was the true culprit.

Laughter from the ghastly twisted man could be heard as Sungchul was lost in thought.

“Adelwight… that witch is on Kromgard’s side. The truth shall not be forgotten and spread far and wide, of just how evil that bitch and shithead on the side of Evil Gods really are…!”

The mummified man alternated between laughing and coughing before closing his eyes.

He did not die. He apparently lost his consciousness.

“Are you satisfied with this much?”

Grizzly asked with a tired look.

Sungchul nodded emotionlessly.

The door was closed.

Darkness of the hallway concealed Sungchul’s face, but even such a darkness could hide the light of his eyes under the veil of shadow.

Everything is so messed up.

“Are you okay?”

Bertelgia asked carefully.

Sungchul did not answer.

He was seriously pondering a question he had always been consciously avoid asking.

Just how much of this world has gone wrong?

Languor he had forgotten recently returned and began to dominate him once more.

The rhythm of his heartbeat changed ever so slightly.

-

A speed ship arrived at the Aege Harbor. The beautiful airship that bore the flag of the Empire had the harbor workhands believe without a doubt that elderly high-ranking personnel of the empire had come on board.

But the one that disembarked from the airship was a young woman of nearly adolescent appearance.

The black hair and plain look advertised very loudly of her Summoned status at a glance. To the administrators of the harbor asking her affiliation and status, she gave a short reply.

“Ahmuge.”

She handed them documents from the Empire.

The eyes of the administrators grew wide. She’s the commanding officer of the Capital Defense fleet…?! This young Summoned?!

Ahmuge left the stunned administrators behind to take in the sight of the whole of Aege Harbor spread out below her feet.

Sungchul Kim. Why did he come to Illeboro? This didn’t happen last time.

She had come to this land to sate her curiosity.

She leapt off with a fluid movement and used the air balloon to reach the ground. She walked to the streets filled with pedestrians.

A large poster stuck on the wall grabbed her attention.

[Rising star, singer Clarice Assam’s dinner concert!]

[Don’t miss this chance! This impassioned performance of the beautiful singer with a turbulent life of hardship!]

Ahmuge grinned before melting into the crowds.


Chapter 5 – Blade of the Revenge Seeker

Aege Harbor transformed into a battlefield once night fell. Armed gangs and bandits, mages without staffs, and knights without shields, Summoned or Indigenous people… people of all different backgrounds and types were hired by a bit of gold to join in on the meaningless struggle to be killed as a sacrificial lamb.

Ahmuge stood next to the handrails of a stairway and watched a particularly disgraceful battle to the death taking place in the middle of the market.

There was an unspoken law in Aege that forbid the use of metals in a fight between merchants. Thus, both sides used clubs and sticks instead of swords and spears and engaged in a battle that perfectly resembled a war.

Ahmuge thought to herself as she watched two factions battle it out, shouting like madmen, This was definitely in the records. She had found an entry in the Soul Contract—Records of the End, which was visible only to her, and saw that an event had been recorded about Aege harbor that matched exactly with what she witnessed before her. A battle for supremacy between the Viceroy Horneko and major merchant Donald McGally. The dishonorable and barbaric battle between the two factions in the streets eventually led to the downfall of the mammonists, it says. Ahmuge already knew the victor of this conflict. According to history, Horneko will lose here and lose control over every sector, leading to the loss of his position as the viceroy. Afterward, he is fated to a life of imprisonment in a small house, forced to eat poisoned food for the rest of his days.

But from what she could see, Horneko’s faction had the upper hand in the current battle unfolding before her.

Donald McGally’s force’s best men took to the vanguard to push Horneko’s forces into the corner of the market square. Just when they seemed cornered and surrounded, reinforcements from Horneko’s faction came flooding into the scene from every entrance, rapidly turning the tide of the battle.

This is different from the history I know.

She was lost in thought for a bit, but turned around after she became aware of unpleasant figures approaching from behind.

“Oy. You. Lady.” Several gangsters armed with clubs approached Ahmuge with wide grins. “Why is a young lady roaming alone on such a dangerous night?”

“Is she a prostitute?”

“Her clothing seems too good for a prostitute.”

It was a gathering of men of poor character. They busied their lips with unspeakable insults as they took a look around Ahmuge’s surroundings.

She was alone.

Ahmuge’s eyes began to fill with hate.

One man grinned and taunted her. “Promiscuous…”

Her figure vanished before he could finish, then there was a gust of wind, followed by everyone being torn apart. Dozens of men who had surrounded Ahmuge transformed into chunks of meat so suddenly there was no chance to even let out a scream.

Ahmuge glanced around at the corpses with cold eyes before taking out a glass bottle containing red liquid. Once the bottle was opened and the liquid spilt over the bodies, the corpses completely disintegrated into white mist, leaving behind only red pools of blood.

By the time the last corpse was taken care of, the battle in the square was coming to an end.

“All hail Viceroy Horneko!”

“Glory to Viceroy!”

Men of the faction that took over the square shouted into the night sky in celebration of their victory.

Ahmuge realized that there was something seriously amiss.

Did Knights of Famine win the battle? It turned out that way, but everything is happening too fast.

She was distracted by her thoughts as she turned around and almost let out a scream.

A suspicious man, who not even she could detect, was hiding in the darkness.

An assassin…? He has extraordinary skill.

Ahmuge quieted her breathing and prepared to kill, but the man revealed himself from the darkness. The malice in her eyes changed into a wide-eyed surprise. “You…?”

Although he wore beggar’s rags and his appearance was severely deteriorated, Ahmuge recognized the identity of the man instantly.

“Kaz Almeira.”

A comrade assigned by the Assassin’s Guild, they had once worked together, with him as her mentor. All before the Enemy of the World made an appearance at the edge of the world.

“You’ve gotten much better, Ahmuge. I guess the empire is treating you quite well?”

In the past, his arm had been imbued with a mark by worshippers of the Ancient God that granted him power to summon tentacles. Now, only an empty sleeve flapped in the wind where it used to be.

“Why did you disappear without a word? I’ve heard rumors that the guild is after you,” she responded.

“That’s not all that important.” He shrugged and gave her a wide grin. “The important thing is that I now have power.”

“Power…?” Ahmuge was able to quickly recognize that Kaz was no longer the same character he was in the past. As evidence, his formerly gloomy and sadistic gaze was now filled with nothing but madness.

“I now have the power to kill the Enemy of the World,” Kaz said.

Ahmuge stared at his face expressionlessly and wordlessly. It didn’t seem like he was saying empty words, there was calculated certainty to be found amidst the madness in his eyes.

“There is only one reason I approached you. Don’t touch Horneko, Returnee. It is not yet time for his death.”

“I have only come to observe the Enemy of the World. I have no business with Horneko whatsoever.”

“That’s good, then. I suggest you observe carefully with your eyes open wide.” Kaz melted into the darkness as he spoke, “Enjoy the sight of the Enemy of the World dying to my blade…” He left nothing behind as he vanished into the shadows except hollow laughter.

Ahmuge stared at the spot where Kaz had disappeared for a long while before disappearing into the shadows herself.

On the spot where the two assassins had vanished was naught but ownerless blood soaking into the sewers.

***

A week had passed peacefully. Work was progressing smoothly, Sungchul had not only obtained usable Letters of Gods, he was also given the list of Grizzly’s merchants scattered around the world who specialized in Letters of Gods.

According to Grizzly, it was near certain that the Letters of God they obtained were still in their storage since the downfall of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, since the only demand for them was now gone.

Meanwhile, Horneko was diligently carrying out his end of the deal. Many ships bearing the flag of the Allied Merchant Coalition departed for destinations all over the continent on behalf of Sungchul, carrying his summon for attendance at the World Parliament. In it, Sungchul insisted on adding a paragraph, a threat for absentees to prepare to receive great harm.

Now all that was left to do was to wait.

Sungchul was standing by the storage area, staring at a tree with flower buds beginning to grow. There was nothing outwardly different from usual, but his entire body was enveloped in a thick, impenetrable layer of depression.

Bertelgia was keeping an eye on him, as he had been down this entire week. Everything was going smoothly as planned, but Sungchul himself was left in a state of languor.

Bertelgia knew the reason but didn’t dare voice it. She assessed that it was not a problem she could or should address.

This problem must be resolved by a direct conversation between Sungchul and Adelwight.

But even taking this into consideration, Sungchul’s misery was unreasonably glum. Especially at this present time when terrible news was coming from all directions.

“The empire finally unsheathed her sword, it seems. There is news of eight imperial fleets being sent to suppress defiant vessel states as a declaration of war.” Marakia, who had somehow become the most popular guest in Nimpas Kingdom, entered the room to share information he had just received.

“Really?” Bertelgia asked in response, shocked. Well, the truth was that she wasn’t surprised all that much.

“The message sent out by Horneko about the World Parliament might have influenced this outcome. In the empire’s perspective, they would want to eliminate smaller states that they could effortlessly wipe out and prevent them from attending.”

Sungchul, who had been looking out the window, did nothing more than turn his head slightly to glance at Marakia and remained quiet. He was plunging himself into the depths of isolation while watching the seasons change with utter apathy, acting like himself in the past.

“That human, what’s up with him? He looks completely out of it after returning from Aege Harbor.” Marakia looked miffed that the urgent news he brought got such a dead reaction and muttered to himself.

Bertelgia also didn’t like Sungchul’s current behavior. She had thought leaving him alone would solve the problem on its own, but it seemed to be getting worse, feeding a vicious cycle as time passed.

Mmm. Do I really have to comment on this? I really, really don’t want to. Bertelgia’s thought arrived at the fork and remained there for a while. After a good amount of time had passed, she decided upon the path she would take. I’m going to do whatever it takes to turn that strange man with strange habits back to normal. It seems like leaving him be might drag this on forever.

Determined, Bertelgia flew toward Sungchul. But the closer she got to him, the more doubt crept up in her mind. Especially once she saw the expression on his face, overflowing with worry and doubt, signaling that he was in no mood to be talking.

Despite this, Bertelgia made use of her characteristically positive outlook and flapped her way all the way to the bookshelf behind Sungchul.

“Eh… Eh hem!” A timid cough could be heard from behind Sungchul, and his soulless eyes that had been watching a branch out of the window turned slightly at the sound, but that was the extent of his reaction. Normally, he would have replied by speaking her name, but he returned to looking ahead and falling into seemingly endless contemplation.

He cannot be left alone like this. And Bertelgia began to wonder if what happened was even worth Sungchul becoming this upset. The incident with Ryze Hymerr and Craiya shaking him up made sense, but she found it difficult to believe that a mere acquaintance like Adelwight could plunge him so deeply into despair.

Everyone makes mistakes. Even you’ve done lots of horrible things too.

Bertelgia concluded her thoughts before trying to speak once more. “Excuse me!” Sungchul didn’t react, and though she sensed a strong rising anger in him, she didn’t give up and pressed on. “Why are you so gloomy? Get ahold of yourself.”

“Bertelgia,” Sungchul replied with a forlorn voice.

She had a momentary hope that Sungchul might shed a bit of his negative energy, but his next words mercilessly trampled on her expectations.

“I would like to be alone.”

Bertelgia felt challenged rather than disappointed when she heard this.

“I mean, is it really such an important issue to you?” Bertelgia couldn’t stand it anymore and spoke her mind directly.

Sungchul’s eyes turned until they reflected Bertelgia’s floating form. And soon, his characteristically calm voice filled the room. “Bertelgia, I think you’re mistaking something. If you’re talking about Adelwight, I’ve put it out of mind long ago.”

“Then why are you doing this? You haven’t spoken all week. If all you do is sit next to a window and stare at a tree, it makes me and that bird over there feel bad for you, you know?”

“You don’t need to worry about me. Act as you please. If I am bothering you, I will ask the King of Nimpas myself for another room.”

“That’s not the issue.” Bertelgia insisted on continuing the topic with her voice tainted with irritation, but Sungchul didn’t budge.

Eventually, he went as far as to send Marakia away to stay with Bertelgia somewhere else.

“You’re really going to be like this? Fine… then do whatever you want!” Bertelgia was angry, but it couldn’t be helped. He didn’t have it in him to add that to his attention.

Like he had stated, he was long past caring about what happened with Adelwight. But it ultimately led him to ask the most fundamental question. And that was an existential question about Sungchul himself. About things that he had forgotten or the important mission he was in the middle of carrying out.

This entire week, he had been carefully going over all the different things that had happened to him until now.

There were countless betrayals and orders of magnitude more of disappointments. He even thought about the beginning and the end of things. The start of everything as well as its motives were clear. The end was still veiled in uncharted territory, but a conclusion would come about one way or another.

The problem is in the middle, something that had been lost on the way.

Without eating or drinking, Sungchul put himself deep in isolation within his head for a week in search of that ‘lost something.’

Strictly speaking, this was a meaningless effort, to invest his precious time and energy in something he himself had no clue as to what it could be without even the smallest of hints to follow.

And yet, there was something…

The malicious account of Adelwight, who he had trusted completely, had prompted Sungchul to notice something deep within him that had been buried away at the depth of his consciousness. He was gripped by a powerful need to find an explanation for this. This was highly unusual for him; however, the level of his obsession proved to him that this was something he had to do at any cost.

At the end of his long pursuit, Sungchul finally located a clue hidden in his own status window. One was found in his Blessings page and the other within his ability points page.

In Sungchul’s Blessings page was the following entry.

[Blessing]
Vow (Unknown)


And likewise, the part he focused on was as follows.

[Ability Points]
Charisma28Luck28


Most vows do not appear anywhere, neither in blessings nor curses. Checking Horneko’s status page would not reveal his vow with Sungchul, because the proof of the vow was impaled within the heart.

But Sungchul’s vow was prominently and unmistakably displayed in the Blessings page.

He had thought that this was a part of the accursed power he had obtained after climbing the stairway to God and receiving the divine mission directly from God. There was no good alternative explanation available otherwise. But now Sungchul was overcome with suspicion that the vow was hiding something secret from him.

And as a proof of this, he turned his attention to his unnaturally low Charisma and Luck stats that he had dismissed without a thought.

Could it be that I don’t remember the full extent of the conversation I had with God at that time?

Sungchul tried to calmly recall what had happened at the top of the divine stairway. But he soon felt pain, as if he had been struck in the back of his head with a hammer.

“How can this be…”

The memory was still there. A memory so clear it seemed like it could be readily recalled at any time. But the problem was that his memories were not organized into one coherent whole. Like small fragments, his memories were scattered and hidden in all different places. He had never suspected this might have happened. And the fragments of memories were so sharp and narrow that he didn’t notice until now.

But now one thing was certain. The fact that his memories were not intact.

As if with magic, Sungchul could hear faint voices coming from the depth of his consciousness.

“…the reason you were able to climb to the top of the stairs was not because you were outstanding.”

The voices continued, but it became so faint that it was indiscernible.

Amidst shock and tremors, Sungchul was filled with certainty that the faint voice was an important link in connecting the pieces of his memories together.

Just what was said in that place…?

***

His thoughts did not continue for long. A sharp shout that shook the air outside stole Sungchul’s attention.

Feeling extremely fatigued, Sungchul looked down out of the window to see the King and Queen of Nimpas. The couple that could not be described as ideal was facing each other at the garden in front of the palace.

“W… What is all this? What is this?” The king was shouting at the queen. In his hand was an ornate letter written in gold. “How… how could you do this to me?”

It was Sungchul’s first time seeing the king become angry at the queen.

And just what would be needed for him to shout at the queen who he was so helpless against otherwise?

Sungchul tried to return to focusing on trying to locate the fragments of his memories, but it didn’t go well. He had used his brain well beyond capacity, and the lack of food and rest drained his body of energy.

I guess I should eat something first.

Sungchul took an apple from a fruit basket in the room and took a bite as he returned to the window to watch the king and queen continue their bickering.

Mmm… This could be fun.

It was sufficient to bring a change of pace.

“What did I do wrong? What’s so wrong with sending and getting a few letters?”

The fight had already progressed and entered a new phase. Oksana, who had been listening to Deheter’s shouting, changed her attitude and was now the one who was yelling instead.

Sungchul bit into the apple again and tilted his head. Hmm. What’s going on?

A large number of people began to gather at the garden in front of the palace. And the apprehensive advisors of the court ordered the knights to go disperse the onlookers.

In the midst of the chaos, Oksana’s voice rang out loudly once more. “And, My King, why have you intercepted someone else’s mail? Does the position of King in Nimpas grant the right to censor the queen’s correspondence?”

Unlike just a bit ago, she was speaking calmly and with proper etiquette.

This fight, she’s the winner.

In fights like these, it was usually the one who failed to calm down that ended up losing. Clarity of thought was necessary. Sungchul finished the apple and made a simple assessment. Unlike the queen, who’d managed to get ahold of herself and calm down, King Deheter was trembling while wringing the letter in rage. As if he couldn’t even speak, he glared at the queen with deep resentment before shaking the letter and choked out his next words.

“How can you be like this? Even after being caught with sending a letter to your ex-lover saying you love him… How can you be so cocky in this situation? Do you really not see me as a husband in the slightest?”

The king was close to breaking down and crying. The hand holding the letter fell to his side, and he hung his head and became still.

It was a pitiful sight, but comic in a way as well. The queen glared at him a bit longer before taking her handmaidens and leaving. “If you want to, you’re more than welcome to go to the church to get divorce papers. I am always ready at any time. Of course, because I am to blame, I will forfeit the dowry without question.” Her words, sharper than daggers, seemed to freeze the spring air.

The king, left alone, stood for a long time where he was before he was urged by his advisors to leave, looking forlorn.

This was a fate awaiting the kings of a powerless nation.

As a man, and especially as his idol, Sungchul felt that he couldn’t leave the pitiful king alone. He left the room and found Marakia and Bertelgia, who happened to be passing by in the hallway.

“Mmm? Hey, you, why are you out? I thought you had things to think about?” Bertelgia asked him with quite an unhappy tone of voice.

Sungchul felt embarrassed but didn’t react confrontationally. “I have decided to think a bit later.”

“If you were going to give up this quickly, why did you chase us out in the first place? Is it because you dislike us now?” Bertelgia continued to speak aggressively.

“That’s not it. You know me…”

“That you don’t have friends?”

He had known that Bertelgia was going to be upset when kicked out, but evidentially it cut deeper than he thought it would.

Sungchul didn’t have a reply for her. It was his own choice to immerse himself in his thoughts, after all.

Bertelgia stared at Sungchul, who was exercising the right to remain silent for a bit. She then spun around as she spoke like a mage reciting an incantation. “Well, I guess it can’t be helped. But still! You are someone who is destined to become a Creationist one day! As the guide on the path of the Creationist, I have no choice but to forgive you. Even if I tremble in anger and my pages get crumpled!”

“You’re letting me off the hook?” Sungchul asked in surprise.

“No.” Bertelgia shook. “I am simply declaring a temporary truth so that we can go help that poor king,” she declared before shrinking in size and forcing her way into Sungchul’s pocket. Though her movements were rougher and more emotionally charged than usual, Sungchul felt gratitude for Bertelgia’s tolerance.

Marakia scratched his beak while watching this and then commented, “Even the Destroyer has a soft spot.”

“Shut it.” Sungchul showed absolutely no mercy for Marakia. He gave him a malicious glare, to which Marakia responded by hastily turning his head away and pretending that he wasn’t listening.

“Pii… Let’s get going. That King, there is a chance he chooses suicide.”

Bertelgia vibrated inside the pocket. “That won’t happen.”

Sungchul left Marakia behind because there was a possibility that he’d create new problem. With a pace that was neither too fast nor too slow, Sungchul headed to the king’s chambers.

The king had shut himself in the room containing his collection of Sungchul related goods. The knight guarding the door recognized Sungchul and moved aside to let him pass. No words were exchanged, but he seemed to want Sungchul to try and cheer up the king.

Sungchul quietly opened the door and entered.

The king was curled up in front of one of Sungchul’s statues, and he thought it strange that the sword of the Imperial Commander in Chief he had gifted was in a random corner, but he ignored it for now. Because unlike a king of a nation, the man before him looked frail and dispirited, like an adolescent boy.

Sungchul wordlessly approached him, and the king glanced at Sungchul before resuming staring ahead.

“I apologize. I have once again failed to conduct myself properly like a king ought to.”

Sungchul took a quick glance around the room before joining the king by sitting on the floor. Now that his eyesight became much lower, the Sungchul collection seemed even more imposing than before. It was as if he had entered a different world made solely for him.

“It is said that a fight between a married couple is like slicing water with a sword.” Sungchul said calmly. But he had no idea what he was saying. He had never been married, whereas Deheter was a married man. It seemed wrong for an unmarried man to give a married man advice about marriage.

As if to prove this point, Sungchul experienced the miracle of being unable to speak after uttering just one sentence.

Dang…

Sungchul began to panic as he racked his brain to figure out what to say next, but luckily Deheter spoke up first.

“I’ve never heard that before. Well, thank you. For coming all the way here yourself to console someone like me.”

“It is no big deal. More importantly, what happened?” Sungchul smoothly moved onto his question after getting out of the tight spot.

The king applied pressure to his eyes with one hand as he replied in a frustrated voice. “The queen was still exchanging letters with that man all this time.”

“That man?”

“Oksana’s previous fiancé, the prince of the Ancient Kingdom.”

“That’s a clear violation of the marriage vows.”

“If it was just an exchange of letters, I could tolerate it and move on. But… The letter I saw today… It was an invitation to meet in Aege Harbor. With the comment that she’s looking forward to reliving that steamy night…”

“Uh… Hmm…”

There was nothing he could say. Her letter explicitly revealed her unfaithful intentions.

Bertelgia seemed to be quite surprised as well, as she vibrated strongly. “And she was acting like that despite having that letter discovered?” Bertelgia asked the king directly.

The king sighed and nodded.

“That letter was delivered directly to my study, as if to rub it in my face.”

“What…?” Bertelgia popped out of the pocket slightly and sounded incredulous. Sungchul was likewise surprised as well.

While everyone was stunned from the truth, the lonely king continued his story.

“I think the reason she was so harsh with me was to influence me to lose my love for her and ask for divorce myself… Although now she’s doing that blatantly out in the open without trying to hide it anymore.”

Sungchul thought to himself. He understands his situation well. But he couldn’t bring those words to his lips. I need to say something that can be reassuring to him… But nothing in particular came to mind. Not only was his brain already overtaxed from a strenuous week-long search for something lost, Sungchul was also the type of man who was not good at expressing his emotions.

Mmm… Should I just say things as they are?

Sungchul was torn and unable to make a decision.

The king suddenly stood up before Sungchul made up his mind, and he stood up at the same time out of reflex. The king quickly took a step in his direction and suddenly kneeled.

“I beseech you.”

This was completely unexpected.

King Deheter was begging for something, and Sungchul quietly awaited Deheter to speak as he tried to get over his surprise.

“Give me strength.”

“…Strength?”

“The part about you I found admirable is not limited to only your heroic deeds and conduct. The most inspiring part for me was that unlike anyone else in the world, you achieved everything using your own two hands.”

He must have dwelled on how to say this for a long time. The king spoke everything smoothly, as if it was prepared ahead of time. Sungchul was able to quickly guess what it was the king was thinking.

King Deheter… Could you be…? A moment of disappointment showed in Sungchul’s gaze before they were darkened by the shadow of discontent.

The king remained kneeling as he continued to speak solemnly. “Be as it may, that I was born with the blood of a lineage of kings, there is very little difference between me and you, a Summoned. I have no one to turn to or rely on. No one to trust. But in spite of that, I… I too… wish to be strong. Forgive my impudence, lord Imperial Commander in Chief, but I wish to be like you, the Enemy of the World!”

Sungchul’s predictions were correct. He felt as if he was doused with a bucket of cold water. He waited for the king to continue with mixed feelings.

“I want to become strong like you. Please, teach me the way. The way to become strong on your own without having to rely on anyone else…!”

It was true that King Deheter respected Sungchul deeply. But the true object of interest of the king was not in Sungchul, who stood before him, but the process of becoming powerful itself, the process that transformed Sungchul from a clueless Summoned to someone who could face the entire world alone.

Born as a prince of a small kingdom, having in-laws who were essentially his superiors, enduring the neglect and apathy of the queen, who didn’t even see him as a man… It became clear now why he came to hold Sungchul in such unusually high regard.

This man, in the end, what he wants is power.

Sungchul also predicted the next question that was sure to follow. The method to climb the stairs to God. His expectations were, once again, right on the mark.

“Commander in Chief… Have you ascended the stairs?” the king asked. Sungchul nodded expressionlessly, and King Deheter’s face brightened up considerably. He wore a smile close to euphoria as he bowed to Sungchul and asked what he was expecting to be asked.

“Please… Please teach me… This unlovable husband and the king of a powerless nation… the way to ascend the stairs and back!”

Bertelgia felt Sungchul’s heartbeat taking a strange rhythm. Luckily, this change didn’t persist for very long.

Sungchul felt the now-familiar exhaustion as he answered calmly, “King Deheter.”

“Yes, Lord Commander!”

“There is no such thing as a method to climb the stairs safely.”

The king tightly made a fist and gave a reply steeped in despair. “Do you understand the pain of a husband who, let alone hug his wife, can’t even share the same room? I’d rather choose death, so please teach me the way. I will take responsibility for whatever happens next.”

The king was desperate, but the intensity of his desperation and sincerity only made Sungchul’s languor grow ever stronger.

“That stairway puts everything to the test. From the moment you place your feet on the first step, your entire life from beginning to end becomes like a horizon unfolding before you.” Sungchul looked far away as he answered.

The king, who had bowed his head, gazed up to look at Sungchul.

“The problem comes after that. Every aspect of a person is laid bare to be thoroughly tested. Not only the deeds and achievements of the person but even the strength of mind.”

A faint voice reverberated in Sungchul’s head.

[The reason you were able to climb to the top of the stairs was not because you were outstanding.]

The moment the voice was gone, he heard the voice of the First Dragon. He didn’t remember the exact wording, but the dragon had said something along the same lines. That the reason Sungchul and Eckheart were able to climb the stairs had nothing to do with their ability but simply because it was the right time and the stairway had allowed them to pass.

But no matter how generous the stairway becomes, there is no possibility of it tolerating a mediocre man who can’t even manage his own problems at home.

There were two choices available to Sungchul.

One was to say what the king wanted to hear and encourage him. The other was to tell him the truth and disappoint him.

Sungchul’s choice was of course the latter.

“There is no way to climb the stairs. King Deheter, even before you reach the third step, you will have melted and disintegrate completely in God’s foundry. Therefore, there is nothing I can do for you or to tell you.” Sungchul was able to watch in real time as his brutally honest words progressively twisted and crumpled the king’s face into that of despair.

Sungchul left the king behind where he knelt and left the room.

“To me, it seems that the only choice left now is the divorce.”

It didn’t sit well with him, but he had no alternative. Sungchul carried his heavy heart out of the king’s chambers and didn’t see the shadow of madness take over the king’s entire body from head to toe.

It wasn’t too long after Sungchul left the room, that the king spoke, “D… Divorce?!” His voice had changed as he began to mutter. “You want me to Divorce? Me…?” The king jumped up and glared at a statue of Sungchul standing at the center of the room with dangerously twitching eyes.

“You dare speak such filth through the hole in your face? You piece of Summoned garbage… You dare… I… Do you know how much I love that woman…? I fell in love at first sight with that arrogant bitch!”

He grabbed the Sword of the Imperial Commander in Chief that had been rolling around in a corner and drew the blade from the scabbard.

“You unfair piece of shit! You sordid fucker! Is it difficult to share just that?”

The deranged king became unhinged and began to swing the sword against the statue of Sungchul, dealing cuts all over the place, until finally an arm was severed, along with Bertelgia it was holding.

“Haa! Haa!” He breathed in air with difficulty after having swung the sword for some time. “Do you think you know… What the fuck do you think you know? You don’t know anything!”

The king couldn’t suppress his emotions anymore and shouted at the top of his lungs, causing the knight standing guard at the door to come running in the room.

“My King! Are you okay?”

The king glared briefly at the knight with an exhausted but still-demented look before his expression loosened as if losing steam. He answered without any strength.

“Go and remove this garbage from my sight immediately.”

The knight immediately jumped to obey his king’s order and fetched some servants to clean up Sungchul’s statue that now lay in pieces. The remains of the broken statue was carried away by two maids to the back of the palace where firewood was kept. The handyman that had been splitting wood saw the statue arrive and clicked his tongue.

“Another statue of the Enemy of the World? Why does he keep making more of these if he’s going to destroy them every week? It’s not like the country has large amounts of money or something,” he grumbled as he opened the door to the storage shack. Within was a disturbing and uncountable number of humanoid statues left discarded in an eerie pile. The faces all looked different, but each and every one of the statues represented a single individual.

The man who obtained strength necessary to fight against the entire world on his own.

Sungchul Kim.

***

A refreshingly clear sound of impact rang out in the room. The queen of Nimpas, Oksana, fell to the ground after a brief cry of pain.

The cheek that had been struck immediately began to swell, and her wide open eyes were trembling in fear and terror.

“How stupid.” Horneko was not someone who easily showed his emotions. Even when he was younger, it had been said that he probably wouldn’t even bleed if you were to prick him with a needle. But nonetheless, he was still a human being after all.

As the most critical moment in his entire life was approaching, it was none other than his own blood that was about to unravel and ruin everything by doing horrible things he didn’t think possible.

“If the King of Nimpas obtains the backing of Sungchul Kim, I shall never forgive you.” Horneko stated coldly as he glared down at the queen, who was still on the floor, holding her cheek.

What he meant was that he was going to expel her from the family.

The frown Oksana had from being stunned quickly transformed into that of sheer terror.

She who inherited a bit of his intelligence could quickly surmise what being expelled from her family would entail. It meant the loss of every luxury and protection she had taken for granted until now. And awaiting one who had no safeguard or protection was a life of misery and tragedy. Even if she was his daughter, Horneko would not bat an eye at whatever fate befell her.

“Unnie, that sounds bad.” Derha, who had been born from another mother, was fondling a bag of money as she looked in Oksana’s direction with a smile.

Oksana’s eyelashes trembled as she turned around to face her father and began to plead. “D…Daddy…”

“Don’t come begging to me, Oksana. This problem is yours and also yours to solve,” Horneko declared coldly before turning his eyes out the window. He was fully aware that punishing his daughter wouldn’t change a single thing. But if he didn’t at least do this, he would not be able to calm his anger.

It just had to be now… in such an important period of time!

The struggle for the position of Viceroy of Aege Harbor was now stabilizing back to normality.

In the nightly battle that took place, Horneko was proving that he had influence that did not lose to any of the new contenders. It had long been tradition in the Allied Merchant Coalition to grant the seat of power to the incumbent if the level of skill of the candidates were about the same.

Sungchul, who was staying at Nimpas, was to become the climax of Horneko’s plan to restructure his kingdom. And in one week’s time, he would be gone. The only people who knew this were Sungchul and Horneko himself.

He was going to use this as a way to create a deed for himself.

The man who had once brought the Allied Merchant Coalition to the brink of ruin once again returned to Aege Harbor and revealed his ill intentions. But using his way with words, his cunning, and fearless courage, he would chase him out legally through an agreement and be remembered for this deed.

It was trivial to generate evidence of Sungchul’s malintent against the alliance. Even if he was weaker than the combined strength of his rivals, the reputation he had built up all this time with his modest meals gave him a great deal of influence and power.

Now all that remained was to show the other merchants that he was steadfast and strong for the next week or so. But at the very end, right before it was done, nonother than his own daughter threw flames on the table. A completely unexpected turn of events.

Horneko was fully aware through experience just how dangerous it was for the person in power. Especially if Sungchul decided to get involved in the affairs of Illeboro because of the friction between the king and the queen. It was possible that everything he was working toward would have been for nothing.

And as if to confirm his fears, a subordinate of his came running into the office in panic to convey urgent news. “There is report that the Enemy of the World and the King of Nimpas held a secret meeting in the king’s personal chambers.”

“W… What did you say?!”

Horneko’s face became twisted, and he gave Oksana, who still lay on the floor in a corner, a murderous glare for a moment before returning his attention to the messenger.

“How did this happen? Did the King of Nimpas form an alliance of sorts with the Enemy of the World? He must not get involved in the affairs of Illeboro!”

“We do not know that at the moment. It’s just, it was also stated that the king’s madness relapsed after their meeting was over.”

“Is that so? But that could also be a deception. The King of Nimpas is more cunning than he seems.” Horneko knew to what length the king went to protect his crown. Although he had given up on it completely, having his intentions uncovered by such a young man was an unforgettable humiliation for Horneko.

What should I do?

The unpredicted development had already come to pass. How this would turn out in the end was known by the King of Mediation alone.

Horneko wanted to eliminate unpredictable variables, introducing artificial variables if need be, and recalled a panacea he had access to. It seemed to be usable, but the true effectiveness had not yet been tested, so he was reluctant to resort to this card. But there was nothing too precious at the present moment for him to hold back and be frugal with.

Horneko concluded his thoughts and turned to the messenger to speak emotionlessly.

“Send a message to the Order.”

***

The Letters of God was not an item that was permitted for just anyone one to read. It was an item only powerful beings with necessary qualifications had permission to use. The immortals stigmatized as the Evil Gods did not want for blind men who were unaware of what was ahead of them to have access to their documents.

The stat Intuition was the measure of understanding the world. It was the only objective measure for the ability to discern truth from deception.

But not all Letters of God required high Intuition. At least, the one Kaz Almeira carried was so.

“The time has come.”

An envoy of the Order of Extinction arrived at the tavern to deliver the assassin his assignment. Kaz Almeira grinned and took out a document that was hidden in the pocket closest to his heart.

“Hear thee. The amount of time you are capable of lasting using that item is but one minute,” the envoy informed him.

“One minute is plenty.”

Kaz could tell the immense value of the unholy text he carried simply by placing it on his palm. The document was written in black fragments. This material, sometimes called God’s Clay or Fragments of Calamity, made up each and every letter of the document. Kaz had not been able to hold back his curiosity and had peeked into the document, witnessing a magical sight of a black sword suddenly appearing in the air as the letters disintegrated.

As a result, he was able to hear a voice.

[Do you desire power? Kaz Almeira.]

What ever happened next did not matter to Kaz. All he cared about was waiting impatiently to take his revenge.

“Use this.” The envoy threw a dagger to Kaz.

It was the simplest yet the most widely used tool of the assassins. Kaz did not appraise this weapon whatsoever.

All he cared about was that the edge was sharp and the feeling of the hilt in his hands was good. Any other information about the weapon or its properties did not matter. Even if he was given but a kitchen knife from the market, he would have taken it gratefully, for he now had power.

The power to end his nemesis, to inflict harm and kill him.

The envoy presented yet another item to Kaz. It was a fake identification card, a pendant with a family picture, and an assortment of letters and documents.

Kaz picked out the identification card among the pile and took a look at the contents.

[Allied Merchant Coalition Merchant License: Royce Champaign]

“What is this?”

“These are the items you must drop as you die,” the envoy informed him.

A cold smile spread across Kaz’s face. “Whose side is this Royce Champaign on? Is he a subordinate of Horneko? Or perhaps subordinate of his rivals?”

“That depends on what you do. However, the bishop has high expectations of you to bring out the full extent of your potential, Kaz Almeira, O’ the last surviving heir of the Almeira family.” The Envoy spoke courteously now, unlike how he had behaved before. He was trying to provoke Kaz’s confidence to rise.

Kaz stared at the envoy without any emotion before giving a cold reply. “There’s no need to go out of your way to try and evoke my pride in my family. I will dutifully carry out my assignment. And then…” Kaz used his only remaining arm to pick up all the items off the table and store them in his vest. “More than anything else in the world, I am content just being able to stab that man’s heart.”

A small gust kicked up between Kaz and the envoy. Once the wind settled down, Kaz was nowhere to be found.

The night sky as seen from the window showed an unusually bright, glistening star. It was called the murderer’s star, the celestial guardian of assassins.

***

“Mmm. I thought about this real hard last night.” Bertelgia began to speak during breakfast. “Isn’t this too mean? Even if the king has a twisted admiration for you, we all saw just how much he suffers.”

Sungchul was chewing eggs and vaguely let Bertelgia’s words wash over him without showing any emotion. It wasn’t until he finished his eggs and downed them with water that he opened his mouth to reply. “Short of teaching him a way to climb the stairs, no combination of sweet words or consolation would have satisfied him. He would have taken all of it as me trying to dodge giving him what he wants.”

“Is that so?”

“There was a time when I had the same mindset as him.”

“I see. But why have you come to our room, eating like it’s normal?” Bertelgia hit the corner of the table with the edge of her cover and turned her body toward Sungchul. She continued with a stiff voice, “This is our room! Your room is over there.”

She still hadn’t forgiven Sungchul.

There had been a brief truce because of the event with the King of Nimpas, but Bertelgia had not been given a sincere apology from Sungchul, nor had he shown any sign of remorse or reflection on his behavior.

She had been planning on avoiding Sungchul with Marakia, but that plan went out the window the moment Sungchul opened the door and walked in without hesitation as if it was his living room.

The servants brought his meal to Bertelgia’s room, and he began eating his breakfast together with her and Marakia nonchalantly.

He didn’t bat an eye at Bertelgia’s sharp remark and instead turned to Marakia’s meal and made a relaxed comment. “What is the favorite spice of the Avians? Aside from honey.”

“Among the Nahak kind, the best spice is the dying scream of the animal whose intestines you’re chewing.”

“Mmm. Does that mean that the Avians have their hearing and taste connected somehow?”

Bertelgia listened to their absurd conversation and thought to herself, This man. I get the feeling like he’s getting more and more vain as time goes on.

This situation would have been impossible to even imagine in the past. When they first met, Sungchul felt like a spider who was struggling in the web they themselves had cast. Bertelgia knew better than anyone else because of her close proximity as she observed him. But she thought that this kind of change wasn’t necessarily bad. It was proof that he was slowly changing. A man who didn’t act like a human being was changing.

“Bertelgia. Shall we go for a walk real quick?” Sungchul got cocky and spoke to Bertelgia in a friendly tone.

“Haa. Really? You were a failure of a human being even when we first met, but now it feels like you’re becoming a failure of a human being in a different sense.”

“Doesn’t feel all that upsetting to hear. Perhaps that’s my true nature.” Sungchul grabbed Bertelgia and forced her into his pocket.

“I don’t want! Let me go!” Bertelgia resisted, but there was no way she could overcome Sungchul’s God-like strength.

Sungchul felt her rebellious struggle, so he added calmly, “Let’s just go for a bit. I’ll tell you what’s been going on for the past week in detail if you do.”

“Grr…” She acted unhappy but was actually quite happy on the inside. It was rare for him, at the pinnacle of apathy, to voluntarily speak about himself.

“Shall I go too?” Marakia got ready to follow, but the result was predetermined.

“Remain in the room and guard it.” He left Marakia behind and walked across the blooming spring garden path without a word. Although there was no sweet scent in the air nor gorgeous colors to be seen, the foliage that timidly began to dye in spring colors gave a fresh feeling that could only be felt during the transition between seasons.

Once Sungchul arrived at the flower garden filled with new buds that were almost ready to bloom, he stopped to begin speaking. “After I finished with the Craiya and Ryze thing, truthfully, I was lost as to what I should be doing. Honestly, I hadn’t even thought about it before. I was always someone who had no future. Most without a future tend to die off quickly, but I got lucky and survived until now. Although, admittedly, my luck stat is horrid.”

Sungchul spoke with a calm tone that could not be discerned from how he normally spoke, but Bertelgia could detect deep sincerity that normally was not present, so she twisted around to respond. “Is that so?”

“But once I was free of that burden, I could finally see beyond the objective I was chasing with all my might. What kind of human being I am?”

“And how do you assess yourself?” Bertelgia asked in a completely different tone of voice.

Sungchul paused to think before he answered. It seemed as though he hadn’t arrived at a conclusion yet on this either, on the question of his being.

After a long deliberation, he finally opened his mouth. “At the very least… not a failure of a human being.”

“Wow, you think?!” Bertelgia burst out shouting in anger, which made Sungchul grin faintly, and he responded by gently stroking her covers.

“It’s a joke. At the very least, I don’t think I am irredeemable. It’s a bit weird to say this about myself… but…” It was then that Sungchul discovered a man standing on the opposite side of the garden. It was a familiar face. Worn out clothes with a missing arm. On his waist was just a single scroll.

There was an observer no one else was aware of.

Ahmuge.

A being from another timeline.

She noticed the assassin’s presence one step slower than Sungchul. Kaz. What are you thinking, challenging him like this? You have no hope of victory.

She recalled Kaz witnessing the true extent of Sungchul’s might and losing all hope of vengeance. Did he finally snap?

Ahmuge waited for the battle to unfold with questions and doubts in her mind.

As she expected, Sungchul seemed unsurprised. The only difference was that he frowned slightly.

Is he the assassin from back then?

Events that occurred in the Magic Academy Air Fruit passed through his mind like a movie reel. The terrible death of his comrade and the following revenge. Sungchul remembered the man’s expression as he mercilessly tortured and ripped apart his enemies without remorse.

He now had a completely different expression, mindset, and circumstance.

“I have come to kill you.” Assassin Kaz Almeira declared.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands. “It’s impossible with your strength. Disappear.”

Sungchul typically killed any assassins without question the moment he noticed them. But this enemy called himself an assassin but revealed himself to make a direct confrontation.

He was willing to give him just one chance.

But the enemy did not look like he was going to back off. He took out something from his vest.

A scroll of unholy aura.

Sungchul instantly realized what it was and charged forward at his enemy.

But there was no one where he arrived. Sungchul’s eyes grew wider slightly in surprise.

He’s slightly faster than me.

Kaz Almeira was already on the opposite side of the garden. It was no magic. It was something else.

The scroll was already burning away in black flames, which began to spread across Almeira’s body.

The last thing Sungchul saw on Kaz Almeira’s face before the flames enveloped him completely was his bone-chilling smile.

It’s fine even if it’s just once. Let me stab just once.

Kaz Almeria’s consciousness dissipated quickly. And at the same time, he became aware of a fate worse than death, the complete annihilation of his being.

But even so, he was willing to accept such an end.

One by one, he saw his family members that were killed by Sungchul’s hands. His sister, his mother, father—each came to mind and disappeared.

Kaz Almeira gritted his teeth from within the black flames.

This is the path that I wanted.

A voice suddenly reverberated in his consciousness. It was an unworldly voice, unholy in every measure.

[Your desire for vengeance lets me taste the thrill of life once more. I shall lend you my strength, mortal. For I am the fastest being aside from gods.]

Powerful energy filled Kaz’s body the moment the voice was done speaking. Unimaginable and limitless power.

‘Is… is this the strength of God? One that rivals the power Sungchul carries…?’

He was able to tell that the time given to him was not even ten seconds.

In his one arm that held a dagger, the unholy energies of the profane being from another world flowed out.

Kaz Almeira’s body vanished.

Sungchul recognized once again that this was not due to magic. It was due to absolute superior speed. Speed God did not permit humans to have.

In that instant, Sungchul sensed a lump of vengeance and hate approaching him as it was burning away in flames.

It was fast, but it wasn’t something he couldn’t dodge. In the worst case scenario, he might damage a bit of his clothes.

Sungchul made his assessment and began to dash out of the way before Kaz’s blade even came close.

Mmm…?

Sungchul felt a bad premonition. Something was very wrong.

He didn’t make the mistake of underestimating his opponent. It was simply that the speed the enemy had was far too great, more  than what Sungchul had anticipated.

Damn it.

By the time he arrived at this conclusion, the dagger enveloped in black flames came stabbing toward his heart.

His life was in peril.

Sungchul suddenly rotated his body to one side. This was not a conscious decision. It was an instinctual movement born out of many years of combat experience. His body instinctively moved to sacrifice skin and bone to spare the heart.

With this, he could at least avoid a lethal blow.

The only thing left to do was to retaliate.

But it was then that Sungchul realized what he was doing and felt terrified.

Bertelgia…!

The blade of the revenge seeker pierced Sungchul’s body. But it was not the pain that terrified him but the sensation that it hit something thick before it pierced through it and stabbed him.

The blade had punctured all the way through Bertelgia before it was imbedded in his skin.

At the moment he was stabbed, a line of text appeared as if it was preordained.

[You have met an enemy that could end your life for the first time.] 

What is this now?

Sungchul’s eyes grew wide in shock. But there was no time for him to be stunned as another line of text took over his sight.

[Another power is granted to you.]
[New power “Transcendental Senses” has been added to Blessing – Vow]


The moment the letters disappeared, Sungchul realized that his body was able to move as he willed. So, he immediately turned to look at the assassin.

The name of the man consumed by the black flames became visible to him.

[Mortal Kaz Almeira]

And after that, even the name of the Lesser God who gave him power.

[Fastest Immortal Brutalus]

[Fisherman of Kireh, Unemployed, Lucky One]

All of this took place in a single instant.

Meanwhile, the blade reached all the way to where the cross impaled heart was, but that was as far as it got.

[Blessing ‘Bloodline of Berzerkers” activated]

Sungchul did not die easily. Though there was very little opportunity, each time he approached death, he became stronger. The Bloodline of the Berserker that only activated when he was facing mortal danger strengthened his body ever so slightly.

Sungchul’s powerful hands grabbed ahold of the assassin’s head. The dagger that had stabbed him with overwhelming speed had stopped just before his heart and remained there. This was not due to luck. Once all the cards were laid bare, Sungchul had instantly created that ever so slight but impossible gap to overcome.

Now, as the fight ensued, a bestial growling was leaking out from the figure in his grip, which could no longer be recognized as that of a human being. The body that was already half consumed by flames was in the middle of being completely annihilated without even leaving ashes behind.

He was neither alive nor dead, now something that would be forever lost to oblivion.

Sungchul heard a familiar voice in his ears.

[Heh, heh… stabbed. I did it!]

It was Kaz Almeira, and godlike power flowed into Sungchul’s hand, Almeira’s skull crushed like a watermelon.

[Everyone, look! I stabbed him! That mon…ster…]

Kaz Almeira’s voice could no longer be heard, and his body was utterly consumed by fire, leaving no trace.

Complete annihilation of being.

[Soul Contract ‘Soul Harvester’ activated]
[Absorbing life energy of the slain.]


The dagger fell to the ground, and the assassin was gone.

The hole the dagger had pierced spewed blood like a fountain, but it didn’t register with Sungchul whatsoever. All of his attention was focused on Bertelgia in his vest.

He brought her out of his pocket with trembling hands, finding  a clear hole cut all the way through her.

Sungchul’s eyes trembled like an earthquake. “Bertelgia…”

He held her with both of his hands, his expression devastated.

His face, which had always been best described as emotionless, was completely clouded by the shadow of unconcealable fear. At his feet, the blood spewing forth from his chest was creating a large crimson pool.

“Bertelgia…!” Sungchul called out once more as he rapidly turned pale.

Bertelgia didn’t move in the slightest, as if to prove that she, like any book, was not a living thing.

The area around Sungchul began to darken. There was nothing between the spring sun and him, but his surroundings were turning into night.

Meanwhile, someone from another era was watching this unfold.

T…That’s?! Ahmuge’s eyes trembled.

Sungchul, surrounded by darkness, began to transform.

It was black hatred.

The flames that had consumed Kaz Almeira paled in comparison to the dark light coming from his body. It was as dark as the time before creation. It spilled out of the injury in his chest and began to take over his body.

Ahmuge witnessed this and muttered to herself in sheer terror. “Black Giant of Extinction…!”

It was Sungchul’s appearance as she knew and feared. The Black Giant that destroys all, just like his official title.

Ahmuge drew her sword.

There’s no chance but now!

But she couldn’t move. The fear carved deep into her being down to her soul did not permit her to go.

The memories of her comrades who faced their wretched fate and died miserably right before her eyes tied her down, and the blade she held fell to the ground with a clang. Ahmuge lost any will to fight and curled up on the ground with both of her hands covering her ears. There was nothing else she could do. Nothing could stop Sungchul’s transformation from progressing.

Sungchul was nearly entirely consumed by the darkness, when a miracle occurred. And that began from the smallest movement.

Bertelgia made a noise. “Mmm ugh!”

She shook and righted herself with difficulty.

The moment he heard her voice, Sungchul’s darkening eyes opened in an instant.

“Bertelgia?” he asked again while wrapped in darkness.

“Why are you calling me? Ugh… what was that earlier? What’s going on?” Bertelgia answered in the same tone as usual.

The darkness that had nearly covered his entire body was sucked back into the wound in his chest.

As the darkness went away, red blood resumed spilling forth from his chest.

“Bertelgia, are you okay?” Sungchul asked after he returned back to normal.

“No, not really. There’s no way I can be fine after having a hole punched all the way through me, is there?”

Bertelgia jumped up and out of Sungchul’s hands in surprise and approached his injury.

“W… What? It looks like the one who’s not okay is you! You’re bleeding from your chest!” Bertelgia shouted out in surprise, but that was irrelevant for now.

Sungchul gave her a brilliant smile he had never shown before and hugged Bertelgia tightly.

“B… Blood! You’re getting blood on me! Do something about your injury first!”

It was then that Sungchul extracted a leaf of the World Tree from his Soul Storage to rub on his wound.

“What happened! I felt an ominous energy!” Marakia had come running after the fact with several maids, who had become his adherents at some point, in tow, but once again, this was irrelevant at the moment.

The event that nearly ended the world was over, with but a single witness. To the rest of the world, all this event would amount to is a rousing tale of how the Enemy of the World was badly injured by an assassin.

However, there was one other person in the world aside from Ahmuge who had detected Sungchul’s transformation.

A crystal ball broke with a resounding crack.

The face of the Witch of the Haunted Forest, Adelwight, had never shown so much fear before in all of history.

“T… can’t…”

The thing she detected was nothing like a mere Calamity that happened on a regular basis. Even the miasma of death approaching from the east was dismissed by her as uninteresting. What drove her to sheer terror was but a wave. A disturbance that announced the possibility of the destruction of all things, from the world of mortals to even the worlds of the Transcendents.

Adelwight had heard this toll in the middle of her meditation. The legitimate sound of God announcing the true end of the world.

But what she knew about this was limited. Only great beings of other worlds could fully understand the significance of what had happened.

The World of the Transcendents.

The immortals conversed.

[I have heard the voice of the dead god.]

[Something that mustn’t happen has happened at last.]

[We have felt the remains of the Evil Gods.]

[But that’s a matter of less importance.]

[Is it that human from last time?]

[It seems he really was the tool of God after all.]

[Neither human nor God.]

[There is nothing more unpleasant than beings in the boundary of things. Those are the vanguard of Calamity that will consume all.]

The immortals voiced their thoughts and came to one simple conclusion.

[He must die.]

[Before all things in the world revert back to nothingness.]


Chapter 6 - Greed

The miasma of death made landfall in the east, and the World Parliament collapsed. The Human Empire was betrayed by allied nations and isolated.

All of this took place in the span of months.

People had thought the news could not get any worse than this.

But as if to belittle their expectations, another earth-shattering event occurred in the southwestern part of the continent. The Enemy of the World had sustained a major injury by the blade of an infamous assassin.

This news soon spread across the whole world. This was as shocking news as that of the miasma of death spreading from the east. The Enemy of the world, who seemed impervious to harm, was gravely wounded by an assassin’s dagger.

Of course, it was also known that he had not died of this attack. But it was enough to show people that Sungchul, who seemed immortal, was in fact another mortal among them that could bleed.

This news was an interesting topic of conversation in bars among the commoners, but for the ruling elites of the world, it was a major incident.

“The Enemy of the World. He’s undoubtedly an amazing person. But the reputation he enjoys is not without exaggerations on his true ability.”

The one who benefited the most from this event was the Viceroy of the Allied Merchant Coalition, Horneko.

But like a man who had led the merchant coalition for many years at the helm, he did not openly show his reaction to the world.

He listened to the Arch Parish priest of the Illeboro, Altugius Xero’s explanation with a rigid expression.

Altugius continued his explanation. “He too was a man who had been overlooked by all others. But yesterday, an assassin of our order shattered the legend of the Enemy of the World with but a single dagger. I trust that Sir Viceroy already knows of this.”

Of course Horneko knew about this. Just the day before, Horneko’s subordinate hidden in all areas of the Nimpas Palace had delivered him the news. That the assassin was killed but Sungchul had sustained a near fatal injury, from which he lost enough blood to fill a basin.

Of course, among the report was an unbelievable story of how the front of the palace was briefly engulfed in inexplicable darkness moments after the assassination, but it Horneko didn’t pay attention to nonsensical details. There was only one important and meaningful point in the report.

The untouchable monster responsible for robbing the Bottomless Vault, Sungchul, was hurt.

Now, all things became possible for Horneko.

He could, for example, use this as an opportunity to solidify his relationship with the Order of Extinction and use their support to take out his rivals, or even manipulate information to trick Sungchul himself to go and take care of them instead.

But his business rivals were no longer a subject of interest to Horneko. He was looking further ahead.

“We have fulfilled all of our obligations toward you. It is now time for you to uphold your part of the bargain.”

Altugius’s forcefully pseudo neutral voice was registered in Horneko’s ears as he stared off into the distance, his daydream continuing.

If only the Enemy of the World can be killed…!

An unthinkably reckless idea. But now there was a real possibility it could be done, and the method was available for Horneko to use.

I can’t even imagine it.

The things he couldn’t even imagine or think of in the past were now beginning to look more and more real.

The King of Illeboro…no, even bigger ambitions are possible. Becoming the last king standing in all of the world is not a dream!

Though his instincts he so dearly treasured didn’t respond in the slightest to this possibility, Horneko was going to test his luck anyway.

He turned to look at his business partner. “Are you able to provide one more assassin?”

Altugius shook his head definitively. He no longer tried to conceal his displeasure. “I have not yet heard your answer about your promise.” He was demanding Horneko pay the price.

The right to spread propaganda across all of Aege Harbor, control over select but important buildings of interest, as well as the provision of ships bearing the flag of the Allied Merchant Coalition and the like were important issues to the Order of Extinction. And they were all things he could immediately provide for them.

But Horneko was planning on getting a bit more out of the order still.

“It would be difficult in the current state of affairs. The war is not over, and the Enemy of the World is still alive,” Horneko replied disapprovingly.

Altugius’s expression grew cold. “This isn’t what you promised.”

He no longer kept pretense of respect toward Horneko, but Horneko didn’t care.

“One additional assassin could finish off the Enemy of the World. I do not believe this is an unattractive idea to your organization either.”

Altugius glanced over at the scroll that had been placed on the small table next to the window the first time he had met Horneko.

It was an item provided by the Order of Extinction when Horneko reached out to ask for aid, to be used as a last resort.

Altugius had left the item as payment for the establishment of their agreement, but clever Horneko had not put a finger on it and left it where it was.

There was no way that Altugius wouldn’t know about this. He no longer held back his booming voice. “There will be nothing more.” It was a definitive declaration with not the slightest of room for negotiation.

“It would be problematic for all of the promised points to be carried out as things are at the moment. However, the most pressing issue for your order, the provision of the flag of the coalition, that can be provided immediately.”

Altugius’s expression softened slightly upon hearing this.

As expected of an ex-professor. He’s so easy to deal with.

Horneko awaited Altugius’s answer with that thought. And soon, Altugius opened his mouth to reply. “If you desire a tool for assassination, that we can provide.”

“Tool…?”

Altugius nodded. “The important thing is who. The previous assassin had the strongest desire in all of the world to kill the Enemy of the World. That was why it was possible for him to deal meaningful damage against the man.”

“Ho. So that’s…”

“Unfortunately, I do not have anyone under my employ who carries comparable will. They are all cowards. And cowards are not capable of killing even pet dogs.”

It was then that boisterous laughter filled the interior of the building.

A woman who everyone knew was hiding behind a curtain walked out to reveal her presence.

“If that’s the problem, would you like to give me another chance?”

It was the disowned child, Oksana.

“I have an idea.”

***

A day passed since the commotion.

Sungchul’s injury was quite severe. The blade of the knife that scraped against his ribcage and penetrated almost all the way to his heart left a deep cut that bled profusely.

Sungchul had many legendary tier potions that could immediately close his wounds available to him, but he did not make use of them.

Instead, he chose to use the leaves of the World Tree for a slow but effective treatment.

And because of the circumstance he was in, he did not accept the help of any healers provided by the Kingdom of Nimpas.

There were two reasons for doing so. One was the practical reason of not wanting to waste precious potions. Sungchul had not allowed any injury, not only to himself but also to his clothing, since he had obtained God-like strength. But the Lesser Gods were different from all other foes. They were powerful and unpredictable. If he were to fight them in the future, he had to be ready to accept small and large injuries.

The more potions he had the better.

It was a forgotten lesson Sungchul had learned during his long tenure as an adventurer.

Of course, saving the potions for later wasn’t his only reason for choosing a slow method of healing. His true objective lay elsewhere. Sungchul knew just how manipulative and treacherous humans could be from when he used to be among the men of power who controlled the world.

His injury would not end at just an occurrence. There would be a change of some kind. For better or for worse.

Whatever he decided to do next would have to wait until after that happened.

I will bring it to light.

There was no doubt that Order of Extinction had a hand in this event. But it was probably not just the Order of Extinction. Other factions must have also played a part as well.

Sungchul wanted to reveal who those hidden players were.

All of this was just an act for that purpose.

Sungchul watched Bertelgia resting in the bookcase filled with Marakia’s chick feathers to fan the flames of his desire for revenge.

“Ugh… Mmm…” Bertelgia seemed to wake up and slowly made her way out of the bookcase.

“Bertelgia. Are you feeling better?”

Sungchul asked in a soft tone.

“Yeah. A bit. But I feel strangely tired. I guess it’s because a hole was cut through me.” Bertelgia replied in a tone of voice not much different from usual.

“Don’t push yourself, and make sure to rest well.”

Unfortunately, it seemed like she,, who was a book could not recover naturally like Sungchul could. And this broke Sungchul’s heart.

Instead, there was a leather band aid put on her that was made by Marakia. Evidentially, fighting her over hierarchy had slowly engendered endearment over time.

He’s not a bad guy.

Sungchul did not like Marakia. He behaved moronically and often caused trouble with the differences in their species. But he could plainly see what an intelligent being Marakia was. He had not once brought up his clansmen up in the north, nor did he ever seem like he would. If this was intentional, then it was a hair-raising level of meticulousness and self-restraint.

Sungchul didn’t like extremely clever people. Of course, he also understood that not all intelligent people were evil from experience.

For now, all he could do was wait and see. After all, there were countless things that took priority.

Sungchul brought up his status window after concluding his thoughts.

Out of the status window that took up most of his sight, he focused on the section detailing his blessings that had been neglected for quite some time.

There was a change for the first time in forever.

[Blessing]
Vow (Transcendental Senses, unknown)


The change was in the Vow that he had obtained upon reaching the top of the stairway to God.

Transcendental Senses were one of the abilities granted by his Vow that appeared during a life and death situation. Unfortunately, there was no real information about it. All that Sungchul could figure out was that it was an entirely separate type of ability from the Soul Contracts, which he could wield at will, and at a higher tier at that.

The true name of his enemy at the moment of the assassination, as well as the voice of his dying enemy, was conveyed to him through the powers of the Transcendental Senses.

It was not all that helpful of an ability from what he could see. But thanks to it, Sungchul had one piece of concrete evidence. And that was the identity of his assailant.

Kaz Almeira, the eldest son of one of the most powerful families within the Assassin’s Guild.

Sungchul knew the identity of the Assassin’s Guild. But he didn’t show that he knew, said nothing, and expressed nothing in response to his knowledge.

Silence could be interpreted in any number of ways. For a powerless individual, the silence could do nothing but delay the inevitable. But for someone truly capable, silence carried a completely different meaning. It made his enemies nervous and forced their hand.

Sungchul was planning on taking his time and waiting for changes that were sure to come.

The first one to act was a merchant he had never heard of before called Donald McGally.

Data from the Ant Wiki that was available to Marakia once again proved its usefulness.

“After Horneko and Grizzley, he’s one of the top three in the merchant coalition. Although he’s considered the third, he commands a considerable influence over other major merchants of the coalition and is the most likely candidate for the next viceroy of the merchant coalition.”

This great merchant sent what was likely the most expensive assassin from the Assassin’s Guild that he could hire quickly to try and establish contact with Sungchul.

The man, who was sent as a messenger instead of an assassin, politely introduced himself before presenting Sungchul with a letter. Sungchul read the letter without looking all that interested, which conveyed that McGully had absolutely no connections to the recent assassination attempt and showed many symptoms of men who were gripped by terrible fear.

Sungchul was more interested in the assassin than the letter and asked a question as if in passing.

“There was an assassin of the Assassin’s Guild who made an attempt on my life not long ago. Though it ended in failure, I can’t help but suspect, perhaps the guild itself was somehow connected to this recent event as well?”

It was a subtle threat, suggesting that it was not a contract job from the outside but one initiated by the guild’s organization itself.

The response he wanted soon appeared.

The assassin replied truthfully about Kaz Almeira, what he was allowed to share. “That man is no longer a member of our guild.” He briefly relayed that Kaz Almeira suddenly deserted and vanished from the frontline of the demon realm and had been missing in action ever since.

“I see,” Sungchul replied without much enthusiasm. “Please send my regards to Shamal Rajput.”

The assassin soon departed.

Not long after, he heard loud shouting from far away. The patrol must have detected the assassin somehow. But this did not grab Sungchul’s interest.

The next day, Sungchul heard about the assassin, who was dead and tied by his feet upside down at the front of the palace by Marakia.

Five days remaining, is it?

The injury was quickly healing thanks to his superhuman Stamina strength.

Sungchul intentionally scratched at the wound to reopen the injury to dye his bandages in blood.

“What are you doing? Just why?” Bertelgia asked bluntly when she saw him.

“It’s bait,” Sungchul smiled and replied ominously. “One made of my blood.”

After a quick knock at the door, a maid entered the room carrying fresh bandages and potions.

Sungchul didn’t so much as look at the potions and took only the bandages. He returned the bloody bandages to the servant.

“I don’t really see the point of it.” Bertelgia obviously responded negatively to it.

But in fishing, waiting was an art. Sungchul waited for time to pass with such a thought.

There was another knock at his door, and Sungchul smiled brightly as he replied, “This time, it’s probably a big catch.”

Fishing was one of Sungchul’s hobbies. Of course, it was more often the case that he would jump into the sea to catch them by hand or reenact illegal fishing practices, such as throwing batteries into the water like he did in his childhood via a powerful smash with Fal Garaz, but he considered it one of his hobbies nonetheless.

Sungchul felt the same excitement as the moment a big fish tugged at the hook as he watched the door open.

“Hmm?” Sungchul’s eyes trembled for a moment.

“Please excuse me. My name is Taigon Bosborot, inquisitor of the Mura sect.”

It was not a big catch. Just a small fry.

“Marakia, close the door,” Sungchul said, sounding blatantly disappointed.

“Understood.” Marakia who was by the door, closed it as Sungchul commanded.

“W… wait!” Taigon was caught off guard by the unexpected rejection and shutting of the door, but as expected of a top inquisitor, he quickly recovered his wits and pushed strongly against the closing door to stop it from closing all the way.

“Wait, please let me speak!” Taigon pressed against the door as he desperately yelled out.

“You little!” Marakia wasn’t about to lose. He was going to go all out and demonstrate the result of having received the essence of the Fire Spirit he had received from Sungchul.

Taigon Bosborot discovered that the being pressing against the door on the other side and pushing him out was but a small cotton-feathered bird. Their struggle continued for some time. It was quite the sight for sore eyes. But Sungchul eventually tired of it and spoke up. “Okay, that’s enough. Let’s hear what he has to say.”

Taigon, with a bright red face, entered the room.

“What’s the occasion for an inquisitor of a sect that excommunicated me to come all this way to visit my sick bed?” Sungchul replied bluntly.

He was currently excommunicated by both the Mura and Horasan sects, the two primary recognized religions of the Human Empire. But even before his excommunication, his relationship with both of those sects had been tenuous at best. They were strict to a fault and acted all-knowing, denying any attempt to try anything new.

Sungchul didn’t oppose the sects themselves, but he disliked the upper management of both sects without an exception. And a head inquisitor was a man who likely was among the top five in his organization.

Taigon Bosborot looked at Marakia, who had been on the other side of the door, and clicked his tongue before taking a chair facing Sungchul’s bed, sitting down before him. For a high ranking clerical officer, his demeanor had a rough quality.

“I apologize for coming to visit without any notice,” Taigon apologized as he glanced at Marakia again. It seemed to have bothered him to a no small degree, about the identity of the creature that had denied him entry through the door.

Marakia seemed to have already lost all interest in Taigon, as he leaned against the bed and closed his eyes.

“I would like for you to keep it short on the account of my unwellness,” Sungchul replied.

Taigon glanced at the blood seeping into Sungchul’s bandages as he thought to himself, The rumors were true. His eyes met Sungchul’s cold glare soon after, and Taigon felt like his blood froze over. He was being given a warning. A warning for him to say only what he needed and to leave.

Taigon, like any member of the clergy, was used to wordy phrasing in his utterances, but he put that aside for now and took out his secret weapon from his Soul Storage.

What came from his palm was a small stone giving off a gentle green glow as it floated up into the air.

It was a Float Stone.

It was not lighter than air, but it was a precious mineral that innately carried the magical properties of floating up into the sky.

It was the most important component in the creation of airships, and the foundation of the entire Floating Palace of La Grange was said to be made of such material.

But while the Float Stone was considered an important military asset across the world, it wasn’t necessarily all that rare. It was difficult for Sungchul to grasp Taigon’s intentions from only being shown the Float Stone.

“What is it?” Sungchul asked.

Taigon grabbed the Float Stone once more before writing something down on a piece of paper before handing it over to Sungchul.

[It would be problematic if someone were to overhear us. I would like for us to make another arrangement to meet later so I can explain.]

He seemed concerned with safety, but Sungchul gave his reply, “That won’t be necessary. There’s nothing here.”

In truth, this room was perfectly safe to speak in. There were no invisible Eye of the Observer nor any hidden magic formations.

There were servants outside not too far from the door that waited for them, but they were mere maids on duty, nothing more. They were not given a clandestine mission to eavesdrop on the conversations going on in the room, nor did they have any abilities to help them do so.

It was probably an intentional decision on the part of Nimpas Kingdom, or Horneko, who had the real power.

He would have known that petty tricks were potentially disastrous against someone like the Enemy of the World Sungchul Kim, who already saw through all of it with his senses and the Legendary class Soul Contract the Eye of Truth.

“Please say your piece here,” Sungchul made his demand.

A major figure called by the infamous title of the Enemy of the World, widely believed to be the strongest man alive, had spoken, and while Taigon found it unpleasant, he thought it would be a good idea to listen to what he said. He, quite unlike his tough appearance, stood up timidly like a shy teenage girl and walked up to where Sungchul was lying.

“This was mined in the vicinity of the Tower of Recluse.”

“The tower?” Sungchul tilted his head.

There was no source of Float Stone in that area. The only place where the Float Stone could be mined on the continent was the largest pit mine in the possession of the Human Empire.

“There was an airship battle in the vicinity. It must be debris from one of the downed ships,” Sungchul replied.

Taigon shook his head without hesitation. In his eyes was a strong resolve befitting of a head inquisitor who had been temporarily dissipated by Marakia. “This Float Stone originated from the area close to the Tower of Recluse.”

“If that’s true, then I suppose that the empire will soon come to take possession of the Tower.”

“This is no laughing matter,” Taigon said as he took out a small globe, an item commonly carried by higher members of the clergy.

What is he trying to do? Sungchul couldn’t figure out his intentions.

Taigon held the Float Stone in one hand and the globe in the other before he recited an indecipherable incantation. Considering he could pick out some verses here and there, Sungchul surmised it was a condensed version of Mura Sect’s prayer.

He disliked such things.

“Marakia. Go chase away this petty salesman.” Sungchul showed no mercy.

Marakia’s eyes glistened as he flapped his wings to fly toward and chase away the annoying human.

“Please, give me a moment!”

Just when Marakia’s cute little fingers took hold of Taigon’s clothes, the light from the Float Stone gave off a bright light that leaked through between Taigon’s fingers.

Sungchul showed no real interest in it, and Marakia began to drag Taigon away.

“Please take a look!” Taigon shouted like a cautious girl at the moment of peril.

He opened his right hand, and a small miracle took place.

The Float Stone, the object that innately had the power to float in the air, lost the ability and fell to the ground like any other ordinary stone.

Sungchul’s Soul Contract the Eyes of Truth was activated. There was no evidence of tampering or foul play.

“Marakia, it appears he is not some petty merchant after all.”

Marakia let out a disappointed sneer before retreating.

Once the penguin of terror moved away, Taigon let out a sigh of relief before picking up the Float Stone that no longer floated, holding it out to Sungchul.

Sungchul shook his head. There was no point in further examination. He instead looked into Taigon Bosborot’s eyes and asked with a much more serious tone, “How did this happen?”

“I shall cut out all details and get straight to the point. The two cults you know well have secret duties unknown to the rest of the world.”

“Hoh.” Sungchul pretended to be surprised, but he was blatantly annoyed and didn’t want to listen.

Taigon felt sweat drip down his back as he racked his brain to try and figure out how to summarize as briefly as possible as he continued to speak. “Horasan Sect’s hidden mission is the purification of life. To rid the world of life not permitted by God is their divine duty. Recently, the nearly…”

“And the Mura Sect?” Sungchul cut Taigon off the moment he sensed that the explanation might drag on.

“Mura sect’s sacred mission is the purification of the land.” Taigon moved his gaze to the Float Stone that lost its ability he held in his right hand. “I don’t know if you are aware, but this world was originally a place full of Float Stones. For creatures of the land, this was a cruel place to live. The God of Order took pity upon the inhabitants of the world and granted an ability to fell the Float Stones and create the world as it is now.”

Sungchul did not deny this point, as what he said matched with what the first Dragon had said.

But Taigon misunderstood Sungchul’s silence to mean for him to continue, so he hurried to finish his explanation. “But as time passed, the people’s piety waned and grew increasingly depraved. So, the God’s gift likewise waned and the Float Stone occasionally regained its original properties. This was the cause behind the earthquakes. The great earthquake that shook up the Ancient Kingdom a hundred years ago was caused by this very reason. Anyway! All over the world are sealed Float Stone… No, it would be more correct to call them Floating Islands. They are embedded all over.”

“And so the duty of the Mura Sect?”

“To reseal the Float Stone that God had once sealed. That’s the purification performed by our order.”

Taigon looked down at the stone in his hand before he let it fall out of his hands. The once floating stone fell like any ordinary rock and rolled away.

“The reason I have come in search of you is to verify one thing.” The head inquisitor’s eyes glistened.

Sungchul, however, didn’t take his gaze all that seriously and tilted his head before replying, “Speak.”

To this, Taigon finally said what he had been waiting to say.

“Are you the enemy of the Order of Extinction?”

Sungchul firmly believed that there was no need for dragging on a conversation. For the first time, Taigon said the core question he had come to ask without any pretenses. This was Sungchul’s favorite method of communication.

He shook his head. “Not an enemy.” Taigon’s face became rigid, and Sungchul continued, “But neither am I their friend. But one thing that’s become evident is…”

“Yes…?”

“They are after my life.”

Sungchul gave a small grin and pointed at the bandage around his chest that was dyed red with his blood.

A smile appeared on Taigon’s face for the first time. “As I thought. My prediction was right.”

There was something here. Sungchul felt that, despite the seemingly ordinary yet comic introduction to this Taigon man, he might become an important element to a major change that was to come in the future.

“What have you come to me in search of?” Sungchul raised himself slightly as he asked.

To this, Taigon glanced at Marakia before replying in an ominous voice. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend, as the saying goes. Of course, it’s strange to say that someone excommunicated like yourself can become friends with our order, but it speaks volumes about the gravity of the situation.”

“Even more pressing than me, the Enemy of the World?” Sungchul asked in reply.

Taigon stroked his graying beard as he collected his thoughts before opening his eyes wide and replying, “I trust that you recall the Followers of Calamity. The swarm you used to go around and squash during your tenure as the Imperial Commander in Chief.”

“Now that is a name I have not heard of in a long time,” Sungchul noted.

Nodding, Taigon said, “The majority of the fractured remnants of Followers of Calamities were absorbed by the Order of Extinction. It was a difficult thing to believe at first. Considering you were the one who had slain Grand Mage Balzark, the father of the Followers of Calamity, while the Order of Extinction were supposedly worshipping you as their savior.”

He was right. Sungchul and the Followers of Calamity were like water and oil. And the proof of that was laid bare in his status screen under the category of Curses. The curse of Grand Mage Balzark, the leader of the Followers of Calamity.

Though he was a part of the Followers of Calamity, he also had connections to the inner workings of many countries across the world. Thus, he was a difficult man for Sungchul to deal with. He had tenaciously pursued him until he’d finally managed to kill him.

The Followers of Calamity scattered to the winds once the head was dead and had to continue their beliefs in the shadows in isolation.

“That was when I had a thought,” Taigon continued to say, “what if the Order of Extinction was only using you.”

Sungchul didn’t say much, but he felt relieved. It was unthinkable that among the Inquisitors, who were only good at coming back to life like cockroaches, was a man whose head was screwed on straight.

Taigon opened his mouth to break the silence once more, “The true target of worship for the Order of Extinction is the Evil Gods.”

“The Evil Gods?” Sungchul failed to contain his surprise.

“It is the name of the collection of savage beings chased to the edges of the world by the God of Order and the God of Neutrality. After being defeated by the God of Order, they became collectively trapped in the purgatory at the edge of Transcendent World.”

“How do you know this?” Sungchul asked.

To this, Taigon picked up the fallen former Float Stone before he replied, “This stone is undeniable proof.”

The land tamed by God.

There was only one faction that would seek to disrupt the order of things. The so-called Evil Gods.

It would be right to say that for Mura sect, who carried with them the sacred duty of the purification of the land, the Evil Gods were their nemesis.

Taigon explained, “From the perspective of the Mura Sect, the Order of Extinction are the true enemy of the world.” There was no room for doubt or uncertainty in his eyes. And seeing this, Sungchul became interested in this Taigon man. Enemies on one hand but still able to cooperate. Perhaps this was for the best. It was much preferrable to be in a mutually cautious relationship than to be showered with flowery words of love and friendship only to be stabbed in the back.

Taigon’s demeanor changed as he continued to speak, “For that reason, we would like to offer our cooperation. For the info we have…”

It was then that Sungchul detected a familiar malicious energy beyond the wall. It was but a wall away.

Sungchul immediately rose from the bed and shouted out loud.

“Everyone, dodge!” and he threw himself onto Bertelgia to protect her.

In the next moment, something penetrated through the wall and came flying into the room.

“Ack!” Taigon fell while coughing up blood.

The invasive object that flew into the room was a sword.

It was the blade of the Imperial Commander in Chief that Sungchul had given King Deheter as a gift.

Sungchul glanced at where Taigon lay without much interest. His eyes were rolled back, and he lay motionless. Instant death.

Then his gaze turned freezing cold as he turned to look beyond the wall through the gap.

There was a man standing in the distance, past several layers of walls, enveloped in black flames.

Sungchul didn’t recognize him right away, but his new ability Transcendent Senses activated.

[Deheter. King of Nimpas.] 

His most recognizable divine artifact, Fal Garaz, appeared in his hands.

Through the Transcendent Senses, a name hidden underneath Deheter was revealed.

[Immortal, Executor Pikton]
[Troimea’s lucky soldier]


Sungchul calmly examined Deheter past the many holes between them.

A red light burst forth from the black flames—Deheter’s eyes.

“I will kill you here,” Deheter’s voice rang out.

This was not the Lesser God’s will. This was Deheter’s own desire. The Transcendent Senses informed him of this.

“Bertelgia. Go into the storage,” Sungchul said.

“No. It’s cold and lonely there. If I go in there with this hole in my body…”

Bertelgia didn’t continue from there, because Sungchul grabbed her and stuffed her in his pocket.

“I will never let you get hurt again.” Something flickered from deep within Sungchul’s eyes. This was no ordinary light of vengeance or wrath. It was something he had forgotten for a long time. He was burning with passion.

Bertelgia shook from inside her nest-like spot in the pocket.

“Okay. Protect me properly this time. And if you can’t, then at least die with me!”

“Of course. But I have no plans on dying to someone like him.” Sungchul nodded and turned his attention to Marakia.

“Marakia. I entrust Sylphid to you.”

Even a troublemaker like Marakia understood what his role was clearly.

He nodded and moved his small wings as he responded. “Understood.”

Before Marakia was about to depart, something reached out and grabbed his feet.

“Hmm?” Marakia looked down in surprise.

It was a hand. The hand of the dead Taigon Bosborot.

“W… What is this guy?”

Just before Marakia focused his strength into his feet, Taigon’s entire body became enveloped in golden light.

A grin formed on Sungchul’s face. A must-have Soul Contract carried by all Inquisitors, the ability to resurrect activated.

“W…What happened just now? Was it you, you penguin?” Taigon held onto Marakia, who was looking rather dour.

“Release me, you bug of a human!”

Sungchul stood before the two in the middle of their shenanigans to put an end to it with a serious look.

“Marakia. Take this man with you to Sylphid.”

“Mmm… I guess it can’t be helped. Oy, Human. Let’s get going.”

A magic formation appeared on Marakia’s body before he floated up and flew out the window as if sliding smoothly through the air.

“Quickly, please get going as well,” Sungchul said as he looked into the distance.

Taigon noticed King Deheter was surrounded in nefarious energies and nodded. He too threw himself out the window.

The only ones remaining were Sungchul and the king.

For reasons no one else could discern, Deheter looked up at the sky and began to laugh. “Only you and I remain now, Enemy of the World! You know, I intentionally let your minions leave so that we wouldn’t have interruptions.”

He was enjoying this situation.

The possible consequences of his actions didn’t so much as register in his head as he wallowed in the feelings of the present.

“Power is overflowing. It feels like nothing is impossible. Why was I so foolish when there was such a quick and easy way to become powerful like this?” From within the black flames, a red flame flickered once more. “Even without having to walk up some stupid stairs.”

The flames of Deheter ebbed slowly as he spoke. Sungchul’s attentive eyes did not miss this detail.

However, once Deheter raised his hand, waves of unholy energies shook the palace like an earthquake. The black flames intensified once more, then soon, the flames returned to its original strength.

There’s something fishy about this.

Sungchul lifted Fal Garaz and charged forward, destroying all that was in his way, the walls, columns, statues, curtains, nothing was an exception.

The king stood at the center of the throne room, which was the largest space in this pitifully small palace.

It was after Sungchul entered this room that he finally found out what was going on inside the palace of the Kingdom of Nimpas.

Human sacrifices.

Magic formations written in blood filled the entirety of the hall, and nailed around them were many innocents dying or dead, impaled by metal rods.

Sungchul saw among the sacrifices, the servant girl who had brought him his replacement bandages and meals.

He didn’t know her name, but she was someone he knew.

Although they couldn’t exchange words due to their difference in status, Sungchul could tell from her behavior and demeanor that she was a kindhearted individual.

“My god… how can he do such a…” Bertelgia was at a loss for words when she witnessed the terrible atrocity that had taken place in the palace. Experienced as she may be in seeing cruelty, there was another level of horror in finding people she knew among the tortured.

The only one who was still alive and intact within the throne room was queen Oksana.

Sungchul looked back and forth between Oksana and Deheter before asking in a calm tone.

“Will you please be so kind as to explain what happened here?” Sungchul addressed Oksana. He was fully aware that she must have had something to do with this based on what he knew about the relationship between the king and the queen.

Oksana simply shut her mouth and avoided Sungchul’s gaze. But her face was marred by intense terror.

The reason was clearly her husband, Deheter. When he had been powerless, he could do nothing but whine, even when he knew what his wife was up to. But upon obtaining strength, he became a cruel tyrant second to none.

“My lady queen shall not answer.” The king stood between Sungchul and the queen. “The queen has vowed to devote herself to me and carry out her duties as my wife.”

Sungchul couldn’t see his expression through the black flames, but he got the feeling Deheter was smiling, arrogant and prideful beyond reason.

“It is no good for a virtuous woman to exchange words with other men so frivolously.”

If not for Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses, Sungchul would not have been able to recognize that this man was the same Deheter from before due to the degree of his transformation.

Deheter, Sungchul recalled. His face that had lit up with a child-like joy when they met. The innocent and flustered adolescent look he had made when he had received the blade of the Commander in Chief. And the crushing sorrow as he explained his cruel reality inside, that small, lonely room.

But all the things Sungchul had known about the king were now swallowed up by the black flames. An uncontainable strength had distorted and shattered all of that.

The time had come to make a decision. For both Sungchul and Deheter.

The king reached out with his right hand, and a burning axe appeared in it, the edges dull, making it closer to a club than an axe. However, this dulled blade was plastered with blood and viscera. Sungchul recognized that this was an item on the same level as the Weapons of Calamity that he possessed.

“Today, I kill you and write a new chapter in history,” Deheter said with an ecstatic voice. “Sungchul Kim.” Deheter’s eyes glowed bright red beneath the black flames once more. From his entire body, the characteristic overwhelming energies of the Lesser Gods explosively poured out.

The air itself trembled, and tapestries hung throughout the hall swayed back and forth.

Oksana, who was standing in the corner of the throne room, could do nothing but watch in terror.

Deheter was drunk on the overwhelming power that flowed through his body and laughed. It was then that a cold voice bellowed from the opposite side of the room.

“Does such little power excite you so?” Sungchul showed no reaction to Deheter’s unholy energies. He looked and behaved like he always had.

Aside from the bandage that was wrapped around his chest that was dripping with his blood that is.

The king replied in kind, “What will you do if I am, dear arrogant Summoned who climbed a few stairs?”

“You need some punishment.”

The time for talk was over.

Sungchul stretched his neck without letting go of Fal Garaz. The dull sounds of his bones rubbing against each other echoed in the hall dyed in blood. Finally, he put his hands on Bertelgia for a moment and whispered quietly, “This will not take long.”

Bertelgia shook lightly as if to respond.

Sungchul turned his attention to Deheter once he was done getting ready. The king seemed to have no interest in making the first move after his initial ambush.

The Transcendent Senses informed Sungchul, that the one controlling the body within the black flames was not a Lesser God but Deheter himself.

If that was the case, Sungchul had no reason to hesitate.

He charged forward toward Deheter as carefree as if he was on his way to a picnic.

Deheter let out a mad laugh for reasons no one could tell and countered Fal Garaz with his dulled axe.

The axe and hammer clashed, and Deheter’s black flames stood up straight like a cat’s fur.

“This sensation! Is this the strength of the Enemy of the World?!” Deheter seemed to be genuinely pleased.

Though he said he wanted to kill Sungchul, it seemed as though he wasn’t able to fully put away his feelings for Sungchul from his fanboy days.

Sungchul gauged Deheter’s strength through the hammer.

He was weak. More than enough for Sungchul to overpower him. He focused his god-like energy into one of his legs that was in the air to stomp down onto the floor as he landed, as if to pierce through the earth.

With a massive boom, The entire palace shook terribly upon his feet making contact with the floor.

Deheter seemed rather pleased. “Ah ha!”

But this was merely a preparatory step toward what was to come. Using his foot planted down as the anchor, Sungchul was able to transfer a great deal more energy into his arms than Deheter had expected.

Fal Garaz, shook terribly as if it gained a life of its own. The transformation in the scale of power put into the hammer was best appreciated by Deheter, who was in direct contact with the weapon. He felt a surge of power rise against him, but he had no way of dealing with it.

Deheter’s legs were lifted off the ground. In the next moment, he was sent flying toward the opposite wall like a deflating balloon.

Midair, Deheter extended out his left arm. His hands, held like hooked claws, scraped against the decorative metallic bars on the wall, causing a terrible screeching noise as he flew by.

After causing sparks to rise where his fingernails met the decorations on the wall, he was embedded into the opposite wall of the palace upside down.

Unfortunately, he landed on the spot where the royal emblem that Sungchul had forgotten about had been hung up.

“Ugh…”

The walls began to crack around Deheter, but this was not the end of it. Deheter’s eyes from within the black flames once again emitted bright red.

Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted to this. Deheter was attempting to borrow the Lesser God’s strength in addition to his own strength. Sungchul could sense the unholy energies gather beneath his feet.

He lightly hopped out of the way, and suddenly four red metallic pillars pierced through the ground where he had stood moments ago.

The rods looked like they might have been covered in blood, but in truth it was heavily rusted iron rods.

This was the same object that was used to pin the people of the palace to the walls.

So, is this the ability of the Lesser God by the name Pikton?

This was no magic, it was something else entirely. It gave off a feeling closer to that of a monsters’ inherent powers.

With hisses like massive snakes, additional iron rods continuously erupted from below in search of Sungchul’s feet. When Sungchul dashed off to the side, the rising rows of the dozens of rods matched his new trajectory without letting up their pursuit.

It only took moments for half of the throne room to be filled with a wall of iron rods. Between them, Sungchul saw that Deheter on the other side of the wall was beginning to lose his flames once more.

He was running out of fuel.

Not long after Sungchul made his observation, Oksana’s piercing scream filled the air of the palace.

“L…Let go!”

Deheter moved shortly after. Not toward Sungchul but toward the village.

Is he trying to replenish his sacrifices?

Sungchul destroyed all the iron rods that obstructed his path to chase after Deheter, who held Oksana in one arm as he flew toward the village like a comet.

It was a small kingdom. Right outside the palace gardens was the downtown area.

In the village square, the citizens of the Nimpas Kingdom were going about their lives as normal, like any other day.

And before them, a monster enveloped in black flames appeared.

“Your king has come,” the king said to them. Though he had addressed his people, none of the villagers recognized the king covered in black flames. The only thing the people of Nimpas recognized was the queen.

“Look! Isn’t that the queen?”

“You’re right. It’s really the queen.”

The king was ignored even by the people themselves.

Deheter’s eyes glowed bright red once more.

In the next moment, dozens of iron rods broke through the ground of the village square and pierced up toward the sky.

In mere moments, hundreds of the villagers were impaled by the stakes and died where they stood.

The blood they spilt rode the stakes down into the ground pooling in the dirt before magical energies hiding beneath the surface reacted to them and used them as fuel to continue the black flames.

It was shortly after this that Sungchul arrived at the scene.

I’m one step too late.

Deheter put Oksana down next to the village fountain that was becoming tainted by blood and gave a wide grin.

“Wait for me here, my love. I shall be back very soon.”

Sungchul’s outwardly emotionless eyes caught sight of this scene, and he lifted up Fal Garaz and charged in Deheter’s direction.

“My. I was thinking of exchanging some words now that I’ve recharged my strength, but right back into it you go.” Deheter waved his hand, acting cocky.

Sungchul sensed unholy energies gather below the ground in the direction of his charge before a large number of crimson rods erupted from the ground like fangs of a beast.

As the dense cluster of rods covered his vision, Sungchul’s bloody wrappings around his chest were ripped free.

The bandages were caught up in the rods and sent flying high into the air.

“Hoh!” Deheter’s laughter could be heard from the other side of the pillars.

First Soul Gem. Fly.

The magic formation corresponding to the Fly spell appeared over the first soul gem.

Sungchul avoided the pillars, rising from below, and sped up toward the sky. All the while, he was losing blood.

Deheter let out a cackling laughter as he came in pursuit of Sungchul.

“Are you trying to escape?”

His speed was not all that high. It also seemed like he had no way to chase after Sungchul either. Sungchul realized that the Lesser God Pikton was a being whose skill with defenses were quite poor.

He’s nothing compared to Sidmia.

But even more pathetic than Pikton was the pilot.

Sungchul and Deheter arrived at the edge of the village, and Sungchul raised his altitude even higher.

Deheter, who was now left like a dog that had been chasing a chicken looked up into the sky to taunt Sungchul. “What are you doing, Enemy of the world? Is your undefeatable strength powerless before my abilities?”

That was when magic formations appeared over Sungchul’s body. He had begun an incantation for magic.

Deheter pointed his fingers at Sungchul as he continued to mock him. “Aren’t you embarrassed, Sungchul Kim? Come down and fight me like a man!”

It was no words for a man who had called upon the iron pillars because he couldn’t handle a hand to hand combat to say, but Deheter yelled confidentially all the same.

Sungchul didn’t even pretend to hear him. He put Fal Garaz away in the Soul Storage before taking out two objects. In one hand was Ryze Hymerr’s staff, in the other was a mana potion.

“It seems you neglected to read the legends about me in detail,” Sungchul said in a carefree tone. At the same time, he pointed his staff toward his target.

The direction was straight up north., Deheter was not the target, but Oksana, who was left behind at the village square.

Deheter realized this immediately and screamed out loud, “Stop it!”

But the light that erupted out of the staff buried any other words that may have followed. Deheter waved with his hands, which soon caused a large amount of iron rods to rise between Sungchul and Oksana.

Primordial Light punctured through dozens of iron rods before its light ebbed away.

Deheter smiled in relief, but even that only lasted but for few moments. The attack that he’d blocked was merely the start.

Sungchul felt a large amount of Mana escape his body as he saw a text appear in his eyes.

[Echo x5]

When one beam of light seemed to fade away, several more pillars of light came flying toward Oksana.

Five streaks of light.

Deheter brought forth everything he had to stop the pillar of light from reaching his wife. He was brought to the edge of his strength when he had no choice but to physically stand between Oksana and Sungchul after the fourth Star Light ebbed away to stop the last pillar from reaching its target.

Thanks to his efforts, the defenses he poured his soul into were able to withstand the fifth and last Star Light. The area in the vicinity of Deheter was reduced to rubble.

Between him and Sungchul were the destroyed or melted iron rods, ruins of the village, debris of trees and dirt, mixed together to depict the very definition of chaos.

The result was that the black flames that gave Deheter his power was reduced to a pitiful level.

Deheter gasped for breath. As he recognized that he was in danger, he quickly searched around him for additional sacrifices.

“What are you looking for?” Sungchul’s voice rang out from above. He was standing calmly in the air, looking down upon Deheter while drinking a large amount of Mana potion.

It wasn’t over yet.

“So, you’re going to continue?” Deheter desperately used his iron pillars haphazardly all over the town in a blind search for sacrifices. A number of villagers caught up in his indiscriminate attack recovered a bit of his flames. After, Deheter pulled out a scroll, a gift from Pikton to bring Sungchul down to the ground, a scroll containing anti-air magic.

[Use it to terminate that human.]

Deheter, who now had access to fight against aerial targets, had an obvious choice open to him.

Block one more attack and then retaliate.

He must be running out of mana. Drinking a bit of potions should not be able to recover enough mana to allow another barrage of attacks like the last one.

The red light in his eyes flashed brightly once more.

But as if he had read Deheter’s thoughts, Sungchul made a slight motion to open his coat flaps to show Deheter what lay hidden beneath them.

Under the brilliant diamond broach were eight shining Soul Gems.

Multicasting.

The list of spells prepared included:

1st Soul Gem Fly

2nd Soul Gem Star Light

3rd Soul Gem Star Light

4th Soul Gem Star Light

5th Soul Gem Star Light

6th Soul Gem Star Light

7th Soul Gem Star Light

8th Soul Gem Star Light

Deheter, who had no way of knowing what this signified, could only tilt his head.

In the next moment, primordial lights once again manifested from the tip of Ryze Hymerr’s staff.

Not one or two, but seven of them at once.

Not consecutive attacks but all at once? How can…?!

He was aware that Sungchul’s greatest achievements were grounded in hand to hand combat, taking advantage of his physical prowess. And Sungchul had certainly slain countless enemies by smashing them to death with Fal Garaz. There was no deeper meaning behind this, it was the simplest and the most familiar way of dealing with his problems.

But if alternative methods were required, Sungchul did not hold back on using his secret weapon he had been practicing; his magic.

Seven pillars of light converged on Deheter in a choir of death and completely enveloped him in the light.

Once the primordial light faded away, the only thing that remained were signs of destruction, and a blackened clump standing in the middle.

“O… Oksana…”

The King of Nimpas, Deheter’s body was beginning to disintegrate. His body fell away like ash and was carried toward the village by the wind.

Oksana, who had been hiding behind the fountain, held her mouth as she watched the final moments of her husband in tears.

Sungchul put down his staff and returned to the ground. The final voice of the fallen was carried by the wind and whispered to his ears.

Deheter’s voice.

[I loved you… From the first moment I laid my eyes on you fifteen years ago…]

The king was reduced to ashes and disappeared.

Sungchul kept his mouth closed as he walked toward the fountain on a straight path created by Starlight, thinking to himself, So, in the end, all of this was for the sake of love?

He hadn’t seen this coming. The fact that the only thing that moved Deheter’s heart was his feeling toward his queen. But even if he had known, the result wouldn’t have differed greatly.

Sungchul wrapped up his thoughts as he stood before the trembling Queen Oksana.

“You understand what you have to say, right?”

Oksana wasn’t able to speak. It would be more correct to say that she refused to speak.

A stubborn woman to the end.

Despite the terrible things she witnessed, the threat to her life, and the death of her husband, Oksana did not lose herself and concealed herself under the veil of terror as she observed Sungchul for what to do, having prepared all the excuses she was ready to unleash when the time was right.

Sungchul considered killing her for a moment, but that soon ebbed away. The scattering final words of Deheter stayed his hand.

He thought to himself, What difference would it make if were to kill this woman?

Sungchul put away Fal Garaz and sighed as he looked toward the horizon in the distance. He slowly spoke up after confirming the red airship Sylphid take to the sky.

“He had told me this.” The trembling Oksana looked up at Sungchul. “That he had loved you since he first saw you fifteen years ago.”

“…What?” Oksana tilted her head. “Wh… what do you mean? I didn’t even know who he was back then…”

The truth didn’t matter. Sungchul simply conveyed the last message of the dead. There was nothing else he needed to say.

Even if he were to speak more, all he would hear back in return was the woman’s detestable self-defense and excuses. Sungchul glared at the confused Oksana as he continued to speak calmly. “You have betrayed and attempted to kill your husband, who protected you to the very end, even giving up his life. Whatever you decide to do from this point forward, this truth will always remain with you.”

Oksana’s irises narrowed. But that was the extent of emotional response she showed. To Oksana, Deheter was worth only this much to her.

Sungchul turned toward the entrance of the village. From not far away, he heard a vigorous shout.

A knight on a horse was galloping toward them as fast as he could. His appearance seemed prearranged ahead of time.

Sungchul felt the tip of his fingers twitch. It was the fishermen’s instinct that finally kicked in.

The red airship Sylphid was over Sungchul’s head before he realized and announced its presence and condition to the world.

Sungchul saw Marakia, Taigon, and a number of unknown members of the Mura sect wave their hand from the side of the ship. He watched them without much emotion as he took out a leaf of the World Tree and stemmed the bleeding as he waited for the knight to reach him.

It didn’t take long. He ran to the queen and kneeled before her. “You’re alive, my majesty!”

He had met this person before. He recalled him being one of the guardian knights of the palace.

He listened to the queen’s sobbing, retelling the events as he consoled her. This made Sungchul think, This man. He was an acquaintance of Derha of sorts. He could guess what had happened and what would soon happen.

“Imperial Commander in Chief, you are also safe. It’s such a relief to see you well!”

Sungchul walked up to him, his unchanging gaze fixed onto the man’s face.

Hit by an unspoken pressure, the knight became nervous. But it didn’t stop him from taking something out to offer to Sungchul.

“The reason I wasn’t at the palace was because I was carrying out my orders from the king.”

“King Deheter’s order?”

The knight took out a document to show Sungchul once he was asked.

“What is in this?”

The knight explained smoothly albeit intimidated by Sungchul. “After the attempt on your life, the king was cooperating with his father in law Viceroy Horneko to investigate who might be responsible. And today, that investigation finally bore fruit… but something tragic took place meanwhile.”

Sungchul opened the letter. In it was information about the assassin.

[Royce Champaign]

Age: 23 years

Affiliation: Allied Merchant Coalition

In the document was detailed information with several long explanations about the evidence that this man was responsible.

From Royce Champaign’s birth to his childhood, his family background, and his prior dealings and connections to the Assassin’s Guild and his motives and so forth.

Even the most difficult to please judge would nod to such a convincing document.

That is, if he was not aware of the truth already.

However, Sungchul already knew who the assassin was.

Transcendent Senses, the ability he had obtained due to the oath he had taken with God completely nullified the possibility of falsifying the truth before him.

Sungchul skimmed over the document before glaring at the knight and asking a question calmly.

“Who made this document?”

To this, the unnamed knight smiled brightly and replied. Viceroy Hornek…”

Without warning, Fal Garaz crushed the man where he stood.

Oksana screamed out loud from behind him. “W…What are you doing! Why?”

Sungchul turned to look at Oksana after lifting up his bloody hammer.

“The reason I left you alive is because of your husband.”

Oksana wasn’t able to reply and simply glared at Sungchul.

Sungchul continued to speak regardless of her behavior, “But you will soon come to resent your husband.” Sungchul walked away with his bloody hammer in hand. “Your family ends today.”

The bait he had laid out for so long finally caught the big one. And the name of his catch was one of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent, Horneko.

Today, he would pay the price of his wrongdoing.

He would pay for bringing harm to Bertelgia’s body.


Chapter 7 - Horneko

Where did everything start to go wrong?

In the midst of the conference room gripped by terror and uncertainty, Horneko was alone in his silent contemplation.

There had been no gaps in his plans. Even if one part of it were to fail, he had meticulously taken extraordinary measures to ensure that there were always several fail safes in place in case something did go wrong.

But his grand design came crashing into a brick wall and shattered into nothingness. Let alone make a return on his investment, his immense power and wealth and perhaps even his life was now in serious jeopardy.

“The Enemy of the World has departed from Nimpas,” one of his devout followers came to whisper in his ears.

“And his target?” Horneko asked quietly.

“He’s after the lord viceroy, sir.”

Horneko closed his eyes. And with them still shut, he took a breath. The time of reckoning had come, it was now time to pay the price.

One man stood up in the midst of the conference room. He was an incredibly tall, strange looking man with an eye replaced by a false golden one. “You went over your head, Horneko. Quite unlike yourself.”

The identity of the man was his father-in-law, Grizzley. Even in the current situation, with hardly any information available, he was still able to see through the circumstance with clarity.

“It appears to be so,” Horneko admitted honestly.

Once he did, the major merchants seated to the either side of him turned and began to converse with one another.

The once quiet conference room became as rowdy as the market street of the Aege Harbor.

And in the midst of the chaos, another man stood up. He had challenged Horneko for a long time over the position of Viceroy of Aege Harbor. Though he was now without wealth or manpower and had fallen far enough to be in legitimate danger of losing his right to the title of major merchant, he was the only one in the conference room who had the authority to directly criticize Horneko.

“You’ve gone as far as make a deal with the Order of Extinction, which led to the ruin of your son in law’s country. And now even our homeland is in danger of annihilation because of you!” He shouted loud enough for spittle to be sprayed as he spoke. He must have had drank since midday, considering how red his face was and how powerful the stench of alcohol was coming from him. “This city is done for, Horneko! You did this!”

To this, a major merchant on Horneko’s faction immediately jumped to Horneko’s defense. “With what information are you making such an accusation? You don’t even know why he’s headed here. Do not make such hasty conclusions over the words of an informant. And even if the Enemy of the World were to come here out of anger, what guarantee is there that his objective is the destruction of this city?”

“Clarice.”

“Clarice? Are you talking about that songstress?”

“Yes. That woman said this: All places the Enemy of the World visits are reduced to ruin without exception. Panchuria, La Grange, Ixion. It appears Aege Harbor is next!”

“That’s enough of your nonsense!”

Horneko observed the chaos unfolding in the meeting room with half closed eyes. He was fully aware of the occasional glances that were thrown in his direction, filled with distrust. But what good was any of this now.

Horneko made up his mind and took off the ring on his hand.

Grizzley’s false golden eye flickered. The ring was the official seal of the Viceroy of Aege that had been passed down since the days of the Kingdom of Rutheginea.

The fact that Horneko had taken this off of his hand in front of everyone meant only one thing.

“I apologize for such short notice, but…” Horneko put the ring on the table before him, and the meeting room that had been riled up instantly calmed down as if splashed by cold water.

Horneko pushed the lusterless gold seal forward and continued to speak in a voice full of anguish. “For personal reasons, I shall permanently resign from the position of Viceroy of the Free Independent City State of Aege Harbor.” Horneko left behind the ring in the meeting room that had been stunned into silence and made his exit.

The silence continued for a few moments after the door had been closed. But there were soon sounds of loud bickering coming from the room. Though many major merchants sat within, not a single person followed him out. In any other circumstance, more than half of them would have followed him out to show their solidarity. But now that he had relinquished his authority, not one person gave a damn about his retirement.

A ruthless, heartless world where only profits were king; This was the default state of all relationships in Aege Harbor.

I had thought it would be different for me

Viceroy Grizzley’s lonely retirement was being replayed with an uncanny likeness.

Without a single guard or spy, Horneko returned to the office he now had to empty out. In there was a man already waiting for him. Altugius Xero of the Order of Extinction.

It was quite the irony that the only man who had come to visit him in his lonely retirement was not a merchant he knew for years but a difficult man he had come to know recently for a negotiation.

“The Enemy of the World has slain your son in law and is now on his way here,” Altugius said in his characteristic booming voice.

“I already know.” Horneko shook his hand that was now free of the seal of the viceroy ring that left behind an indent to mark its absence. “But I am no longer anything of consequence. For any other business matters now and in the future, please bring it up with whomever becomes anointed as the next viceroy,” Horneko said as he reached deep into a drawer to retrieve something.

It was a small bottle containing a blue liquid, a potent poison by the name of ‘Droplet of the Primordial God.’

A single droplet of this liquid was not only fatal, but it could also melt the body whole, completely removing the possibility that necromancy could be used on the remains.

It was an appropriate final solution for those who were worried not only for their end but also for what was to come after death.

Horneko was fully intent on using this on himself with the Enemy of the World watching, believing that this was the one and only way available to him to leave lasting damage against the man.

“Please go to him, to the next viceroy,” Horneko said as he collected the bottle.

But Altugius did not so much as respond. After a heavy moment of silence passed between them, Altugius finally opened his mouth. “The one I had come to make a deal with was not the Viceroy of the Allied Merchant Coalitions but with you, the individual by the name of Drovid Horneko, Altugius said as he turned to glance at the scroll that was left abandoned on a small table by the window.

“Only you possess the ability to bring out the maximum potential of that scroll.”

“So that was your true objective all along,” Horneko replied with a wide grin. “I thought that might be the case.” Which was why Horneko hadn’t laid a finger on the scroll and warned the janitors to go nowhere near it. As a result, the scroll lay on the table to be exposed to the sun, becoming increasingly covered in dust.

“Why me?” he asked. “Why must it be me who uses that scroll?” He knew vaguely what the scrolls of the Order of Extinction were for. He understood that they were tools of self-destruction that could temporarily grant the caster great power in exchange for their lives. But he didn’t know any more detail than that. Especially why Altugius was so set on having him use it.

“It was a direct order from our leader,” Altugius replied.

“The leader of the Order of Extinction…? That Fritz Schnellmerker character?”

To this, Altugius shook his head strongly. “He is certainly a passionate and talented man, but he is no leader to us. There is another who is our true leader.”

“Hoh…?” He was truly a merchant down to his core; to instinctively weigh the value of information he received even during a moment as gloomy and desperate as the present.

“The leader is someone you know well,” Altugius continued to say.

“Who could it be?” Horneko tried to think for a moment but quickly gave up. Trying to identify a person without a shred of clues was no different from looking for a specific grain of sand on a beach.

However, a specific individual suddenly came too his mind.

“Could it be…?” Horneko laughed as if the idea was unbelievable.

“The leader has specifically pointed you out. The conclusion was made after meeting with you in person.”

“What conclusion?” Horneko asked.

To this, Altugius’s clear eyes flashed as he replied carefully in an ominous voice. “That you are the man most fit to become the avatar of the overseer of the Merchant class, Isaac Laccetem.”

Altugius turned around. From dark smoke, a subordinate of his emerged and whispered something to Altugius.

It was time for them to take their leave.

“The choice is yours, Drovid Horneko.”

Altugius left after speaking those words.

There were now only two choices for Horneko to choose from.

There was a slight difference in the outcome, but the result was the same. Either choice would lead to his inevitable doom.

The blue bottle would lead to a meaningless death for himself.

Meanwhile, the unholy scroll represented mutual destruction.

Neither side appealed to Horneko, but he had to make a choice.

He who had lived his entire life in between choices unexpectedly felt a childlike recklessness bubble up from between the corners of his mind.

Horneko’s now seal-less hand grabbed ahold of the blue bottle. He drained the entire bottle in one go, and with an unsteady step, he approached the table holding a scroll that was inexplicably giving off light. Arriving, he placed his hand on it.

His throat, tongue, even stomach had already melted away, leaving him bereft of any way to communicate. But filled with agony, despair, madness, and determination, his gaze seemed to say: [Now, shall we make a deal, Lesser God?]

The initial motivation may have been mere recklessness, but what drove him was unquestionable certainty that the being on the other side of the scroll wanted him far more than he did.

Even this old, aged body can be sold at an exorbitant price.

A black flame erupted from the man whose body already began to melt away, just as something fell to the floor with a clack.

It was the cross of the unbreakable vow that had been embedded in his heart.

***

At the entrance to the Aege Harbor, one man landed near the city walls atop a griffin.

Guards who had been taking shelter under the canopy located by the gates of the city noticed the man and recognized him instantly. They whispered amongst themselves.

“It’s the enemy of the world…”

“He has come…!”

The tenacious endurance of the Allied Merchant Coalition was in large part thanks to the reliability and speed of information they were able to obtain. It was already known across the entire Allied Merchant Coalition that Sungchul had come to kill Horneko, even though it had not yet been even an hour since Deheter had been slain.

“Well, anyway, is it okay to be so slow? What if the bad guy runs away meanwhile?” Bertelgia chirped.

“He cannot escape,” Sungchul replied calmly.

“Why not?”

Sungchul pointed at his heart close to where Bertelgia was riding.

“His heart is pierced by the unbreakable vow. Until his agreement with me is complete, he cannot leave this place. If he were to break this vow, he will be burnt away without a trace.”

“Hmm…”

“And even if there was no unbreakable vow, he will not be able to leave this place anyhow.” Sungchul turned his eyes toward a perfect cube of a building located at the center of Aege harbor.

The Bottomless Vault.

A building that contained the combined accumulated wealth of the Allied Merchant Coalitions, a building that could be described as the true heart of the coalition itself. It was said that contained within was enough gold to buy all material things in the world. And that turned out to be true. He had verified it himself with his own eyes.

The gates opened, and the leader of a mercenary company wearing a wide, befeathered hat yelled at Sungchul, “Horneko is no longer our Viceroy. Therefore, the Aege Harbor shall open its gates to you.”

Sungchul walked through the wide open gates of Aege Harbor, but as he entered, there were those running to escape from the city. They wore spectacular clothing, but the women with faces concealed by turbans and burley men were running away without turning back.

“Hmm? What’s that about?”

It seemed like they were waiting for an opportunity to escape.

Bertelgia shook her body to express her interest.

Sungchul was likewise curious about what those people were about, but seeing as his Transcendent Senses did not activate, they appeared to be nothing more than ordinary humans in an unrelated issue.

Sungchul walked down the main roads of the harbor city toward the office building of the viceroy to find the building’s doors were wide open to him, like the city gates.

Several of the major merchants draped in extravagant clothing were waiting for Sungchul and came to lower their head to him and tell Sungchul all about how Horneko already resigned from the position of viceroy and was subsequently excommunicated by the Allied Merchant Coalition in an emergency session, along with other information Sungchul didn’t ask about.

Once in the hallway of the building, he could hear voices of several younger merchants talking amongst themselves.

“So, it was all a lie?”

“He’s showing his true colors now that he’s lost his position.”

“He can eat good food before he’s killed. That’s understandable, right?”

They were looking into the office while gossiping.

Sungchul passed the younger merchants and approached the doors to the office of the viceroy.

From the open door came wafting a delicious aroma of food.

He placed his hand on the slightly ajar door and pushed it open.

Sungchul briefly doubted his eyes.

Within was an unbelievable array of food.

There were too many varieties of dishes arranged all over the room, and in the corner was a chef, cooking by the window to let out the smoke.

Beyond the tables, whose legs were buckling under the weight of food, was a man sitting with his back to the door, eating voraciously.

Horneko.

Sungchul glared at his back as he opened his mouth to speak in a low tone. “I’ve heard that the Viceroy of Aege was the world’s richest man who ate the humblest of meals composed of black bread and a cup of water. But I see that this was untrue.”

The man who was busy inhaling food paused, then the man grasped an exquisite bottle of wine to drain it whole before he turned around.

Sungchul’s face went rigid.

“Hiiii…” Bertelgia began to tremble.

His body had transformed into something that was difficult to call human.

Besides his aged and saggy eyes, nose, and forehead were pink colored flesh, wobbling like jelly. It looked like they were attached to him. It reminded Sungchul of Chimeras that crazed mages sometimes created.

“I do apologize, but I must ask for your forgiveness,” The former viceroy replied. “I’ve eaten nothing but that accursed black bread for an entire decade. I believe this level of indulgence is not too unreasonable.”

He turned back around to the table as he pointed at the documents that had fallen to the ground.

“That’s the report from messengers that had been sent out to all the nations. It will show you a rough idea of what the World Parliament you called for will look like, so please take a look.

Sungchul picked up the documents from the ground.

And as was stated, the documents contained the results of the messenger ships that had been sent out by the merchants coalition to deliver his message.

Of those reports, one result in particular affected him more than the others.

[Human Empire – Not Attending]

William.

Not long after Sungchul read the documents, the being that was not human nor quite monster stood up.

“I am an honest merchant; I keep any promises that I make. Sincerely and faithfully.”

His massive stomach concealed under the black clothes rippled like water.

Noticing the unholy energies of a Lesser God growing stronger, Sungchul took out Fal Garaz.

Must things always end this way? He thought, just as Horneko’s body erupted into black flames.

Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted and laid bare the information on the being before him.

[Immortal Isaac Laccetem]
[The first Merchant, One Consumed by Greed]


The name of the immortal was first to show up.

Sungchul had a strange feeling about what he read, but then another line of words appeared before him.

[Horneko, the King of Illeboro] 

The earth began to shake. What is this? In the midst of unbearable tremors of the earth, Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted. And what it detected were tiny, microscopic particles.

In the tiny grains too small to see with the naked eye was some sort of bright energy that seemed to calm and soothe the mind.

Those particles quickly filled the air around Sungchul and Horneko, then, with a crack splitting the air, the walls between Sungchul and Horneko split apart.

A piercing cry rang out from all over the building.

This might be serious.

The one he was facing was a Lesser God, one that was likely very powerful even among them. It was wiser to observe for now rather than engage in a hasty attack.

This was not a decision he made purely from experience but was reinforced by his Transcendent Senses as well. It informed him that Horneko was in the middle of powering up and that surrounding him were terrifying traps of unfathomable power.

The building began to collapse in earnest, and Sungchul broke through the ceiling for now and escaped to the outside.

The office building of the viceroy, the well balanced and decorated landmark of Aege harbor that faithfully served the city for many generations, was disintegrating.

The people of Aege were panicking due to the unexpected earthquake and didn’t know what to do. There had never been an earthquake in this region in history.

Once outside, Sungchul was able to observe where the tiny particles he had seen in Horneko’s room were coming from. They were spewing out from the earth itself.

What the hell is going on?

All the Lesser Gods he had seen up until now required some form of human sacrifice in order to manifest themselves into the world. To come breaking into the world themselves, they required immense quantities of sacrifices. To transform a medium into a form of their liking, they sometimes sacrificed members of their own crazed cultists. Some even murdered the innocents directly to steal away their life energies.

First Fly.

Sungchul rose into the sky and began an incantation for Meteor as he continued to observe the situation.

Although it used nearly half as much mana as Starlight, it had a comparable level of destructive potential. And more than anything, nothing was as efficient as a baptism of Meteor shower in taking care of annoying obstacles and debris.

The incantation was completed, and soon a magic formation appeared high in the sky, pulling meteors down toward the office of the viceroy.

[Echo x 7]

As a result of Echo’s effects, seven additional meteors joined the first in striking against the remains of the building of the viceroy, resulting in massive booms and concussions of destruction.

Under the hail of meteors, the historical landmark that once held the office of the viceroy was being ground into dust.

As the dust swirled, Sungchul detected black flames amidst the rubble, and as he had predicted, the being enveloped in the flames steadily grew larger and larger into something gigantic.

“What the hell is that…? A centipede?!” Bertelgia had poked a bit of herself out of the pocket and let out sounds of disgust and horror as she muttered to herself.

And as she had thought, the being within the flames was transforming into something akin to a centipede. This strange, gigantic creature broke through the debris of the building to reveal its form surrounded by black flames.

“Ahhh!”

“Save me!”

As cries of terror rang out from below, Sungchul was reminded of the gigantic snake he had met in the Transcendent World and the advent of the god-like Sidmia in Ixion.

Could it be that Horneko is trying to attempt ascension? Even without any sacrifices?

The black centipede seemed to have lost all sense of reason and moved only by instinct. Soon, the thousands of legs scrabbled through the rubble to carry it away toward something.

The centipede that seemed to grow endlessly larger climbed over the worn out canvasses of the market square, arcades, and roofs of old homes to make its way north.

Sungchul raised his altitude to watch the monster. Everywhere it went, holy energies in the form of particles were extracted from the ground and sucked into the monster’s black flames.

After seeing this, Sungchul knew for certain that it was not humans the monster that was once called Horneko needed to consume but the blessed energies that was contained within the very earth of Aege Harbor itself.

This was something he couldn’t stop. No method existed for Sungchul to destroy the entirety of the region of Aege Harbor and the lands upon which it stood.

Being able to accomplish such a feat was firmly in the realm of gods.

“Uh, wouldn’t it be a good idea for us to run away?” She had seen a great many enemies until now, but even in her eyes, this new foe must have seemed outrageously dangerous.

As if the scar left behind by Kaz’s attack was aching, she trembled and hid deeper into his pocket.

Bertelgia was right.

Marakia had once said that the protocol employed by his people when facing human tribes utilizing the power of the Lesser Gods were to simply leave the area until it was over.

The Lesser Gods were beings unpermitted in this world, so there was no method available to them to remain in the world for too long.

If that was correct, then it would be the right decision to leave behind the crumbling Aege Harbor and head toward the boarder to the Nimpas Kingdom to return to Sylphid that was waiting for him.

The nations of the world were already informed of the new session of the World Parliament thanks to Horneko, so it would be enough to await the delegates to arrive at Ixion.

But several subtle emotions prevented Sungchul from leaving.

One was his question about the reason for such a hideous appearance.

For what reason and to what end?

Sungchul had neither the strategic mind of Schnellmerker nor the foresight to see the big picture like the emperor. He was a field commander through and through, who dealt with emerging situations with quick response and moments of inspiration.

But even that responsiveness or decisiveness was only possible after one understood generally what was going on.

The strategic goals Sungchul acted upon didn’t necessarily require comprehensive understanding of the situation, but it still needed a basic understanding of the circumstance to determine what would be the best course of action.

His experiences on the battlefield were telling him that there was something seriously wrong with what was going on below him.

Horneko, who was still undergoing transformation into the shape of the Lesser God… No, the being that used to be Horneko wrapped around the Bottomless Vault with its disgusting body and legs like some sort of snake. There was no hint of overt hostility toward Sungchul nor any desire to fight. Like an insect with nothing but instinct, he was completely engrossed in the Bottomless Vault as if it was his prey.

And also sucking out the energies from the earth everywhere it went and causing earthquakes.

“What are you thinking about so deeply?” Bertelgia woke Sungchul from his contemplative stupor. He felt a strong vibration from her that helped cast away all the doubts and thoughts taking over his mind and focused on simpler conclusions.

It’s possible that all of this was unintended by those who gave Horneko the scroll.

Anyone who had ever created plans would agree with the statement that nothing ever went smoothly. However, there was yet another reason Sungchul could not simply leave just yet.

Aege Harbor was being torn apart by the earthquake caused by what used to be Horneko. Right before his eyes, the lives of thousands, or tens of thousands of people were in mortal danger.

“Everyone, this way!”

“Please escape through here!”

The densely packed buildings that were built without adhering to the most basic of city planning were crumbling and falling apart like houses made of mud.

“Save me!”

“Someone, help me please!”

He could hear desperate cries for help from all directions.

Soon, a gigantic building below Sungchul collapsed.

It was the notorious Allied Merchant Coalition’s Stock Exchange Building.

Those who had gathered to gamble on others’ lives in this place were now trapped under its rubble and unable to escape.

“Anyone… anyone, save me!”

Those possessing a good amount of strength or high acumen in magic were able to escape on their own, but most of the inhabitants were stuck in the open area at the center, watching the dust and debris fall from the ceiling that looked like it was ready to collapse at any moment, like prisoners watching their executioner.

He couldn’t simply ignore what was going on.

It was quite the strange thing. He was no hero. But here he was, wanting to save human garbage, whose death would not affect him in the slightest, now or ever.

Sungchul clearly recalled the ridiculous conversation between two people sitting in front of the Stock Exchange Building, hoping for a war to start.

But for some reason, something was tying Sungchul down. It was the same as that time in Panchuria.

He risked his life to cross the city and pull on the chains that tied the city. Back in La Grange, he searched for the two that were responsible for resurrecting tens of thousands of people with a zeal that could cause fires to combust.

Sungchul was feeling a similar feeling to those moments.

Distasteful

A dark shadow was cast beneath Sungchul’s eyes.

He had thought that this was just an extension of his feelings of rebellion against the ruling elites of the world that sought nothing but their own gains. At least, this feeling was strong back in Panchuria. But now he knew for certain that there was something more fundamental than a momentary inspiration that was spurring him on.

“What… are you thinking about?” Bertelgia noticed a change in Sungchul’s heartbeat and asked carefully.

“Just a moment, Bertelgia.”

Sungchul descended almost immediately after he spoke and landed on the roof of the Stock Exchange Building that had split in half.

Fal Garaz appeared in his hands. “Everyone, back off!” he commanded in a thunderous bellow. “Move away from the roof!” Sungchul yelled indifferently.

He lifted Fal Garaz high above his head, and soon God-like strength ran through his body, then a powerful strike landed on the roof with a crash and a boom like thunder.

The rubble that had been trapping people underneath was blown away by his god-like strength, as if washed away by rain, and those who were trapped and awaiting their death could see the light of day and the sky once more. And with that light flooding in from behind him, the figure of the man seemed almost venerable.

“Th… Is that the Enemy of the World?”

“Did the Enemy of the World rescue us?”

Light returned to the eyes of merchants and their lackeys that had long been blinded by avarice.

Sungchul had no intentions of asking or receiving any compensation from them. He abandoned those who looked upon him like some sort of savior and immediately moved onto the next building.

It was an apartment structure, where the lower class members of the city lived together. The city was already dense beyond capacity, but this place had been illegally modified to have many more rooms to maximize profits from rent, causing the place to resemble a chicken coop.

And the seven story human chicken coop was buckling due to the earthquake.

A person with the ability level of a knight could simply jump down, but the lower class inhabitants were those of normal human abilities, crying and flailing about the crumbling building.

Sungchul used his own body to bear the weight of the building, ordering those inside, “Go now, get out of the building!”

As the apartment stopped shaking, the people within raced each other to get out. An elderly man tripped near the stairs at the entrance and several men trampled him on their way out, but before Sungchul could shout at them, several young men helped the old man up.

Sungchul’s wrath subsided, and under his protection, hundreds of people were able to reach safety.

But the situation was far from over.

Sungchul verified that the majority of the inhabitants escaped before he let go of the building, and the human coop collapsed into a heap as if made of mud, kicking up a large amount of dust.

Using Fly once more, Sungchul shot up high up into the sky to glare at the cause of all this misery.

The centipede that once carried the name of Horneko was still wrapped around the Bottomless Vault and remained still. He noticed that the flames around Horneko’s body had subsided a great deal, but it didn’t seem to him that it was proof of Horneko losing his strength.

There was something else shining in the light of the flames.

It was luster, a strange one of impossibly beautiful rainbow colors that revealed itself in the absence of the black flames.

The Transcendent Senses informed him that astronomical energies of the earth were gathering into Horneko.

Just what are you trying to do?

As Sungchul was asking his question, another round of earthquakes shook Aege Harbor.

Screams were heard from all over the city, and flames started to spread. The affluent ones attempted to escape the city on airships, but just as the airships carrying the wealthy were about cut anchor and fly away to safety, something unbelievably large flew up from below and destroyed the ships on their way up.

Sungchul couldn’t believe his eyes.

The objects that destroyed countless airships were float stones… no, they were large masses of stones that had every right to be called floating isles.

A massive amount of gold the airships were carrying escaped from the fragments of the airships and spilled back to the ground along with the debris.

Soon, one line of text appeared before all eyes in Aege Harbor.

[None may escape.]
[Relinquish your gold]


As soon as those words appeared, everyone in the city turned to look at the rainbow colored centipede as if it was agreed upon.

The centipede had penetrated the outer walls of the Bottomless Vault and was busy consuming something with its horizontal mouth. It was the most basic and fundamental symbol of wealth.

Gold.

Then the gold-eating centipede suddenly turned its body to look toward Sungchul, and another text appeared.

[You, you have a lot of gold. I can smell it.] 

It was a text visible only to Sungchul.

It’s unfortunate but it’s time to leave this place.

Just as he was about to turn and fly away, the air around Sungchul began to warp, and Sungchul couldn’t hide his surprise. Something that shouldn’t be possible was happening. The Soul Storage was being opened on its own.

It can open the Soul Storage without permission?

He had never heard of such an ability.

Soul Storage was one of the blessings granted by God to greatly increase one’s capacity for possessions. As one of the Soul Contracts, Soul Storage could only be created by artisans of a rare class by the name of Soul Smelter. Although it was treated like an otherwise ordinary tool, it was widely known that objects placed inside Soul Storage could not be stolen by another.

In other words, it was the safest and the most effective tool for storing one’s possession that most closely represented God’s will.

But at the moment, he was experiencing an event that completely nullified the value of such a tool.

Sungchul’s Soul Storage was opening without Sungchul’s permission and began to drop something.

It was coffers of gold containing the Unmarked Coins of the Allied Merchant Coalition.

Son of a bitch.

He didn’t care for a coffer or two. But hidden within his Soul Storage were things that meant the world to him, things that represented the life that he had lived. That rainbow colored centipede was attempting to force those things out into the world.

The Transcendent Senses was telling him that the centipede was currently focused on the man with the most gold aside from itself. In other words, Sungchul himself.

This situation might be karma from the theft of the contents of the Bottomless Vault nine years ago coming back to bite him.

[Relinquish your gold!]

An angry voice seemed to echo directly into his mind.

In an instant, Sungchul understood what condition his enemy was in at the moment. There was nothing left of Horneko inside that centipede.

The unquenchable greed had finally consumed him whole. Just like the Lesser God who had merged with him did long ago.

The Lesser God Issac Laccetem absorbed the life energy of the earth and Horneko was seeking gold.

The avarice of each of these two beings were fusing into one to devour not only Aege Harbor whole but also Sungchul along with it.

But Sungchul possessed an ace up his sleeve.

“Horneko!” Sungchul shouted toward the beast.

The centipede raised its head toward him and froze.

Sungchul pushed out the gold that was filling up the exit of his Soul Storage to extract a document from within.

The identity of the document was the contract between Horneko and himself, listing a number of duties Horneko was dutybound to fulfill in exchange for Sungchul staying in Aege for two weeks.

Although it seemed no different from an ordinary contract, the witness and arbiter of this contract was none other than the God of Neutrality. And enforcing it was the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow.

Sungchul glanced at one particular item from the contract before turning to look at the golden centipede.

“I was promised a flag bearing the colors of the Allied Merchant Coalition! I demand you carry out your duty as recorded in this contract immediately!”

There was a Cross of the Unbreakable Vow embedded in Horneko’s heart. Even if Horneko had transformed into a Lesser God, a Lesser God was just a Lesser God and could not overcome the authority of higher tier beings like the God of Neutrality.

Therefore, as long as the cross was still impaling his heart, breaking the vow would deal a mortal blow to him.

Whether Horneko had any sanity remaining was irrelevant, since this contract didn’t make any provisions for leniency for such an event.

“I shall give you one minute of time! Answer my question immediately!”

A line in the document began to glow brightly as, guaranteed by the God of Neutrality, the contract began to perform its divine duty.

But before the minute was over, the entire body of the centipede trembled before it puked out a golden colored liquid of terrible stench.

Sungchul quickly moved away from his present location to avoid being splashed by it.

With a sizzling hiss, everything the yellow liquid touched quickly corroded. It melted away buildings in no time and even exposed the earth underneath.

King’s Drought? No, but it’s a similar liquid.

It was clear that it was a highly caustic acid without a doubt, which was befitting as the stomach acid of a being that ate gold.

Whatever the reason, the attack now satisfied the condition that Sungchul had wanted. Horneko’s attack was a clear violation of his own contract. The promise of non-violence against the other party in a deal was the most basic and fundamental duty that underlay negotiations of every type. And Horneko broke this sacred rule.

Now all Sungchul had to do was watch the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow incinerate Horneko into oblivion.

But nothing happened.

Sungchul doubted his eyes.

Could it be that the powers of the God of Neutrality can be nullified by the Lesser Gods?

Not long after he had this thought, a small flame rose up from not too far away. It was a flame of a different nature from the other fires that were burning the entirety of Aege Harbor. One that had the aura of divine power.

It was the flames from the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow.

But instead of Horneko the centipede, it was rising up from the ruins of a building that no longer remained.

Sungchul discovered that the holy flames that appeared for a moment had been from where the office of the viceroy had been.

Could it be that he removed the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow somehow? That can’t be… That’s imposs…

Just as the word impossible crossed his mind, he changed his mind to assume that it was not impossible.

The beings known as the five principal gods were not true gods like the one Sungchul had met. Therefore, the concept of absolute did not belong to them.

With a retching sound tearing the air, there was no time to think, as Horneko puked more of the caustic yellow acid that corroded everything.

This time, it wasn’t aimed at Sungchul but in the direction of the sky.

The acid rose high into the sky until it was momentarily stopped by the pull of gravity. It then split into thousands, tens of thousands, millions of droplets and descended over the entire region of Aege Harbor. A literal rain of death.

This came pouring down upon the destroyed harbor.

Fuck.

The scale was completely different from any other enemy he had ever fought before.

Sungchul immediately searched for anything to block the falling rain. It didn’t matter what it was. Rubble from destroyed buildings or even airships, anything to protect himself from the descending caustic acid.

Luckily, there was a floating isle that broke free and was rising up not too far away.

Sungchul poured all the magic power he had within him to fly like a comet toward the isle and entrusted his body underneath it.

As he clung onto the bottom of the floating isle, the rain of death passed by him.

And hanging from there, he was able to observe the final moment of Aege Harbor.

Those who had somehow managed to survive until now were melted away by the rain or died upon breathing in deadly gases released by the acid.

In some way, this rain represented true equality for all those in Aege Harbor. For the same fate befell all without prejudice, rich or poor.

[Relinquish your gold!] The colossal centipede shouted at Sungchul.

Sungchul was already floating away from Aege Harbor atop the floating isle. There didn’t seem to be a way for a centipede that crawled over land to come chasing after him. So he thought about escaping from this place by riding the floating isle to wherever it was headed.

The Transcendent Senses informed him that Horneko’s influence over his Soul Storage was growing weaker. Although it felt like he had forgotten about something, Sungchul didn’t wish to fight against a difficult enemy for no clear reason. He had only one life, and there were far too many he still had to kill.

While he was lost in thought, Horneko’s gargantuan body receded once before it straightened out again, making a strange noise like geyser before a stream of lethal acid fired in a straight line. It flew accurately toward the floating isle Sungchul was riding and found its mark.

Sungchul immediately abandoned the dissolving floating isle and floated in the air, sensing dangerous energies from below.

Sungchul then watched as the thousands of legs of the colossal centipede each stepped on their own magic formation to climb up into the air.

This is on a different level from whatever small fry was attached to the King of Nimpas.

As the centipede began its ascent into the air, the energies imbued within the earth were absorbed at an explosively faster rate.

As a side effect, the land beneath Aege escaped the shackles of gravity and quickly began to rise into the sky.

Sungchul was able to watch from a high altitude as Aege Harbor became submerged under the ocean as the lands ascended into the sky.

It was a pitiful finale for a historical city that long functioned as the largest center of trade in the world.

Now there was no choice open to Sungchul except to fight his enemy.

“Bertelgia, hold on tight.”

A cold look settled in Sungchul’s eyes. And around him, magic formations began to appear. His most powerful spell, Starlight, was materializing.

And at the same time, the seven Soul Stones likewise began casting the same spell.

Now, aptly named, “Starlight, Thirteen Combo…!”

Sungchul was trying to recreate the same technique he had used against King Deheter.

“Why are you so weird?” Bertelgia was instantly upset at Sungchul’s shenanigans, but he pretended not to hear and completed the incantations.

Fal Garaz in one hand and Ryze Hymerr’s staff in the other, he glared down at the centipede that was charging up toward him.

Soon, the primordial light emerged from the tip of his staff.

Six chain casting with seven simultaneous cast, it was an attack that called upon every bit of his magic power.

Sungchul had already verified earlier that while he had full mana, his magical capacity could handle this much load without additional intake of potions.

There is no follow up. I’m already experiencing potion stacking effects.

Even as he fired thirteen simultaneous beams of the primordial light, Sungchul had no expectation that this would be enough to kill Horneko. The beast was far stronger than Deheter and even underwent transformation.

After the thirteen rays of light dissipated, Sungchul flew backward and watched to see how Horneko would fare from the barrage of light.

The light faded away, and the form of Horneko became visible again.

Sungchul’s eyes twitched.

Horneko was unharmed. No, it would be more accurate to say that he was unaffected.

Sungchul realized that the glistening rainbow colored shell of this monster possessed an impossible level of magic resistance.

[Relinquish your gold!]

The manifestation of avarice that was now incapable of thinking about anything other than gold continued to rapidly climb up into the sky as it gave off an eerie and strange roar.

Sungchul watched Horneko approach as he recalled the basic lessons taught to him during his earliest days as a beginner adventurer by the Adventurer’s Guild. The middle-aged guild master who was likely long dead had told him, “All monsters have their weaknesses. Insect type monsters are most vulnerable to blunt weapons.”

The hand holding Fal Garaz gripped the handle stronger.

The answer was in the closest place.

The problem was, how did he make his approach to execute the strike?

Although he might be able to withstand the acid attack once or twice with his powerful endurance or perhaps the help of a weapon of Calamity, Sungchul did not wish for his only precious set of clothes to melt nor go through the terrible experience of his skin melting.

The geyser sound warned of another attack as Horneko fired caustic acid.

Sungchul flew up as fast as he could to avoid the acid. But even this method would not work for long. There was a maximum altitude the magic Fly could take him. And judging from the freezing cold temperature of the wind, he was quickly reaching that limit.

Bertelgia was trembling wordlessly in his pocket, perhaps from the cold or from the air pressure.

[Relinquish your gold!] Horneko’s voice could be heard again.

To this, Sungchul’s eyes glistened.

The answer was so close.

Horneko’s horizontal lips opened once more to spray the acid again, and Sungchul’s empty hand searched in the air, using his Soul Storage.

The pocket dimension where his hands touched was full of gold coins that had been pulled by Horneko’s ability.

It’s a bit of a shame, but it can’t be helped.

Sungchul opened the Soul Storage with his hands still in it, and the gold contained within began to spill out.

The glistening gold caught the rays of the sun as it fell. Like a rain of gold.

[Gold!]

Despite monsters possessing incomparably more powerful durable bodies than ordinary humans, the reason they were easily denigrated to the status of prey was because they lacked high intelligence.

Horneko was no different.

He who was consumed by greed, rather than a higher level of being by the name of a Lesser God, was exhibiting behavior more appropriate for a low class of monsters.

Sungchul watched Horneko moved as he intended without too much interest. The monster quickly positioned itself under the gold spilling out from Sungchul’s Soul Storage and was greedily preoccupied eating up the gold from the Bottomless Vault.

It was a twisted, cruel joke of fate that the gold Sungchul had pillaged from the Bottomless Vault was being returned in a fashion no one could have imagined.

As he felt the very last remaining gold coin escape his Soul Storage, he flew straight down toward the centipede that was distracted with its heart meal.

The hand holding Fal Garaz was raised up high.

Sungchul glared at Horneko’s glistening rainbow colored head as he put his god-like strength into his right hand.

[All gold belongs to me!]

Just as Horneko’s voice began to echo in his mind, Fal Garaz made impact.

It was a satisfying and heavy strike against the head of the golden centipede.

There was nothing in the world, no matter how strong of a Lesser God it had been, that could survive one proper blow from Sungchul’s God-like strike until now. But Horneko was different.

The avatar of avarice’s colossal body trembled once and withstood Sungchul’s strike.

But just because he survived one blow didn’t mean he could survive two.

Sungchul held onto the feelers as thick as trees with his left hand and anchored his body firmly. With an expressionless determination, he began his merciless beating, each strike letting out a thunderous noise.

[A… No!!]

There was no answer to his punishment, and punishment had the strange effect of bringing humans to their senses.

Within Sungchul’s mind, the sound of Horneko voice sounded human for the first time since the transformation.

[S… Stop!]

But his cry for mercy only fed Sungchul’s sadism. Holding firm to the feelers, Sungchul did not rest his hammer, the percussive blows vibrating through the beast into his feet until finally, the rainbow colored carapace was shattered and the head was broken.

Sungchul was unmoved and continued to swing his hammer.

He didn’t stop until his opponent stopped breathing.

[N… No more…]

The Transcendent Senses informed Sungchul that the Lesser God that had advanced into Aege Harbor was now slain.

Once the hammer stopped, the gigantic centipede lost its magical foothold and free fell toward the ground.

Sungchul let go of the feelers and remained in the air. He watched emotionlessly as the centipede fell between the endless stream of floating isles rising from the former Aege Harbor that was in the middle of joining the ocean.

The centipede’s body disintegrated in the air as it fell.

What spilled out from the torn guts of this giant was melted gold.

The avatar of avarice that had consumed not only the gold of the Bottomless Vault but also all of Sungchul’s gold, sprayed a shower of liquified gold into the submerging Aege Harbor as it came apart.

The last words of the fallen was carried by the wind and picked up by Sungchul’s ears.

[I am… the King of Illeboro…]

[The wealthiest of them all…]

Something shining was spotted from within the disintegrating body, and Sungchul quickly snatched it out of the air.

It was an ancient looking key. But this key contained immense possibilities.

[The key of Troimea’s Vault keeper]
Tier: Mythic
Type: Item
Effect: Open others’ Soul Storage.
Note: The key of the gods’ storage keeper. Only the most faithful and honest may possess this key.


He had obtained an unbelievable item.

Such things exist…

While Sungchul was awestruck by his newly obtained trophy, the golden liquid merged with the ocean and turned the ocean gold.

“So beautiful… But it’s so beautiful that… it’s that much more tragic.” Bertelgia said in a small voice as she watched the scene.

Sungchul nodded without a word and slowly made his descent. But in the next moment, there was a heavy tremor. Another earthquake.

How can that be? Horneko is already dead.

Sungchul stopped his descent and paid close attention to the new tremor that was taking a hold of Aege Harbor, and soon the cause of the tremors made its appearance.

Something was rising up from below the surface of the golden waters.

A Floating Isle? No, this is something different.

Sungchul watched as an immense castle or tower-like structure broke through the ocean surface and rose into the air.

It didn’t take long for the tremors to stop as the large structure that emerged from below the floating isles that used to be Aege Harbor descended toward it as if pulled.

“W… What is this? I can feel a ridiculous amount of holy energies from it.” Bertelgia trembled as she commented.

Sungchul experienced the same thing.

From the unbelievable scale of the structure, he felt both awe and incredibly small. This was completely different from what he had felt when he’d been close to other divine structures he had come across, such as the Summoning Palace or the Tower of Recluse.

It resembled the strangeness he had felt when he first met Horneko.

“Wait… could this be…” Sungchul muttered out loud, his eyes trembling slightly.

“What’s wrong? What is it?”

Sungchul gently stroked Bertelgia in response and replied in a steady but slightly excited voice.

“Could this be the true prize that the Order of Extinction was after?”

There was no proof. The evidence was weak, and Sungchul’s experience and intuition was preventing him from wholly believing in the theory. However, before the overwhelmingly large divine structure, all doubts and questions were blown away without a trace.

As Sungchul approached, the doors to the structure opened on its own. He recalled the feelings he had experienced back when he saw the dead god at the top of the stairs and read the text that appeared before him.

[God’s Trial]
[Dungeon – Aegehios]


In unfathomably distant past, long forgotten and lost, there were paths to immortality the immortals did everything in their power to eliminate.

This was the moment when, after an untold passage of time, it made its appearance once again into the world.

Sungchul boldly put one foot into the dungeon as he thought to himself, Order of Extinction, I do not know what it is that you are after. But I shall see with my own eyes just what is contained within this. What prize is waiting, what it is that can be obtained.

The ones responsible for Bertelgia’s injury, Order of Extinction. The revenge against them started here.

I shall take all that can be taken and claim all that can only have one master.

Sungchul’s eyes glistened.

***

Southern border of the empire.

Close to the territories of the former allied Kingdom of High Forge, dozens of airships hung in the air in formation. Boradin, the commander of the 11th Fleet, was a soldier through and through. He was looking out over the border that was enveloped in silence.

He had thought this was going to be an easy assignment. At the time he was given his orders, he’d been more concerned about how to minimize collateral damage to the conquered lands without sacrificing too much time rather than achieving victory.

But perhaps it was the soldier’s senses he had developed over countless battles as one of the original members of the legendary Golden Lion Brigade under the direct command of the emperor, that the lands that he looked at across the border seemed to be hiding something too dangerous to approach.

“Admiral, your orders, sir,” his second in command said as if urging him on.

And no wonder why; this was both a low difficulty mission as well as one that demanded expedience, for there were fleets engaged in fierce combat with other coalition states to enforce the empire’s demands.

In the background, the threat to the empire was becoming very real. The miasma of death had already reached the beaches of the Eastern nations. Having been hit the hardest by both the Calamity of Colossi as well as the Miasma of Death were the easterners, who were now engaging in suspicious activities on the eastern border.

To the west and northwest were the powerful nations of the Ancient Kingdom and the Elven Kingdom, who were in the middle of growing their armies. According to scouts, the Sword Masters of the Ancient Kingdom were already taking action alone or in small groups.

In the midst of all this chaos, the Order of Extinction was plotting to unleash another round of devastation in the heart of the empire, La Grange. While the empire was beset by problems at home and abroad, the world’s most dangerous man, the Enemy of the World, arbitrarily decided to announce a session of World Parliament.

In preparation for eventualities that were soon to come, the emperor desired the elimination of weaker enemies that posed a potential threat later down the line.

That was why Boradin had been dispatched to the border of one of the relatively weaker targets, the Kingdom of High Forge, but he was getting a terrible premonition about his mission.

Even so, he had no time to waste and decided to put his bets on luck rather than his gut feeling and ordered the fleet to advance.

But only a few minutes into their advance, “Unidentified potentially dangerous entities spotted at twelve o’ clock!”

The mages wearing their coned hats were casting their spells to see what this man looked like, but Boradin was faster with his binoculars in checking out who was in front of them.

“That’s…?!”

It was only one individual. But this one person was staring down at the fleet, standing confidentially with his feet spread like he was going to take on the whole fleet on his own.

Boradin’s bad premonition continued to grow heavier.

As if to prove Boradin’s concerns genuine, the man was soon consumed by black flames.

What he was watching too closely matched with the description of beings that could seriously threaten the empire that he had been briefed by the emperor on just the day before.

That can’t be, that technique belongs to the Order of Extinction. How did such a weak nation like the Kingdom of High Forge…?

This was no time to think. He immediately turned around and shouted, “All ships! Retreat! Fall back!”

But even before his orders could reach all his ships, a large number of magic formations appeared in the sky.

It was the formations corresponding to Meteor.

A rather ordinary spell. But more and more magic formations for Meteor kept on appearing without end.

Boradin gulped as he beheld the terrible sight of the cloud of magic above them grow and completely block the view of the skies beyond.

“Mother f…”

Meteorites dropped down from above like angry droplets of rain. Under this devastating rain of death, many airships of the empire were destroyed and brought down.

The empire’s retaliation was likewise phenomenally fierce.

The surviving ships of the fleet brought to bear the full extent of their terrifying arsenal in a counterattack, razing the capital of the small kingdom off the map in revenge.

Once the world-shattering bombardments came to a halt, the only thing remaining in the fields were fire and ashes.

The few survivors of both the Kingdom of High Forge and the Imperial Fleet were interrupted from their nihilistic stupor when something rose up to the sky from below ground.

This structure was far too large to have been built by human hands. In the future, it would come to be called a dungeon, a path to immortality.

Around the time Aege Harbor was annihilated, the world began to change dramatically. There were changes taking place in other areas as well.

Empty and abandoned in the aftermath of the total destruction of demons, on the inhospitable lands of the demon realm of fire and ice, an impossibly large gate opened up, and a gathering of people slowly walked out of this gate from beyond.

Barbarians, or those who visually fit the image of barbarians in attire and appearance, took in the sights of this new world with faces full of fear and curiosity.

There were several thousand of them… and soon their numbers multiplied to tens of thousands.

One surprising thing of note was the presence of new life. With cries and laughter of children and babies, the beings long banished from this world remained healthy as they walked with the horde.

Someone’s voice reverberated from inside the gate.

[Thou shall listen!]

It carried a such holy energies, it made people tremble.

The instant the voice spoke, tens of thousands of this mysterious tribe bowed toward the gate in unison.

[Spread out before you is a new world. One that you, the chosen people, must conquer and master. I shall impose two duties to you all.]

The being beyond the gate continued after a brief moment of silence.

[First is Harvest! Kill any and all people of the old age. Kill them and wipe them out, and make an offering of their hearts and souls to us as sacrifice.]

The barbarians nodded without raising their bodies. As if they had met God for the first time.

[And the other, kill a man. If his location becomes known, drop everything and hunt him down. His name is Sungchul Kim.]

The eyes of the barbarians glistened. Impetuous sounds of shouts and drums covered the lands demons once roamed.

The needle of the Calamity ticked one step closer.


Chapter 8 – Dungeons of the Gods

Before the uprising to end the tyrannical abuse of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, Sungchul Kim had been just another ordinary adventurer. He had grouped up with others he got along with to complete quests from the Guild Hall or went exploring in the dungeons to make his living.

Dungeon exploration was the primary source of income for adventurers.

Sungchul had started from the very bottom, learning under a sturdy looking middle-aged veteran adventurer until the basics of dungeon diving became second nature.

One of the lessons that he had learned was to explore methodically with a plan of action.

The objective for the dive, as well as the maximum time to devote to the exploration formed the foundation of any plan.

Going in recklessly without a plan, blinded by the potential riches ahead of them, the number of adventurers who met their demise before their time was unimaginably large.

If it was just another typical dungeon, Sungchul wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But this dungeon bore an addition appellation by the name of ‘Divine Ordeal.’

This dungeon was likely incomparably more dangerous than any other dungeons he had ever seen until now.

Meanwhile, the remaining time available to him was about twenty days or so.

There’s not much time remaining before the first full moon on the month of the Mountain Goat. Twenty days.

It could certainly be considered a long time, but it could also be considered desperately short. Especially in the face of Aegehios that towered over him before his eyes. Exploring such a massive dungeon would likely require at least a month.

The problem was that he also had to consider the time it would take to travel from Aege to Ixion. Even if he were to ride the airship at maximum speed without stopping, it would easily take more than a week. If he were to run at his utmost fastest without taking a break for sleep, he would still have to plan on spending three days traveling.

Also, Sungchul disliked terrifying ordeals like long distance running.

Luckily, this problem was solved by Tigon, who had somehow ended up on Sylphid without wanting to.

“I have dispatched priests trained in the Dimensional School of magic to board your ship.”

It was difficult to tell due to the craziness from Deheter’s ambush that quickly led to the annihilation of Aege Harbor, but it seemed that Tigon had made ready many things in preparations for his meeting with Sungchul.

From hearing about Sungchul’s announcement about the session of World Parliament, he had deduced that Sungchul would need to travel around the whole world. And after doing a clandestine examination of Sungchul’s ship, he had noticed that Sylphid lacked a mage capable of casting long distance teleportation and immediately requested a priest with dimensional magic to be placed under his authority, just in case he could use this as a bargaining chip later for an eventual negotiation of a temporary alliance with Sungchul.

“If someone could go ahead and provide coordinates, we could complete the long distance teleportation in just a day’s time.”

Tigon was trying his best to appeal to him. Sungchul didn’t exactly like the man, but his presence was like a gentle shower in the middle of a drought.

Sungchul agreed to do as Tigon had suggested and quickly allowed Tigon and his priests to board Sylphid as his guests.

After boarding, Tigon requested one more thing of Sungchul. He wanted Sungchul to take him along in the exploration of the absurdly large dungeon that had appeared in the wake of the profane desecration and annihilation of Aege Harbor. Despite witnessing the unspeakable horrors that had taken place, he wished to investigate this so called ‘unholy structure’ for his duties as Inquisitor.

“You might die,” Sungchul stated, his words laced with distaste.

But this level of warning had no power over those of the inquisitorial order.

“I can come back to life even if I am to be slain.”

Sungchul had absolutely no interest in wasting time bickering over something so utterly inconsequential, so he relented and began planning for the dungeon exploration.

Sungchul’s plans were as follows.

Objective – Full completion of the Dungeon Aegehios

Time limit – Fifteen days

It was a spartan itinerary. Completing this goal would require him to bring to bear all that he was, with all his skills, experiences, and wisdom he’d accumulated until now.

“I’m counting on you. I leave it to you, Cabungbung.” Sungchul had one of the soul gems enter a miniature golem and ordered it to moor the Sylphid far out into the ocean. There was always the possibility that the Order of Extinction would come to ambush.

The miniature golem’s eyes glistened as it directed Sylphid toward the western seas.

It wasn’t until Sylphid left their field of view that the exploration of the Trials of God, Dungeon Aegehios began in earnest.

The party included Sungchul and Bertelgia, a man and a book.

As baggage was Tigon Bosborot, and then there was Marakia as the mascot.

Marakia’s enthusiasm was on par for the course, but truly it was a top-class party.

“My blood boils! A dungeon bearing the Trials of God! Aah~ My beak is restless.”

Meanwhile, Inquisitor Tigon Bosborot’s expression was overflowing with disgust.

“Trials of God, what a joke. This unholy structure, I shall reveal its profane nature for all to see!”

Sungchul very much wanted to just discard these two abominations, but he was convinced by Bertelgia that he should at least allow them to walk through the front door. He led his party through the wide open dungeon gates and made his way into the darkness within.

The now-familiar darkness quickly enveloped Sungchul’s party, and he noticed a similar sensation to a portal to the Transcendent World but got the strange feeling that it was subtly different somehow.

If it were like before, Sungchul would have simply dismissed it with the assumption that they were the same thing, but now that he had the mysterious Transcendent Senses at his disposal, he was able to learn what the minute difference between the two were.

Suddenly, they were in complete darkness.

“Oh! What kind of Lesser God’s sick joke is this?”

Sungchul came to realize that Tigon was a bigger problem than even Marakia. At least Marakia knew how to read the atmosphere to a certain degree, but this obstinate old man seemed wholly incapable of flexible thinking.

Being among the top five most powerful individuals within a massive religious order like Mura Sect that claimed more than half of all humans as its adherents, it wasn’t difficult to understand why he was this way.

As far as the world was concerned, even the late Horneko was considered beneath Tigon.

Whatever the reason may be, none of this amounted to anything as far as Sungchul was concerned. I really want to leave him behind.

As uncharacteristically evil thoughts began to bubble up from deep within him, something triggered Sungchul’s transcendent senses. Something was trying to manifest itself before him.

He cast away his idle thoughts and focused on looking at what was going on before him. And soon, a large humanoid figure walked out from thin air.

Witnessing that was mystical in its own right. Sungchul had seen more tricks and techniques than anyone else ever had, but not even he had ever seen anyone appear from thin air without traces of magic or residue.

“W… who goes there! Identify yourself!” The one who reacted the strongest was Tigon.

Marakia couldn’t take it anymore, and he rammed his body against Tigon’s hips. “Kack!”

While Tigon was squirming on the floor from an unexpected strike, Sungchul continued to look up at the giant who had appeared before him.

It was a humanoid monster with a bovine head. Similar looking monsters by the name of Minotaur existed, but the being that stood before Sungchul was incomparably more divine and unfathomably powerful compared to mere Minotaurs.

More than anything else, the bloodthirst in its eyes emphasized its otherworldly godlike presence.

“Ah, how long has it been since the last challenger?” The towering being with the cow’s head opened its mouth with an exclamation of surprise. It had an almost scholarly soft voice one would not expect from a being with such a fearsome appearance. “It has been ten thousand years since the last.”

Sungchul continued to stare at the being for a while longer before opening his mouth to ask calmly.

“Who are you?”

At that question, the cow-headed giant gave a polite gesture and revealed its name. “My name is Aegehios. The dungeon is I.”

The cow’s eyes glistened brightly once. At that moment, Sungchul’s transcendent senses reacted, which allowed him to see that the entirety of this gigantic structure was connected to this bovine-headed giant by an unfathomably number of invisible strings.

And through that, Sungchul was able to surmise the identity of this giant.

He claims to be the dungeon itself, but he himself amounts to nothing more than just another piece of the dungeon.

Meanwhile, Tigon, who had been temporarily pacified by Marakia, began to kick up a fuss again.

“Ten thousand years? That’s nonsense! Aege harbor had already existed in these lands by…”

Tigon’s words were cut off when Aegehios raised a finger and muttered something briefly, and something stopped Tigon’s voice from sullying these hallowed halls any further.

“What a loud human. I don’t know where or how you came to this place, but I do not feel one shred of sincerity making you worthy of the Trials of God. It seems you have a fair level of qualifications otherwise, but no one with that mindset deserves a place in these halls.”

Aegehios waved his hands slightly, which caused a dark hole to materialize beneath Tigon’s feet, swallowing him whole as if pulling him in.

“How did you do this?” Sungchul returned his gaze to Aegehios to ask. Even if he was nuisance, Tigon was someone who was inconvenient for Sungchul to let die.

“I have simply expelled those unworthy of the God’s Trials from the dungeon. There is no need to worry.”

To this, Sungchul gave Aegehios a thumbs up. “Ttabong.”

“Ttabong? What kind of expression is this? Is it that you also hold the God’s Trials in low regards as well?” Aegehios asked with a stern tone.

But to this, Sungchul gave a thin grin and shook his head. “Far from it. It’s among the highest forms of a praise.”

“Highest form of praise, is it?”

Aegehios placed its long fingernails onto its chin for a moment to ponder on its meaning before nodding. “Understood. Let us end our pleasantries here and begin the trials in earnest.”

Aegehios craned its head very, very far down to gaze upon Marakia.

“Are you going to challenge the trials as well, young avian?”

“Of course!” Marakia raised both his fists and wings into the air at the same time and gave a rowdy confirmation brimming with confidence.

“It appears you have reincarnated. Good. I shall permit you to challenge the trials.”

Finally, Aegehios’s gaze returned back toward Sungchul. But its shining eyes were not trained on Sungchul himself but Bertelgia inside of his breast pocket.

“Are you intending to challenge the trials as well, living book?”

“Mmm…? Me?” Bertelgia poked a bit of herself out of the pocket.

“Yes you, o’ human in the form of a book,” Aegehios replied as if to urge her on.

Bertelgia fell quiet and hesitated because she didn’t expect this question, before she finally vibrated slightly. “I am not a challenger. I am just this man’s companion.”

“Really?” Aegehios seemed obviously displeased.

Sungchul recognized this and stepped forward. “This friend is my comrade. She has nothing to do with the trials. The one being tested is I.”

“So you say…” Aegehios stared at Bertelgia thoughtfully as his words trailed off.

A powerful glint flashed through his bloodthirsty eyes. After a bit of time after this, Aegehios nodded as if he accepted it.

“In the ten thousand years that have passed, there are now things I cannot fathom even with my observation. Whatever the case may be, I take back what I said. I shall grant permission for this Living Book to accompany you.”

For one reason or another, they somehow received his blessings to continue.

Two pillars appeared before Sungchul, and some form of magical energies could be detected coming from between the columns.

“Mmm? What is this?” A similar but tiny pair of pillars proportional to Marakia’s small stature appeared in front of him as well.

Aegehios spoke up. “This is the gateway to the trials. If you feel ready, prepare yourself to be tested.”

Sungchul didn’t hesitate in the slightest when he heard the explanation and walked to the space between the columns.

Moments before he was about to pass the pillars, Aegehios’s voice could be heard loud and clear. “God is generous. But never forget that excessive greed could call upon your death.”

The moment he passed the pillars, Sungchul found himself in an empty, pure white space as far as the eye could see. The area was far too large to be able to grasp its size.

After a moment of looking around, a small being appeared in front of Sungchul.

“It has been forever since the last human, yeyo!”

It was a familiar pattern of speech, and a crease appeared in Sungchul’s brow. Is it a Homunculus?

But unlike Homunculi’s awful, grating voice, this voice was rather gentle and perhaps even cute.

As he had suspected, the being that appeared before him was completely different from the hideous homunculi. It was an adorable looking fairy.

“I am your assistant, yeyo, to help you through your trials.”

Even its behavior was completely at odds with Homunculi.

Sungchul put his gaze on the lovable fairy and asked calmly, “How long have you been here?”

“Who knows, yeyo! Aegehios-nim says it’s been over ten thousand years, but I’ve hibernated for too long to know details, yeyo!” The fairy replied with a troubled look before smiling brightly as it walked forward to stand before Sungchul.

“Anyway, it might be a bit sudden, but the first trials will start, yeyo. Look forward, please, yeyo.”

The instant the fairy finished speaking, a chain of text appeared in front of Sungchul’s eyes.

[Trials of God]
[Welcome to Aegehios.]


For reasons he couldn’t fathom, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this place very strongly reminded him of the Summoning Palace. Although they couldn’t be any more different.

It seems as though this place is the original.

As Sungchul was thinking to himself, more text continued to appear before him.

[Beginning the Entry Exam.]
[The Entry Exam is a place where your strength, techniques, courage, and wisdom will be tested before entering into the trials proper.]
[Before you challenge the trials, please assess yourself objectively and select the difficulty that you belong at.]


	Gentle 

	Ordinary 

	Difficult 

	Extreme difficulty 

	Limit Testing 




There appeared to be five difficulty levels available. Sungchul looked down toward the self-proclaimed assistant of the trials to ask in a calm tone, “What kind of reward is there for the Limit Testing difficulty?”

The fairy shrugged her shoulder and answered, “The best reward, yeyo! However, it would be best to hold off on it, yeyo. The Limit Testing difficulty pushes the boundary of what’s possible, and it cannot be halted once it starts… yeyo!”

“Is that so?”

There was only one answer to begin with. Sungchul didn’t hesitate to immediately select the Limit Testing difficulty.

“You’re really going to pick that one-yeyo?”

Sungchul nodded to the fairy’s shocked question.

“G… Good luck, yeyo!”

The fairy seemed disheartened as she vanished.

Not long after the fairy was gone, Sungchul detected sinister bloodlust and malice coming from all directions.

His enemies soon made their appearance from the void with a resounding boom.

Skeletons, but they were not of any ordinary creature. They were undead made from the remains of dragons; Bone Dragons.

Not many monsters in the world could even begin to compare to these mighty corpses of dragons, and five of them were surrounding Sungchul from all sides.

The difficulty of this exam deserved the title of ‘God’s Trials.’ Ordinary people wouldn’t even be able to survive the entry exam. But Sungchul was not an ordinary person.

“Shall we begin?”

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands.

Not even live dragons could stand up to Sungchul, so mere re-animated dolls made of already-deceased dragons were easier for Sungchul to deal with than cooking a dish.

You’re all worse than rice with eggs and soy sauce!

Even before the dragons had a chance to attack, Sungchul charged forward with the ferocity of a tiger and shattered one dragon after another.

Not even ten seconds had passed since the fairy had disappeared after sighing.

“E…Eh?” The fairy reappeared. It was strangely cute to watch her bewildered face. But Sungchul put away Fal Garaz into his soul storage while staring at the fairy with an expressionless face.

“That was easy. This was considered limit testing?”

The fairy didn’t seem to be able to hear Sungchul as it flew here and there between the shattered remains of the bone dragons before she regained enough wits to turn to look at Sungchul with wide eyes.

“A… amazing!” The fairy was surprised enough to temporarily lose her characteristic and strange pattern of speech.

But this didn’t last long, because she puffed up both of her cheeks and shouted while swinging her fist in circles.

“But that was merely an entry exam, becoming too overconfident because of it is no good, yeyo! This is God’s Dungeon! D… don’t look down upon it!”

“Alright, alright. More importantly, what is the reward?”

“Waiting, yeyo!”

As the fairy had said, after a brief moment, the dragon corpses that were scattered around the floor turned to dust and vanished as bright words appeared before Sungchul’s eyes.

[You have passed the ‘Limit Testing’ difficulty Entrance exam. To you who have overcome the Limit Testing trial, the following reward will be granted.]
1. 30 Dungeon Tokens
2. Elixir (highest quality)


A small vial of elixir and strange, metallic, gold-colored, almost plastic-like coins were dropped before Sungchul.

Sungchul tilted his head once he had a look at the Dungeon Tokens.

Hmm. It feels like I’ve seen this before.

It was made up of an unusual material, but the coins seemed oddly familiar. And while he was racking his aged brain cells in search of memories that could tell him why, Bertelgia suddenly poked out of the pocket and shook herself.

“What is this? Isn’t this that thing that they use in the Summoning Palace? It’s… whachamajig. Palace Token! It’s totally the same as Palace Tokens!”

Sungchul agreed with her assessment. He had thought that this place was oddly similar to the Summoning Palace, but now that he saw the reward for quests were in the form of tokens, he realized that they were all but same in every way.

The resemblance is uncanny.

The Summoning Palace was the territory of one of the five principal gods of the world, the God of Mediation and Neutrality. It was known as holy ground where the dimensional gates connected to Sungchul’s original world brought the Summoned into this world by the power of the principal gods.

Of course, in contrast with the rather sacred image this place held in the general populace, the palace was actually used to carry out unspeakably violent trials, gambling among the ruling elites that came to watch and obtain fresh slaves with no connections in the world.

Whatever the case may be, Sungchul noted the remarkable similarities between the Dungeon of the God and the Summoning Palace and came to a conclusion.

So, the Summoning Palace was a cheap imitation of God’s Dungeon after all.

Just comparing the mascots, Fairies to Homunculi, spoke volumes of their differences.

A difference no mere inferior copy could hope to match with the original.

Sungchul was brought back to his memory of his childhood, of the mini motor cars that had been hugely but briefly popular. He had a painfully enlightening experience realizing the performance difference between the Japanese original black motors and the knockoff brand ‘golden black motors.’

But the difference between those two motors could not compare to the difference between the Summoning Palace and God’s Dungeon.

Why couldn’t you guys do a better job copying? How’d you end up with Homunculi?

Sungchul greatly despised the Homunculi. Had he been younger and more passionate, he might have impulsively committed himself to the ultimately unproductive act of eradicating all Homunculi from the world.

While Sungchul was sincerely organizing his thoughts in silence, Bertelgia was getting bored, so she emerged from the pocket and observed the Dungeon Tokens that were laying on the floor before saying something insensitive.

“Isn’t this just a knockoff?”

“Excuse me? What do you mean?” The fairy stared at Bertelgia with wide eyes. “You called it ‘Knockoff’?”

“Yes, ‘Knockoff’.”

“What is ‘knockoff’?”

Unlike Aegehios, this fairy seemed easier to deal with.

Bertelgia looked at the fairy as she made clear what she had meant. “Mmm… Fake? Cheap imitation?”

The fairy’s reaction was instant. “It is no, yeyo!” she shouted angrily, passionately enough for her cute face to grow red. “It is not ‘knockoff’!”

It was almost pitiful to see how upset it made the fairy.

Bertelgia, who was the instigator of this outburst, watched the fairy for a moment before sneaking back into Sungchul’s pocket.

“Was I not supposed to call it that?”

“Obviously,” Sungchul replied with a nod before bending down to collect the items from the floor.

Thirty Dungeon Tokens, and one Elixir.

Tokens are one thing, but I don’t really have a use for elixirs.

Just when he was about to pick up and have the elixir join the tokens in his Soul Storage like he had done many times, the fairy asked, “Did you just think that you don’t need elixirs?” looking him straight in the eye.

It seems this one is sensitive to others’ thoughts.

Still, at least it wasn’t like a Homunculi Sungchul thought as he nodded.

The Fairy held her hands behind her back and spoke as she flew around Sungchul.

“For consumable type of items, only the ones provided by me work in this place… yeyo!”

“Is that so?”

“Try it for yourself if you don’t believe me, yeyo!”

The Fairy’s eyes were positively glistening with anticipation as she watched Sungchul’s face. She was literally asking Sungchul to test this out.

But Sungchul was a realist. “I’ll assume it’s true.”

“Mmm? You aren’t going to test it out, yeyo?”

“If you say it won’t work, then I trust that it won’t work.”

The Fairy stared at Sungchul with an open mouth and stunned expression because of his deadpan reply. In the end, she let out a sigh and muttered to herself, “Ah… it’s an uninteresting challenger, yeyo. He’s young but he’s acting like some old grandpa challenger, yeyo.”

“I am somewhat old now, actually.”

The Fairy had tried to instigate some response, but Sungchul was completely immune to taunts.

“Um… fine, yeyo. Anyway, since you passed the entrance exam, I can officially serve as a guide for your journey to the path to God, yeyo!”

“Understood.”

“My name is Voulu, yeyo!”

“Blue? I feel like I’ve heard this name before,” Sungchul replied with a tilted head.

“It’s Voulu! it’s not Buh but Vuh! Yeyo!”

“Hmm I see. Anyway, Balloo, what’s next?”

Voulu was beginning to get a grasp of what kind of an individual Sungchul was, and replied with general information about the quests and reward that were available in the God’s Dungeon in a business-like manner.

First, Dungeon Tokens were the only valid form of currency within the dungeon.

All rewards in the dungeon were in the form of Tokens, and the challenger could visit a sort of a cash shop between quests that were filled with items that couldn’t even be dreamt of finding anywhere else. Meanwhile, the Dungeon Tokens weren’t used exclusively for purchasing items. There were nine special trials within Aegehios that required a certain number of tokens to gain entry. The so-called Ultimate Trials.

It was said that each of the Ultimate Trials featured powerful beings that required challengers to push themselves to their utmost limit to overcome. But for those who could overcome these impossible odds awaited fabulous reward.

Furthermore, a special bonus prize awaited those who could complete all nine trials. But no one had ever been able to complete all nine Ultimate Trials, so nobody but Aegehios himself knew what those rewards were.

“…Ultimate Trials.” It was a type of quest that did not exist within the Summoning Palace.

Sungchul crossed his arms and stroked his chin as he thought to himself carefully, I guess this was too difficult to imitate.

Whatever the case may be, he was happy. The important thing was that he now knew what was required to complete the entire dungeon.

“Voulu,” Sungchul called out to the Fairy.

“What is it, yeyo?”

“How many tokens are required to challenge the Ultimate Trials?”

“It depends on the trials, yeyo. The first Ultimate Trial requires thirty tokens to enter.”

“Is that so?”

Sungchul’s eyes glistened. It seems that these so-called Ultimate Trials were created to serve as shortcuts for those with overwhelming power like I, to avoid needlessly wasting time.

This was perfect for Sungchul.

Feeling that everything was going smoothly, Sungchul extended his hands to give the tokens to Voulu.

“I’ll challenge an Ultimate Trial right away.”

“A… already, yeyo…?”

Sungchul nodded casually, as if there was no other possible answer.

The faster one could complete a dungeon the better. To the point that Sungchul felt that all these unnecessary small talks that he had to go through were a wasteful use of his time.

“Mmm… If you really wish to rush to your death that badly, then I shall grant you your wish, yeyo. Hmm?”

Voulu suddenly tilted her head after receiving the tokens.

Something must have happened.

Voulu turned around to whisper something to someone. It appeared as though the Fairy was using some sort of long-range communication magic or device to discuss something with a comrade who was far away. It wasn’t long until she finished communicating and turned back to face Sungchul.

There was a sort of awkward smile on Voulu’s face.

“What is it?” Sungchul felt a terrible premonition as he asked.

Voulu scratched her head as she replied in a tiny voice. “Um… Your comrade seems to have… run into trouble, yeyo!”

“What?”

“I’ll… show you… yeyo!”

Voulu took a step back, and a magic formation appeared in front of her, something resembling a penguin appearing on top of the magic formation.

“Piii….” It was Marakia.

He seemed to have been physically beaten within an inch of his life and was splayed on the floor, knocking at death’s door.

“What is it this time?” Sungchul didn’t try in the slightest to hide his displeasure.

“This is your comrade, yeyo. Unfortunately, he overestimated himself and challenged the Limit Testing difficulty like you have. And now he’s at the edge of death, yeyo.”

“So?” Sungchul replied bluntly.

Marakia saw this and reached out toward Sungchul and made a pitiful sound. “Piiiii…”

A bead of cold sweat dripped down Sungchul’s spine. This can’t be leading up to that bullshit scenario I’m thinking of, could it?

“Hmmmm…” Bertelgia seemed to have had a similar sentiment to Sungchul about this sequence of events, because she was expressing her unhappiness with her voice.

Despite being taken aback by their apathetic reaction to Marakia’s situation, Voulu finished what she needed to say.

“You could exchange thirty Dungeon Tokens to rescue your comrade, who is about to die.”

Voulu offered Sungchul his thirty tokens back.

Sungchul’s expression grew rigid.

Fuck.

Suddenly, Marakia squeezed out all of his strength to lift himself up to look toward Sungchul and Bertelgia with a pleading stare.

“Um… I’ve been thinking about this for a while now, but I couldn’t quite bring it up until now because I was embarrassed…”

Sungchul turned to look away, and even Bertelgia turned her body to face the other side.

Marakia watched his comrades act this way and spoke with the most pitiful of voice. “We’re… Friends, right?”

“No.”

Bertelgia could tell that, at least for this moment, Sungchul had reverted back to the cold-blooded man he was when they had first met.

“Piiii!” A cry of despair and sorrow echoed in the endless white void.

“Mmm… This isn’t good, yeyo.”

Once the cry settled back down a bit, Voulu looked toward Marakia and gave him a lifeless shake of her head.

“Piii…You have to be kidding! They’re both my comrades! Do you have any idea how much I’ve done for them until now?”

“But they themselves said no!” Voulu replied in exasperation. She seemed to have a habit of omitting the Fairies’ characteristic way of speaking when she’s mad.

“It’s just a low-quality joke. These friends, they can be quite mean. No, they’re quite the pranksters. Haha! Silly them!” Marakia was doing everything he could to escape reality.

Voulu let out a dejected sigh before approaching Sungchul once more. “Leaving the Avian to die now might lead to problems later down the line.”

“What kind of problems are we talking about?”

Voulu’s expression grew dark as she replied with a dead serious tone, “He’ll return to haunt you as a vengeful spirit, yeyo!”

“Good,” Bertelgia replied bluntly. She had said this for Marakia to hear. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Sungchul caught onto Bertelgia’s intentions and pretended to agree.

He needs to learn his lesson for attempting the most difficult trial out of blind confidence.

Even though he said otherwise, Sungchul was, in fact, planning on saving Marakia in the end. However, he and Bertelgia’s heartless replies seemed to make Voulu look deeply troubled. It seemed as though there was something else going on in the background.

“Mmm… This is not good. Normally, the Avian should have been killed for being arrogant and trying a difficulty he had no business attempting. But it seems that the Dungeon Master doesn’t want the first Challengers in forever to just die, yeyo!”

“Dungeon Master? What’s that? Is that someone other than Aegehios?”

“It is so, yeyo. Aegehios nim is the dungeon itself, while the Dungeon Master is the true master of this dungeon.”

“So, Aegehios belongs to the Dungeon Master?”

“Mmm… It’s a bit of a different concept from that, yeyo. It’s difficult to explain, yeyo. Anyway, how about just saving the Avian now?” Voulu replied with an exasperated tone. “In return, I’ll give you information about hidden trial, yeyo.”

“Hidden trial?”


Chapter 9 – The Man who has done nothing for Ten Thousand Years

“It is a trial whose fabulous prize has never been revealed, yeyo!”

Though the exact reason was unclear, it seemed the ones running the dungeon wished for Marakia to live.

What a lucky guy, was Sungchul’s thought as he turned to look at Bertelgia.

Bertelgia didn’t seem all that pleased, but she shrugged with her body before replying coolly, “Oh well, let’s save him. It can’t be helped, it seems.”

Sungchul returned the precious thirty Dungeon Coins back to Voulu.

Voulu let out a sigh of relief upon receiving the coins. She then turned back toward Marakia and spoke with a brilliantly bright tone of voice. “—Is what they said!”

On the other side, the elated voice of Marakia could be heard.

“I knew it! I knew they’d come through! We’re friends, friends, I tell you!”

Sungchul and Bertelgia did not reply.

Sungchul’s bad premonitions had an unfortunate tendency to come true.

For Sungchul, who had made a costly donation for Marakia, there was a brand-new complication waiting for him.

And that was a type of restriction system by the name of “Dungeon Fatigue.”

According to the explanation that was given, the total number of ordinary trials a challenger could attempt in a day was limited to just five.

The Ultimate Trials did not count toward this daily limit, but completing the Ultimate Trials immediately put an end to any further attempts for the day.

Therefore, an ideal day would have five regular trial attempts followed by one Ultimate Trial.

However, for someone as busy as Sungchul, being limited to just five normal trials a day was a severe restriction.

And to make things worse, the reward for completing the normal trials weren’t all that great either, for unlike the entrance exam, it required the clearing of lower difficulties before following difficulties became unlocked.

[1-1]

After finally entered a trial after rescuing Marakia, a text and goblin explained everything.

[Legendary Goblin, Wah’rok]

“Ki-ki-ki-ki!” The goblin with an unnecessarily grand title was playing around with magic to taunt Sungchul. But in the end, a goblin was just a goblin.

He responded with a smack, the goblin yelled out, “Urk!” and a reward was given to Sungchul, who finished the first trial with one hit.

One Dungeon Coin.

There wasn’t even a congratulatory message, either. The only thing that appeared was a text box asking if he wished to proceed to the next stage.

[Will you proceed to the next level? (Y/N) Proceeding to the next trial will consume one Dungeon Fatigue. Remaining Dungeon Fatigue (4)] 

“Mmm…”

Sungchul wasn’t happy.

Even if he already knew this was going to be a problem when he saved Marakia, the inconvenience Marakia had inflicted upon him was unspeakably terrible.

Sungchul was fully aware that the beginning of any new journey was important.

To take the Summoning Palace as an example, whether it was by becoming Selected or otherwise, the ones who gathered information faster were able to get ahead and keep their lead until the very end and take a lion’s share of the reward.

Even if thirty Dungeon Coins is not a large amount, it’s an incredibly large amount at this stage.

His premonition was on point as usual.

[1-2]

[Legendary Goblin Wah’rok]

Two Goblins.

He quickly dispatched them and gained his reward.

Two tokens.

The next stage played out in a predictable manner.

At this point, Sungchul stopped to make a request to Voulu. “I wish to challenge the Hidden Trial.”

But of course this was rejected.

Voulu avoided looking Sungchul in the eye as she replied in a small voice. “Not anyone can attempt the Hidden Trial. If any random person is able to stumble upon it by accident, it would be a disgrace for a trial carrying the name ‘Hidden’ is my personal thought, yeyo.”

“So, when can I attempt it?”

“You can challenge it after completing the eighth Ultimate Trial, yeyo.”

“Eighth Ultimate Trial, you say?”

It was going to take forever to reach it. It was even doubtful if he would get the opportunity to attempt it, considering the number of days he had left. But that was no reason to stop here.

Sungchul resumed the Goblin massacre he had put on pause.

And thus, he obtained a total of fifteen Dungeon Tokens on the first day. Even though he wished to continue, Dungeon Fatigue blocked further progress.

Just what the hell is supposed to be fatiguing about this?

Sungchul tried to argue with Voulu about the Fatigue system as well, but nothing came of it.

Voulu opened her eyes wide and looked displeased as she replied, “Dungeon Fatigue has existed long before I ever came here, because it was a rule created by God himself. It is not something that can be changed by me, yeyo.”

A challenger who exhausted all available Dungeon Fatigues was automatically teleported to a particular location called the Plaza. The plazas were color coded as blue, red, white, and pink, and he could choose which of the four plazas to use as his base of operations during the dungeon run.

Of course, it was possible to leave the dungeon from here, but all items and Tokens were lost upon doing so.

The plaza system of the Summoning Palace must have been copied from this. Although its function is entirely different altogether.

Sungchul chose the White Plaza.

At the center of the White Plaza, paved with white marble tiles, was a group of shops run by fairies, such as a restaurant, inn, and market.

Of course, the only currency in Aegehios was the Dungeon Tokens.

In each of the restaurants and inns were quality ratings; cheap, regular, high quality, top class.

Of course, even the cheapest food and lodging required payments in the form of Dungeon Tokens.

It was an unspeakable luxury for Sungchul, for whom each individual token was precious.

Meanwhile, among the shops run by fairies were shops that sold legendary class weapons, armor, and consumables that were terribly rare to find in the world outside.

The one that caught his attention was the Spirit Essences. The essences were priced differently for combat use and noncombat use.

[Fairy Shaeloc’s Token Exchange Shop]
Assortment of Essence of Spirit (combat) – 1500
Assortment of Essence of Spirit (noncombat) – 1350


“Too expensive.” It was completely out of the question with the number of tokens he had on him.

But compared to other items in the shop, the Essence of Spirits were on the cheap side. The next item that consumed his attention was an item by the name ‘Second Inner Flames.’

[Fairy Shaeloc’s Token Exchange Shop]
Second Inner Flames – 22,250


It boasted a price tag exceeding 20,000.

“Why is this so expensive? Is this a scam?”

Sungchul asked Shaeloc bluntly.

“S…Scam?! Don’t be ridiculous, yeyo! It’s pricy because it’s worth it, yeyo!”

Fairy Shaeloc knew Sungchul was hopelessly impoverished with only fifteen tokens to his name, but she still explained about the effects of the item because he was the first visitor in ten thousand years.

“This is a highly precious item that allows the user to have a second Magic Fingerprint, yeyo!”

Sungchul’s eyes were deeply colored by surprise.

A second Magic Fingerprint…?

It was an opportunity he didn’t even think was a possibility.

It was known that Magic Fingerprint was a blessing bestowed upon the lucky few that had the favor of the gods. He had not once heard of a case where it could be obtained by artificial means.

But this was God’s Dungeon. Anything was possible here.

And for Sungchul to have a second Magic Fingerprint, it meant he would be able to learn magic from schools aside from Cosmomancy.

But even if he were to have a second Magic Fingerprint, it was pointless if there was no one to teach him spells. Even though Sungchul’s name had been cleared, it would be no easy feat to meet another mage as powerful as Altugius. Especially given many of the most powerful mages were a part of the Followers of Calamity, which were absorbed into the Order of Extinction.

“Do you sell magic tomes at all?” Sungchul took a glance at the list of items available for purchase before he asked.

Fairy Shaeloc opened her eyes wide before pointing at a building next to the shop that resembled a palace.

“Magic lessons are offered in the Palace of Wishes, from genies, yeyo.”

“Genie?”

“It’s a type of fae. They have quite the fussy personalities, but their skills are the real deal, yeyo!”

“Am I able to learn spells above the fifth  level there?”

Fifth Level? You must be kidding, yeyo! You can learn even the advanced seventh level spells there!”

Judging from the way Shaeloc was speaking, it seemed that one could most definitely learn magic inside the peculiar looking palace.

Except, it was currently closed.

According to Shaeloc, the Palace of Wishes only opened its doors to those who had cleared the fourth  Ultimate Trial.

But this was enough for Sungchul to feel his blood boiling for the first time in a while, running into an opportunity that he didn’t expect to find.

Second Magic Fingerprint, huh?

Pyromancy or Cryomancy were both good. Pyromancy was good against groups of enemies, and Cryomancy was effective in fighting individuals. Of course, Pyromancy was good for cooking. Cryomancy was also good for cooking.

Should I try and make some ice cream?

Sungchul had a pleasant thought before he turned to Bertelgia to speak. “Bertelgia, take note.”

“Hmm? What is it?”

“Second Inner Flames. Token Twenty-two thousand two hundred and fifty.”

“O…Ok…”

Shaeloc, who was listening off to the side, snickered when she heard this.

“But will you have enough to buy it, yeyo? With the fifteen that you have, it’s nowhere near close enough, yeyo.”

“Anyone can dream.” Sungchul left the shop with those words.

Ferocity returned to his eyes.

“Who are you looking for?” Bertelgia asked after seeing his look.

Sungchul answered with a steady tone that was subtly warped by a seething, barely contained anger. “Marakia.”

By now, Marakia must have passed the entrance exam after lowering the difficulty. Which meant he should have received a few tokens as a reward.

Sungchul was going to take those tokens away.

But no matter how long he waited, Marakia didn’t show up.

Sungchul talked to a few fairies to ask them to fetch Voulu for him.

Voulu reappeared before Sungchul but had surprising news for him.

“Hmm? The Avian? The Avian is currently staying at the Crimson Plaza, yeyo.”

“What…?”

“He asked about where you were staying, yeyo. Once he heard that you had chosen the White Plaza, he immediately picked the Crimson Plaza!”

“Is it possible to travel between Plazas?”

“It is certainly possible, yeyo. Except, you must wait a day before you’re able to.”

“Damn.”

The next day, after getting out of the tent that he brought and filling his stomach with rations, Sungchul set out to challenge the regular Trials.

[1-6]

This time, his enemy was different.

It was a single orc.

[Legendary Orc Blood Warrior]

But the orc shared the same fate with the Goblins.

In less than a blink and a yawn, he was rewarded. This time with six Dungeon Tokens, followed by the accursed text informing him about the Dungeon Fatigue System.

Sungchul, due to a lack of better things to do, went ahead and did a speed run through the ordinary dungeons.

Though he could have attempted the Ultimate Trial now, he waited till the end because it would end the day prematurely.

Even if he were to save up what he earned now, it barely scratched the total amount he needed. But he thought even such small change was worth saving and collecting while he could.

At the end of this run, the total number of tokens he gathered was fort-five. Including what he had earned yesterday, it was now sixty tokens.

It was now time to attempt an Ultimate Trial.

Sungchul immediately asked Voulu to open the gates to the Ultimate Trials.

Voulu warned Sungchul as he headed toward the dimension gate, “The Ultimate Trials are different from the regular trials in that powerful named enemies show up, so don’t let your guard down when you face them, yeyo!”

Past the dimensional gate, a much more formidable looking foe was waiting for him.

[Demon Chieftain Orc Grok & Goblin Balgrim]

It looked visually similar to the orcs and goblins that he had seen in the regular trials, but these were not illusions but actual flesh and blood creatures.

Sungchul learned through his Transcendental Senses that the enemies facing him were a combination of powerful warrior and mage.

But this was only true from the perspective of a mortal.

Sungchul was a being who already far surpassed the limits of mere mortals. He proved this quickly, and his foe responded with fear.

“S… Strong. I acknowledge you…! Kiki! You may pass to the next stage!”

The bosses of the first Ultimate Trials readily admitted defeat to Sungchul. The reward was announced via text that appeared before his disinterested eyes.

[You have overcome your first Ultimate Trial. The door to a more difficult trial has opened. To you who have completed the Ultimate Trial, your reward is as follows.]
1. Dungeon Token – 1000
2. Elixir (Highest grade)
3. One week stay at the Dragon Hotel ‘Grand Keereh’


With a clang, a token of completely different size until now had appeared.

Is this the ones for 1000?

As expected of a trial worthy of the name ‘ultimate,’ the quality of the reward was on a completely different scale.

For all its worth, there was now hope where there wasn’t before. The hope that he might be able to obtain some of the more precious rewards the dungeon had to offer that seemed completely out of reach before.

If he continued to complete the Ultimate Trials, Sungchul might eventually be able to buy something precious.

After concluding his thoughts on the matter, Sungchul turned to Voulu to move on to the next destination in his itinerary. “To Crimson Plaza.”

It was time to go and collect Marakia’s overdue debt.

However, Sungchul was unable to meet Marakia that day.

The penguin looking Avian? He went to the Azure Plaza, yeyo.”

Hearing Voulu’s carefree voice, Sungchul closed his eyes shut as he made a silent vow for tomorrow. He was just about to ask for the location of the so-called Dragon Hotel that he won a free one week stay at, when Sungchul detected some sort of presence watching him from a dark alleyway.

“Who goes there?” Sungchul turned to ask toward the darkness, which caused whatever was hiding in the dark to scurry away into the alley and out of sight.

Sungchul wanted to pursue this oddity, but all tracks and traces of it suddenly vanished so completely it could have been a ghost.

Sungchul returned to the main avenue as he thought about the presence he had just detected. It had most definitely not been a fairy. But to call it a human… it seemed too misshapen.

“What was that?” Sungchul asked Voulu about the being that just disappeared.

However, Voulu blinked her eyes as if this was a surprise to her as well. “I don’t know, yeyo. But if I had to guess, there’s a good chance that was either another fairy or a genie, yeyo. Genies are very curious, yeyo. There’s even a saying ‘curiosity killed the genie, yeyo!”

“A genie…” He had never seen one before. I guess it’s fine to leave it as is?

Sungchul hadn’t felt any ill intent from the bizarre creature. Whether the fairy’s guess was right or wrong didn’t matter.

The important thing was the time remaining for him and the greatest amount of reward he could reap.

Just he had told himself when he first set foot in the God’s Dungeon, he was planning on taking everything there was to take with him.

At minimum, the second Magic Fingerprint shall be mine.

Another day passed in the God’s Dungeon, where the sun never touched.

Time continued to flow, and on the fifth  day, the boss of the fourth Ultimate Trial was defeated by Sungchul.

The giant with an elephant’s head knelt before Sungchul and spoke to him with a magnificent voice.

“I admit defeat.”

With the now familiar clang, his reward was dropped. Four thousand Dungeon Tokens, an elixir, and a one month stay at the Dragon Hotel.

Sungchul picked up these rewards that were becoming familiar as he waited for the Dungeon Assistant Voulu to appear.

If it weren’t for Marakia, I would have already completed the fifth Ultimate Trial today and be granted access to the Palace of Wishes where genies are said to live.

Although thirty Dungeon Tokens was mere spare change to Sungchul by this point, he had lost something that was far more valuable to him than money.

Time.

The time he had left was only around ten more days. Even if he were to push it back, twelve days was the absolute maximum permissible within the margin of error. But Sungchul was not going to stay any longer than ten, for the World Parliament session that was going to be held soon was an important matter to him.

Marakia, I’m coming for you.

Marakia had done a good job evading Sungchul for the past five days. But any more would be difficult for him.

Sungchul told Voulu to never reveal his whereabouts to Marakia. Now Marakia could no longer pick where to run with information of where Sungchul was.

Therefore, from now on, Marakia had to not only complete the trials each day, but he also had to play a Russian Roulette with a twenty-five percent chance of running into Sungchul.

“To Blanche Plaza.”

Instead of chasing after Marakia and switching Plazas, he decided to just pick one and stay there and wait.

He’ll eventually fall for it.

No matter how good Marakia’s luck was, he would eventually show up at the Blanche Plaza. And when that happened, Sungchul was going to make him repay the thirty Dungeon Tokens plus interest for the gall he had to enrage Sungchul.

There was going to be hell to pay.

“Bertelgia. Don’t you need another bookshelf?”

“Mmm. Well, I’d welcome it if you wanted to make one. But the cushion here seems nice.”

Bertelgia was on the fluffy seat of the sofa, reclining into a comfortable position. One end of the band aid was nearly fallen off, which revealed the hole underneath. Seeing the damage gave Sungchul a pang of pity.

“That hole. How can we heal it?” Sungchul asked Bertelgia.

“Mmm… well, I don’t know either. Though countless recipes are recorded within me, the recipe to make my body is not one of them.”

“It’s not hidden or anything, is it?”

“Well, that’s a possibility for sure. But of course, the only way to find out is for you to pursue the Creationist quest as fast as possible!”

Bertelgia was always a very straight forward child, Sungchul thought as he nodded.

“There’s two I can get in Ixion, so I’m planning on taking a look around in the Colossus once the World Parliament is finished.”

“And the other two?”

“We’ll have to search for it.” As he replied, a question popped up in his head. Could that be an answer?

The image of a book Sungchul had met in the Tower of Recluse came to mind. It had identified itself as Bertelgia and offered absolutely no threat to Sungchul. But the words it had left with him stung him mentally again and again, as if it was a thorn he had swallowed that could not be digested.

“…Hey. Bertelgia.” Sungchul turned his eyes to Bertelgia, who was lying down on the seat across from him.

“What is it?” She lifted her body slightly to answer.

“I was wondering, the wound, does it hurt you?”

“Not really. But it does get on my nerves. Every time I open the pages, the part that was warped by the hole gets in the way and cold air can flow through!”

“Is that so?”

“Why are you asking all of a sudden? I thought things were going well.”

“No reason.”

“Hmm.”

Bertelgia seemed dissatisfied with his answer and glared at him for a bit before returning to the cushion and remaining motionless. It seemed like she was experiencing fatigue.

Sungchul arranged the items he had received during his stay at the dungeon on the bed in the room that now fell silent.

The number of tokens he possessed numbered at 10,942, four elixirs, and several coupons for stays at the Dragon Hotel.

Here, the number of Dungeon Tokens didn’t matter much.

From the past four days, he came to realize that only the reward of Ultimate Trials was of any value, because the ordinary trials gave tiny amounts of change.

But the tokens gained from Ultimate Trials were needed for the next trial. In other words, of the 10,542 tokens, 10,000 of them were reserved for paying the entry fee tomorrow.

Meaning, the practical number of tokens available for him to use didn’t even reach four figures, coming to a total of 542. And all of these were the total amount of tokens he had obtained from ordinary trials until now.

Here, Sungchul could guess what the dungeon wanted.

The only thing worth doing in this dungeon were the Ultimate Trials.

No matter how much one worked on the ordinary quests, the rewards were meager, and the Dungeon Fatigue system put a hard cap on a total amount of tokens someone could gather in a day.

Sungchul summarized the intent behind this.

It means only those who are powerful should come.

Sungchul’s conclusion was that the purpose of this dungeon wasn’t growth; it was a proving ground to evaluate challengers to see if they were worthy.

Those who entered were tested to see how many Ultimate Trials they could overcome, and once they hit their limit, they could cash out and leave with a reward based on their progress. Or die.

Of course, there might be people who wanted to go through the ordinary trials repeatedly to try and get stronger, but to Sungchul, such a method seemed far too inefficient and required an investment of far too much time.

[5-1]

[Legendary Medusa Sharpshooter]

A half human monster with snakes for hair holding a bow appeared, placing him within its sights.

Sungchul stepped out of the way of the arrow and used Star Light to blast the monster to pieces from afar.

Dungeon Tokens fell before Sungchul once the monster was annihilated. The amount was measly thirty tokens. He could more or less tell how much he could expect to earn in a day.

The most I can get is only around three hundred.

Sungchul put the token into his pocket and went over his thoughts on what he wanted to accomplish in the dungeon.

Since that’s the case, I’ll just focus on clearing all the Ultimate Trials awaiting me as fast as I can.

For someone who was chased for time like Sungchul, this might actually be a blessing.

He breezed through the rest of the Dungeon Fatigues before paying 10,000 tokens to enter the fifth Ultimate Trial.

“I have seen many people come and go, but I have never seen anyone go through the Ultimate Trials as fast as you, yeyo!” Voulu exclaimed before she opened the dimensional gates to the fifth Ultimate Trial’s boss.

The medusa that appeared on the other side of the door had the same appearance but was slightly larger and stronger.

But like always, it was no match for Sungchul.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands.

In the blink of an eye, the trial was over.

[You have overcome the fifth Ultimate Trial. The door to a more difficult trial has opened. The genies of the Palace of Wishes have recognized your strength. You may now enter Palace of Wishes. To you who have completed the Ultimate Trial, your reward is as follows.]
1. Dungeon Token – 15,000
2. Elixir (highest grade)
3. One week stay at the Dragon Hotel ‘Grand Keereh’


Once Dungeon Tokens reach a certain denomination, they automatically merge to become the higher tier currency.

Sungchul picked up the ten thousand-token in the form of a luminous diamond and felt its heavy weight before he put it in his pocket.

Fifteen thousand, huh.

He was close. At this rate, by the seventh Ultimate Trial, he would be able to afford the Second Inner Flames without a doubt, along with spells and Essence of Spirits.

Of course, Sungchul’s goal had always been completing up to the ninth Ultimate Trial. It was pointless to try and estimate the total amount now, but it would prove to be an exorbitant amount. Enough to make Sungchul, who was already far above human limitations, become even more powerful than before.

This is why the Lesser Gods went through all the trouble sealing all the dungeons away. If you have the requisite skill, becoming stronger is simple.

Of course, the important element here was ‘skill.’

Done with his itinerary for the day, Sungchul returned to the Blanche Plaza. His next destination was predetermined. It was the Palace of Wishes, where magic spells were taught by the genies that lived there.

Sungchul walked across the increasingly familiar plaza and arrived before the strange looking palace with rounded, almost cute roofs.

But again, Sungchul felt someone watching from afar.

This feeling. I’ve felt it before.

He recalled sensing a similar gaze in the past in the Crimson Plaza. He could simply ignore it and move on, but he had nothing but an abundance of time to burn anyhow.

Sungchul pretended to walk toward the palace, before he flung himself toward the general direction of where he felt the stare originated from.

Something scrambled away into the alleyway.

Sungchul stopped breathing and changed his direction to chase after the mysterious being.

Soon, there was a dead end. Not a single living thing could be felt here, but Sungchul knew that the mysterious something was hiding here somewhere.

Fal Garaz appeared in his hands.

“Show yourself. If you don’t…”

Sungchul lifted Fal Garaz high in the air, and just as God-like strength began to flow across his body… “Wait!”

A panicked voice came from thin air, and soon Sungchul watched the magical sight of a part of the scenery become distorted and a man hopping out.

Invisibility? No, this is fundamentally different from that.

What appeared from thin air was an emaciated almost skeleton-like man draped in rags. He was quite tall, with long arms and legs, but his complete lack of fat made him look almost like an insect.

“Who are you?” Sungchul asked calmly as he stared at the man.

To that question, the man knelt before Sungchul and assumed the universal pose for asking not to be hit, lowering his head.

“I… I’m a challenger. Like you…” The man replied with a wheeze.

“Challenger?” This was impossible. The God’s Dungeon had been buried deep underground as a result of the Lesser Gods’ machinations and only now resurfaced into the world after ten thousand years. And the first person to enter had been Sungchul himself.

There was absolutely no doubt to this.

But to put that aside and to claim himself a challenger, there was only one potential possibility, but even that was dubious.

Sungchul pointed his hammer at the man and asked calmly, “Are you from the Order of Extinction?”

“W… what’s that?” The man’s sunken eyes were opened wide as he looked up at Sungchul.

Sungchul had no ability that explicitly allowed him to know truth and false with certainty, but he did have enough understanding of people to know with high confidence if they had any ulterior motives.

It does not seem like he’s lying. And that color.

The rags he wore made him look like an absolute beggar. Almost like clothes dug up from an ancient grave. Sungchul was able to detect a slight but a terribly ripe odor coming from the man.

Sungchul pressed the hammer into the man and asked, “What are you?”

The man screamed in terror and shouted with both his hands in the air.

“I… I told you! I am a challenger like you!”

Sungchul put away Fal Garaz and instead took out Krombui.

“It’s been a while, friend!”

Sungchul nodded to reply to Krombui’s greetings before he pressed Krombui’s edge against the man’s smelly neck.

“Does he have a grudge against me?” Krombui muttered quietly to himself.

The sunken eyes of the man were filled with terror and surprise as he looked down at the blade pressed against his neck.

“How long have you been here for?” Sungchul asked.

The sunken eyes were taken off of the blade and raised up to look at Sungchul as the man hastily answered, “Don’t know…”

Sungchul took a step forward toward the man, who now looked like he was wronged and shouted out with near hysteria, “I don’t know any details! I was here since before this god-forsaken dungeon suddenly stopped functioning!”

Sungchul couldn’t hold back his surprise. He took Krombui away from the man’s neck as he asked calmly, “Is that true?”

“Why would I lie?” The man looked frustrated as he reached into his Soul Storage to retrieve something to show Sungchul.

It was a document of sorts.

Sungchul grabbed it and tried to read it.

Hmm? These letters…?! It was written in ancient tongue. Sungchul used his mediocre understanding of the language to decipher the document.

[Dillo… Buron… Tromeia… Bandit… Guild… Dabbler… prefer… made of branches… sauteed…]

The latter half could not be understood, but he could tell that this was a form of identification of sorts.

Sungchul glared down at the man and asked with a cold tone,
“How have you survived until now?”

It was the most fundamental question. And to this, the man looked around his surroundings and replied with a trembling voice, “Well.”

An answer for the wrong question.

But Sungchul did not hold it against the man. If anything, Sungchul was feeling deeply curious about this man who had been in this dungeon for ten thousand years.

Sungchul handed the man a coupon for a stay at the Dragon Hotel to have him go and wash himself. Once he was clean, the man was much more bearable on the eyes.

Sungchul took the bewildered man to a fairy restaurant. The fairies boasted great skill with food that could average between 50~70 points with the chef class.

The mysterious man was elated and began to wolf down food at a rapid pace.

The mind will work better once the belly is full.

Sungchul remained patient as the man ate through ten tokens-worth of food.

And finally, the moment Sungchul waited for finally arrived.

“I am Dillo Buron. A guild member of the Holy city of Troimea’s thieves guild as the beginner class.”

The man seemed to regain some of his mental faculties as he explained his story.

But Sungchul soon noticed that there was no small amount of suspicion in his eyes. And as if to prove him right, the man directed a question at Sungchul with an accusatory voice, “Where are you affiliated?”

“I am not affiliated anywhere,” Sungchul replied.

To this, Dillo Buron seemed angry. “That’s impossible.”

“And why is that so?” It was Sungchul’s turn to ask.

“This God’s Dungeon, Aegehios, is the property of the Holy city of Troimea. In other words, it’s impossible to enter here without the permission of the pontiff of Troimea.”

“Troimea?”

It was a name he had heard a few times. It was one of the terms he had seen from time to time attributed to Lesser Gods since he obtained Transcendent Senses. And even the name of the key he obtained that possessed the power to open Soul Storage carried the name ‘key of the vault keeper of Troimea.’

He had been thinking it must refer to a place somewhere, and finally he came across someone who seemed to know it.

“Are you telling me you don’t know what Troimea is?” Dillo Buron asked with a disbelieving look.

“Truthfully, I do not know very well. But I do have this.”

Sungchul took out the key of the vault keeper of Troimea he had obtained from Horneko and pushed it forward.

“Mmm? T…that…?! Sir Issac Laccetem’s key?”

“What is that? Do you know him, the centipede?”

“Centipede? What outrage! He’s a man of integrity, responsible for the storehouses of the Holy city of Troimea, the wisest and the most greedless man in existence.”

Sungchul watched the livid Dillo Buron and thought to himself, This man… his clock stopped ten thousand years ago.

Just what happened in the past? But before that, there was a need to fix a misunderstanding first.

Dillo Buron suddenly took two daggers from his Soul Storage and pointed them toward Sungchul. “You… You couldn’t be…. Are you a warrior of Kire? What have you done with Sir Laccetem?”

“What the hell is the Kire now? Did you mean curry?” Sungchul stood up as he replied. In his hands was Fal Garaz.

He had taken it out to show more than anything, but Dillo Buron did not recognize Fal Garaz.

Fal Garaz must have not been made ten thousand years ago, Sungchul thought to himself as he pointed Fal Garaz at Dillo Buron.

“Nonsense!” Dillo Buron replied vehemently, but his eyes were already trembling, somewhat aware of the fact that an unimaginable amount of time passed in the darkness.

“If you desire so, I shall face you.” Sungchul raised Fal Garaz as an unspeakably overpowering aura poured out of his body.

Dillo Buron’s eyes shook and put his weapon down first. “… It is not because I believe you.” Dillo murmured quietly and bitterly. “I know I can’t win even if I were to fight you.”

“A wise decision.” Sungchul also put away Fal Garaz into the Soul Storage.

Once again, the two men gazed at each other from across the table, both aware where the conversation needed to start.

Dillo Buron took a sip of the tea the fairy had brought before starting with an exhausted voice. “As someone from the thieves’ guild of Troimea, I was given the role of guiding the citizens of Troimea toward ascension.”

“Ascension?”

“It refers to becoming an immortal and leaving this world,” Dillo Buron frowned deeply before whispering quietly. “And damn it all, I was supposed to be next.”

Sungchul thought to himself. Something must have happened inside of the dungeon.

Dillo Buron continued to explain, “My role was that of a delivery man. The holy orders’ warriors would earn Dungeon Tokens from higher level trials, and my job was to deliver them to weaker ones.”

“Is that possible? No, let me change my question. This dungeon permitted that to take place?”

“Of course it didn’t. That’s why a deliveryman like me was valuable.” Dillo Buron said this before winking with one eye and vanishing from Sungchul’s sight.

It was complete invisibility. Sungchul realized that he couldn’t so much as detect his slightest presence.

This ability. It feels familiar. Ahmuge’s face crossed his mind for a moment.

“This is much better than before.” Sungchul replied while staring at thin air.

Dillo Buron reappeared in front of Sungchul with a grin, using his few remaining teeth. “I was on the verge of death earlier. I was hungry and out of my mind. There’s no way I would have been caught normally.”

“How did you end up like this in the first place?”

Dillo Buron’s face darkened as a response. “There was something seriously wrong that day. Warriors of the order left the dungeon and ascended. And they informed me the next batch of warriors from the order were supposed to arrive. But no matter how long I waited, the next group never arrived. And then suddenly the entire dungeon went dark.”

Sungchul’s eyes twitched slightly. This man seems to have been sealed in here along with the dungeon.

“It’s not supposed to happen, for the entire dungeon to cease functioning entirely. All the fairies went to sleep and the lights at the palace of genies went out. The entire world was plunged into deathly silence. That was… just… it was a really shitty experience…”

Dillo seemed traumatized just being reminded of that day as he curled up and began to tear at his nails with a sickened look on his face.

“How did you survive?” Sungchul asked.

Dillo turned his gaze back to Sungchul with face still full of fear as he shook his head. “I don’t really know. Not long after the dungeon went dark, I also fell into sleep. No, more like I think I was asleep. I would occasionally wake up from time to time, but since the world was completely silent and dark, I would close my eyes and force myself back to sleep. Again and again, hundreds… perhaps tens of thousands of times…”

Sungchul thought to himself upon hearing this, So, he slept for ten thousand years.

It might have been thanks to the mystical energies contained within the dungeon that he managed to survive until now. The God’s Dungeon safeguarded even Dillo Buron, who was but an intruder.

“Then, will you please tell me about yourself?”

After a bit of time passed, Dillo was able to overcome his fear enough to ask Sungchul with a piercing gaze, “It’s fine if you only want to share your affiliation and purpose. I already know you must be from Kireh.”

To this, Sungchul shared with the man a truth more terrible than any lie he could have said.

“Are you aware that ten thousand years have passed since the era you have lived?”

“Ten thousand…?!” Dillo’s eyes shook as if there was an earthquake.

“The Troimea or Kireh you speak of no longer exists any longer in the world. In fact, the name has already been lost to history and forgotten by the world at large.”

“Lies!” Dillo shouted loudly with rage in his eyes. He was aware that some time must have passed since he was last out. But it was on a scale of years. Perhaps a few decades at best. No, it would be more accurate to say that he wanted to believe it to be true.

“In fact, it has been more than ten thousand years.” Sungchul clapped his hands, and a few fairies poked their heads out from outside the doorway to look in.

“What is it, yeyo?”

Sungchul turned to address the fairies, “How long has this dungeon been buried underground?”

“Stop,” Dillo said. “Stop it.”

Sungchul understood exactly what Dillo Buron was going through right now. Dillo was aware of the fact that an unbelievable amount of time had passed while he was stuck inside the darkness. But understanding something did not mean his heart could accept it. Because the moment he admitted to it, everything he had ever done and lived for would mean nothing. Not only was there no one to remember him, but nothing of what he remembered remained either. In some ways, this was a truer oblivion than even death.

Sungchul thought to himself and arrived at a conclusion. He asked the restaurant’s fairy with a calm voice, “How many years has it been?”

“It has been a few decades past ten thousand years, yeyo.”

Dillo exploded in anger. “Lies!” He was enraged. “Utter bullshit!” He slammed his fist down on the table, which broke it in half. The plates fell to the floor and shattered.

Bertelgia shivered as she muttered to herself. “What’s his problem?”

Sungchul calmly watched Dillo Buron’s fit of rage. The anger that had been sleeping within the man for the last ten thousand years seemed to burn deep and strong, with no end in sight.

As it was with all things, it would need time to heal.

What an irony that the only cure to Dillo Buron’s pain was the very flow of time that tormented him so.

***

The next day, Dillo Buron appeared before Sungchul once more. He had a troubled look as he apologized for the previous night’s rudeness.

“I’m sorry about yesterday. I lost my cool for a bit.”

Sungchul replied without seeming all that bothered, “Let us put it behind us. More importantly, do you feel relieved after all?”

The man from ten thousand years ago shook his head with a forlorn look. “I can’t take your word for it.”

“Can’t you just ask Aegehios himself directly?”

“Perhaps. But I do not wish to speak to that cow head yet.”

It appeared as though he was unwilling to accept reality just yet. Instead, he made a toothy grin with the few teeth he had remaining and raised his thumbs. “I plan on leaving the dungeon along with you.”

“With me?”

“I don’t want to admit that the world outside has changed, but it seems like it’s probably true. Even if I were to leave now, there wouldn’t be anyone I know, and if I have to live outside this place, it will probably serve me best to have some connections somewhere.”

Sungchul was not a very social person who enjoyed dragging out a relationship. After he and Bertelgia simultaneously shot him a piercing gaze for a moment, Dillo feigned surprise and moved onto his next point. “Ah, I’m not making an empty request without compensation. I’ll provide you info in trade.”

“Info?”

“Things like type and weaknesses of the Ultimate Trials’ bosses, or bonus rewards hidden within the dungeon.”

“Hoh.”

“It’s enough if you provide me meal and boarding. How is that? It’s a good trade, right?”

It wasn’t bad. But even so, Sungchul still gave a stern reply. “The quality of the meal will be based on the quality of the intel you can provide.”

And thus, a new phase in Sungchul’s progress through the dungeon began. Dillo Buron informed Sungchul about the criteria for bonus reward that Sungchul couldn’t have possibly discovered on his own. And that was to observe the attack of every monster in normal trials.

[6-1]

[Legendary Naga Blade Master]

A feminine half human half snake monster who looked like they might be a far cousin of Medusa appeared.

If it had been a normal day, he would have eliminated it the moment it appeared, but he patiently waited until the end to watch all of its different attacks.

“Shee!” A dashing strike following a snakelike hiss, a chain attack utilizing all four arms, piercing attack where all four swords were stabbed toward the same point, and so forth.

The attacks themselves were no scoffing matter. It was, in fact, difficult to predict and was rather unique and lethal. Sungchul thought that most of the Thirteen Continental Champions would not be able to overcome this normal trials’ monster’s attack.

But Sungchul was no longer a being within the same realm of strength as they. He quietly fended off attack after attack from the monster and waited for a message to appear before him.

An indeterminant time passed while dodging and blocking, before the message he had been waiting for finally appeared.

[Your eyes have become used to the enemy’s attacks]

It was a message he had never seen before.

The reason was obvious; he had been breaking all of their heads with his hammer. But the result would be different from now on.

“Shi shii shiik!” the medusa screamed in its next assault.

Sungchul swung his hammer and destroyed the swords along with its wielder like he usually had done until now, in a single blow.

Dungeon tokens fell before him.

Fifty Dungeon Tokens.

But this would not be the end. Sungchul saw the words he was promised by Dillo would appear and gave a faint grin.

[You have seen through all of the different skills of a powerful opponent. You can feel your Resilience increase.]
[Resilience +5]


Sungchul immediately opened up his tatus screen – abilities window.

Shining words blocked his view, and finally a smile appeared on Sungchul’s lips.

[Stats]
Strength999+Dexterity916
Vitality815Magic Power732
Intuition738Magic Resist742
Resilience 548Charisma28
Luck28


His abilities had risen, even if ever so slightly.

***

His abilities rising was definitely a good thing. At least, that’s what he thought at first. But as he continued to clear the normal trials, Sungchul was progressively more and more dissatisfied, until he was finally starting to feel fed up by the time he defeated a boss of an Ultimate Trial.

[Stats]
Strength999+Dexterity916
Vitality815Magic Power732
Intuition738Magic Resist742
Resilience 578Charisma28
Luck28


Sungchul opened his status window to check after completing the sixth Ultimate Trial.

I was right. Only Resilience is rising.

Adding together the total increase in stats from Ultimate Trials and normal trials, he had obtained fifty-five points in Resilience. Each normal trial had a bonus reward of five, and each Ultimate trial had a bonus reward of ten.

Strictly speaking, raising Resilience based on Sungchul’s existing stats was not necessarily a bad idea. His strength, charisma, and luck could not be increased by any means, and he had sufficiently high magic related stats.

If he were to exclude stats that were cursed and locked away, there was a significantly lower stat he had compared to all other stats, and that was Resilience.

Resilience was a stat that determined his resistance to various types of mental attacks, patience, success rates with certain types of spells or schools of magic like black magic, and mana replenishment rate.

If judging by the number of things it affected, Resilience might at first appear to be an important stat with many uses, but practical utility of this stat was mediocre at best and not immediately obvious. Even by the world at large, it was considered a stat that was low on the priority to raise. Of course, it came with the warning not to leave it too low because to do so meant that there was the possibility one might end up as a pawn of a demon or a toy of a magician.

Therefore, it was common sense to raise the Resilience stat to a certain point and to ignore it going forward when trying to get stronger. Which was why Sungchul’s Resilience stat was on the low end in comparison to his other stats, but he was well within the top levels compared to the world’s average.

And to compound the issue, the reason he didn’t feel much compulsion to touch his Resilience was because he had a powerful Soul Contract by the name of Thunder Shield that could protect him in case his stats happened to be too low.

Thunder Shield had the ridiculous ability to make Sungchul immune to all mental attacks below Legendary Tier spells on top of having the already-unbalanced feature of reducing magic damage. It was one of the three methods taught to him by Ryze Himerr, a pillar that formed the basis of how Sungchul might stand alone against the world.

For this reason, Sungchul had no motivation to actively seek to raise his Resilience stat even if it proved to be low somehow.

I don’t really need Resilience. It would have been better if it had been dexterity, strength, or even perhaps one of the magic stats instead.

Sungchul took 21,000 tokens and another elixir and returned to the Blanche Plaza.

Mmm. Marakia, I wonder if I’ll run across him today, Sungchul thought to himself as he returned to the Dragon Hotel to speak to Dillo Buron.

“Isn’t that obvious?” Dillo replied in a matter-of-fact tone when asked about why Sungchul only received Resilience as a reward.

“Aegehios is a God’s Dungeon that raises one of the nine Virtues, persistence and patience, a place to raise your willpower and Resilience.”

It was unexpected information. Sungchul handed over 1 token to hear the rest of the story.

Dillo Buron explained that there was nine God’s Dungeons and eighty-one Towers.

The towers were essentially lower tier dungeons compared to the God’s Dungeons, where you would go to train if you were not yet strong enough to challenge the God’s Dungeons.

Furthermore, Dillo added that someone of the caliber of Sungchul would be unable to gain anything meaningful going to the towers. The most important were the God’s Dungeons.

Each of the nine dungeons exclusively granted one of the nine status points only. In other words, the God’s Dungeon of Strength granted only Strength stats, and the dungeon of Charisma would grant only Charisma.

“Go ahead and take a look at your status screen,” Dillo instructed.

Sungchul obliged.

[Stats]
Strength999+Dexterity916
Vitality815Magic Power732
Intuition738Magic Resist742
Resilience 578Charisma28
Luck28


His ability screen that showed all nine stats covered his sights. This was not visible to Dillo, but he continued to explain as if he could.

“There’s a well-known secret hidden in the status screen.”

“A well-known secret?”

“Yes. The arrangement of the abilities in that screen gives a general location of each of the God’s Dungeons of that stat. Think about where Aegehios is located.

“Hmm. You’re right.”

Aegehios was located on the southwestern corner of the Continent. It was in the same cardinal direction as where the stat was in the ability screen.

“That’s fascinating.” Sungchul let out a rare voice of astonishment. Independent of his surprise, he now knew that Aegehios was a dungeon solely dedicated to raising the Resilience stat.

But that didn’t mean Sungchul was going to be lazy with pursuing the hidden reward. His long-time standing hobby was watching his stats rise in the ability screen. Even if it happened to be for the Resilience stat that rarely made a difference.

It’s better than not raising it at all.

For that reason, he continued to press himself, until finally Sungchul reached the stage before the last Ultimate Trial.

[8-1]

Sungchul yawned as he opened his status screen to check.

[Stats]
Strength 999+ Dexterity 916
Endurance 815 Magic Power 732
Intuition 738 Magic Resistance 742
Resilience 613 Charisma 28
Luck 28


In other words, if he had obtained every possible hidden reward, the maximum Resilience he could have obtained was 225.

The hidden reward from overcoming Ultimate Trials was a fixed value of 10, which would raise the total value of Resilience he could gain to 315.

It was an enormous value. A reward worthy of a dungeon bearing the god’s name.

But Sungchul had slain the first five bosses instantaneously, and there were no re-tries. He had unintentionally evaporated fifty points.

That means that the maximum Resilience I can expect to gain is 265.

According to Voulu, it was possible to re-attempt normal trials again, so there was an opportunity for him to gain the Resilience stat he had unintentionally forfeited.

But on the other hand, he had different thoughts. The number of tokens he was capable of earning per trial was increasing. The tokens he had in his possession was 1832. Using 7-5 as the point of reference, if he were to simply repeat that trial five times a day, he could earn three hundred tokens a day.

Considering the fact that there was an incremental increase in token reward as he progressed to higher trials, it was possible to get a rather good influx of tokens doing nothing but repeatedly clearing normal dungeons all day. And combining that with the Essence of Spirits he could purchase, it could directly lead to an increase in stats of his choosing rather than Resilience.

Six more days remaining. I now have to make a choice to go back and gain more stats or focus on gaining more tokens.

Sungchul’s time to think came to an end with a message informing him that an enemy had made its appearance.

[Legendary Master Succubus, Dungeon’s Idol]

Dungeon Idol?!

Sungchul’s eyes momentarily grew unfocused.

A narrow-waisted and busty demoness appeared from the darkness, shaking her hips with a seductive expression on her mind-meltingly beautiful face.

It was a humanoid succubus, unlike the succubus in the outside world, and because of that, it troubled Sungchul even more.

“Oh my, what a cutie. You’re completely my type.”

Sungchul felt a cold sweat drip down his back.

“Shit. Fuck it…” He was wondering why he hadn’t come across one yet. That God fellow… What a lack of creativity.

Sungchul uncharacteristically filled his mind with rather unholy and blasphemous phrases as he stared emotionlessly at the Master Succubus, who continued to uselessly try to seduce him as he put his hand over his heart.

“W… what are you doing?” Bertelgia asked, and Sungchul was reduced to a sigh and a mutter.

“It’s inappropriate for minors.”

Sungchul glared at the enemy.

“Then, shall we begin a crazed party?” Master Succubus raised her hands in the air and began to dance. The special attack of the Master Succubus aimed at dominating the mind through powerful mental attacks had begun. Which was further proven in the form of a text that appeared before Sungchul’s eyes.

[Master Succubus has begun her dance of temptation!]

A limp man watched his enemy as a cow might watch a chicken. It didn’t take long for the effects to show.

[But you have managed to overcome the temptations of the Master Succubus! (physical error).]

Sungchul flinched a bit when he saw the message.

There was soon another message before him.

[You have grown accustomed to the enemy’s movements]

“Damn it! You eunuch!” The succubus, who failed at charm, was greatly enraged and pulled out a whip with a large number of sharp razers along the length.

But this was what Sungchul had wanted all along.

It took only two strikes the end it, for a handful of tokens and a pitiful amount of Resilience stat.

It was a wholly dissatisfactory reward for such a terrible ordeal he had to suffer.

But this was not enough to stop Sungchul.

I guess it’s sometimes nice that it can’t stand.

Sungchul managed to complete all eight trials thus far without too much issue. The only one remaining was the final stage nine trial.

But before that, there was something that he had to do.

“Pii…”

He had finally caught him. Marakia.

Sungchul plucked him off of the ground, feeling the soft and fluffy feathers against his fingers.

“Why did you avoid me?”

“A… avoid? What nonsense! It was simply bad luck!”

But even as he shouted, Marakia was avoiding Sungchul’s eyes to the limit of his ability.

“I shall take back thirty coins,” Sungchul said after exercising restraint to the limit of his patience. But Marakia, too, replied with a statement befitting a challenger to the Dungeon of Resilience.

“I have none to give.”

“What?” Sungchul’s eyes began to fill with murderous intent.

“I spent it all! It’s true! I have not a single coin remaining!” Marakia flapped his wings about as if to stress that he wasn’t hiding anything in his feathers.

“And if I find even one?” Sungchul asked calmly.

“Take them all! I’m telling the truth!” Marakia shouted as he struggled.

He was all-in on his stance. But there was an item in Sungchul’s possession that Marakia did not know about, and he extracted a rainbow colored key from his Soul Storage. The key of the vault keeper of Troimea.

When he held the key, the invisible vault door next to Marakia became visible to Sungchul. He put the key up close to the vault, and it forced open the Soul Storage automatically, pulling out possessions most desired by the holder of the key.

Marakia, who was still caught in Sungchul’s grasp, couldn’t believe his eyes. “Pi… piiiiiii!” There had never been such a loud cry of despair from his mouth before.

The Dungeon Tokens poured out of the vault endlessly, clinging upon the white marble floor. The total came to one thousand five hundred fifty.

He must have somehow managed to defeat up to the second Ultimate Trial boss.

Among the tokens, Sungchul held up the large thousand-unit token as he grinned toward Marakia.

“Take them all if there’s even one, you say?”

“Piii…” Marakia was finally cornered. “Mer… Mer…”

“What?” Sungchul asked.

“M… Mercy…” Marakia trembled.


Chapter 10 – The Dungeon Master

“P… Please let me off this one time, human. I’m setting aside my pride as the king to ask this of you…” Marakia spoke with an unusually mature tone. Even going as far as using words like “King’s Pride.”

Sungchul had never seen him like this. For a moment, he recalled Marakia’s awe-inspiring figure from before he had regressed into the egg.

Is he being sincere?

Marakia continued to speak. “I must… there is something I must buy without fail… Please…”

Bertelgia trembled strongly while watching him. “I guess we should forgive him just this once.” Bertelgia must have also noticed that Marakia was acting differently from usual.

“What are you trying to buy?” Even before Sungchul could ask, she flew out of his pocket to ask Marakia in her usual energetic voice.

Marakia’s eyes wavered for a moment. “L…Living book!”

“Quickly, out with it! This guy, he’s really an impatient person.”

To this, Marakia replied with a tiny voice, with tears welling up in his big eyes.

“F…Final Elixir.”

“Final Elixir?”

Marakia nodded to confirm Bertelgia’s question. “The Dungeon shop is selling Final Elixir that can undo the Curse of Extinction. I am thinking of administering it to one of my people.”

Though it led to a bit of a ruckus, Marakia’s plan was in fact commendable. He hadn’t spoken a word about it to Sungchul during their travels, but it seemed as though the fate of his people in the north weighed heavily in his heart. They had left a warning with the cave elves, but that wasn’t enough to feel at ease. He needed someone trustworthy who he could depend on to take care of his people in his absence.

And that’s when he discovered it. The Final Elixir.

He doesn’t know how to properly ask for help.

Sungchul released Marakia, along with the Dungeon Tokens that he had confiscated. It went without saying that he didn’t subtract the thirty Dungeon Tokens he had initially come to take back. Instead, Sungchul asked Marakia a question.

“Are you able to gather two thousand more tokens?”

In the dungeon store, the healing-type consumables were the most blatantly overpriced category of goods. And of them, at the top, was the strongest healing potion of all Final Elixir. The price for this highest tier potion was three thousand tokens.

With that many tokens, it was possible to obtain two combat-stat boosting Essence of Spirits.

Marakia, only having managed to gather slightly more than a thousand or so in the same length of time it took Sungchul to become able to rub two 10,000 Tokens together meant that Marakia was unable to pass all the Ultimate Trials like Sungchul had been.

“If only I was a bit bigger…”

Marakia let his head drop out of bitterness. “I’m not able to eat properly… Even sleep, I had to spend the night outside… All to try and save one token…”

Marakia did seem much thinner than Sungchul remembered. And his typically fluffy feathers seemed to have lost much of its shine and luster. There was clearly a big difference compared to when he was with Sungchul and had access to all sorts of luxuries.

Marakia had been struggling alone all this time. Not only had he been running away from Sungchul, but he’d also subjected himself to starvation for the sake of a single token.

“I need to be eating well during my growth period…” Marakia said with great sorrow without raising his head.

“…Mmm.” A sigh finally escaped from Sungchul’s lips, and

Bertelgia felt like she could guess what was going through his mind. And as if to validate her thoughts, Sungchul opened his Soul Storage and tossed something toward the crestfallen Marakia.

Two 1000 Dungeon Tokens fell to the marble with a clack. After subtracting the entry fee for the ninth Ultimate Trial, this was a massive portion of his total earnings; two thirds of his three thousand something tokens he had earned thus far.

“Take it.”

“P… Pii…?” Marakia raised his head to look up at Sungchul with glistening eyes. “H… Human…!”

Sungchul turned around without expressing any emotions before calmly saying, “Buy what you need now, before I change my mind.”

Marakia used his tiny, adorable hands to pick up the two one-thousand-Dungeon Tokens and went sprinting off toward the Exchange Shop as if his life depended on it.

“You, are you really okay with this?” Bertelgia asked as if she hadn’t expected his action. “I didn’t think you had it in you to care for that pigeon over there. But here we are.”

“It’s not exactly ‘caring for.’ I do still have an unpaid debt to him.” Sungchul remembered that day in the throne room of the Avian Kingdom. If Marakia hadn’t made the ultimate sacrifice, then the conclusion of the first Calamity would have been greatly delayed.

But that wasn’t the only reason for his mercy. Bertelgia knew.

“Hmm. Could it be that, despite how you normally seem, you’re actually a softie inside?”

Bertelgia landed on Sungchul’s shoulder and asked with a teasing voice.

“W… What are you saying?” Sungchul shook his shoulders to drop Bertelgia and made his way toward the hotel.

Bertelgia chuckled to herself as she watched him rush to get away. You don’t know how to be honest with yourself, do you?

Meanwhile, Marakia’s appearance came like a Calamity to another.

“N… Nahak!” Dillo Buron saw the black feathered Marakia appear at the boulevard and immediately scrambled to escape. “Nahak! A Nahak has appeared!”

But no one came to his aid. Or came to chase him for that matter. The only one who was terrified was Dillo Buron alone. For whatever reason, he seemed to have a bad memory of the Avian people.

“What’s up with him?” Bertelgia and Sungchul remained silent as they watched Dillo scurry away in utter terror.

But as they were going to head back into their lodging, Sungchul stopped for a moment to look behind him.

“What is it?” Bertelgia had entered the doorway first and turned to Sungchul, who shook his head and followed her inside.

“It must have been my imagination.” Despite his words, he scanned the surroundings with a sharp gaze before returning indoors.

“Whew…” A sigh of relief came from seemingly thin air. “I almost got caught.” At the corner of the plaza in the alleyway, a man’s voice spoke. Unlike Dillo Buron, this voice was energetic and bright. But the most surprising fact was the giant, bull-headed divinity standing at his side.

“Why does someone of your status show interest in a mere challenger?” The Dungeon Aegehios asked into the empty air.

There was no reply from the unseen being as he continued to stare at the entrance of the Dragon Hotel Sungchul had disappeared into.

Then there was another round of shrieks of terror from Dillo Buron from the distance. This caused the invisible being to mutter to himself. “Mmm. That delivery boy of Tromeia, should I have just kicked him out?”

“We could kick him out now if you wish,” Aegehios replied.

The unseen being shook his head and let out a deep sigh before opening his mouth. “There’s no need. In any case, the other man, he’s peculiar.”

“Peculiar?”

“Very much so. It is difficult for me to believe that that man is capable of committing such terrible acts. But on the other hand, there might be no one better suited than him.”

A magical reaction appeared from within the void where the voice was coming from. It was a portal, and without having shown himself, he walked toward it.

“I still haven’t heard your answer yet,” Aegehios called out to him.

The being hidden in the void replied with a cheerful tone, “Go ahead and unlock the Hidden Trial to him as promised.”

“Are you sure about this? He has yet to unlock all of the hidden rewards yet,” Aegehios asked to confirm.

“It’s alright. No one capable of completing the Hidden Trial will ever appear again.”

“I deem your reply to be an insufficient answer.”

Aegehios stood in his way. And to this, the man simply opened up another portal next to Aegehios and replied in his characteristically cheerful voice. “It’s because that man is going to destroy the world.”

To this, Aegehios’s giant figure froze up for a moment.

The man put Aegehios behind and turned to the portal. “Even if the world now is but an empty shell without substance.”

With those words left behind, he disappeared beyond the portal. All magical energies disappeared along with him, leaving no trace that he had ever been there.

The peace of the otherwise serene Blanche Plaza was punctuated only by Dillo Buron’s pitiful cries of terror in the distance.

“You say some strange things sometimes…” Aegehios stood for a while, ruminating over what he had been told before finally turning around and muttering to himself. “Dungeon Master.”

***

Between the human civil war and the invasion of the Colossi, the front line of the demon world was widely known to be annihilated. But one faction that held the front line remained fully combat ready in the region.

At the western regions of the demon realm, where it met the forest, the area under the protection of the Varan-Aran Alliance was still under careful watch. The force made up of mostly elves remained vigilant in the north despite the demons’ inexplicable extinction, for they were experienced and knew too well of the demons’ cunning.

One group of elven scouts were patrolling the barren lands of ice and fire at the border of the forest, the silence of the night punctuated by occasional geysers in the distance. It was a night much like any other. But the elves did not let down their guard.

Soon, one elf pointed toward the long valley corridor that led into the demon realm.

“There. Something’s there.”

Unbelievably, it was a group of humans. And the number of humans increased more and more until a giant horde of a few thousand individuals could be seen. These humans were carrying clubs and wearing fur clothes, perhaps a few crude pieces of armor. But overall, the weapons and clothes they carried were those of uncivilized savages.

The elves did not drop their guard despite their surprise.

“They could be disguised demons.”

“They could be fallen humans from long ago who migrated into the demon lands.”

The vigilance of the elves quickly transformed into that of surprise as the human horde grew closer. From them could be heard cries of babies and children. It was sounds that were unheard of in the past few decades. The elven scouts couldn’t contain their surprise to find that there were children and babies amongst this group of humans. This was a greater shock to them than the reappearance of the demons would have been.

“Was the Curse of Extinction undone?”

“That can’t be. The Curse of Extinction is still active.”

It was while the elves were murmuring amongst themselves that one of the human males at the head of the horde turned to look directly at where the elves were hiding.

“Are we discovered?”

“No way. This is outside the detection range of even the best among humans.”

Elves had thought that the human had looked in their general direction by coincidence. But a moment later, the man suddenly and completely disappeared from their sight. Once again, the elves were forced to doubt their famous eagle eyes.

“What?” one of the elven archers muttered to himself as he felt a chill go down his spine.

Then he felt a powerful impact strike him in his back like thunder and was lifted up into the air.

“Kagh!” Red blood spewed out of his mouth and the elven archer turned to see what was lifting him up from behind.

T…That’s…? It was the human who had looked in their direction earlier. When…? That was the last thought he had, as the savage barbarian separated the elf’s head from his body with his bare hands.

As blood came pouring out, the surviving elves looked upon the barbarian that had appeared between them with terror gripping their hearts.

“Draw swords!”

Steel rang out as the elves all simultaneously drew their daggers. But their fate was already sealed.

After a storm-like wind blew past the scouts, the only thing that remained were unrecognizably torn remains of the elves.

The barbarians looked up past the corpses of the elves toward the direction of the vast forest ahead with curiosity or perhaps bloodlust. As if to show that the bloodshed merely marked the beginning, the barbarians stepped through the elven remains toward the forest.

The powerful guardians of the northern forests who successfully defended the Storm Battlefront at the front lines of the demon realm, shoulder to shoulder with the Iron Blood Knights, and continued to watch over the northern regions in the aftermath… will henceforth forever remain unknown to history.

But through word of mouth from a few survivors, the most important fact was made known to the world at large.

“A terrifying nomadic tribe has appeared in the north. One that does not understand the languages of this world. And they are migrating south, destroying everything in their wake, possessing lifeforce and God-like strength not permitted to mortals of this world.”

But now that the World Parliament was effectively dissolved, there was no faction in this world strong enough to face these barbarians.

There was only one hope.

The session of World Parliament that was slated to take place at the ruins of Ixion in the not-too-distant future.

***

The man who had called for a session with his authority as the creator of the World Parliament was currently at the southwestern corner of the continent, at the God’s Dungeon.

[Hidden Trial]

Sungchul glared out over the indifferent wilderness, waiting for his enemies to show up.

Soon, something appeared before him.

Countless little sparks of light emerged from the darkness like the stars above.

Sungchul took deep breaths as he glared at his foe.

So, the only things that remain is the Hidden Trial and the Final Trial.

The trials of Aegehios were reaching the final stages.

A bow and arrow appeared in front of Sungchul. It was an ordinary bow and arrow made of wood from a cherry tree.

[Grab your weapon.]

A loud shout of instructions was blasted from beyond the wilderness somewhere.

Sungchul picked up the bow and arrow without hesitation. It was a common occurrence. The quests created specific scenarios and evaluated the challenger based on how he overcame the predicament.

But these were all out of fashion nowadays.

The moment the ‘right answer’ became known, the fixed requirement quests lost all initial difficulty, transforming into a mere rite of passage that granted free reward.

But with the absence of prior knowledge, these types of quests were able to fully function as a test as they were intended.

Not easy.

This was the most difficult type of quest for someone with God-like power like Sungchul to deal with, and for the second time since meeting Aegehios, he waited nervously for the message that was to appear.

Soon, a bright light burst from behind him.

The culprits were several bags full of tokens that also had bumps that resembled eyes, nose, and lips and even made laughing sounds.

“There’s a ton of stuff that you like.” Bertelgia said with a grin.

There were nine money bags in total. They formed a line a set distance away from Sungchul with uniform distance between each other.

What are they trying to do?

Sungchul stared out into the wilderness at the twinkling sources of light that could be seen from within the darkness.

[The condition is as follows] A voice shouted from somewhere beyond the wilderness. [On the other side is a single archer, and behind you stands nine money bags that hold between 10,000 to 100,000 tokens each.]

“Hu…Hundred thousand?” Bertelgia flew out of the pocket to go check the money bags. And, as promised, each one seemed to be filled to the brim with tokens, each worth between 1,000 to 10,000. One of the heftier looking bags full of giant tokens stood directly to Sungchul’s left, making bizarre laughing noises.

After a brief silence, the shouting voice resumed speaking. [The archer will shoot down the money bags one by one, and the last arrow will be aimed at you before it disappears. Your task is as follows. You are allowed to use only a single arrow to hit the archer. If you hit the archer, the trial ends in success. And if you fail, then the trial ends here. Note that the moment you complete this trial, tokens inside all surviving money bags is yours to keep]

Sungchul’s eyes flickered for a moment with greed.

He estimated that the total value of tokens behind him were around 300,000. It was an absurd amount.

Assuming every bag survived, that challenger would be able to buy enough Essence of Spirits to reach 999 on every stat and obtain almost every high value item in the shop, such as the Second Inner Flame.

It meant a single success here had the potential to transform a powerful individual into an immortal being. And if they were already in the same class as Immortals like Sungchul…

Nothing else mattered. If he could salvage just one of those 100,000 token bags, Sungchul could become vastly stronger.

So, this is the Hidden Trial? Marakia, that guy. He reeled in something huge.

Sungchul thought of all sorts of old folklore about various birds that repaid their debts like ravens, crows, cranes, and swallows as he lifted up his bow and arrow.

[Hear ye. You are only permitted to use your head, body, and the provided bow and arrow. The use of anything else is forbidden. Now then, we shall begin the Hidden Trial.]

Even before the shouting finished, an arrow came flying from the other side.

For a brief moment, Sungchul used his senses to search among the thousands of star-like glistening lights in the distance to locate the archer. But he found that the archer was too far away.

Attacking as soon as we start. Not bad.

As Sungchul readied himself for his next opportunity, the fired arrow flew past Sungchul and landed squarely on the face of the laughing money bag.

“Uwah ha ha ha! Ten thousand! Ten thousand is evaporating!”

The money bag hit by the arrow spoke for the first time as it fell to the ground, spilling the countless tokens contained within onto the floor.

Thousands of Dungeon Tokens let out a clattering noise as they rolled around the floor before they popped out of existence with a faint light that also swallowed up the remains of the fallen money bag.

Just like that, ten thousand tokens evaporated before their eyes.

“Ugh… what a waste,” Bertelgia muttered to herself before she turned to Sungchul and shivered as she tried to encourage him.

“Try your best on the next opportunity.”

“… Of course.”

Sungchul quickly returned his full attention back on the task at hand. Only one had been lost so far, after all.

Though it was not a weapon Sungchul often used, he was a master in every weapon and could utilize the bow as if it was an extension of his body. It would be no difficulty to put an arrow through a target once it was located. He held the bow half drawn and focused all of his senses as he glared in the direction of the horizon.

Is there more than one archer?

There were many beings hidden in the darkness beyond.

One among them made a move.

Lasers seemed to shoot out of Sungchul’s eyes as he visually chased the moving target like an eagle. But once he recognized what the creature was, he laughed out loud.

“Do you want me, Mr. Sterile?”

It was the self-proclaimed Idol Master of the dungeon, Succubus.

In fact, aside from her, this pitch-black wilderness was hiding all sorts of bosses Sungchul had defeated throughout his quests here. They were likely present as a sort of cameo but successfully served as a minor distraction to Sungchul.

Ffft.

An arrow came flying from within the crowd of diverse monsters arranged below.

Sungchul momentarily realized the location of the archer but didn’t manage to let loose the arrow in time.

Damn.

The fact that there was only one arrow granted to him made him hesitate and stay his hands.

The arrow flew past Sungchul, who resigned himself to his fate, and pierced through yet another money bag.

“Uwa ha ha ha! Fifty thousand! Fifty thousand is flying away!” The loss this time was rather severe. It bit deep into the bone.

A look of madness settled into Sungchul’s expression as another arrow quickly came flying in, but he was unable to respond to it, because it had come flying not from the front but from the back.

As Sungchul drew the bow tight and turned around behind him, he could still feel the presence of something melting into the darkness beyond the collapsing bonus reward money bag.

He might have been able to hit it if he were to shoot now.

But he could miss.

His instincts as an archer whispered to him, Don’t make such high-risk gamble.

Sungchul loosened his grip on the bow again and looked onward.

“Ooh hyo hyo hyo! Twenty thousand! Twenty thousand tokens are lost!”

In just a few moments, three of the bonus reward money bags were already gone. The sense of loss and urgency started to make Sungchul feel anxious.

I cannot lose any more of them. I must succeed on the next opportunity.

Sungchul changed his strategy. Instead of responding to the enemy after seeing it, he would keep his bow drawn and ready to fire the instant he felt the archer’s presence.

Sungchul’s dynamic visual acuity along with his senses as an archer would make it possible for him to respond instantaneously no matter where the enemy were to appear. The only real problem he had was the many monsters that moved about in his field of view. Sungchul looked upon these obstacles and thought to himself,

Perhaps that is the true objective behind this Hidden Trial.

The quests that have the participant assume a specific role to carry out usually came with a specific intent of the quest maker.

The Pinnacle of Culinary Arts quest he recently completed had been the same. It carried a clearly defined intent and rewarded those who figured it out with the sweet prize called success.

The quest Sungchul was currently undergoing must, therefore, likewise contain a similar objective.

It occurred to Sungchul at some point what Aegehios had said, that the Dungeon of the Gods existed to test the will.

Sparks flew out of Sungchul’s eyes like a flash of lightning.

I see. This Hidden Trial must have direct connections to yet another trial.

In other words, the purpose of these trials was to test the will of the challenger. The intentions of the quest maker must be to see if the challenger possessed an unbreakable will, one akin to a tree standing tall at the top of a treacherous mountain.

Sungchul felt a calm settle over his heart. His mind that was shaken by the loss of so many Dungeon Tokens was pacified by something deep within, by some powerful source of will that quietly took up the mantle in his stead after he had let himself down. Come, archer.

The many distractions on the field now no longer held sway over Sungchul. Shouting and moving about, they could try to grab his attention, but Sungchul’s unbreakable will rendered them nonexistent. He now had enough calm to isolate his enemy from the world around them.

And such an internal transformation was best recognized by Bertelgia, who was the closest one to his heart.

He finally found his path. She felt a heavy burden lift off of her shoulders.

There were still plenty of Dungeon Tokens remaining, and the bag containing a hundred thousand token was still alive.

A faint, nearly inaudible sound could be heard from the darkness abroad. It was the sound of the arrow being let loose, heard for the first time since the trial began. But Sungchul’s expression did not ease up one bit.

How can this be? It was too far, the originating point of the sound. And his concern soon manifested into reality as the arrow released from ultra-long range drew a high arc in the sky and pierced through one bonus reward bag nearly vertically from above.

“Uwa ha ha ha! Ten Thousand! Ten Thousand is gone!”

The loss of ten thousand Dungeon Token was indeed a grave loss. But what troubled Sungchul was the reality that retaliation was impossible.

It didn’t matter if Sungchul himself possessed powers that rivaled the gods. The limitation on the power and effectiveness of the arrow was limited by the bow, and more specifically, it was determined by the elastic potential.

Therefore, no matter how alert and ready he was, if he wanted to launch a retaliatory attack for such a long distance, he would likewise have to mimic the archer hiding in the shadows and point his bow high up in the sky and have the arrow follow a similar elliptical trajectory. And while it was certainly possible for him to do so, the archer was aiming at a stationary target, and Sungchul had to hit a moving one.

The difference in the nature of their respective targets resulted in the grim reality that it was not possible for Sungchul to fight back.

In a blink, another bonus reward bag disappeared after being pierced by yet another arrow.

The archer seemed determined to turn Sungchul into a living manifestation of despair, releasing a hail of arrows to erase Sungchul’s shares. Sungchul’s mind that had been brought to a state of calm was now being rocked violently by a hurricane named wrath.

This son of a…

Seething anger raged like an inferno in Sungchul’s eyes.

“Calm down. You still have the one containing a hundred thousand left alive.” Bertelgia surmised what Sungchul must be feeling right now and turned around to count real quick to let him know this important fact.

Hundred thousand. If I can just manage to protect a hundred thousand then it’s still good enough.

For a while, there was no sign of the archer hiding in the shadows, as if it was taking a quick breather.

Within the brief moment of peace, Sungchul redoubled his determination to protect the surviving hundred thousand reward bag at any cost.

No, he had initially thought that. Wrath and calm, hot and cold, as Sungchul repeatedly entered the two extremes of his emotions, a question suddenly popped into his head. Wait. Am I seriously misunderstanding something?

Another arrow came flying.

“Uwah ha ha! Fifty thousand! Fifty thousand is evaporating!”

One of the last two remaining reward bags was destroyed.

A moment ago, he would have felt a soul crushing sense of loss. But that was no longer the case.

I see.

What appeared at the corner of Sungchul’s lips was a faint smile.

The bowstring he had held taut went loose, and Sungchul lowered his bow and gazed out into the darkness beyond.

“Wh… What are you doing? Are you really going to give up on it? It’s a hundred thousand!” Bertelgia was absolutely stunned at his apparent resignment to his fate.

Sungchul remained non-responsive, and a figure emerged from the darkness. It was not a human. It was the weakest and most pathetic enemy even a beginner adventurer could defeat, a single goblin archer.

The one responsible for driving Sungchul, the Enemy of the world, into a fit of rage and despair was but a mere goblin.

“I… I can kill something like that with a smash with the corner of my covers!” Bertelgia was enraged, as if she was going to go fly down to the arrogantly laughing goblin and kill it herself, but Sungchul instead felt at peace.

So that’s how it is.

The Goblin nocked an arrow and drew the bow toward Sungchul.

Sungchul did not react.

The goblin let loose an arrow, and the arrow flew in a near straight line to pierce through the hundred thousand token bag. Several thousand tokens clattered and clanged against the floor as it rained down spectacularly.

The goblin gave Sungchul a rotten smile, and Sungchul immediately raised his bow and drew the bowstring.

The goblin looked terrified and surprised, hastily nocking another arrow onto the bow and aiming toward Sungchul.

“T… That little!” Bertelgia showed intense animosity. But in an unexpected and spontaneous motion, Sungchul spun around to face behind him and showed his back to the Goblin.

“My purpose here…” Sungchul’s calm voice echoed through the air as his eyes scanned the darkness where seemingly nothing and no one remained. He was as serene as the waves of the ocean, but he could somehow tell… His eyes could see things only seen by those who possessed will as stubborn as the lone tree standing atop a lonely mountain; the archer he was meant to defeat.

“…Is but one. The completion of this trial.”

Sungchul released the arrow and let fly.

Finally, his one and only arrow left his bow and landed on the unseen enemy below.

[Excellent] a bellowing voice echoed from beyond the fields.

Sungchul let out a sigh and put down his bow as the darkness covering the fields beyond began to dissipate.

It wasn’t long until a familiar white background became visible once more.

“Ugh… such waste.” Bertelgia was shaking with the immense sense of lost opportunities, but Sungchul thought differently.

There is nothing to be disappointed about. The large number of tokens were nothing but bait. The bonus reward bags that needed to be protected were the traps.

It was an incredibly insidious trap that made the challenger of the trial lose sight of what was important, Misdirecting their attention to cause misunderstanding about what they were supposed to be doing, to trick them into committing an irreversible mistake and fail the trial entirely.

It was indeed a trial well suited for a dungeon whose divine purpose was to test the will.

If Sungchul had wanted to save even one of the bonus reward bags, he would have never been able to locate the real archer in the dark.

Words appeared before Sungchul’s unimpressed eyes.

[10]

Are we immediately skipping ahead?

He hadn’t even been to the ninth trial yet. In fact, he wasn’t aware there even was a tenth trial until now, nor had he given his consent in starting it. Whatever was happening now was happening independent of Sungchul’s will.

A man appeared from beyond the blank white space in monochrome black. It was a tall, well-built man in all black Korean traditional gown, wearing a wooden mask. One thing of note was that there was bright green and rather holy light escaping from the cut-out slits for the eyes, with the arrow Sungchul had shot still lodged in its forehead.

The masked man pulled out the arrow as it began to speak.

[However, resolve is useless alone. A strong resolve can only truly shine if backed by the strength to carry it through. Otherwise, resolve can at best become a hollow echo in the void or at worst manifest into a calamity that engulfs everything into an inferno of self-wrought personal hell.]

[If you have no confidence, turn back now. You shall receive your due reward worthy of the resolve you have thus demonstrated. However, if you wish to obtain a reward truly worth coveting…]

Sungchul already began to grin by this point.

[Come forth. If you believe you have what it takes to move forward.]

The man in black was congratulating Sungchul for overcoming the hidden trial but informed him that the true reward would require another, different demonstration.

A demonstration of his strength.

This meant that what was about to come would not be easy, and the prize likewise immeasurably precious. What awaited him was probably a treasure the designer of the dungeon valued most above all else.

In other words, it would lead to the path that would bring him closest to the full clear of the dungeon.

As if to respond to his thoughts, info was revealed to him by the Transcendent Senses.

[Nameless one.]

[Undefeated, Agent of God]

[One of the first Nine Immortals, True Apostle of God]

Sungchul’s eyes grew wide in surprise. So, this must be the master of this dungeon. He was overcome with something akin to certainty, because of all the humans he had come across thus far, no one had been all that powerful in comparison.

“Bertelgia, could I ask you to spectate from a distance for a bit?” Sungchul asked with a soft tone of voice.

Bertelgia knew Sungchul better than anyone and was quickly out of his pocket and reassumed her original size, flapping her pages to fly before he was even done asking.

“Hmm. That guy’s that strong?”

Sungchul shook his head after hearing her question. “I cannot tell.”

“Hmm.”

“But I think I’m getting a feeling like I might be in for a worthy fight for once.”

“I don’t really get it, but, anyway, good luck, and don’t lose!” Bertelgia moved herself far away.

Sungchul stepped forward without fear, the wooden bow in his hands replaced by Fal Garaz. “I prefer this kind of trial more.”

Once Sungchul assumed a battle stance, the hooded man likewise lowered himself to match. It was a stance of a warrior, a highly experienced one at that.

His legs seemed to roll on the floor effortlessly, then the next moment, his body was flung forward like an arrow, and as they were about to make impact, the man swung his arm down from above, carrying the entirety of his momentum with it.

Fast.

Sungchul felt a compulsion to take the hit head on instead of dodging. So he raised Fal Garaz above and blocked the man’s thunder-like attack.

The power of the strike was transferred to Sungchul’s God-like body through Fal Garaz.

And Strong.

It had been a while since he had last been impressed with the strength of someone who wasn’t a Lesser God.

Sungchul had tried to block the man’s attack with one arm but needed to use his left arm to brace Fal Garaz.

Fal Garaz stopped shaking and stabilized, and Sungchul pushed forth with his strength to press against the man with his god-like strength.

The man in black was pushed up into the sky.

Sungchul dashed forth in pursuit toward the landing point of the man he had knocked up in the air, Fal Garaz giving off rather threatening sounds as it rotated, which revealed just how much Sungchul was looking forward to this battle.

I cannot believe that there exists someone among humans who is able to stand toe to toe with me.

The man’s movements were remarkable. He watched Sungchul dash forward like the wind toward his landing point without appearing all that fazed. In fact, he seemed to enjoy his time in the air like it was a brief break and did nothing for the majority of the fall. It wasn’t until he was near the ground that he spun around in the air to take something out.

A blade.

The sword of a perilous length drew elegant curves in the air for a moment before it seemed to possess some sinister, unapproachable energy as it made its way toward Sungchul.

A counterattack; an unspoken gesture telling him to back off.

But Sungchul didn’t step back. In fact, he took on the man’s counterattack head on.

Blue sparks flew between the sword and the hammer.

The hammer seemed to be pressed back at the initial clash, but it didn’t last long.

Sungchul successfully absorbed the man’s attack and forced the stalemate into a contest of raw strength.

“…Incredible.” A pleasant voice that oozed with experience could be heard from beyond the mask.

The one to step back was the masked man. He dashed a short a distance away and a bit more before taking a stance after fluttering his Korean gown.

The immensely long sword was held backward, appearing like a single blade of orchid visible beyond his person.

“I have never lost in my long life,” the masked man began. “Someone once told me it was because I have the will of a tiger and the cunning of a fox in symbiotic harmony. I do not know the reason I was chosen to become the examinator of this test of will. Across my entire life, I have done nothing but slay and murder; a beautiful virtue like the patience that can be had from resolve is but like oil to water for me.”

The excessively long sword was rotated around, drawing a large circle before it took its place before the man.

“But I think I understand the reason now.”

Without further warning, the masked man was suddenly overflowing with explosive malice, an overpowering desire to fight and inflict violence. The deranged zeal he now possessed was enough to make even the all-powerful Sungchul feel threatened.

His Transcendental Senses were telling him, and his experience likewise agreed, that among everyone he had ever come across until this point, Lesser Gods be damned, this man before him was by far the most dangerous and powerful opponent he had ever faced.

It seems as though, in the confines of this dungeon, no matter how high your stats reach, you won’t pass on, so to speak.

It didn’t make sense otherwise. That overpowering feeling; not even the infernal Lesser Gods, who were at the precipice toward of divine, could incite such a sense of peril.

Sungchul put his god-like strength into the hand holding Fal Garaz.

Let’s give it a go then.

Fear, anticipation, entertainment, and the chilling possibility of being cut apart all doused Sungchul’s thirsting brain with an inexplicable mix of feelings that resulted in something akin to euphoria.

It brought back a long-forgotten sensation, like he was truly alive. And such a pedestrian and normal feeling brought excitement to every inch of his body down to his toes.

He felt light, and a sighing breath escaped Sungchul’s lips.

Then something unbelievable took place.

In the midst of the standoff that seemed to be frozen in time, Sungchul was the first to make a move. Outwardly, it was nothing more than a simple light step forward, but it carried meaning that Sungchul was willing and able to break the uneasy peace.

The man seemed surprised by this for a moment before he fixed his grip on his sword and matched Sungchul’s step forward.

A storm began to brew around the vicinity of the man, the source of the wind seeming to be coming from the sword itself. Soon, it almost looked as though the man was multiplying within the storm. With each step forward, the man would disappear or appear in duplicates, sometimes perhaps in the thousands. It could rightfully be described as effervescent and ever-changing, but what his appearance and presence was telling Sungchul was a simple message.

To dodge. That he could not block what was to come.

But even so, Sungchul didn’t stop.

He watched the man standing in the middle of the storm with calm and steady eyes as he walked into the fury with his own two legs, taking on the risk that whatever was coming couldn’t be blocked or evaded.

We finally meet.

The masked man had a premonition. Even before they clashed within the storm, just as Sungchul entered the arena of gust and wind without fear or hesitation.

A worthy foe to break the legend of my undefeated record.

He utilized a powerful, thunderous strike followed by an inescapable chain of follow-up attacks to bring down his enemy. Those defeated by the masked man had theorized a way to overcome the undefeated warrior; surviving the initial strike could enable cutting the chains of hellish follow-up attacks.

However, there was none who could successfully weather the initial strike. And no matter the courage, none could help but back away in the face of the storm of blades and would be pursued to their defeat in an endless chase.

Aside from the man standing before him—he who was destined to destroy the world.

Thousands of swings of the sword cut and stabbed at Sungchul, but with an iron will, Sungchul kept his eyes on his target and kept on moving forward until he finally took the upper hand.

“The victory is mine.”

Sungchul was cut and stabbed all over his entire body and was covered in blood, but his heavy hammer was pressed into the eye of the storm.

There was a sense of loss, futility, and an enslavement to the yoke of the wheels of fate as the master of the dungeon replied in a small voice, “… It is my loss.”

The storm stopped raging. The man who had been standing in the eye was visibly smaller now.

Sungchul felt his hair whipping about, a gentle, sweet-smelling wind wafting down from above. The soft breeze healed his wounds wherever it touched like magic, and he felt a bit of a sense of disappointment at the loss of the pain and scarring which were like medals earned in battle.

He put away Fal Garaz, and soon, a giant text he had been expecting finally revealed itself before him.

[You have defeated the Dungeon Master of Aegehios and overcome all the trials the dungeon has to offer. God’s Dungeon Aegehios would like to express its respect for you. You who have overcome all trials are granted the following reward.]

	Dungeon Tokens – 1342 

	Elixir (highest grade) 

	Soul Contract Spirit of Steel 

	Resilience +135 




The reward seemed somewhat underwhelming to be called ‘amazing.’

Sungchul first turned his attention to his new Soul Contract.

Before the Soul Contract was equipped, it was possible to see its physical appearance, and this particular Soul Contract had the appearance of a small, steel, wagon wheel.

Sungchul immediately appraised it.

<Spirit of Steel>
Tier: Mythic
Type: Soul Contract
Effect: Immunities from all tiers of Mental attacks, instant death prevention, Resist the Heavens
Notes: Symbol of Impossibility granted to those who overcome all that Aegehios has to offer. Only those who are closest to gods may possess this proof of steel.


“How is it? This is the greatest reward the Dungeon Aegehios can bestow.” The Dungeon Master said from the other side.

It was Sungchul’s first time receiving a Mythic class Soul Contract.

It overlaps quite a bit with the Thunder Shield, but it seems to be an upgraded version of it with an added bonus of Instant Death prevention. And the final effect, that one seems a little questionable, but I might as well try and equip it for now.

Sungchul held the Spirit of Steel and stared at it with a piercing gaze.

The steel wagon wheel seemed to acknowledge it being called upon and spun on top of his hands for a moment before rising slightly up in the air. It then flew into Sungchul’s head.

It, of course, left no injuries.

[You have obtained the Soul Contract ‘Spirit of Steel’]


Chapter 11 – Primordial Magic

And thus, there were now a total of six Soul Contract in Sungchul’s possession. The sixth and last empty slot was finally filled.

Sungchul opened up status screen – Soul Contract and checked the list.

[Soul Contract – 6 slots] 

	Soul Harvester ([Legend] Vitality Leech 15%, Vitality restored from fallen enemies) 

	Thunder Shield ([Legend] All magic damage reduced by 50% / Negate all mental attacks below legend rank) 

	Eye of Truth ([Legend] Negate all blessings below Epic rank / Identify all items, consumables, and skill details) 

	Soul Storage ([Epic] Can store 1500 different items) 

	Deceiver’s Veil ([Rare – High Tier] Conceals status window) 

	Spirit of Steel([Mythic] Negate all mental attacks of all tiers, prevent instant death, Resist the Heavens) 




Hmm. I guess I won’t be needing the Deceiver’s Veil anymore. I’ll have to replace that one if a replacement comes by.

Sungchul had made good use of it for a long time now. But now that he had no need to hide his strength anymore, it was no longer an appropriate Soul Contract for him.

He was done examining the main item and turned his attention to the next issue at hand. The unexpectedly low number of Dungeon Tokens.

Sungchul addressed the master of the dungeon, who was still standing where he stood earlier. There was an obvious level of disappointment mixed in his voice.

“There seems to be too few Dungeon Tokens.”

To this, the masked man scratched his head and replied in his characteristically bright voice.

“That’s because it’s the most we can give now. The reason we skipped the ninth trial is because it’s pointless. But don’t worry too much, for in return I’ve used my position as the Dungeon Master to make sure you get more than enough reward in the ways of the Will stat. We’re out of God’s Dirt.”

The status point reward could be granted using the innate powers of the God’s Dungeon, but the item reward from the dungeon’s token shop was granted by the use of a material called God’s Dirt.

“God’s Dirt is created by the power of God. But the world has changed dramatically since we were buried underground, and we no longer receive any more from the outer world,” the Dungeon Master calmly explained.

Since the supply had been cut off, there couldn’t be any further distribution.

“If it’s about God, they still exist,” Sungchul said.

“Are you talking about the five principal gods?” the Dungeon Master replied in a cold tone of voice.

“Are they gods?” Sungchul asked.

The Dungeon Master shrugged and replied skeptically, “Well, I have no idea if they really are gods or not. The important thing is that those five principal gods do not support or send anything to this place called God’s Dungeon.” A rather ambiguous answer, but the Dungeon Master seemed like he would refuse to give a definitive one.

Sungchul lost any desire to pry any deeper than that. Instead, he returned to the main subject at hand.

“If it’s God’s dirt, I have some on me.” He opened his jacket and handed the black stone to the Dungeon Master.

The Dungeon Master seemed to show a bit of interest in the fragments for a moment, but he shook his head and returned them to Sungchul. “I can’t use such an unholy knockoff like this,” he refused flat out. “Whoever created such a disgusting object… It’s one thing to imagine such a grotesque concept, but to actually carry it out… even I who was sometimes called the demon of blood couldn’t have thought to commit such an atrocity of this degree.” The Dungeon Master couldn’t hide his distaste of the fragment. “Whoever made that knockoff has to be a special kind of fucked up.”

It was unfortunate, but that was that. The Dungeon Master had spoken.

“Then were all the tokens in the hidden trial all fakes?” Sungchul uncharacteristically asked a prying question as if he had lingering regrets.

“Of course!” The Dungeon Master let out a thunderous laugh. “But you should still be able to buy the item you were interested in.”

“Hmm?”

“Your tokens were preserved thanks to me, remember? The entry cost for Ultimate Trials.”

There were thirty-something thousand tokens in Sungchul’s possession. Including all of the tokens he’d earned from the final trial, the exact count ended at 31,081.

“Mmm…”

It wasn’t a satisfying amount. But on the other hand, it had its own silver lining.

This isn’t how I wanted it, but I guess I have literally emptied this dungeon of everything it could offer.

In some ways, it was a complete clear of the dungeon. However things may be, it was finally time to go on the long awaited shopping trip.

Sungchul returned to the Blanch Plaza and proudly headed toward the dungeon shop. Marakia, who normally was oblivious to social cues but somehow masterfully attuned to opportunities for free scraps, began to prowl around Sungchul’s vicinity like a seagull around a seafaring ship.

“What could you possibly be up to without me I wonder?”

Annoying.

“Ugh. Go away!” Bertelgia snapped at him, but Marakia refused to make distance.

Sungchul returned to the Fairy Shaeloc’s dungeon token exchange shop and put down all the tokens he had.

“Ugh… what?!” Marakia’s eyes seemed to bulge out of his skull. He flapped his wings and landed on the shop table to gawk at this mountainous pile of tokens with his beak wide open and his eyes sparkling.

“You’re in the way.” Sungchul pushed Marakia off to the side.

“Piiii…” Marakia tried his best to resist and remain, and Sungchul felt if he were to put any more strength into his push, Marakia’s neck might snap, so he just let him be and turned his attention to the shop keep instead.

“I wish to trade.”

“Hoo.” Shaeloc’s eyes grew wide. “It’s been forever since the last big spender, yeyo!”

Sungchul first bought the item he had wanted. “I want the Second Inner Flames.”

“It will be 22,250 tokens… yeyo!”

Shaeloc paid the required amount and what remained was 8,831 tokens.

Marakia brought his face so close to the tokens that his beak was nearly touching.

Bertelgia saw this had said her piece. “What do you think you’re doing? You thieving cat.”

“He’s probably closer to a seagull,” Sungchul revised Bertelgia’s metaphor as he continued to gaze into the shop.

“Please give us a moment, yeyo. A high value item takes a long time to convert, yeyo.”

There was circular hole facing the sky in the shop where light seemed to be collected and transformed into an item.

Hmm. So, this is how items are created using the God’s Dirt? Sungchul felt that the process was somewhat similar to alchemy. Including the fact that the raw material included God’s Dirt. But despite using the same raw material, this method seemed to be giving off a rather holy atmosphere, which was a major difference if strictly spoken.

Eventually, the item Sungchul wanted was fabricated within the shop. And like its name might suggest, it took on a form of a burning flame.

“Here is your Second Inner Flame, yeyo!”

“Hoh.” It wasn’t hot to touch.

“Uwah…” Marakia watched on, looking jealous, with his beak wide apart.

Sungchul thoroughly ignored Marakia’s gaze as he grasped the flames of the Second Inner Flame.

[You have used the Second Inner Flames. A brand new path for magic has opened within your body.]

Sungchul watched the text that appeared before him as he experienced subtle changes taking place inside of him. But there was nothing he could point to and say that changed for sure.

“Hoh. So that’s what you bought.”

There was a sound behind him, and Sungchul was a bit surprised, though he didn’t show it, and quietly looked behind him.

It was the unnamed man. The Master of the Dungeon.

The masked man was holding a rucksack as he blatantly watched from behind Sungchul.

“What are you doing?” Sungchul asked bluntly.

“People watching,” he said before he turned to look at an alleyway. There was the forgotten man, Dilllo Buron, watching in terror.

“Why is he like that now?” Bertelgia remarked bluntly, which led to the Dungeon Master bursting out laughing and replying, “The Nahak were rampaging around during the time this dungeon was sealed underground by traitors. It’s an unavoidable consequence of the traitors forcefully sinking floating islands, which were the homes of the Nahak. Wouldn’t anyone throw a fit if their homes were taken from them?”

“Either way, if you’ve bought that, go visit the Palace of Wishes. You should give some work for those useless genies to do once in a while.”

His way of speaking was slightly off-putting but he was right.

Feeling that there were more interferences than just Marakia, Sungchul put the rest of his tokens in his pocket, with Marakia watching, before heading into the Palace of Wishes.

“I shall be back in a bit.”

“Please come back whenever, yeyo!”

The Palace of Wishes was located directly next to the shopping district. Standing before the gates, they automatically opened for Sungchul.

Beyond the doors, he was able to see a fountain adorned with gems and amethysts and excessively luxurious gold and platinum décor that awaited within.

So, this is the Palace of Wishes.

Sungchul had long since earned entry but had intentionally avoided coming here.

Though he was a man with powerful strength of will who earned Soul of Will, he repeatedly demonstrated he had no resistance to impulsivity when it came to shopping.

I am my own most terrifying enemy at times.

He was fully aware that had he come here with pocket change instead of meaningful amounts of money, he would have probably blown his precious earnings on useless spells like Fairy Lights and such. But now I have Second Inner Flames and a bit of tokens left over.

Sungchul felt proud of his willpower as he walked into the palace filled with gold and gems.

But then he heard a familiar cry behind him.

“Piii!!” It was Marakia.

Unlike Sungchul, Marakia had only managed to complete two Ultimate Trials and therefore had not satisfied the requirements to gain entry into the Palace of Wishes.

“Me too…Let me go too! I want to gain knowledge of magic too!”

Marakia reached out and begged, but there was nothing Sungchul could do about it. He didn’t hesitate for a moment as he abandoned Marakia to his fate and entered into the Palace interior.

As he continued in, the open gates closed shut and perfectly cut off the sound of Marakia’s voice.

“Shall we begin shopping for magic?” Bertelgia sounded excited, like this was for her.

Sungchul wore a faint grin as he observed the unfamiliar being that approached him. Is that a genie? It was the first time he had seen a member of the species of genie.

They had blue skin with shining eyes that lacked pupils. They also shaved the front half of their black hair and grew the rest long.

Most importantly, they gave off a sense of powerful magical energies.

“Welcome to the Palace of Wishes, challenger,” the genie greeted him. It was a voice filled with soft and peaceful intelligence.

Sungchul bowed to him slightly before looking around. “How are things done here?”

“If you let me know what spell you would like to learn, we shall summon the appropriate genie to assist you. Or perhaps it would be better to summon everyone preemptively since it has been a long time since our last guest. More importantly, it appears you have the Second Inner Flames.”

It was then that Sungchul discovered that there were magical formations shining within the genie’s eyes. They must possess the Soul Contract Eye of Horus, which enables them to see others’ status window.

The genie looked at one portion of Sungchul’s status window before speaking. “Before that, it seems as though your magic window has not been organized. Do you not utilize magic very often?”

“No, I do. But it hasn’t been long since I’ve learned how to use magic.” Sungchul’s status screen for magic was in quite a disorganized state. It hadn’t bothered him until now, since he had so few spells under his belt anyhow.

“Since you have obtained the second Magic Fingerprint, I could modify your status window accordingly with your permission.”

Sungchul had no reason to refuse.

“Please open your status window.”

Sungchul did as instructed. The genie approached Sungchul before touching the screen with its hands. And shockingly, the screen Sungchul had always assumed was visible only to himself reacted to the genie’s hands.

“Ho.” Sungchul expressed his surprise at witnessing something he had never seen before.

“Genies are special beings that cannot be found in the outside world. They can only be found in places specifically permitted by God!” The Dungeon Master appeared behind Sungchul suddenly and laughed as he showed off his knowledge.

This man really likes to get his nose into people’s business.

Sungchul suppressed himself from speaking the words that threatened to jump from his throat as he waited for the genie to finish what he was doing.

“There, it’s now organized,” The genie announced.

Sungchul was able to see that among his status screen, the magic screen was updated with a new layout.

[Magic]

1.    Light Magic (Main)

2.    Glare – 3rd Circle

3.    Meteor – 5th Circle

4.    Star Light – 7th Circle

5.    Blank (Main)

6.    Misc

Fairy Light – 1st Circle

Fly – 2nd Circle

Incantation Formation – Middle Class

“If you would like to see the runes of the Incantation Formation, you can open a separate window to view,” the genie added.

With, the disorganized magic screen now set in order, it looked much better now.

“Didn’t know you could do such things,” Sungchul said with admiration in his voice.

He also noted that the title of “Cosmomancy” had been changed to Light Magic.

I guess schools of magic are human concepts. It should be no surprise to me that for genies that existed since tens of thousands of years, they might have a different terminology for things.

Now that the status screen was put to order, it was time to learn new spells. Sungchul closed his status window and turned his gaze toward the genie. As if reading his mind, the genie put on a beautiful smile as he clapped his hands, the claps reverberating within the domed palace of gold and jewels, followed by winds billowing in from all sides.

Sungchul watched as a large number of lamps came and landed within the palace, carried by those magical winds.

“What’s this?”

The lamps were between the color of gold and platinum, decorated and covered with gems of all colors and sizes.

The genie clapped once more and spoke with a dignified voice. “Now, you sleepy heads. A guest has finally come to visit after all these years. Stop sleeping and wake up, everyone!”

At his echoing bidding, the lamps that had been arranged in a circle around Sungchul gave off gray puffs of cloud before revealing the beings hidden within them.

There was a total of eight genies.

They looked similar to one to another, but each of these primordial beings had distinct characteristics as they locked their pupil-less eyes upon Sungchul.

“What magic do you wish for?” the genies spoke in unison.

Each of the genies produced an image of the magic they could bestow to show what they could grant fire, Ice, wind, light, darkness, and more.

This is quite something.

Sungchul felt the blood in his veins start to heat up as he asked the center genie.

“How many tokens do I need to learn a spell?”

“The cheapest of them all will require around five thousand tokens. The cost of the genies’ services are very expensive.”

“Five thousand tokens?!” Sungchul thought about his total earnings. He currently carried with him just around nine thousand tokens.

With it, he could only afford to learn a single low ranking spell.

Sungchul turned to look at the Dungeon Master, who had been standing behind him like some sort of neighborhood uncle who came to spectate whatever was happening, with his hands grasped together behind his back.

“Mmm. I don’t think it would consume God’s Dirt to learn spells. Could I get a discount, or get a chance to redeem things that I skipped?”

Sungchul was justified in what he had said. He wasn’t given the full number of tokens he was owed for the reason that there was not enough God’s Dirt available to do so.

“Ah, right. Sorry, it slipped my mind. I forgot to give you one of the rewards.”

The Dungeon Master laughed as he handed Sungchul something.

“This is the reward for the ninth trial that had been skipped.”

It was an elixir. The useless reward given to him after the clearing of each of the Ultimate Trials.

Sungchul saw this and replied bluntly, “And where am I supposed to be using this?”

The Dungeon Master wagged a finger and replied in his characteristically bright voice. “Eh hem. You don’t know the long and the short of it! The Elixir of Aegehios granted upon the clearing of Ultimate Trials are very precious things. Challengers would fight to the death over this highest class of elixirs. An observant challenger would have noticed, but these highest tiers of elixir can’t be found in the shop! Isn’t it strange if you think about it, considering that the shop offers even the Final Elixir?”

“T…this?”

Now that he thought of it, various types of elixirs could be found in the fairy shop, but none of them were the same type as the ones that were the reward of Ultimate Trials.

He vaguely recalled Voulu’s reaction when he first obtained the elixir (highest grade).

Does that mean there’s some secret hiding in this otherwise ordinary looking elixir?

As soon as Sungchul thought as much, the Dungeon Master tapped Sungchul on the shoulder.

“It looks like you don’t believe me. Oy, Master Genie. Say something.”

When the Dungeon Master addressed the center genie, the genie nodded and replied, “Yes, it is as Dungeon Master said. We, here at the Palace of Wishes, also accept elixirs.”

“And how much are they worth?”

The master genie gave a big smile at Sungchul’s question.

“Ten thousand tokens each.”

“Eweh…?!” Bertelgia gave a weird sound.

Sungchul was likewise surprised.

“This one elixir is worth ten thousand tokens?” Sungchul asked as he raised an elixir.

“But of course!” The Dungeon Master butted in between Sungchul and the genie as if he was waiting for this reply and nodded.

“This dungeon wasn’t made for monsters like you. Most challengers who come here have to put their lives on the line and fight each battle viciously as if their lives depended on it.”

That was true.

The Dungeon Master continued to speak. “In a place where healing items are premium and extremely limited, it is by no accident that elixirs are set as a reward for the Ultimate Trials. The will to put off using precious items is yet another way to test the resolve of those who come.” As he spoke, he pointed toward the outside. “And to put it into perspective, the bird brain outside already used up all of his precious elixirs. Unlike you.”

“I see.”

Whatever the reason may be, Sungchul learned that the elixirs (highest grade) were actually a currency of immense value in the Palace of Wishes.

The total number of elixirs (highest grade) available to him was nine. And all of them were unopened items in mint condition.

Sungchul took out and arranged all the elixirs before the master genie before taking a glance around at the other genies surrounding them as he asked, “How many elixirs do you require in order to learn the highest class of spells?”

“Five should be enough. Of course, you would need to meet the minimum Intuition requirements,” the genie replied. “But with your level of Intuition, you should have no trouble learning almost anything at our disposal.”

It was finally shopping time. Sungchul outwardly appeared to be calm and collected, but he felt like a child again as he quickly made his way toward the genie who was making ice sculptures and fiddling around with it.

“I would like to learn ice magic.” Sungchul’s inner thoughts were exposed instantly without any attempt to hide it.

“Ice magic?” The eyes of the genie flashed even as cold puffs of fog emitted from it.

Sungchul nodded with his face looking sincere and serious.

With this, I should be able to eat not only ice crème but even naengmyeon (cold noodles) or dongchimi (type of cold radish kimchi soup).

With his sincere expression, his mouth was salivating.

“Hmmm…” Bertelgia seemed disapproving. She already knew what was going on in Sungchul’s head.

She had the terrible premonition that he wished to learn magic for reasons other than combat, to misuse the magic in ways it was never intended.

“Are you sure you didn’t pick ice magic to use in cooking?” Bertelgia asked Sungchul bluntly as he was conversing with the ice genie.

“What nonsense are you saying, Bertelgia?” Sungchul seemed outraged, but Bertelgia already saw right through him.

And to make matters worse, even the Dungeon Master came slowly wandering up to where Sungchul was with his hands behind him.

“Ice Magic? Well, that all well and good, but I can’t say that synergy is good with a strong and fast fella like you.”

Sungchul didn’t reply, but he felt a prickle of doubt. The Dungeon Master was right.

The purpose and the strength of ice magic did not come from its inherent destructive capabilities but rather utilizing cold to slow down and inhibit movements of enemies.

For someone as fast and agile as Sungchul, it was a completely useless ability. He could just forgo trying to freeze them and simply run up to them and give them a whack.

“Hey, what are you doing? You’re the Dungeon Master, what are you doing going around in other palaces and meddling in others’ affairs?” The ice genie complained bitterly.

The Dungeon Master gave a laugh before wandering away with his hands behind his back.

The heckler was gone, but it was too late to save Sungchul’s passion for ice magic.

“Now, what kind of ice magic do you desire, human?”

Despite the ice genie asking him passionately, Sungchul shook his head and turned to leave.

“Damn it!”

The next one Sungchul approached was the genie emitting embers.

A campfire is good and all but it’s a pain to get started, and it would be nice to be able to make some dishes that require a sudden blast of intense heat.

But even before he made it to the fire genie, the Dungeon Master was once again loitering nearby.

“Pyromancy? Hmm py~ro?”

“Damn it.”

Sungchul felt as if he was read again took a step back.

It wasn’t like pyromancy was a bad school of magic. But for someone like him who already had access to high single impact destructive capability, it would make little to no difference.

Should I learn dimensional magic instead then?

Sungchul turned to look at the genie in the corner, who was repeatedly blinking back and forth rapidly to appeal its own school of magic.

“Blink has a lot of counters and limitations. And in the end, it’s just a support magic. Su~pport magic, you see. Hmm…” The Dungeon Master once again interjected from the side.

Sungchul could have ignored him, for sure. But the fact that the Dungeon Master was right was rubbing the wrong way with him.

“Then do you have anything you recommend?” He was fed up and decided to just ask the Dungeon Master directly.

To this, the Dungeon Master laughed out loud and pointed to a corner.

It was an empty space.

But when he took a second glance, he noticed something spinning so fast it was nearly imperceptible.

Is he making a tornado?

Sungchul returned his gaze to the Dungeon Master.

“It seems as though wind magic is not common in the world any longer.”

“Wind magic, you say?”

In the large and wide world, there was not one magic school that taught that class of magic any longer. It had been lost to history long ago.

Even from his own extensive experiences fighting Followers of Calamities, Sungchul had not run into anyone using Aeromancy or the like. The only ones he had seen using wind-based magic were the Lesser God Todhau, Marakia in his former glory before the reincarnation, and Aquiroa of the Floating Fortress.

“Wind magic in another name is Atmospheric magic. Not only can it control wind, but it’s a dynamic school of magic that can control even lightning.

It seemed as though the Dungeon Master was a fan of this wind magic. But Sungchul had no intentions of simply going along with the Dungeon Masters’ taste.

“I will check out other schools of magics first.”

Sungchul started from his immediate left and began to ask about spells and their effects from the genies.

Starting with the most popular schools of magic like Pyromancy and Cryomancy, Sungchul began his exploration.

And the spell that was most memorable to him was none other than the most powerful spell under the Pyromancy class of magic called Armageddon. It was an incredible 8th circle spell, an entire circle higher than even his Star Light.

Now that I think of it, I still have the Scroll of Armageddon in my Soul Storage.

It had been Vestiare’s present. But Sungchul didn’t end up using the scroll. He’d had a terrible premonition with it. Even Marakia agreed that it was a trap.

But had Sungchul not have had sufficient Magic Power during the conclusion of the First Calamity in his fight against Hesthnius Max, he would have unhesitatingly used the scroll.

It was a bone chilling thought.

Ignoring the fact that Sungchul himself would have been exposed to the destruction and flames of hell that Armageddon would have brought and be critically injured, his long-time partner Bertelgia would have gone up in flames and scattered into the winds.

I was lucky.

Sungchul felt that his time at the Summoning Palace and Airfruit Magic Academy had not been wasted as he headed off to the next genie. Which, unfortunately, was the genie of Sungchul’s main school of magic of Cosmomancy, or the genie of light magic.

“Incredible that there are still humans that are capable of learning Starlight left in the world. It is not an easy spell to master,” The genie of light gave his praises.

Sungchul asked if there was anything more powerful to learn, and, unfortunately, there were no spells within the Cosmomancy school of magic that outranked Starlight.

But the genie did have access to a modified version of Starlight the genie himself had created. “It’s the same as Starlight, but it comes with a suffix of Breaker. It’s a customized spell. The effectiveness is roughly one and a half times as strong as the original Starlight! It might not seem like much when said like that, but as you might know, Starlight is quite the powerful spell already.”

“Mmm… But it seems real sus somehow.” Bertelgia muttered to herself after hearing the name.

Sungchul agreed. “Spells with long names are for little girls. It does not suit me.” He utterly gave up on the custom variant of Starlight. “Any other spells to offer?” he asked the genie of light, to which the genie showed Sungchul a list of spells available.

<Light Magic>
???? – 9th Circle
Glory – 8th Circle
Starlight – 7th Circle
Prism – 6th Circle
Meteor – 5th Circle
…


Sungchul didn’t check any spells below the 5th Circle. However, he was bothered by something he had never seen before.

“What’s that nameless spell?” he asked about the 9th Circle spell.

“That’s a spell not even I can bestow. And you shouldn’t even think of wanting to learn it. Even from among those in the Transcendental World, only a few chosen from God are able to use it.”

“Really?”

“But it’s not an offensive spell like you’ve been wanting.”

“Is that so? And what’s this Glory? Is this also not an offensive spell as well?”

The genie of light nodded. “That’s a Leadership Magic.”

“Leadership Magic?”

“It’s a spell that affects one or more beings who stand under your banner and receive its effects as a group. Glory has an effect that slightly increases the ability points and courage of those who see the light you create.”

“It is not a spell that is compatible with me.” Furthermore, it costs four elixirs. It would cost roughly half of his total savings.

And the remaining 6th circle spell Prism was also not useful for Sungchul. It was a spell that could simultaneously heal while dealing damage, but its effective power was incomparably low compared to Starlight and Meteor that it wouldn’t be all that useful for him.

“Mmm…”

With the discussions with the genie of light, Sungchul finished speaking with the rest of the genies present in the palace. He didn’t want to admit it, but he felt that the Dungeon Master’s recommendation may have a point.

After considering each school of magic, in the end, the only school left as a real choice was the school of wind magic that was now considered primordial and a lost line of magic.

Sungchul had asked each genie if there were any spells that could match or exceed Starlight in power or accuracy, but although there were spells that could more or less serve as alternatives in terms of power, there were virtually no spells that had the precision and accuracy that Starlight boasted.

They all had too many conditions and, more importantly, hitting a fast target was often the primary issue with most of them.

Especially something like Armageddon had a long-standing and standardized strategy on how to properly use it, such as using Cryomancy type spells to freeze or immobilize the enemy before laying the Armageddon on top of them, and such.

Unless Sungchul had a 3rd Magic Fingerprint, such a wistful strategy was impossible.

Meanwhile, the wind magic school of spells had the power, speed, and even area of effect that Sungchul had been looking for.

<Wind Magic>
Mega Cyclone – 8th Circle
Thunder Breaker – 7th Circle
Chain Lightening – 6th Circle
Wind Shield – 5th Circle
…


Mega Cyclone was the spell the Lesser God at the Tower of Recluse had used. Not only did it boast amazing destructive powers, but it also had high utility in creating an effective wall or obstacle on the battlefield.

Thunder Breaker was also another spell that had been used by the Lesser God at the Tower of Recluse. Aquiroa had attempted to use this spell on Sungchul as well.

The incantations were long, but once finished, it was a spell that spread a raging wave of undodgeable lightening all around to destroy everything in the vicinity.

Although it was a weaker spell than Starlight against a single foe, it was a consistent and effective way to deal with a large number of enemies or enemies with immense capacity for dodging.

But the best spell in the wind magic school was not above the 7th circle but rather below it.

Chain Lightning.

It was an offensive spell that fired a bolt of over-charged lightning that would jump from foe to foe to burn them to a crisp. It was a comparatively lower circle of spell at the 6th circle, but it had every strength and advantage that Sungchul had been seeking. The trifecta of fast utilization, destructive capacity, and large area of effect. With an incantation nearly as short as Glare, he would be able to do an attack that was dozens of times more powerful.

The only drawback was that it had a high mana cost and it was less effective against individual targets. But for Sungchul, with high Magic Power and now Resolve, it no longer posed a problem.

And the last 5th circle spell Wind Shield was not too different from other shield-type spells from other schools, but for some reason it had the benefit of being an entire circle higher than all the others, as well as having particularly high physical defenses.

Mmm.

After his painful encounter with Kaz Almeira’s blade, Sungchul thought to himself that he should get himself the Wind Shield for sure.

“Mega Cyclone is six elixirs, Thunder Breaker and Chain Lightening are five, and Wind Shield is three.” The wind genie went ahead and told him the cost.

However, it was a bit pricy.

“Why is Thunder Breaker and Chain Lightning the same price?” Sungchul immediately complained.

The genie spun around his braid as he answered, “It can’t be helped. Chain Lightning is really popular. And drop the preconceived notion that higher circle of spells are always better and more expensive. Being higher circle is not an absolute measure of a spell’s worth.”

“He’s right. And to be fair, this world’s magic… it’s unbalanced,” the Dungeon Master said. “Aegehios, show him.”

As he bid, the cow-headed giant appeared from the void and showed Sungchul a scene outside of Aegehios, in the broken cliffs by the ocean. A group of Order of Extinction cultists were laying in ambush.

“Those fellows out there started to set up since you’ve come in here. At first there were only a few, but now there’s an entire battalion of them. And it seems like they even have some tools to call in some help from the other world,” the Dungeon Master said.

Are they hoping to get me as soon as I leave?

It was a great opportunity for the Order of Extinction. They would be able to monopolize Dungeon Aegehios for themselves as well as eliminate Sungchul.

“Chain Lightning is a spell best suited to fight lots of trash like those,” the wind magic evangelist Dungeon Master urged him on.

Sungchul was more interested in getting Thunder Breaker over Chain Lightening, but he realized that it was more useful for him to have a spell that took nearly no time for wind up, so he finally relented.

I guess I can’t help it. Truth be told, it does seem like Chain Lightening is optimal for fighting groups like those.

So, Sungchul finally agreed to take on wind magic as his second main school. Chain Lightening and Wind Shield were added to Sungchul’s magic screen. And on top of it all, the Dungeon Master had prepared another present for Sungchul.

“If you hand over all your remaining elixirs to me, I’ll try and convince the genie of light to teach you glory, using my authority as Dungeon Master, that is!”

The Dungeon Master appeared to want to seem like he was speaking out of the goodness of his heart, but Sungchul was unconvinced.

“Glory?” He wanted some spicier offensive magic like Mega Cyclone or Thunder Breaker.

The Dungeon Master seemed completely unmoved.

“I can’t give you popular spells. If you don’t want it, get some cheap spells then.”

“Mmm…”

He didn’t like it, but he relented and handed over his last two elixirs and obtained the 8th Circle Leadership Spell Glory.

Finally, his visit to the Palace of Wishes came to an end.

Sungchul felt newfound power fill his second Magic Fingerprint as he left the palace and made his way back to the market. It was time to use the rest of his tokens to buy items.

Sungchul began by using 4500 of the remaining tokens to buy three Essences. One Dexterity and two Vitality. Doing so would bring both Dexterity and Vitality up to nearly 999 and bring him one step closer to becoming a perfect warrior.

But upon purchasing the Essences, Marakia’s behavior was increasingly erratic.

“A… As the King of the Nahaks, I implore thee.”

Marakia once again tried to wear an aura of gravitas as he spoke.

“What is it now?” Bertelgia replied bluntly.

Marakia dropped his gaze and trembled for a moment before finally looking up at Sungchul with upturned eyes, looking quite pleading.

“In truth, I wasn’t able to buy the Final Elixir.”

“What?!”

Marakia immediately broke eyesight when Sungchul replied and stuttered to reply. “Its…um… actually, I was going to buy the Final Elixir. But my hands slipped, and I ended up buying an Essence instead.”

“And where is said Essence?”

Marakia pointed at himself upon Sungchul’s cold question. He undoubtedly meant he drank it for himself.

“Ugh… what an unbearable…” Bertelgia seemed completely fed up.

But for Marakia, who had already forsaken his conscience, shame was no longer a deterrent. He lowered his head and begged Sungchul pitifully.

“Pl… please. Could you not spend your remaining tokens on a Final Elixir? This debt, I shall… as the King of the Nahak… I shall repay without fail!’

“And how will you do that exactly?” Sungchul asked bluntly.

“What? Are you really going to buy him that again?” Bertelgia was shocked and wanted to convince Sungchul not to do it.

Sungchul didn’t like it, but as someone who wanted to protect something, he could empathize a little with what Marakia was going through. In the end, in order to protect something, he had to get stronger by any means necessary.

“I will… I will put my life into repaying you back for this favor!”

Marakia must have tortured himself over this question. Buy the Final Elixir, or look toward an even longer term asset and choose his own strength.

And, although Sungchul often found him insufferable, he still found himself turning to the Shopkeep Shaeloc and speaking calmly.

“One Final Elixir.”

“Yes, sir. One coming right up, yeyo!”

Three thousand tokens vanished, along with Bertelgia’s cry of despair.

“This favor you’ve done unto me… I shall never forget, even into the afterlife!”

Marakia received the Final Elixir Sungchul had gotten him, showing an almost holy reference as he vowed his absolute loyalty to the man.

Now there were only some leftover tokens remaining, which held no real value to Sungchul. He took the eight hundred something tokens that remained with him, along with rest of the hotel coupons, and handed it over to the man who had done nothing for ten thousand years.

“This… why are you giving all this to me?” Dillo Buron’s eyes grew wide in surprise as he asked.

“You can’t leave here anyway, right?” Sungchul already knew that a man who was stuck inside this dungeon for over ten thousand years had nothing to look forward to should he leave.

If that was the case, it was probably better for him to just remain here in the dungeon and use the remaining tokens to eat, sleep, and spend his time.

The alternative was to get caught up in the Calamity and get killed.

“T… Thanks! I… I’ll repay you for this… one day, for sure!”

Sungchul, who had become a benefactor to a man and beast, finally had some presence of mind to give a small smile before turning toward Aegehios and his master.

“I think it’s about time for me to leave.”

“You sure are in a rush. You’re probably fine staying a few more days.” The Dungeon Master seemed to be reluctant to let Sungchul leave so soon.

“There are things I must do. I cannot stay long,” Sungchul replied with a soft smile on his lips.

Seeing Sungchul’s eyes hardened with resolve, the Dungeon Master couldn’t help but touch his mask as he gave a bitter laugh and nodded his head. “I guess it can’t be helped. Aegehios, open the way for this man.”

The cow-headed giant nodded and summoned two pillars before Sungchul. Magical energies flowed between the pillars. This was probably a gate that led to the world outside.

“Please come back to visit one day, yeyo!”

Sungchul wordlessly walked away from the Fairy Voulu, the Dungeon Master, Aegehios, and Dillo Buron as he made his way back toward the exit.

As he always was—without hesitation or regret.

Then, Sungchul was soon gone beyond the gate.

“Now it seems like things will start to get fun.” The Dungeon Master rubbed his mask as he muttered to himself.

“What’s going to get fun?” Aegehios asked, wanting an explanation.

To this, the master gave a hearty laugh and explained, “There’s nothing more fun than scattering ashes on people you despise.”

“I do not understand what you are saying.”

“Don’t worry about it. In some ways, I now have some stake in the matter.” After replying, the Dungeon Master turned around said muttered quietly, “A joke played on by those who dare call themselves god.” The Dungeon Master was thinking of the Steel wheel that now resided somewhere within Sungchul. The Soul of Steel.

Who knows, it might become the turning point one day.

A faint light could be seen coming through the mask. But there was no one to witness it. With the exception of the being asleep beyond the endless stairs somewhere, that is.

***

The time it took for Sungchul to completely finish the Dungeon Aegehios was one week.

Everything was ready.

Out of the gate, Sungchul experienced powerful rays of light that seemed to gouge at his eyes like hooks as he inhaled the scent of the ocean. Before him was the ruined golden coast. Sungchul was back at Aege Harbor.

Even from the entrance of the dungeon, he discovered a black-robed group of men looking down from the coastal cliffs in the distance.

The Order of Extinction.

Those who were responsible for the loss of countless lives and total destruction of Aege Harbor, all for the sake of bringing back the God’s Dungeon Aegehios from the depths.

And more importantly, those who attacked had Sungchul and wounded Bertelgia.

Sparks seemed to fly from Sungchul’s eyes.

“It’s the Enemy of the World!”

“Summon the Lesser God! Now!”

The Order of Extinction scrambled to prepare for battle upon seeing Sungchul reappear.

Though they were caught off guard, they were moving in an extremely well-trained and disciplined manner.

Sungchul could immediately tell that the Order of Extinction had done extensive research and preparations regarding him in their measures for this ambush.

It’s as the Dungeon Master had said.

“Second Soul Stone, Fly.”

Sungchul flew straight up into the sky.

Once in the air, he was surrounded by short and rather unrecognizable magic formations by modern standards. Seeing these, the members of the Order of Extinction hastily shouted.

“He’s trying to use spells of the Cosmomancy, but the Incantations are long. Use magic formations to protect our spell casters with barriers.”

If it had been Sungchul in the past, this command might have been the right call. But they were completely unaware that Sungchul had gone through another massive growth during his run through the Dungeon Aegehios.

The magic formations that surrounded Sungchul quickly completed themselves and vanished, transforming into powerful bolts of lightning bursting out of his fingertips.

Sungchul felt and heard over-charged lightening seeking prey and reached out toward his enemy to unleash them, calmly saying, “Chain Lightning.”

The sizzling rays of electricity bolted through the air like enraged dragons and rained down upon Sungchul’s enemies.

“W… what is that?!”

Seeing the flying thunderbolts streak toward them, each of the members of the Order of Extinction tried to use defensive spells at their disposal to protect themselves, but the Chain Lightening’s bolts reached them first.

“Ahhh!”

The first victim smoked from his entire body as he convulsed violently before going limp.

But even as he died, the Chain Lightening’s thunderbolt viciously and violently tore through its victims and racked up casualties until the power contained in the bolt completely expired.

“W… what was that, that spell just now?”

“It must be a scroll! Don’t be afraid and quickly activate a group defensive formation! Once the formation is complete and the Lesser Gods arrive, the victory is ours!”

The head of the Order of Extinction turned to look at the three men and women who were to become the sacrificial lambs,  surrounded by unholy auras and immense protection.

Three Lesser Gods.

This was the ace in the hole that the Order of Extinction had brought to Aege Harbor in order to eliminate their enemy. Gathered here was almost the entire strength of the order in the southern region.

No matter how powerful Sungchul was, he was still a mortal.

He could fight on even ground with one Lesser God, but two would overpower him.

And the strategic commander of the order, Schnellmerker, had ordered one more to a total of three.

If overwhelming firepower was going to be utilized anyway, then it was preferrable to grossly overinvest and remove any variance from the equation.

But the variance already took place within Aegehios.

Sungchul slightly opened his coat to make that point absolutely clear to everyone.

Under the glistening diamond broach of the Ultimate Chef, all but one of the Soul Gems had primordial magic formations floating above them. Sajators’s multicasting. And the return of wind magic into the world.

The Order of Extinction watched with blank expressions as Sungchul gave his command calmly.

“Fire.”

As he commanded, the six Soul Gems simultaneously unleashed raging bolts of lightning toward the enemies.

The man-eating electricity completely devoured their first victims before rampaging through the ranks of the cultists as they consumed everything into flames.

“Ahh!”

In just moments, one of the bolts consumed all three of the most important members of the Order sitting at the back. They were the torches that were meant to become Lesser Gods through rituals.

The precious lambs were reduced to ashes before they could fulfill their fate as sacrifice to the Lesser Gods and fell to the ground.

But that was not the end of it.

The commanding officer of the Order of Extinction saw very clearly.

In just mere minutes, the precious manpower and resources that had been amassed at the Aege was disintegrated by what appeared to be living bolts of lightning no one had ever seen.

I can’t believe it. Over a third of the total resources of the Order was summoned here… and so simply… dismantled…!

Whatever thought that may had come after was cut short by a bolt of lightning and was cleanly erased with flames.

“Ahhh!”

With the death of the commander of the Order of Extinction, Aege harbor was once more plunged into silence.

Every member of the Order of Extinction was slain without exception.

Not one survivor remained.

Sungchul watched smoke rise from his location in the sky.

The power of the new spells was beyond imagination.

He couldn’t have imagined that it would be so easy for him to overcome the Order of Extinction that had been so problematic until now.

But now he had finally done it.

And it was so simple.

It was all due to his strength that he had within himself.

Sungchul felt his expended mana rapidly recharge from his new-found Resolve as he quietly said to himself, “This is only the beginning.”

Sungchul landed at the entrance to the Aege Harbor.

The Enemy of the World was back at large once more.

Now stronger than ever.


Chapter 12 – Before the Yellow Boundary

The Miasma of Death looked like dusk from afar. It took on many colors as the sun rose in the morning. But moments before the sunlight began to shine through the yellow wall, the entire miasma looked bloody red.

It was a terrible sight to behold, as if half the world was covered in blood.

One man stood atop a lonely crow’s nest as he watched the approaching mist covering the world in a most horrible red.

“Is that the unforetold Calamity? The unforetold Calamity seems even more fearsome and overwhelming then the foretold ones.”

The man wore an ordinary adventurer’s outfit. But behind him were dozens of ships of the Human Imperial Fleet, flying in orderly military formation.

The identity of the man was the Emperor of the Human Empire. William Quinton Marlboro

His gaze was fixed upon a spire rising out of the land completely dyed bloody red.

Ixion.

A legendary city of mages said to have been built in one day and destroyed in one.

Most of the buildings had been swept away by an inexplicable disaster, but there were still a few buildings left. In ten days’ time, a conference between the world’s leaders to determine the fate of the world was to be held in one of them.

The initiator of such a gathering was an old friend named Sungchul, also known as the Enemy of the World.

“What is your command?”

Many generals and admirals were waiting for his direction.

“Will you destroy Ixion?”

The emperor never hesitated in his decisions. He carefully considered every possibility in establishing a policy. And once he arrived at a decision on a course of action, he was quick to implement them.

But at this moment, even the mighty emperor hesitated in making the call.

Why am I acting like this? Me of all people?

He didn’t think he was a man who could be swayed by petty emotions. He had lived his entire life eliminating anything that presented an obstacle.

It was not any different now.

There was no alternative but to destroy Ixion.

He had to do it before the Wandering King of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea could finally reveal his cards at the conference.

The seeds of chaos sown by the Wandering King decades ago were quietly germinating in the darkness and biding their time. Now that the world was descending into chaos and turmoil, these unseen machinations were finally coming out from hiding and threatening the emperor.

First, when the conference begins, the Wandering King will publicly demand his seat.

The military and the new nobility sided with the emperor, but the Imperial Council and local lords of the surrounding provinces had been subtly expressing their rejection of an Emperor of Summoned origin.

When half of the Imperial Fleet, which had been the backbone of the empire, were vaporized by the Lesser Gods that had appeared in the vassal states, the emperor’s position became highly unstable.

Movements condemning his incompetence and mistakes began in earnest, and radical opinions advocating forcefully deposing the emperor gained support.

The emperor was fully aware.

He was aware that left as it was, everything would flow according to the Wandering King’s will.

What the emperor needed was time. Time to find a new source of power, something to replace the role the imperial fleet had been playing, to turn the Empire into a permanent nation.

In order to buy such time, the conference had to be postponed by any means necessary.

And to that end, the emperor had ordered the surviving ships of the Imperial Fleet to converge on Ixion.

However, for some reason, the emperor hesitated.

Why? The emperor wondered. What was making him hesitate?

He was briefly reminded of the face of his old friend, Sungchul Kim.

Is it because of him?

But that thought was gone as quickly as it came.

What made the emperor hesitate was not Sungchul but rather the memory of his own past self, who had boldly and bravely expressed his thoughts to Sungchul.

“I see,” The emperor muttered gravely.

Deep in his jewel-like shining blue eyes, his past self, who once had confidently spoken his mind before the Enemy of the World, was looking back at him.

“If it were me back then, I wouldn’t have resorted to such petty methods.”

The emperor lowered his head to think for a moment before raising his head and turned around, swirling his cloak. Once the emperor showed his face, thousands of soldiers lined up behind him bowed their heads to salute him.

“To all ships of the Imperial Fleet,” said the emperor in a sonorous voice. “Return to La Grange.”

Dozens of ships turned their helm around and flew toward the west, leaving the blood-red eastern skies behind.

The survivors of Ixion, who had been hiding in the shadowy parts of the desolate earth, anxiously followed the withdrawal of the Imperial Fleet with their eyes.

“The Imperial bastards are retreating.”

“Someone, go inform McRaed. The empire has withdrawn and Ixion is safe.”

There was a great deal of activity in the burrows. But among the hundreds of busy partisans, only one person stood still, staring blankly at the residual image of the withdrawing threat.

Ahmuge.

She, who had run away from Nimpas, was quietly waiting at the other end of the continent for something.

“History has changed once again.”

It wasn’t surprising anymore.

The flow of history was already greatly changed from where she had come from, and specific differences were beginning to arise.

But there was one thing that remained unchanged despite everything.

Ahmuge stared at the dagger at her fingertips. She pulled the dagger out of the sheath. The dull black blade completely lacked any sheen, as if it was made of the darkness of night itself.

“He’s dangerous, after all.”

Sungchul was the Black Giant.

He possessed the potential to destroy the world at any time.

Even though he turned out to be different from what she had thought, it was impossible to change the essence of someone.

He was the Black Giant.

“I won’t run or hide anymore.”

As she put the dark blade back into the sheath, Ahmuge merged into the busy crowd.

***

After finishing up with the Order of Extinction, Sungchul soon came to the realization that Sylphid was nowhere to be found.

The order to Carbungbung was to be out at sea but remain within visual range.

However, Sylphid’s whereabouts were currently unknown.

Although Sungchul did feel that this was an inevitable result of the Order of Extinction prowling around murderously in search of him, it nevertheless left him in a pinch.

Not only could he no longer make use of the long-range teleportation Tigon Bosborot had promised, but he was now down one precious Soul Gem.

It went without saying that the loss of Sylphid was also not something he had wanted, especially after he had put effort and time into customizing it.

Sungchul decided to search the nearby area first.

“Leave the reconnaissance to me, Destroyer!”

Marakia, who had suddenly became a fervent follower of Sungchul, flapped his wings and flew ahead.

“What’s up with him?” Bertelgia muttered while watching Marakia from behind.

“Seems he has a conscience.”

“But for how long?”

Sungchul could not answer Bertelgia’s question.

After about the time to drink a cup of tea had passed, Marakia returned to where Sungchul stood.

“I found a living human, Destroyer!”

Sungchul and Bertelgia followed Marakia into the forest.

Lo and behold, there was the smell of rotten flesh accompanying the sound of someone’s groans somewhere in the forest. “Ugh.. ugh…!”

A man was tied to a frame that the Order of Extinction had abandoned. It was none other than the Inquisitor Tigon Bosborot.

The Order of Extinction had captured him, tortured him severely, and left him hanging to rot.

Sungchul’s party stared at Tigon’s terrible state, covered in flies and maggots.

“Are you still alive?” Sungchul asked Tigon.

“Of course I’m alive!” Tigon replied vehemently.

He still seemed alive and kicking.

Sungchul ordered Marakia to untie him.

“Acknowledged! You can depend on the repentant Marakia with things like this!”

Marakia, who suddenly began to show excessive displays of loyalty, flew impetuously toward Tigon and strung together complex and delicate magic to unravel the rope holding Tigon up.

But perhaps Marakia was too rushed to show his skills.

Tigon fell forward once released from his bonds and fell head first into a large boulder and collapsed.

“Urk…!”

Tigon normally wouldn’t have been seriously hurt by this level of impact. But he was currently gravely weakened by extreme torture and neglect. There was a gristly sound of something shattering, and Tigon went rigid.

“What the heck?” Marakia’s beak and eyes opened wide in this unexpected development.

Tigon Bosborot had passed away. He was fifty-seven years old. He had lived a tumulus and eventful life.

However, Tigon had an uncommon ability not many possessed. His dead body seemed to radiate golden light, until he abruptly jumped to his feet like a zombie.

“Oh! Blessed be, great God of Order! Glory shall be in your name, o’ guardian of mankind!”

Just like other Inquisitors, Tigon had the ability to resurrect.

And, due to the effect of resurrection, the ugly scars from the harsh torture disappeared without a trace. His face that had been dirty with blood stains was restored to its original state. It was such a perfect recovery that it would not have been strange if Tigon would have chosen his own death without hesitation if Marakia hadn’t beaten him to the punch.

Tigon brushed off the maggots that were still clinging onto him as if dusting himself off and picked up his clothing that had been discarded on the ground to put on as if he was just going about his normal day.

Once he was dressed once more, he directed his gaze back toward Sungchul and company.

“Why were you so late?”

No one was able to respond at first.

Finally, it was Bertelgia who broke the silence by flapping her pages as she flew above Sungchul’s head, muttering, “I hate it…”

“What? What do you hate, Living Book?” Tigon asked Bertelgia with the most sincere, uncorrupted glean to his eyes, unspoiled by ulterior motives.

Sungchul finally opened his mouth to speak. “What happened?”

After being expelled from the dungeon by Aegehios, Tigon soon discovered members of the Order of Extinction in the area.

After several failed attempts to re-enter the dungeon, he changed his focus to the Order of Extinction to carry out his duty as Inquisitor; to purge the heretics.

But once realizing just how much force the Order was bringing to bear, he ordered his subordinates to retreat back to Sylphid before acting as bait to give them a chance to slip away.

And that was how the events led up to Tigon busily explaining his story to Sungchul and others in the present moment.

“What a persistent human.” Marakia expressed his surprise.

“I have died five times, in fact.” Tigon proclaimed proudly. “But a true acolyte of god like I cannot be truly slain until I am killed nine times.”

“Are you a cat!” Bertelgia quipped back immediately.

Tigon glared at Bertelgia but noticed Sungchul beyond her and soon averted his gaze. But that did not stop him from finishing what he wanted to say.

“But I had my faith that you would defeat them. And with this newest sequence of events, I have certainty now that you are not on the same side as the Order of Extinction.”

Sungchul asked Tigon as to the location of Sylphid, which was indeed sent far over the ocean to the west.

Tigon walked over to a boulder not too far from the torture rack he had been hung from before returning with a communication crystal.

“I hid this before I was captured by the Order of Extinction.”

He used the crystal to establish contact with Sylphid far out at sea. But perhaps the distance was too great, as there was difficulty establishing connection. However, once the sun reached its zenith, the connection improved enough to finally relay information and communicate.

[ We will head there immediately.] Tigon’s subordinate priest replied in a calm tone.

Looking at Tigon, Sungchul felt the man was not all that bad of a leader. There are not many leaders left in this era who would sacrifice himself for his subordinates.

Although Tigon himself didn’t know, Sungchul’s evaluation of Tigon went up a notch.

Sylphid seemed to have fled excessively far away. According to Tigon’s subordinate, it would take half a day to return.

Though it was possible to get back immediately through teleportation, the idea was discarded since there was a possibility that they wouldn’t be able to reach Ixion later because they depleted all their energy already.

While waiting for Sylphid, Sungchul prepared a meal for the first time in a while, and though they were near the sea, Sungchul chose not to use seafood.

After all, only recently did the people Aege drown en masse nearby. Their recently departed, restless souls still lingered there.

After a brief moment of silence in mourning for the people of Aege who had lost their lives senselessly by the machinations of the Order of Extinction, Sungchul prepared a meal using a pig that had escaped from a nearby abandoned pigsty.

He gathered a great abundance of ingredients. A large pig was slaughtered, and its blood and organs were removed before he went about removing the hairs.

After all, this was not only for him but also for Tigon’s subordinates riding aboard Sylphid.

Having nothing but time on his hands, he decided on a dish that was rather time-consuming, which he typically avoided. He gathered bricks that were scattered all over the place and built an igloo-shaped kiln, filled it with charcoal and firewood, then lit the fire.

While the kiln grew hot enough for the bricks to start glowing red inside, Sungchul prepared the meat and added wine and spice he gathered from the nearby.

Once he finished marinating the meat, he placed it on top of rectangular metal plates, removed all the fuel and ash from the kiln, and placed the plate with the meat in its place. The entrance to the furnace was then blocked off with a suitably sized metal plate.

“How will the meat cook that way?”

Tigon, who was watching from the side with a grave expression, criticized Sungchul’s cooking.

“It shall,” Sungchul answered briefly before searching for other things to eat along with the meat.

He discovered a sack of flour in an abandoned farm and kneaded the flour into dough before flattening it and cooking it in a separate fire pit he had prepared.

Around sundown, a black spot appeared in the evening sky as Sylphid approached.

Sungchul, who had been sitting down and resting, sent Marakia to guide Sylphid to where they were.

“Leave this to Marakia-nim!”

Eventually, Sylphid safely arrived above them, and once Tigon’s subordinates disembarked and reached land, Sungchul removed the metal plates blocking the kiln.

“It couldn’t have been cooked properly,” Tigon expressed his doubts at Sungchul’s cooking once more, but he soon shut his mouth tightly, for from the kiln emerged the most wonderous meat he’d ever seen, cooked to perfection and bursting with succulence in the most tantalizingly tempting appearance.

“Please eat.”

Sungchul took enough meat and bread for him to eat and left.

Even if he was considered an ally, he was still the Enemy of the World; save Tigon, Sungchul knew that his presence was overbearing for an ordinary person, so he left out of consideration for them. He found himself a good spot with a great view and took a bite of his food.

[The score of this dish is 72 points. It’s a not-bad dish. However, it is unbefitting of one with the title of Master Chef.]

The assessment of the Diamond Broach continued as usual.

Staring at the dissatisfying score shown before him, he took out his secret weapon from his Soul Storage, then coated the meat with Stardust Sugar before he took a bite.

A different message appeared before him.

[The score of this dish is 100,322! It’s a perfect dish!]

“All I’ve done is deliver a sack of sugar in your mouth.”

Sungchul had a bitter grin as he looked to the west toward the setting sun with unemotional eyes. Among the darkening skies, the stars began to reveal themselves one by one.

It was an ordinary night sky he had seen every night.

He put another piece of meat in his mouth and thought to himself while chewing, But I shall see a different sky tomorrow, thinking of the yellow sky.

The corrupted sky filled with the all-consuming Miasma of Death.

The preparations began early in the morning the next day. Tigon’s subordinates who knew dimensional magic lined up at the teleportation magic circle located in the center of the main upper deck of Sylphid.

But there was a problem.

The forward group that had been sent ahead of time not only failed to reach Ixion, but they hadn’t even reached the borders of the Eastern regions.

The prerequisite for a proper long-distance teleportation depended on the forward group sending them coordinates, so them having failed to reach their destination was an issue of vital importance.

Sungchul felt troubled.

I suppose being too quick with the dungeon was also a problem.

But even considering that, it was too slow for the messenger not to have reached the entrance to the east in a week’s worth of time.

On this, the priest leading the dimensional magic users cautiously spoke, watching Sungchul’s reaction. “The empire’s borders have been closed.”

“The empire’s borders have been closed?”

“Yes. After the Empire was defeated in a war with its tributaries, all roads leading to the capital have been closed.”

The empire had long been a hub of transportation connecting the north, south, east, and west from the center of the continent. Its intricate web of roads and safe law and order had been the driving force behind the vitality of the entire continent. The closure of such an important border was a problem beyond imagination.

Is the rumor that the empire lost half its fleet true?

While having dinner yesterday evening, he overheard a few of Tigon’s subordinates murmuring conversations.

Among them were hard-to-believe news that the empire had suffered a crushing defeat while attacking a tributary state.

Knowing well the strength of the Imperial Fleet and the weakness of the tributaries, it was difficult for Sungchul to accept this story.

But the unprecedented measure of the empire closing its borders was undeniable proof that the empire was experiencing a tremendous crisis.

Sungchul felt a sudden desire to get out of this ruin as quickly as possible and go somewhere he could gather information.

He said to Tigon, “For now, please conduct long-distance teleportation from their current location.”

Time was plentiful, and Sylphid was fast.

Even if the forward group hadn’t managed to reach Ixion, they had crossed more than half of the continent. They could begin from there.

At Sungchul’s request, the priests cast long-distance teleportation to the current location of the forward group, which was like watching a choir sing. A total of ten priests stood around the magic circle, and the one in the center wielded a small magic staff, conducting the other priests. As the small wand moved, the priests each made a different sound sequentially, causing their individual magic circles to bloom.

The sound was covered by another note, reaching a harmony, and the harmony changed between the blooming magic circles, creating a single melody.

“Wow…” This was Bertelgia’s first time seeing the ceremony of long-distance teleportation.

Sungchul watched with a faint smile as the magic circle created by the priests’ melody began to cover the ship.

Soon, when all of Sylphid was immersed in the magic circle, the scenery changed.

Instead of looking down at the beach where Aegehios was visible, an empty space surrounded them. And as if paint was peeling away from a canvass, the empty space coalesced and fell away by the chunks and revealed the scenery of the destination beyond them.

Once the dark green void fell away, the magic formation surrounding Sylphid lost its power and faded as well.

Instead of the beaches they had been nearby only moments before, barren mountains and fields more typical of the central regions of the continent surrounded Sylphid.

After a glance at the around, Sungchul recognized that it was near the southeast border of the empire. His estimate was confirmed by the coordinates from the Admiralty gem in the bridge of Sylphid.

At this distance, we should be able to reach Ixion within 3 days with Sylphid’s speed.

Although the vanguard hadn’t crossed the eastern border, they had successfully gotten close to it. After waiting for two members of the vanguard to board the Sylphid, Sungchul ordered Carbungbung to advance eastward at full speed.

To make things go even faster, Sungchul had all but one Soul Gem mounted on miniature golems and assigned them tasks.

The clever carbuncles, who enjoyed physical activity, were excited to follow Sungchul’s order and carried them out in high spirits as they playfully bumped into each other while going about their assignments.

Inadvertently, a few carbuncles were discovered to have a rather terrible personality. They were engaging in a territorial dispute with Tigon.

Although they couldn’t speak, they flashed their eyes and used their bodies to look intimidating and threatening to the Inquisitor.

The other priests, accustomed to the carbuncles’ territorial nature, warned Tigon not to stare back into the miniature golems’ eyes.

“What a rowdy bunch.”

Sungchul tried to speak to them, but the golems didn’t listen to his words. More accurately, they pretended not to hear. Bertelgia, who saw this, stepped in instead.

“Kibuung! Cabungca! That’s no good! He’s our precious guest on our ship.”

When she flapped her book cover and scolded the golems while flying among them, the Soul Gems immediately obeyed Bertelgia’s words.

“Gyu-ing.”

It was a moment that made it clear who the true owner of the Soul Gems was.

Though there were minor happenings on the ship, Sylphid traveled east at high speed. When they had gone about half a day, the airship reached the beginning of the eastern regions of the continent. There, Sungchul witnessed an unexpected scene.

It was a wreckage site of Imperial ships that were smashed to pieces.

Sungchul briefly moored the Sylphid and went down to survey the surrounding area on the back of Baron.

This is the territory of one of the Imperial vassal states of Principality of Witroa. Even the Principality of Witroa staged an uprising?

Sungchul altered the course and made Sylphid head south. At a suitable location, he again rode atop Baron to survey the capital of the Principality of Witroa, and he was soon met with an unbelievable sight.

That’s…

The small but beautiful citadel and monastery, picturesque and scenic village and vineyards that wouldn’t be amiss in a fairy tale, all of the things he remembered of Witroa, were nowhere to be seen.

Instead, above the former capital of the Principality of Witroa were unsightly floating isles, scattered randomly without pattern or rhyme. And below that, a gigantic structure of some kind rose out of the ground.

“A God’s Dungeon?!”

Not much later, Sungchul learned that it was not quite a God’s Dungeon but one of the eighty-one sub-dungeons called the Spire, also known as the Obelisk. However, this did nothing to reduce the shock Sungchul experienced.

He could see a large crowd gathered at the foot of the Obelisk.

They were not a part of the Order of Extinction.

Adventurers, nobles, surviving soldiers, and other persons of unclear affiliations and diverse backgrounds were gathered at an encampment atop the ruins, forming a small village of sorts.

Sungchul rode Baron down to the ground and looked around the simple, makeshift village.

One gathering of adventurers were sitting around the fire and drinking tea and coffee as they conversed among themselves.

“I’ve heard that Ortega Pe successfully completed up to the thirteenth floor already.”

“They say an old eagle is better than a young crow, former nobles of the Rutheginea sure are built different.”

“We need to hurry up and get to the tenth floor as soon as we can.”

Everyone was obsessing over the obelisk, it was the only thing they were talking about.

All around the ruins of the town in the vicinity were half rotten corpses giving off a putrid stench, and broken limbs of the slain could be commonly found sticking out of debris, but no one paid any attention to these.

It seemed like obtaining reward and increasing status points from the dungeon were deemed a far more pressing and important issue than the demise or funeral for the deceased people of the former republic of Witroa.

After watching a few priests unenthusiastically spray holy water at random in the general direction of the ruins, Sungchul left the ruins of the former republic.

“The world has gone mad.”

When he returned to Sylphid, Sungchul saw that Tigon’s party was watching the projection of the current state of the Principality of Witroa through magic and letting out dejected sighs.

“Never thought there would be so many heretics in hiding. How many years has the Order of Extinction been scheming to pull off such a terrible act?”

Sungchul typically didn’t find much of what Tigon had to say to be worth listening to, but the statement he just made was something he agreed with.

The Order of Extinction is definitely not a faction that was hastily put together in just a few years. There is a possibility that this is an organization that was built over decades… no, perhaps even hundreds or thousands of years.

There was no other way to explain the formidable power and influence they mustered and demonstrated in such a short span of time.

The birth of the Order of Extinction could potentially predate the establishment of the Human Empire, perhaps even the founding of the Holy Kingdom of Ruteginea.

What exactly is their objective?

There was no way to know for now. But the truth would come to light now that Sungchul was made aware of them. He would not be careless and overlook or pass by clues on them like he had until now.

As if to make a promise to himself, Sungchul murmured inwardly while gazing at the eastern sky. Beyond the distant clouds, the faint yellow boundary line flickered.

After two days of non-stop flight, Sylphid finally arrived at the borders of Ixion.

“Hmm hmm. There’s our cute Colossi.” Bertelgia drew attention to the faint silhouettes of two Colossi standing in the darkness far in the distance. “Um, can we visit the Colossi tomorrow? It’s been a while, let’s complete the Creationist’s quest! Who knows, maybe it will fill the hole in my body once we complete the quest!” Bertelgia was extremely excited to see the Colossi after so long.

Sungchul responded with a faint smile and nodded toward her. “If we have the time.”

However, the object of Sungchul’s attention was elsewhere.

Beyond the Colossi, he was looking at the approaching miasma of death hidden in the thick dark of night at the edges of the eastern sky like some long stretch of castle wall.

As he watched the yellow-colored disease that already covered entire sections of the world, he was reminded of the tenacity of Desfort, one of the Seven Heroes.

Desfort.

He had been a selfish, immature man. But his actions had long reaching, unimaginably destructive consequences.

It made sense why Eckhart had hastily dispatched a book resembling Bertelgia to Sungchul to make an urgent personal request.

That Miasma might really be the end of this world, Sungchul thought as he gazed down at the ground below.

There was no light to be found in the ruins of Ixion.

Has everyone left?

“Fairy Light.” Sungchul summoned Fairy Light, causing it to spin around him at a moderate speed, sending a light signal that could be understood by whoever might be below.

The message communicated:

[I am Sungchul. I wish to meet McRaed.]

For a while, there was no response from below.

Just as Sungchul was about to descend personally on the back of Baron, a faint light finally appeared from below. A light so dim that it was hard to see without focusing.

Sungchul squinted and read the signal sent from Ixion’s side.

[If you are the Imperial Commander in Chief, come down alone. Carry the symbol of your identity.]

That was simple enough to do.

Sungchul climbed onto Baron’s back and descended to the place where the light lingered.

As Baron fluttered his wings and landed on the ground, something crawled out from the shadows in the darkness. They were dressed like assassins, clad in all white from top to bottom.

Looking at the people who were wary of him, Sungchul spoke calmly. “I am Sungchul Kim.”

No amount of convincing would be more persuasive than to see it for themselves. So he took out the holy item that would prove his identity.

Even in the darkest of night, the hammer forged from the fragments of the sky gave off subtle light. After seeing Sungchul’s demeanor and Fal Garaz, the people of Ixion finally relaxed their guard and gathered around him one by one.

Soon, Sungchul was able to be reunited with the leader of Ixion and the refugees of the Eastern regions, McRaed.

Befitting that of a powerful mage, she flew across the sky and landed in front of Sungchul gently.

“It’s been a while, former Imperial Commander in Chief.”

Although she seemed a bit haggard, as if she had been through a lot since they last met, she greeted Sungchul with a lively smile.

“Or should I now say Chairman of the World Parliament?”

“Security seems tight,” Sungchul replied with a calm tone, meeting the audacious princess’s gaze.

“A few days ago, the empire came to attack us.”

“The empire?”

“I don’t know why, but a few days ago, the Imperial Army led the entirety of their remaining fleet to our airspace. Fortunately, they retreated, but who knows if they might change their mind and come back. So, we’ve heightened our security to the maximum level. Plus, the airship you arrived in.”

McRaed glanced at Sylphid, Sungchul’s flagship, which was hovering in the sky above them.

“It has a similar silhouette to the former Chairman’s airship. My subordinates seemed to have mistaken it. As you know, the old Chairman, Aquiroa, is currently missing, and as a traditional pro-empire figure, we had no choice but to be on high alert.”

“I see.”

They weren’t wrong, considering Sylphid was originally the ship of the second Aquiroa before he killed her and took her ship. They did, in fact, correctly identify the ship.

“Anyway, I’ve thoroughly read through the message the envoy of the merchant coalition delivered. And there’s already a guest waiting for you.”

“Is that true?”

This was beyond expectation. According to Horneko, there were only two nations that expressly declared non-participation to his invitation. The Human Empire and the Dwarf Kingdom.

The rest of the nations took a reserved stance of making the decision later, or considering. This meant their presence was not guaranteed. In the worst-case scenario, Sungchul was even considering carrying on with the session of the World Parliament even if there was not one participant.

So, a voluntary participant was completely unexpected.

“Yup. They have been waiting for you, desperately.”

Greatly delighted at McRaed’s words, Sungchul threw a question to her. “Which country is it?”

McRaed dodged the question with a playful smile. “It’s not a small-fry.”

Soon, Sungchul was able to meet the envoy from that non-small-fry country. A race with a beautiful appearance and sharp ears.

It was an elf.

Who could it be?

He wasn’t the king of the elves. However, his clothing and face exuded a dignified aura, just as one would expect from the royal families of a long-standing kingdom.

As Sungchul entered the hall, the young elf got up from his seat to greet him.

“Are you the Imperial Commander in Chief?”

Upon seeing Sungchul nodding, the young elf showed his respects before introducing himself in a polite tone.

“I am Hesserdein, the Crown Prince of the Elf Kingdom and the proxy of the king.”

“Nice to meet you. I am…” Just as Sungchul was about to introduce himself according to the tradition, the Elf Prince suddenly knelt before Sungchul. And then, he began to speak in an urgent tone.

“I implore you! There is an issue that is imperative to be included in the conference agenda!”

“Barbarians, you say.” It was unheard of for human communities to live in the demon realm proper. This was a fact that Sungchul, who basically lived in the demon realm once upon a time, knew very well.

There were former humans living there but no simple humans.

But what he used to know or think became irrelevant. The news that the barbarians had annihilated the Varan-Aran Tribal Alliance in just three days had a strong enough impact to shatter Sungchul’s sense of understanding.

“Is that true?” Sungchul asked again. He rarely reacted this way.

It used to be said that there were three walls protecting the world from the demon realm. The sharpest is the Blood Iron Knights, the firmest is the Storm Battlefront, and the most tenacious is the Varan-Aran Alliance.

Beyond the question of stronger or weaker, there was a consensus that the most resilient faction that could weather an invasion had to be the Varan-Aran Alliance.

A rugged terrain and dense forest, and the determined and ruthless elves who thrived in such environment, the forest was a thoroughly defended territory. In that pale forest, tens of thousands of demons had lost their way and perished.

Sungchul’s question prompted the Elf prince to nod his head without hiding his grief. “They have taken over the capital of the tribal Alliance, High D’Varan. I have been told that my uncle, the elder and tribal chief of the confederacy, was beheaded. That his head has been salted and now rests atop their disgusting flag.”

Sungchul bowed his head in silent tribute to the departed soul of a great man. Although he didn’t personally know the Chief of the Varan-Aran Alliance, the man had never shown aggression toward him.

At least on three separate occasions, the man had spotted Sungchul foraging for food in the elves’ forest and took no action. Had he not shown benevolence then, Sungchul’s meals would have been severely limited.

“So, where are they now?” Sungchul asked.

Hasserdein’s pupils shook violently. “Their main forces are still in High D’Varan. They’re burning the entire forest and slaughtering the people. But they will surely not be satisfied and stop there.”

“You’re implying that they’re preparing to do something.”

The Elf prince nodded to agree to Sungchul’s mutterings and continued. “A small reconnaissance party has already appeared on our borders. They haven’t launched a full-fledged invasion yet, but our soldiers report that each of these monsters are on par with the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. No, that each are all at the transcendent level.”

“Every individual is at the Transcendent level?”

It was a claim that made him doubt his ears.

Transcendent.

This referred to those who had achieved the highest possible state attainable by mortals, with their main stats of Strength, Dexterity, and Vitality or Magic Power and Intuition exceeding an average of six hundred.

Before Sungchul started his activities in earnest, there had been very few known Transcendent in the entire world. The Emperor of the Human Empire, the Chairman of the World Parliament, and the leader of the Assassin’s Guild. Just three. It was hard to know how that had changed now, but Sungchul’s guess was that it wouldn’t exceed ten.

And yet, every member of a scouting party was at the Transcendent level?

This was far too far from common sense.

But it was not impossible that this was true.

There must have been a way that the tenacious Varan-Aran Alliance was wiped out in just three days.

“These barbarians are now lurking around the borders of our Kingdom of Elven Confederation, the Dwarf Kingdom, and even Trowin, which is now controlled by the remnants of the Seven Heroes.” The Elf prince bowed his head toward Sungchul once he finished speaking. His voice and his entire body were steeped in sincerity.

“To begin with the conclusion, we have no way of stopping these barbarians at the present. If they were to descend upon us, we would crumble like a sandcastle swept away by the waves. So, please, I beg you to include a priority item on the agenda for this session of the World Parliament on the urgent issue of dealing with the barbarians.”

The elf prince said this and then took out a mandate and presented it to Sungchul. “My father, the king, has expressed that giving up the crown is no issue next to the preservation of our race.”

Opportunities were born amidst crises.

One of the four major powers, the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, was willing to voluntarily hand over the crown.

What Sungchul was determined to obtain by any means necessary, through threats, quarrels, or perhaps even bloodshed, had come to him voluntarily all on its own.

However, he did not make the mistake of delighting over the issue of the crown before him.

For pushing one of the four most powerful factions to such desperation, in some ways, these barbarians represented a greater threat than even the deadly yellow miasma approaching from the east. Therefore, it could become the most excellent leverage.

Sungchul decided to ask, “Is it true that each of the barbarians possesses strength comparable to a Transcendent?”

Hesserdein nodded firmly.

Sungchul asked a follow up question, “What is the fastest means of transportation to reach your kingdom’s borders?”

Each race had its preferred mode of transportation.

Humans, who prioritized swiftness, preferred riding airships. While dwarves, who rarely left their territories, preferred sturdy mobile fortresses.

As for the elves, they typically rode nature’s companions such as unicorns or pegasi, who obeyed nobody but the elves. But for long distances, they almost always created a fixed teleportation formation.

Sungchul was aware of the existence of the magic formations in the capital city of La Grange used by the high-ranking officials of the elven kingdom.

Perhaps being an elf herself, Vestiare of the Seven Heroes had created a fixed magic formation that led directly to La Grange.

It was because Sungchul was aware of this fact that he had asked his question to Hesserdein.

“There are magical portals that leads to the kingdom.”

“Please guide me to it.”

“What is it that you plan to do?”

With a smile, Sungchul answered the elf prince’s question, “I plan to present a sample to the warlords who are to gather here.”

“A sample?”

“The barbarians from the north.”

Right away, Sungchul followed Hesserdein to the magic formation used by the elves.

The elven teleportation magic formations were spread out across the continent all over like a spiderweb, typically installed in forested areas, and there were regulations about their operation.

Each magic formation was assigned a rank, and higher ranking portals could freely travel to any lower ranked portal. But there was a strict rule that only specific lower rank portals could be used to travel in reverse to a higher ranked portal.

The magic formations were most definitely convenient to use, but it could just as easily be exploited by enemies and allow an invading army to flood into elven territories. So, the security measures that were in place were an obvious necessity.

And such a rule could not be overruled, even by the authority of the crown prince of an elven kingdom.

Because of that, Sungchul had to pass through twelve different sets of magic formations before he was finally able to arrive at the capital of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, Glenfid.

The transit itself posed no problem, but it was delayed by having to go through customs and procedures that took over two days to complete.

Of course, this much was well within the margin of error until deadline; It was an unintended boon he received for having finished the God’s Dungeon so quickly ahead of schedule.

Sungchul politely declined the crown prince’s invitation to go greet the king and instead took the magic portal that led to the Elven Confederation of Kingdom’s front lines.

There, he found that the air of the wooded and rugged lands of the elves were filled with great uncertainty.

They have deployed almost every available soldier to this border it seems.

It went without saying that the elven army’s prized legion of archers was present, as well as supporting mages. But there were unicorn and pegasus knights present as well. And even the seldomly utilized living tree fairy was woken up from its long slumber to protect the rear of the border.

To an uninformed observer, it would appear that the Elf Kingdom was preparing to invade other countries with such a concentrated display of force.

This thoroughly demonstrated how fearsome an opponent the barbarians beyond the borders were proving to be.

Amidst the gazes of numerous elves, Sungchul was guided to the quarters of the commanding officer of the border defense force, who conveyed necessary information to Sungchul.

“There is a barbarian reconnaissance party beyond the hill. They are executing captives in plain view for us to watch and are blasphemously catching and feasting on sacred unicorns.”

Their number was merely thirty.

Yet before this small reconnaissance party was an army of tens of thousands of elves who were digging in and bracing themselves.

“I will go,” Sungchul spoke calmly.

The elves watched in astonishment as the figure known as the Enemy of the World stepped forward.

“Hello, cutie.”

A pure white unicorn next to Sungchul gazed at him with its large eyes. Bertelgia circled around the unicorn before entering Sungchul’s pocket.

Having retrieved Bertelgia, Sungchul passed through the line of elven forces and wooden fences under the watchful eyes of the elves.

The living vines, allies of the elves, attempted to entangle Sungchul but retreated upon hearing the horn of the elves.

“It won’t take long,” Sungchul said briefly toward the elves, before disappearing from their sight.

He swiftly raced through the forest, so fast that he was barely visible to the naked eye.

Soon, he confirmed the direction of smoke rising toward the sky in the distance and corrected his course.

Before long, he heard the distant shouts of the barbarians.

It was an unfamiliar language he’d never heard, one that sounded like sonorous rough shouting.

“A race that uses an unrecognizable language is quite a rarity in this world.”

Sungchul was struck by the sharpness of the sound of the words in the language that often seemed to start and end with ‘k’ or ‘sh’ sounds.

Soon, he arrived at the barbarian camp.

Despite having tens of thousands of enemies close by, the barbarians were enjoying their feast without a worry in the world.

Though he had heard of the brutality of the barbarians from Hesserdein dozens of times, the true extent of the savagery Sungchul witnessed before him was simply beyond his imagination.

The barbarians were each sitting on wide planks made of wood, but crushed below them were dozens of live elves.

The barbarians roared in laughter as they spoke in their incomprehensible language as they intentionally flexed their behinds to press down on the elves below them harder.

The elves would tremble in anguish and cause the planks to shake slightly, while the barbarians clearly enjoyed the proof of the elven suffering in the form of the planks swaying like waves, and pressed down hard again if the motion weakened too much.

The barbarian’s entertainment would not last long, however. After only a few squeezes, all the elves below were killed by suffocation.

And when this happened, the barbarians would shout at the elven slaves.

The enslaved elves, with their ears completely torn off, quickly moved to lift the planks and remove the corpses, replacing them with new living elves.

The corpses of the slain elves piled up in a corner of the camp like small mountains.

In addition, mangled and brutalized corpses of elves tortured and slain too cruelly to be expressed in words were hung all over the place as though to serve as examples for others.

“That’s too much.” Bertelgia trembled as she spoke.

They were as cruel as demons. No, perhaps they were even more evil beings than demons in some sense. While the demons killed out of hatred and vengeance toward humans, these barbarians murdered purely for their amusement and entertainment.

As one particular barbarian roared loudly in laughter, Sungchul finally revealed himself at the camp before them. He was not holding anything in his hands.

“Urkash?!”

Although they were at a considerable distance, all thirty barbarians noticed Sungchul’s presence.

Sungchul walked toward the barbarians without saying a word.

One of the barbarians stood up while the others laughed heartily, holding their drinks. They behaved as if they’d discovered a new, amusing plaything.

The barbarian who stood up jumped from the plank, stomped on his seat to kill the elves first, before cracking its knuckles and neck and walked toward Sungchul.

Finally, Sungchul and the barbarian confronted each other face to face.

The barbarian had a massive yet well-proportioned physique.

About seven feet seven inches. Quite tall.

In a sense, the barbarians were a different race.

The one in front of Sungchul arrogantly muttered something and pointed his finger at him.

Judging by his gestures, it seemed as though he intended to tear off all of Sungchul’s limbs. In fact, the barbarian pointed to the pieces of elven corpses discarded in a corner that seemed to have been pulled apart by force.

Even when faced with the sight of the corpses, Sungchul’s expression remained unchanged. Instead, he spoke to the barbarian.

“First come first serve. Three of you, come forward now.”

The Barbarians roared into laughter upon hearing Sungchul’s words. As they thrashed about their seats, the tormented screams of the elves filled the air.

Then the frontmost barbarian raised his fist toward Sungchul.

“Urkash!”

He was going to attack.

The barbarian’s hand was as large as a cauldron lid, and it reached out to grab Sungchul.

However, before the barbarian’s hand could grab Sungchul, Sungchul’s hand grasped the barbarian’s hand first. To be exact, Sungchul grasped two of the barbarian’s fingers.

The barbarian frowned and tried to remove Sungchul’s hand from his. But when he moved, it wasn’t only Sungchul’s hands that were removed from him.

Snap.

Two fingers fell off and remained in Sungchul’s clenched hand.

The barbarian’s eyes grew wide as he looked at his mutilated fingers, blood gushing out, and let out a miserable scream.

However, this was just the beginning.

“If you won’t come, I will pick for you.”

Sungchul threw the barbarian’s large fingers to the ground and took something out of thin air.

It was his symbol, the Divine Artifact Fal Garaz.

The slaughter didn’t last long.

Sungchul quickly massacred the cruel barbarians.

While it was true that each individual had physical abilities close to a transcendent, they were not as strong as the rumors suggested, and Sungchul had long since surpassed that level.

The barbarians quickly realized that the small figure in front of them was not a toy for the feast but the messenger of death. But such realization came too late for them.

Even before the time it takes to drink tea had passed, twenty-seven corpses of the barbarians lay dead before Sungchul, as well as three live barbarians that were left hemiplegic.

Sungchul approached the surviving barbarians.

Fear filled their eyes in unison.

Sungchul grabbed one of their arms with both hands.

“AAAAHHH!”

The barbarian’s joints and bones bent and twisted in strange directions.

Soon, a grotesque mess of flesh was born in front of Sungchul as he crushed the barbarian into a living ball.

Besides the practical problem that no rope could possibly withstand their strength, it was Sungchul’s punishment for them for the savage brutality they had displayed.

“Drag them along.”

Having returned to the elven army’s camp, Sungchul commanded with a calm tone toward the elven generals.

The elven army obeyed Sungchul’s orders, despite the astonishment and fear. Soon, a cart pulled by the elven soldiers carried the three barbarians brutally mutilated by Sungchul.

Although they suffered terrible injuries, the spirits of the barbarians remained unbroken. They glared at the elves and shouted at them as if they were about to devour them.

Sungchul looked into their eyes, and the barbarians looked fearful and their shouting ceased.

Having silenced them, Sungchul turned around and gazed at the moon rising in the sky. About to reach its fullness, it was nearing the month’s peak.

The session of the World Parliament to determine the fate of the world was just around the corner.

Sungchul was now sufficiently prepared, and he returned to the yellow boundary with the captured prisoners.


Chapter 13 – World Parliament

Sungchul rarely ever dreamt at night. When he did, it was only ever nightmares. For him, the only way to see the past was through reminiscence.

Sungchul didn’t like politics.

To be precise, he felt disgust.

Yet, for more than a decade, he had lived at the eye of the storm of the political world. It had been pure agony at the time, but reflecting upon it now, it might have been a meaningful and necessary experience.

Sungchul, for the first time in a while, was revisiting his past as the Imperial Commander in Chief, standing tall amidst global politics, trying to recall his memories and experiences.

It won’t be easy.

He had known it would be the most challenging hurdle ever since he first heard of the third Calamity, and he spent hours at his desk, contemplating every possible scenario that could arise in the World Parliament and devising ways to handle them.

As always, preparing for a meeting was never an easy task.

For a moment, Sungchul thought of a young girl who had once been by his side.

Craiya Kreigfreid.

The girl who always greeted him with a bright smile as he returned home exhausted from trying to help establish the World Parliament was the sole solace in Sungchul’s desolate heart.

Through that child, he had been able to realize his faults that led to the death of Ryze Himerr, and as his way of repentance, to redeem himself, and for the sake of one and many children’s future, he chose to stand against the world and fight.

Of course, what he believed in turned out to be nothing more than a mirage.

Now, there was no Craiya by his side, and in his heart, there was no longer any guilt toward Ryze Himerr. At present, Sungchul was driven by nothing but a faint sense of purpose, a mild sense of duty, a hint of curiosity, and the Cross of the Covenant embedded deep within his chest.

Sungchul didn’t care what happened to the world. He disliked humans. Though circumstances forced him to save people, his dislike for humanity remained unshaken. For he had been betrayed and burnt too many times.

While flowers could bloom even in mud, beauty couldn’t form from places twisted by burns and scars.

Yet even someone like Sungchul found a comrade.

He stared at a book, motionlessly nestled within a bookshelf filled with Marakia’s fuzz.

Bertelgia.

At times, Sungchul imagined what it would be like without her.

Thinking coldly, on the surface, perhaps nothing would change. After all, he had lived his entire life setting goals and pursuing them relentlessly.

But Sungchul knew that he had very little attachment left to this world. He couldn’t even fathom what might happen if that last remaining strand of attachment were to snap. Perhaps he would act like the many he had seen who crossed a line.

For that reason, Bertelgia was now more precious to Sungchul than anyone else in the world.

He gazed at her wound that was covered with Marakia’s bandage and whispered softly,

“Once this is over, let’s go to the Colossus. Let’s search for a cure there.”

Bertelgia didn’t reply. Perhaps she was deep asleep.

For a fleeting moment, a faint smile was about to grace Sungchul’s lips. But then he recalled another book he’d met in the Tower of Recluse, and the words it had left behind.

A deep furrow formed between Sungchul’s brows.

***

At last, the destined day on the full moon of the month of the mountain goat had arrived.

There was a dramatic change.

It was Sungchul’s attire.

He who was always dressed in ragged clothes like a beggar, today he donned a refined and dignified uniform.

The uniform of the Imperial Commander in Chief.

To be precise, it was inspired by the old uniform of the Imperial Commander in Chief, a special garment prepared by McRaed the de facto ruler of the Eastern Alliance specifically for Sungchul.

“It seems to suit you well, doesn’t it?”

Sungchul’s expression wasn’t particularly bright.

The attire felt uncomfortable, and the gazes from his colleagues were burdensome.

But he was a mature man. He wasn’t a fan of uniforms, but Sungchul knew when he needed to dress the part.

Most importantly, the World Parliament was convened by Sungchul himself. For the organizer to appear in his usual disheveled state would be no different than throwing mud on his own reputation.

“What’s this? Even you look somewhat imposing in this attire,” Bertelgia commented as she circled around him, dressed in his new clothes, evaluating him as if inspecting a product.

Marakia, for the time being, seemed to be still affected by the gift he had received when they were in the God’s Dungeon and refrained from speaking.

However, when Sungchul wasn’t looking, he covered his mouth with his feathered hand, whispering something to Bertelgia, who then burst into laughter.

There was no doubt that he was gossiping and joking at Sungchul’s expense.

The uninvited guest, Tigon Bosborot, was not present. He and his priests were preoccupied with examining the traces of heresy in the aftermath of the advent of the Lesser God Sidmia and the resulting ruin and had no time to spare.

“I’ve said this before, but there might be almost no attendees,” McRaed remarked, gazing at the eastern sky tinted red as blood.

“It’s not confirmed, but many smaller nations perished with the advent of the Obelisks.”

McRaed was under the impression that the cause of the demise of small countries like the nearby Principality of Witroa was due to cataclysmic geological changes caused by the obelisk’s appearance.

She was completely unaware of the Order of Extinction’s involvement behind the scenes.

“Regardless of how many, when the sun reaches its zenith, the World Parliament will commence,” he replied calmly.

Sungchul was first to step into the theater designated as the venue for the World Parliament.

In the place where actors once performed the tales of the Seven Heroes and Clarice sang, a large table and twenty seats were set up.

There was no throne, but a place had been prepared in the center for Sungchul, who would serve as the chairman, and he took his seat, waiting for time to pass.

[image: ]

How much time had gone by? A gentle breeze blew in from an open window, brushing past his hair.

From a distance, shouts were heard, and soon a messenger from the Eastern Alliance appeared, bowing to Sungchul to report.

“The Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Kinde has arrived.”

“The Kingdom of Kinde?”

It was an unfamiliar nation to Sungchul, but he  soon recalled that this country was one of the smaller states located in the buffer zone between the empire and the Ancient Kingdom to the northwest.

He nodded in acknowledgment.

Not even the minor nations are sending their kings.

Still, it was better than sending no one at all.

As noon approached, the number of attendees gradually increased.

Leading with the Kingdom of Kinde, envoys from five minor nations arrived, followed shortly by Hesserdein, the prince of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms.

Hesserdein’s arrival provoked a reaction in the conference hall, since he was the first envoy from a major nation to attend.

Already acquainted with Sungchul, Hesserdein gave him a friendly gaze before taking his seat. Behind him stood tall and dependable looking elven archers, guarding his back.

Meanwhile, the sun steadily rose, signaling the approach of noon.

By the well, soldiers from the Eastern Alliance stood watch, waiting for the sun to align with the center of the well.

Is this it?

He had predicted it, but the participating nations were far too weak for something called the World Parliament.

It was when Sungchul was contemplating the sparse table before him and lost in thought that another gentle breeze blew in through the window.

“The Ancient Kingdom!” A joyous shout rang out from afar.

The Ancient Kingdom, eh?

A spark lit up in Sungchul’s eyes.

One of the two greatest human nations, alongside the Human Empire. Following the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, another major nation had shown up. An unexpected boon for Sungchul, who hadn’t harbored much hope.

Soon, figures dressed in splendid attire of warriors, each brandishing multiple swords, appeared in the council chamber.

They carried with them an air of competent confidence befitting those from the country of Sword masters.

Upon seeing the face of the man leading the group, Sungchul rose from his seat, for the King of the Ancient Kingdom himself had personally come to attend. He was the first crowned king to arrive, from both major and minor nations.

“It’s been a while, Imperial Commander in Chief,” Fourth Champion of the Continent, The Sword King, Arcanite, greeted.

Contrary to his title as the ‘Sword King’, the King of the Ancient Kingdom possessed a slender physique and a brains-over-brawns appearance.

He glared at Sungchul with an arrogant expression as he gave his cold greeting.

Beside him was a face Sungchul knew all too well.

Is that…?

Genghis Aaron.

A cunning man who used to serve as Sungchul’s superior officer on the front line of the demon realm. He attended the meeting as one of the envoys accompanying the king.

Upon locking eyes with Sungchul, Genghis Aaron gave a craven smile and nodded in acknowledgment, as if they were well-acquainted.

“As for this place, it’s shabby without equal. The prestige of the World Parliament is no more.” Arcanite spat out the disdainful words and took a seat in a corner of the negotiation chamber.

The Sword masters exaggerated their rigid martial discipline as they guarded the king’s back.

“What of the empire? Are they attending?” Arcanite inquired, stroking his finely trimmed beard and tilting his head curiously.

“The empire is not participating,” replied Sungchul.

“Hoh.” The Ancient Kingdom feigned surprise and turned his head.

His gaze landed directly on a young woman seated on the opposite side, her hair the color of burning embers. McRaed.

She was present as the representative of the Eastern Regions. Both she and Sungchul wanted for her to be present.

“This lady is unfamiliar to me.” The King of the Ancient Kingdom remarked in his characteristically cold tone.

McRaed rose from her seat to introduce herself. “I was once the princess of Ixion. I am known by the name McRaed.”

“Ixion.” The King of the Ancient Kingdom chuckled softly, looking down on her for representing a minor country that couldn’t begin to compare to a major power like the Ancient Kingdom.

Unshaken, McRaed continued her introduction.

“But now, I am the leader of the Coalition of the Eastern Regions.”

“The Coalitions of the Eastern Regions?”

In response to Arcanite’s question, McRaed nodded and calmly said with a measured voice, “It is a coalition of all the countries and people of the East who the former World Parliament decided to abandon.”

At this, Arcanite flashed a sardonic smile and turned his head away.

A cold tension flowed and passed through the hall.

Bertelgia approached Sungchul and whispered in a hushed voice, “That man with the crown, he’s so rude.”

“Arrogant, perhaps. But he is a character with both courage and insight.”

Indeed, he was an unpleasant individual. Despite his nation being weaker than the Human Empire, he looked down upon it because he disrespected the emperor for being a Summoned.

But he was not a figure to judge merely by appearances. Behind his natural arrogance was the meticulous calculation and gall befitting a king of a nation. Otherwise, how could the king of a nation dare to come here in person? At this place was the formidable Enemy of the World, one who stood alone against a hundred thousand demons. Just by being present in this place spoke volumes about the caliber of the Ancient Kingdom’s ruler.

In contrast, even the overwhelming crisis unfolding in the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms and needing to beg for Sungchul’s assistance was still not enough motivation for the elven king to come in person out of fear.

The King of the Ancient Kingdom was extraordinary beyond doubt.

Nonetheless, time flowed once more, and before they knew it, the sun had taken its position at the center of the well.

A soldier observing the well declared the arrival of noon, and hearing this, a trumpeter raised his trumpet, sending a powerful blast into the skies.

Bwooooooooo—

It was time for the World Parliament to begin.

But even before the trumpet finished announcing the time, even more attendees arrived without warning.

“I apologize for my late arrival, kings of the continent.” The shrill cry of an old crone echoed throughout the hall.

People unanimously directed their gazes toward the entrance, perturbed by the unpleasant voice of the elderly woman.

A woman stood tall among the guards, adorned in a flamboyant robe of various hues and wearing a mask engraved with indecipherable characters.

The only person aside from Sungchul to recognize this unwelcome guest was the King of the Ancient Kingdom.

“Who’s this? Is it not Chairwoman Aquiroa? I’ve heard rumors of your death, yet here you are alive and well.” His cold and sarcastic demeanor was directed at the new participant without exception.

I had a feeling this might happen.

The event he had feared came to pass. The third Aquiroa appeared.

But she wasn’t alone.

Behind Aquiroa, a man with a towering stature and massive build, clad in armor, revealed himself.

The armor, more befitting that of a wandering knight than that of a king, was old and covered in dust. This man wore a helmet through which nothing inside was visible.

While the man was just as unfamiliar to the representatives of the minor and newly established nations as Aquiroa, unlike her, many recognized this legendary figure.

“The Wandering King!”

“Is that the Wandering King?!”

The hall, already astir from Aquiroa’s entrance, plunged into further chaos at the unexpected arrival of the Wandering King.

The long trumpet sound that marked noon had not yet ceased.

Then Sungchul rose from his seat. He walked forward, in full view of everyone, stopped before Aquiroa and the wandering king, and with a calm tone said, “You weren’t invited.”

Sungchul walked past Aquiroa, disregarding her with complete and utter apathy.

Aquiroa was irrelevant and Sungchul’s focus was entirely affixed to the Wandering King.

From within the Wandering King’s opaque helmet, a faint light flickered.

Sungchul and the Wandering King. The two men who formerly represented the World Parliament as the third Continental Champion and the tenth Continental Champion, now stood facing each other.

“Isn’t it you who lacks the invitation?” From behind, Aquiroa shrieked in malice.

“I am the rightful chairman of the World Parliament, Enemy of the world.”

She came forth with the very repertoire Sungchul had anticipated. It was an issue that had plagued his mind at his desk for a long time.

Even though her shell might have changed, the original Aquiroa of the Floating Fortress was a cunning old fox.

Given the slightest of leverage, she could potentially use her eloquent speech to pull the atmosphere to her advantage.

Initially, Sungchul had planned to counter Aquiroa with logic and law. But from the start, he wasn’t particularly well spoken, nor was he exceptionally intelligent.

He pondered over countless possibilities and strategies, but the method Sungchul ultimately chose was most like him.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hand.

He slightly turned his head, locking his eyes onto the ground where Aquiroa stood, and spoke in a calm tone.

“If you open your filthy mouth one more time, you will be executed, outsider.”

This was Sungchul’s response. A complete rejection or eradication of his opponent’s being itself. Sungchul was also more than willing to follow through with his threat.

“Get out of my sight.”

The quiet words of the world famous man instantly froze the room with its venomous, murderous tone.

“Who… Who do you think you are…!” Aquiroa, trembling, was about to point her fingers at Sungchul.

Strength surged into the hand gripping Fal Garaz, and sparks of flames seemed to fly out from his eyes.

Everyone who witnessed the scene instinctively knew that Sungchul’s hammer would show no mercy to Aquiroa.

While everyone watched with bated breath, only one man observed the situation with an unwavering calm.

The Wandering King.

No, the crownless King of the former Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, Kromgard.

“Aquiroa is my attendant,” He declared.

Had there been even a slight delay, Aquiroa might have been killed in front of everyone by Sungchul’s hands.

Sungchul’s head, which had slightly turned away, now refocused on the Wanderer King.

“I already told you that you are an unwanted guest.”

Sungchul’s bloodlust did not abate. It had merely shifted direction.

The Wandering King remained unfazed in the slightest, even in the face of blatant hostility by a man known as the Enemy of the World.

Rather, in full view of Sungchul, he confidentially gestured toward Aquiroa. “Show them.”

At his command, Aquiroa, like a vassal bound in fealty, meekly bowed her head and produced a scroll from within her garments. She unrolled the scroll, ensuring it was clearly visible to everyone, especially Sungchul.

“What a waste of time.” Arcanite, who had maintained a consistently cynical demeanor, abruptly stood from his seat.

“How much longer must we endure this bullshit?” He was furious. Blatantly so.

Because written on Aquiroa’s scroll was something that, as the King of the Ancient Kingdom, he could never accept.

Following this, the prince of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms and the envoys from other nations rose in unison, vehemently protesting the content of the scroll unfurled by Aquiroa.

What had driven them into such an uproar read upon the scroll:

[ Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea]

The name of a wicked nation, a long-forbidden word, now revealed itself at the assembly of the powerholders.

Listed on the scroll were the names of regional lords and nobles from the Human Empire, pledging their fealty to the malevolent kingdom that once provoked the outrage of the entire continent.

No one understood the implication of this list of names better than Sungchul himself.

Dimok, Sefan, Mugari, and now Hoht. Does this mean that most of the empire’s provincial administrations have betrayed the emperor? It’s one thing for former Rutheginean lords to return to their original king. But members of the old rebellion, even those who are of Summoned origins, decided to side with Kromgard…

As Sungchul became lost in thought, Aquiroa fidgeted her wrinkled hands holding the scroll and began to speak impetuously.

“The false Emperor of the Human Empire, William Quinton Marlboro, lost the support of his people long ago due to a series of misjudgments and mistakes. For a long time already, he was proven to be unworthy of being the emperor, he who was barely holding the empire together with the might of his vaunted imperial fleet and the brutality of his secret police. But even that final facade crumbled away during this recent punitive expedition.”

Aquiroa levitated and affixed the scroll in mid-air through magic, smirking with an unpleasant chuckle.

“Though he claims to be an emperor, what he truly rules over is but La Grange, a single city. The rest of the empire’s key regions, as you can see, have already turned their hearts to the rightful King of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, His Majesty Kromgard.”

Of course, there was a possibility that all of these were lies, in a bid to grow their influence upon hearing of the empire’s absence from this assembly.

However, Sungchul thought that perhaps their words might be true. He remembered the words spoken by the emperor when they met again in the Floating Palace. The resolute demeanor the emperor displayed during the modest banquet inside a tent.

“…The reign of Rutheginea has not yet ended.”

The emperor’s melancholy voice echoed in Sungchul’s ears.

So, I was right all along.

Numerous memories flashed across his mind like a fast-moving lantern slide.

The words left behind by a traitor of a Summoned origin with a demonic blade, the emperor’s inexplicable behavior, Aquiroa’s rise to power, and the pardon of the Wandering King.

The scattered puzzle pieces came together to form a whole.

A short sigh escaped Sungchul’s lips. Now, he felt like he understood the true weight of the burden carried by the emperor.

The emperor’s true intent.

He made a compromise to save us from an unwinnable war.

But the emperor also said this, “The Wandering King is also one of the warriors standing against the Calamity.”

“My purpose for being here is not to declare the revival of a former kingdom, nor to seek validation of my worth. There is only one thing I desire: the resolution of the third Calamity.”

Receiving the gaze of everyone present, the Wandering King spoke. “As a king wearing the crown, in lieu of the Human Empire’s emperor, William Quinton Marlboro, who has forsaken his responsibilities.”

For a moment, Sungchul felt confused. What was the truth?

The hall began to fill with murmurs.

They had come to a point where things had to be cleared up.

But it didn’t seem necessary for Sungchul to step forward just yet. After all, the one about to boil and explode wasn’t him.

“I did well to come here. My subjects all advised against it, but I had a bad feeling.” The King of the Ancient Kingdom Arcanite stood up from his seat and pointed at the Wandering King. “How dare you show up and spew such nonsense.”

With a scraping of steel, the King of the Ancient Kingdom drew his sword. As he unsheathed it, his subordinates behind him drew theirs in unison.

With the glinting sharpness of swords shining behind him, the King of the Ancient Kingdom spoke again, “Did you think that time would erase all memories? The name of Rutheginea and her wicked deeds?”

It was only natural for the King of the Ancient Kingdom to show hostility. After all, during the reign of Rutheginea, they had been worst enemies, waging constant wars against each other.

Countless people died in the war, and innocents were taken captive, becoming playthings for the ruthlessly atrocious and depraved nobles of Rutheginea.

Prince Hesserdein of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms did not step forward as boldly as Arcanite, but he too stood up to express his agreement with the King of the Ancient Kingdom.

“Our Elven Confederation of Kingdoms stands united with His Majesty, the King of the Ancient Kingdom. We cannot recognize the return of ‘Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea’.”

Now, all eyes turned to Sungchul. They were demanding for him to expel the evil group from the place immediately.

Envoys from small nations, despite having seats in the assembly, had essentially no right to speak. But they, too, also cast similar glances at Sungchul. The ball was back in his court.

“Leave, before there is bloodshed,” Sungchul declared with the support of all present. “The Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea cannot be recognized.”

“Is that so?” Kromgard said, with a hint of scorn. “But I was told the purpose of this assembly was to select a single king. Have I come under the wrong impression?”

Upon hearing those words, Sungchul’s hand, which held a hammer, subtly shifted.

“As I mentioned earlier, I am here on behalf of the empire, solely to address the Calamity before us.” Before Sungchul could make a move, the Wandering King waved his hand, and Aquiroa unveiled another scroll, spreading it in mid-air.

It was a map of the Human Empire.

“What trickery are you up to now?” The King of the Ancient Kingdom barked.

The conference hall stirred once again.

“The Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea is fully aware of its past mistakes and deeply repents them,” said the Wandering King, gesturing to the restless crowd with a slight bow.

Aquiroa cackled, masking it with a cough, and began chanting. The map began to transform.

Different colors magically spread across various regions of the empire, and soon the names of each nation emerged within them. Sungchul and the envoys immediately understood the implications of the Wandering King’s show.

“The Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea will relinquish the indicated territories and transfer them to the nations as labeled here.”

It was, truly, a shocking show.

Aquiroa’s territorial map indicated that the vast majority of the human empire located in the central continent would be handed over not only to the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, the Ancient Kingdom, and other minor kingdoms present, but also to the Eastern Regions and even the Dwarf Kingdom that had no representative at the conference.

All of them were fertile lands, overflowing with abundant resources.

On Aquiroa’s map, the only portions left for the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea were its capital, La Grange, and a small fertile crescent in the areas immediately adjacent to it.

If this proposal was accepted, the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea would be reduced in stature to a city-state rather than a fully-fledged nation. Considering that a nation’s strength came from its territory and population, Kromgard’s choice was not only more than enough to shock, it was enough to horrify those present.

“As I’ve stated numerous times, my only concern is resolving the Calamity.”

“Why are you so obsessed with resolving the Calamity? Especially now, of all times?” Arcanite with his sword still drawn remarked with a smirk.

He particularly emphasized the words “now, of all times,” casting a fleeting glance toward Sungchul. His gesture implied an accusation: if he had truly wanted to solve the Calamity, why hadn’t he assisted Sungchul nine years ago in front of the palace of the demon king, Hesthnius Max?

In response, the Wandering King retorted, looking toward Arcanite. “Is there any other choice?” Wrinkles formed on Arcanite’s brow, while the Wandering King raised his hand, pointing eastward. “To the east, the yellow death approaches.” His hand then shifted to point westward. “To the west, the Order of Extinction is fanning the flames of war.” Next, he directed his hand south. “To the south, mysterious structures rise alongside floating islands.” And lastly, pointing north with a graver tone than ever before, he said, “And in the north, unbeatable barbarians are decimating the Varan-Aran Alliance and preparing to march southward.”

The Wandering King’s assessment of the situation was spot on. It was a problem Arcanite himself was well aware of.

The Wandering King spoke again. “How can one not focus on resolving the Calamity in these dire times? Aren’t all of you gathered here because you all, too, understand the gravity of what is soon to come? You’ve come to a meeting convened by the very man you’ve convicted as the Enemy of the World.”

That one statement both defended himself and attacked Arcanite simultaneously. The near-perfect response of the Wandering King caused Arcanite king to scowl and turn his head away.

No way, is Kromgard such a clever man?

No one would have guessed that the neglectful king, the fool who pushed the Kingdom of Rutheginea, the dominating hegemony of the continent for centuries, to its end possessed such insight and eloquence. While there were tales of him being intelligent in his youth, who except the most foolish wouldn’t be described as a smart child?

Sungchul had thought that, in all likelihood, there was about eighty percent chance that Aquiroa was manipulating the Wandering King from behind the scenes. And therefore, if he were to silence Aquiroa, then the Wandering King would surely crumble if Sungchul were to pressure him alone.

But instead, it seemed Sungchul was the one to misjudge and be out-maneuvered.

With Arcanite scowling and turning away in displeasure and shame, the Wandering King continued, “Though it goes without saying that I aim to resolve the Calamity, I also wish to atone, even if only slightly, for the mistakes made by the past Kingdom of Rutheginea. Whether my kingdom survives or perishes for that end matters little to me.”

At that moment, someone raised their hand and stood from their seat.

It was McRaed, the leader of the Eastern Regions.

She, with her long, flowing red hair, stood and glared at the Wandering King, asking in a bright yet assertive tone, “Thank you for your speech, but you’re not aiming to rise to the crown yourself, are you?”

The Wandering King showed no significant reaction to her words, but Aquiroa couldn’t hold back and shouted, “How dare you! A mere provincial princess dares to address His Majesty the King of Rutheginea…!”

However, Aquiroa’s words were cut short, as, suddenly, from behind, Marakia appeared and pecked at Aquiroa’s back with his beak.

“Argh!”

Sungchul cast a sidelong glance at Marakia with a faint grin.

He isn’t completely useless after all.

Regardless, McRaed’s question, while pointed, was one that got to the heart of the matter.

Rise to the crown. The sweetest of temptations to those who wished to be king. Therefore, the most delicate and sensitive of answer to give.

Arcanite, who had previously looked down upon her whistled lightly, glaring at the Wandering King.

Now the Wandering King had to respond one way or another. A half-baked evasion of the question wouldn’t work here.

Affirmation or denial.

Only two possible paths lay before the Wandering King, and under the watchful eyes of all present, he finally spoke, “I have no intentions to take the crown whatsoever,” he declared, with ease.

The atmosphere shifted dramatically.

His tempting offer sounded even sweeter with such an exemplary, just answer. This granted the crownless king unprecedented authenticity with his words.

The assembly hall buzzed with murmurs.

Sungchul felt in every fiber of his being, that the control of the assembly had swiftly shifted from him to the Wandering King.

Sungchul, too, was aware that the most potent means to sway a person was through reward. Hadn’t he himself undertaken hundreds, if not thousands, of quests for the sake of reward?

However, the underlying principle of that reward was that there must be something worthy to offer. No longer being wealthy and without being a king himself, Sungchul had nothing to offer the kings and diplomats.

So, he had prepared.

Instead of the carrot of reward, he readied the whip called the barbarians. If there was no carrot to be had, then at minimum they had to be moved by fear.

However, the Wandering King brought a reward that no one could have ever imagined possible. Something everyone had believed belonged to the empire.

“If you’re not pleased with what lies within me, then I shall depart on the authority of the former Imperial Commander in Chief, or rather, by the decree of the new chair of the World Parliament.”

The helm of the Wandering King turned toward Sungchul.

Sungchul said nothing. However, the hammer still rested in his hand. Not sheathing one’s weapon was a sign of unwelcome.

“Leave,” Sungchul declared.

“If that is your wish.” Without hesitation, the Wandering King turned and left the assembly hall.

“Your Majesty! How can you give up so easily?” Aquiroa exclaimed, hastily following the Wandering King.

“Wait.” The King of the Ancient Kingdom spoke up. “There’s no need to send him away,” Arcanite said as he stared intently at the elven prince across from him, seeking agreement.

The elven prince hesitated for a moment, uncertain about what to do. However, after hearing the counsel of one of his retinues, he nodded in agreement.

“I share the same sentiments.”

The elven prince fixed his gaze on McRaed of the Eastern Regions.

While she was mindful of Sungchul’s position, she could not disregard the opinions of the power players from the Eastern Regions seated behind her. The vast eastern territories of the empire offered by the Wandering King. It was an irresistible lure for the Eastern Regions, currently exposed to the encroaching miasma of death barreling down upon them.

McRaed nodded to Hesserdein. “I concur.”

Seeing this unfold before him, Sungchul felt an immense sense of disgust and disappointment in politics from deep within his soul for the first time in a long while.

How can they be so simple-minded?

While on the surface, the World Parliament seemed to have undergone many changes, its fundamental nature remained completely unchanged. Self-centered greed packaged neatly under the facade of national interests were the driving forces behind the World Parliament.

Perhaps the emperor chose not to attend because he knew the Wandering King would be here.

As Sungchul succumbed to ennui, the attendees clamored noisily amongst themselves.

But the conclusion was already predetermined.

“How about we let the Wandering King back in?” Arcanite, backed by popular opinion, asked in his characteristically arrogant tone.

Everyone seemed to be siding with Arcanite.

A deep shadow fell across Sungchul’s face. Letting the Wandering King in or not wasn’t even the problem. What irritated him beyond his patience was watching the ruling elite be so blinded by immediate gain.

Crowns, territories, authority.

With the world on the brink of destruction, what possible value could any of these even carry?

For a moment, his hand gripped the hammer tighter.

What if I just killed them all?

It was such a tempting thought. However, that was the worst possible solution. The moment Sungchul killed the kings here, the only path left for him was slaughter. It meant he would have to kill the kings, then all their successors, and then every successor’s successor, continuing until no one remained.

Sungchul was already aware that he possessed the power to kill anyone as he pleased and wipe everyone out without exception. And it could even be done quickly and effortlessly.

[Slay them all. These fleeting lives,] he heard a voice say.

And immediately, Sungchul was made aware of something.

He became aware of the existence of the Seven Weapons of Calamity he possessed and the infinite potential residing within his own body. But the moment he was conscious of this power, the image of a black giant flashed before his eyes. A black giant that destroyed and obliterated everything in its path.

That monstrous being stood on the ground covered in sun-bleached skeletons, gazing intently at Sungchul.

He felt his heart sink.

“Are you alright?” Bertelgia noticed something amiss with Sungchul and cautiously asked.

“I’m fine,” Sungchul replied in a soft voice, nodding his head.

What was that voice just now?

Sungchul’s complexion had visibly deteriorated.

“You seem unwell. Are you alright?” Hesserdein approached, looking concernedly at Sungchul.

It must have been immediately obvious even for strangers that he was feeling terrible.

“I am fine.”

Sungchul put away Fal Garaz and took his seat, rubbing his forehead. In the brief silence, he felt the weight of everyone’s gaze upon him. They were expecting him to readmit the Wandering King inside, and conceded, ordering that the Wandering King be brought into the council chamber as he was reminded once again why he had such deep sense of disgust in humans.

Soon after, the Wandering King reappeared.

“Will your lords accept your proposal and willingly give up their territories?” King Arcanite spoke to the Wandering King in a changed tone. After posing the question, he sheathed his previously drawn sword.

The gleaming swords behind him vanished with sharp, metallic sounds. The Ancient Kingdom had acknowledged the Wandering King.

The fact that the King of the Ancient Kingdom, who held the highest share of power in the council chamber aside from Sungchul and the Wandering King, took such action held significant meaning.

The Wandering King, after bowing to the King of the Ancient Kingdom for his actions, spoke in a small yet clear voice, “All the lords who swore allegiance to me are aware of the danger of the Calamity. Except for a few of the Summoned lineage, they will all willingly relinquish their territories. Should they refuse, let the World Parliament subdue them. And I, for my failures, shall stand at the vanguard against them.”

The Wandering King turned his head. Someone from one side of the council chamber was raising a hand.

It was the prince of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms.

With a serious face, he questioned the Wandering King, “I believe we have a good understanding of your proposal. But I still have one doubt. If you’re going to relinquish all lands anyway, wouldn’t it be only right to give up La Grange as well?”

Though spoken naively, it was a remark sharper than any hidden dagger.

Upon hearing these words, a faint smile spread across Arcanite’s face.

The former king was known to be merciless, but this new elven king is on another level.

There was no way the Wandering King didn’t grasp the true intent of this question.

Slowly, he raised his hand and removed the helmet that was synonymous with his identity.

Hidden within the opaque interior of the helmet, a weary yet surprisingly youthful and handsome face was revealed.

He sighed before replying to the elven prince.

“La Grange, too, will be relinquished in time.” Then, Kromgard turned his gaze to Sungchul. “For the sake of consolidating power under one crown as the Calamity demands.”

Sungchul calmly met Kromgard’s eyes. A single expression sometimes had the potential to be more persuasive than a thousand words. Though he hated to admit it, the Wandering King’s face reflected nothing but sincerity. He seemed genuinely resolved to willingly give up everything he had; the kingdom, and of course the crown.

“And I intend to recommend the most suitable individual to wear that singular crown.” With a tone more dignified, Kromgard stared at Sungchul with his announcement.

All present held their breath, their eyes fixed on the Wandering King, whose hand slowly lifted as he pointed at his target and named his candidate.

“You.”

He had chosen Sungchul.

With eyes full of surprise and confusion, Sungchul stared back at Kromgard.

Kromgard gave a nod with a smile toward him before turning his attention to the assembly, beginning his explanation, “As all of you are doubtless aware, the chairman of the World Parliament has faced the Calamities alone on behalf of all of us. He single-handedly defeated Hesthnius Max, a foe that the thirteen great warriors of the Continental Champions couldn’t subdue. While the Eastern Continent was thoroughly dominated and ravaged by the Colossi under the former World Parliament that elected to do nothing about it, he once again stood alone against the Seven Heroes and defeated their leader, Desfort, resolving even the second Calamity.”

Kromgard spoke with a resonant voice about Sungchul’s achievements. The feats known to all but left intentionally unacknowledged.

“I ask you. Who, other than this man, who has not once but twice single-handedly tackled and resolved the burden of Calamity, is fit to wear the one crown as the Calamity demands?”

Had Kromgard said these words before reentering the council chamber, no one would have listened. Even if what he said was right, he would have had no authority to say it.

But now, having earned his place in the chamber, his words carried newfound weight. And this authority and credibility was granted to him by none other than the warlords present in the room themselves.

Arcanite’s face grew rigid.

Even with his vast knowledge and experience in politics across his long life, he couldn’t find a suitable retort. In fact, it even made him entertain an interesting possibility.

Could it be that Kromgard was secretly cooperating with Sungchul? The seasoned King of the Ancient Kingdom thought so, given the direction the mood in the council chamber was taking, this seemingly unavoidable flow of events that would have Sungchul become the one king.

But the one most confounded and confused by this series of events was Sungchul himself, who stood at the center of it all.

Kromgard.

Sungchul had no choice but to admit that he could not get a read on why or what the man was trying to accomplish. He had brought up a topic Sungchul had never even considered and weaved it into a conclusion he had not so much as imagined.

This wouldn’t be a problem per se if it had been something that was thought of on the spot in the spur of the moment. But Sungchul knew instinctually, drawing from his long political experience, that this was not the case.

There was a very real possibility that this very scenario was a result of something that had been meticulously planned over a long period of time.

So, he is a man of such caliber after all.

The memory of the Wandering King shattered in Sungchul’s mind, of the soulless husk of a man he had met in the arena grounds.

It mattered little what Sungchul remembered, however.

“For this reason, I believe that the chairman of the World Parliament, Sir Sungchul Kim, is most worthy to become the one king as the Third Calamity demands.”

Kromgard continued to lead the flow of the room, and this did not sit well with Sungchul, for he had no desire whatsoever to become king in the slightest.

This wasn’t even an issue of approval or practicality. Sungchul could intuitively tell that the seat of the one king was likely to become a terrible trap down the line.

Think, Sungchul, think.

He had to put an end to this flow of events somehow. And with this in mind, he struggled to open his mouth.

“I…”

His mind went blank.

Not one word came out.

No matter what he could possibly say from this moment forward, he couldn’t imagine a scenario where Kromgard wouldn’t have the perfect retort prepared for him.

More than anything, the memory of the black giant’s image evaporated all of Sungchul’s energy and focus. Suffering from powerful recollection that had him physically reeling and shuddering, Sungchul was in no position to be devising a strategy out of this.

Think, Sungchul.

It was then that something came flying out of his pocket.

The small book magically increased in size upon exiting his pocket and continued to enlarge until it became quite sizable.

“Is there a reason to decide this now?” Bertelgia said with a matter of fact tone.

The focus of the entire room was squarely affixed on the living book that suddenly made an appearance.

“I mean, why should you rush to make a decision on this? It’s not like it’s even the most urgent issue right now.”

“Who are you?” Aquiroa asked while pointing rudely at Bertelgia.

To this, Bertelgia orbited around Sungchul as she replied bluntly. “Unwanted trespassers should shut up.” After shutting up Aquiroa in one go, Bertelgia called upon another collaborator hiding in the corner of the room. “Marakia. Go ahead and bring it in.”

“Reformed and repentant Marakia shall fulfill his duty!” Along with a pitter patter, a black, feathered, talking penguin appeared in the halls.

Everyone was now staring at Marakia with great surprise.

Wha… what is that? Arcanite who had been cold and caustic about everything that had been going on so far looked surprised for the first time. It’s super cute!

The person who was the most surprised of all was Aquiroa. “N… Nahak?!” There was fear in her voice.

For reasons no one else could discern, Aquiroa shivered and backpedaled once she saw Marakia.

As if the unexpected appearance of the living book and Nahak was simply a prelude to a much bigger surprise, Marakia brought forth the subject that would shake the World Parliament to its core into the conference room.

He had brought a large bird cage enveloped in a black veil.

“Marakia.” Bertelgia said with a clear and sonorous voice. Marakia removed the black veil without delay.

In the cage was a man tied up with several layers of steel covering his entire body.

It was one of the barbarians pushing down south from up north. Despite the fact that every bone in his body was broken and in tatters, the monstrous being glared around the room with a murderous look in his eyes and growled threateningly.

“Hey! You, Elf Prince!” Bertelgia shouted toward Hesserdein.

Hesserdein looked back toward her looking dazed.

Bertelgia flapped her covers loudly as she raised her voice. “What’s the most urgent matter right now?”

“T…That’s…” Hesserdein didn’t know what to do and looked behind him.

The experienced advisors that had accompanied him were about to give him guidance, but Bertelgia quickly flew herself between them to prevent Hesserdein from being able to see them before asking once again.

“What is the most urgent matter right now?”

Due to her insistence, Hesserdein had no choice but to glance at the barbarian in the cage. The barbarian glared back at him and exposed its teeth.

There was only one answer he was allowed to give.

“T… The barbarian menace.”

This answer was forced out of him, and Sungchul wasn’t the only one to think so. Others in the room got the same feeling.

But one thing was for certain—she had broken the flow of events.

Using the barbarian prisoner this way. Very impressive, Bertelgia.

Sungchul was taken aback by how she had decided to respond to the moment.

The barbarian in his mind was nothing more than a tool to instill a sense of urgency in the different nations to try and gather them behind a common cause.

But in the face of the Wandering King taking the initiative and using the former territories of the empire to unite all the countries under a unified cause, the barbarian prisoner had become obsolete in its function.

Or so he had thought.

For Bertelgia had brought it out anyway and used it as a way to put an end to the Wandering King’s complete control over the room. It was a method that had escaped Sungchul, and the results spoke for themselves as to the effectiveness.

Aside from Hesserdein, the other representatives from other countries couldn’t take their eyes off of the barbarian they had only heard of in rumors.

Thanks to this, Sungchul had an opportunity to take a breather and find a measure of inner peace once more. He gave a faint grin toward Bertelgia, who was floating by the cage, before standing up from his seat.

It was time for the Chairman of the World Parliament, who had been quiet for some time, to finally make a comeback.

He first addressed the Wandering King.

“I would like to extend my gratitude for you recognizing my achievements. But, as you can see, not all kings are present at the moment. To hastily make a decision without taking into consideration their position could come back to bite us later down the line.”

The Wandering King remained quiet as he listened to Sungchul speak.

It wouldn’t have been strange for him to kick up a fuss, but he remains quiet. Sungchul made note of this as he continued.

“And more urgent than anything else right now, there is something that has to be solved first and foremost.” Sungchul turned toward Hesserdein. “Right now, how fares your borders?”

“We are in great peril. If they were to seriously attack us, our kingdom would not last a month.”

“And for that reason, before the issue of the selection of the one king, I believe we must put the issue of rescuing our friends, the Coalition of Allied Elven Kingdoms, as the highest priority.”

Sungchul now controlled the flow. He turned toward the Wandering King upon finishing his thoughts. Let us pick the one king on a later date.”

The Wandering King stared at the ground, looking positively exhausted. “I do not believe there is a reason why we ought to take into consideration the positions of countries who chose not to attend,” he eventually replied. “I will guarantee you, the Human Empire will never come to participate here.”

It seemed as though he hadn’t given up on the idea of pushing the crown upon Sungchul’s head.

“Then let us do it this way,” Sungchul said as vitality and energy return to his eyes. With life and vigor once more flowing through him, Sungchul spoke the next words calmly. “I shall temporarily reserve the spot you have recommended me. And once all the kings are gathered in one place, we shall vote together for the king who is most suitable to take the mantle as the Calamity demands.”

A third option.

There was a subtle change in the Wandering King’s expression.

Sungchul continued to speak. “This is the only way that will simultaneously satisfy those who have elected to participate in this session today as well as earn the cooperation of those who are to join us in the future as our ally. This is for the best.”

Sungchul took a look around at the assembly upon finishing. There was no reason for anyone to disagree with him. Sungchul would not become king on the spot, and if wanted, they were still able to vote for a new king at any point as needed.

“Splendid,” Arcanite said with an elated voice. The representatives of other nations agreed to Sungchul’s proposal, and he now fully controlled the floor.

Sungchul finished what he wanted to say before he glanced at Bertelgia and Marakia to give them a slight nod.

Thank you all.

Sungchul was grateful from the bottom of his heart. Without their help, he would not have been able to make it this far and stop events from slipping out of control.

It was the Wandering King’s turn once more. He did not show much change on the surface, but his intention of having Sungchul become king was dashed. He had used exorbitant bribes to buy the favor of other nations before using that momentum to direct the flow of conversation toward a conclusion no one would have thought of to drive the assembly into a state of shocked silence. But that was all in the past now.

Bertelgia’s timely interruption and Sungchul’s recovery and counter offensive made his point moot.

It appears Sungchul was in fact not in talks with the Wandering King. But even so, the Wandering King is unable to take back his earlier promises. Doing so will end his political life.

There was nothing more fun than watching someone else’s house burn down. Arcanite stroked his subtle beard as he watched the Wandering King in amusement.

The Wandering King stared at the white floor for a while whilst standing in silence. It appeared there was nothing he could say to salvage the situation. Finally, he let out a small sigh before replying quietly. “…I shall abide by your suggestion,” he surrendered.

Putting all the eggs in one basket and trying to brute force his plan was his eventual downfall. But by no means did that mean he was a useless fool. He who had nothing and brought Sungchul to the brink of becoming the one king.

Sungchul stared at the man who had turned around with his hands held behind his back. He was a difficult man to figure. His end goal was still unclear, and his motives were even more mysterious. But with this, one thing became abundantly clear. The Wandering King was the true master of Aquiroa, who wielded the Fragments of Calamity.

There is something about that man.

But Sungchul couldn’t simply shun him entirely either. Because at the moment, he was more helpful than any other kings had ever been. The only reason an ambitious king like Arcanite was quietly listening to everything was all thanks to the Wandering King’s efforts.

I will use everything that can be used.

It was finally time to confirm the result of this day’s assembly.

Sungchul prepared a piece of paper and had every participating nation sign that they would entrust their crown to Sungchul.

“I would like to urge you to please act on the next item on the agenda.”

Hesserdein, as the representative of the elven king, came forth to sign the agreement first. And following him, other smaller nations came forth to sign the document.

One diplomat tried to back down by insisting he lacked the authority to sign such a paper, but he couldn’t overcome Arcanite’s wrath and ended up signing.

“Now, I wonder how the Human Empire will react. Even if they were to come and join our cause, they’re destined to lose all of their imperial holdings,” Arcanite tossed out a characteristically callous and abrasive comment as he signed the agreement.

His way of expression was hard to stomach, but Arcanite was right. The party standing to lose the most from this gathering was none other than the Human Empire. Though the empire had effectively lost control already; legally, the land promised by the Wandering King was Imperial lands.

The emperor and the Wandering King.

The two men who both laid claim to La Grange could never work together. There would come a time when Sungchul would have to pick one over the other. And from the flow of things, it seemed more likely at the moment that he would choose the Wandering King.

For a moment, a look of disappointment flashed across Sungchul’s face as he bit down on his lips.

William. Why have you not come? I had thought you of all people would, even if no one else came.

But an absentee was an absentee. For those who had elected to not show up, there was bound to be a penalty.

And as the Wandering King had stated earlier, the dangers of Calamity were approaching from all directions.

There wasn’t much time left.

Sungchul let out a light sigh before standing before the next signatory. The Wandering King.

The crownless king stared at the document a servant had presented to him.

“I don’t even have a crown. Is this fine to sign?”

It was a strange question to ask at this point, and Sungchul thought it was rather cowardly of him as he replied bluntly. “Crownless you may be, you have stood here in the assembly with your authority as a king, no?”

“I see.”

The Wandering King held an undecipherable grin as he took up a pen and signed his name and title.

[King of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea]

[Kromgard Abyss Gabain]

An international agreement containing the signatures of six kings or their representatives was now complete. But this was less than half of them.

To get a good grasp of their current progress, they would have to do some investigation on the whereabouts of the kings of fallen kingdoms.

Sungchul was about to move onto the next item on the agenda when suddenly a magic formation appeared in the air.

No one had expected this to happen.

Soon, a man appeared from within the magic formation, wearing extremely extravagant clothes covered in gold and precious jewels, as well as a pair of swords on his back. He scratched his head, looking troubled as he scanned the assembly floor full of surprised faces.

Sungchul doubted his eyes once he saw who it was.

Dragoman?

One of the surviving members of the Seven Heroes.

Why has he appeared here?

Sungchul’s questions only deepened upon the appearance of another being.

It was yet another book.

“Hmm? Another Living Book? It looks identical to that one!” Aquiroa pointed at the new book and shouted. “Not one but two of you come to his holy place of assembly, I can no longer forgive your trespasses!”

Aquiroa was about to lift a whip after screeching her indignation.

“Oh dear, how foolish,” Dragoman scratched his head and muttered to himself.

There was a bright burst of light from the new book, and soon, Aquiroa let out a shameful cry of pain. A formless invisible object had materialized along with the light and struck against the whip.

Aquiroa let out another groan of pain, grasping her hand. She had long lost any semblance of dignity as the Second of the Champions of the Continent.

Sungchul slowly walked forward as he kept his eyes affixed to the newly arrived trespassers of the assembly.

“For what reason have you come? Explain yourself, trespassers.” Fal Garaz was in his hands as he glared at Dragoman.

Dragoman waved his hands as he backed off. “I didn’t come here because I wanted to. Please don’t get the wrong idea. The one who dragged me here was this guy.”

Dragoman turned to look at the book floating in front of him.

Sungchul’s view turned toward the book.

“T…that’s…?” Bertelgia shook from afar when she saw it.

Meanwhile, Sungchul’s eyes were also affixed on the book, which was identical in appearance to Bertelgia.

The book, having finished punishing Aquiroa, slowly turned to face Sungchul. “We meet again, Destroyer.”

A familiar voice and attitude.

Could it be the same book I met in Ixion?

The book continued to speak. “I am an executor carrying out the will of the Scroll of Calamity. I do not typically make appearances before others, but I have made an exception to make myself known before you to provide help in resolving the Calamity.”

Soon, words made of light appeared before every person in the assembly.

Sungchul glared at the book until the words fully covered his vision.

[To make the one king, you need an additional five crowns.]
[The remaining five crowns are…]
1. Human Empire
2. Dragoman’s Nation
3. Osyria Republic
4. Dwarven Kingdom
5. Ga Xi Ong’s Nation


Sungchul couldn’t contain his surprise.

The book that showed up without any warning was providing a structure to follow to a previously directionless endeavor. Each of the members of the assembly were left in shock by what they were seeing.

Only one person, King Arcanite, was completely uninterested in the content of the words. He erased the words and stood up vigorously. What was important to him was not the matters of the crown. What he needed was tracts of land. Issues pertaining to the crown could be resolved upon the resolution of the Calamity, was his thought.

So, this is the terrible barbarian of the rumors?

Arcanite approached the barbarian trapped within the cage. It resembled a large and powerful human, but there was something deeply inhuman about it.

He received a sword from one of his subordinates, which he drew and stood before the bird cage, pretending to stab at the barbarian by pushing the sword through the bars.

The barbarian growled but took no other action.

Arcanite grinned slightly as he brought the sword close to the barbarian’s eyes.

How dare he glare at a king.

Arcanite decided to stab the barbarian then and there.

At that moment, the book spoke up once more.

“Ah, it appears a correction is necessary.”

Of the five crowns visible in the list before everyone’s eyes, one scattered like sand and was erased.

It was Ga Xi Ong’s Nation.

“Just now, they were wiped out.”

The book turned toward the cage, and everyone could see now the shock and terror in Arcanite’s face.

The king’s hand holding the sword was trembling, the blade inside the barbarian’s mouth.

The barbarian was glaring murderously at Arcanite as he ate the sword the king had tried to stab him with.

Arcanite was trying his best to pull out the weapon, but his strength could not match that of the barbarian.

The man known as the fourth Champion of the Continent and the most powerful sword master of the kingdom of Sword masters was losing in a contest of strength to a random barbarian.

It was both a pathetic and shocking sight to behold, and in this moment, the realization of the danger the barbarians posed reignited in the minds of those present.

Within the deafening, stunned silence, the cheerful voice of the book echoed loudly.

“By those new humanoids.”

At that moment, in the northern part of the continent, a northern territory by the name Trowin was filled with sounds of angry shouts and battle horns.

The northern barbarians had finally ended their long period of silence and resumed their march south.

Destroying everything along the way.


Chapter 14 – Regions of the North

Once the session of the World Parliament that took place in view of the Yellow Boundary was complete, the attention of the continent became focused on what was going on at the northern parts of the continent.

The barbarians, who individually could match the thirteen Champions of the Continent, had emerged from the demon realm, broke through the front lines of the demon realm, and now conquered more than half the northern regions. And in the process, they had completely overwhelmed the last bastion of the front lines of the demon realm and captured the Trowin regions previously ruled by Ga Xi Ong of the Seven Heroes.

Through enormous cost and sacrifice, the people slowly learned how to identify the barbarians. They were not a unified force but a confederacy of many bloodlines and were largely divided into two tribes.

One of them was the tribe of Open Bloodshot Eyes.

These were the ones responsible for the conquest and destruction of the Varan-Aran Alliance in a week, and they settled on the border of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms.

The reason they were called the Open Bloodshot Eyes was because the flag they used had the fear inspiring image of yellowed, bloodshot eyes.

The other tribe was called the tribe of Intestines.

These were the ones that conquered the Trowin region. With everyone watching on, they had grabbed ahold of the previous ruler of Trowin, Ga Xi Ong, and tore him to pieces with their bare hands.

Using the viscera that were flung all around, they wrapped the intestines around blasphemous fetishes as decorations.

And thus they came to be called the Tribe of Intestines.

Both of these tribes represented immense threat to humanity, but the World Parliament, as led by Sungchul, decided to first address the tribe of Open Bloodshot Eyes that were camped outside of the elven lands.

The closest nation to the lands of Trowin were the absentee nation of Osyria Republic, and beyond that was the Human Empire.

Following the long-unspoken rule of the World Parliament, the absentee would have to figure out their own solution to the impending barbarian crisis.

Sungchul, who was chosen as a potential king by the World Parliament, was now standing at the northern borders of the Elven Coalition of Kingdoms. At first glance, the border appeared to be peaceful.

But this peace would not last.

With each passing day, there were mounting reports from all over from scouts and mages that the barbarians were mustering in great numbers. The observed number across the border surpassed ten thousand.

But the gathering horde had more than just barbarians. They had enslaved demons, elves, dwarves, and humans of the north and used them as slave soldier. These auxiliary forces exceeded twenty thousand and were continuing to rise in numbers.

Facing them were forty thousand elven soldiers. They were reinforced by powerful unicorns and wood elementals, so it would not be an exaggeration to say that they had orders of magnitude higher combat potential than what their numbers would suggest.

But if the practically untouchable barbarians were to join the fight, then it was a completely different story.

According to Varan-Aran survivors, the barbarians had no tactics or strategies to speak of. They simply ran headfirst into the fray and engaged in melee, taking advantage of their superior physique to crumble everything in their path, like lightning striking the mountain peak.

“To be very clear, they aren’t on the level of a Transcendent.”

The King of the Ancient Kingdom and one of the key players of the World Parliament was also standing at the frontlines.

Though he had been terribly disgraced by his utter loss against the barbarian in a raw contest of strength, he was able to recover somewhat afterward after being able to relatively easily defeat a barbarian during a battle.

Of course, the fact that he was fighting an unarmed barbarian did make the fight unfair. But as King Arcanite had claimed, despite having such high individual status points, they had a rather glaring lack of skill and strategy. An easy analogy would be to call them ‘rather strong children.’ And the Barbarians themselves were only ever found to use primitive clubs and, at best, axes. Let alone knowing how to use ranged weapons, it was a common observation across survivors who had seen the barbarians up close that it seemed as though they knew nothing of magic.

If these reports were to be believed, then a war against them wasn’t doomed without hope.

After all, in a war between large number of combatants, the winner was decided by those with superior discipline.

If the raw power of the barbarians could be mitigated by strategies and tactics and somehow a front line could be maintained against them, then it was not an impossibility that they could be bested in battle.

This was the conclusion Sungchul arrived at after examining the front lines and checking all the gathered intelligence.

And for that reason, top warriors from various member states of the World Parliament arrived to join the frontlines.

Though he was a rather difficult person, Arcanite was a noble knight with strong pride as a sword master, so he brought his most elite sword masters with him to the front lines.

McRaed, too, came to participate in the war, accompanied by Archmages of the Coalition of the Eastern Regions.

However, Dragoman of the Seven Heroes' participation was something not even Sungchul could have predicted.

"Don’t look at me like that. To begin with, I apparently count as a king in the first place." He had gained considerable weight since they had last met.

Sungchul and Bertelgia gave a piercing glare at Dragoman, who had brazenly showed up.

Just how much is he indulging himself?

According to the rumors, Dragoman apparently frequently rode on a boat made of crackers floating on a pond filled with alcohol, surrounding himself with nine hundred and ninety-nine carefully selected beauties from all over the continent, enjoying unbelievable luxuries and decadence.

“We don’t need you. All we need from you is a signature on the treaty, so get lost,” Sungchul said to Dragoman, who had shown up without a single soldier.

Even though the Second Calamity was over, Dragoman was originally one of the members of the Seven Heroes. He could not be trusted. More than anything, Sungchul disliked that this man had sold out the weaknesses and vulnerabilities of his allies to save his own skin.

Once a traitor, always a traitor, as the saying went.

To this, Dragoman looked sincere for once as he tried to convince Sungchul, “I’m not here because I want to be. You can tell if you just check the map.”

Dragoman’s kingdom was located in the buffer zone between the Ancient Kingdom on the western part of the continent and the elven kingdoms of the northwest.

Considering that the other Seven Heroes had chosen to settle in the north or the east, his choice of locale was an odd one, but there was a reason behind it. During his era, the current day Ancient Kingdom was his homeland.

This is why when the Colossi first emerged, Dragoman had brought his to launch several small invasions into the Ancient Kingdom’s lands. But the Ancient Kingdom was not so weak that it would fall to a single Colossus. Eventually, Dragoman gave up and began to indulge in unspeakable luxuries.

“If the elves are broken, I’m next. Well, if I am going to go down, those descendants of peons are going to go down too,” Dragoman muttered as he glanced toward Arcanite.

He and Arcanite had a worse relationship than was commonly known.

“If I’m going to have to fight anyway, might as well do so by borrowing the strength of others, right? So just give me any job. I’ll at least pull one man’s worth of weight.”

Sungchul deliberated after hearing this. Yes, Dragoman was an untrustworthy man, but his motives checked out and, more than anything, his skills were undoubtedly good. He was probably one of the top five most powerful fighters present here. Though he had put on some weight, if he were to pull out his sword, he would at minimum be able to protect the soldiers in his immediate vicinity.

Sungchul assigned Dragoman as far as he could possibly place him away from Arcanite.

Meanwhile, the Wandering King chose not to participate in this war.

Shortly after the session of the World Parliament came to an end, the king stated he would be back when he was needed and disappeared. Considering that he had gained nothing of what he had set out to gain, perhaps it was the only natural outcome.

With the deployment of Dragoman, the forces were now ready for a fight. Sungchul arranged for a strong defensive formation that could respond and withstand any kind of attack the barbarians could potentially launch, then waited for the barbarians to come attack.

We need to knock down their morale by one notch at least once.

All the preparations were going smoothly. What Sungchul wanted was a battle. But there was an issue that haunted the back of his mind like a ghost all throughout the preparation process.

Were the barbarians truly as simple as everyone seemed to believe?

At the very least, the few barbarians Sungchul had captured as prisoners did seem to show intelligence and behaviors that befit their title as barbarians. Ninety percent instinct and one percent intelligence. And what little intelligence these barbarians did seem to possess appeared to merely exist to better satisfy their desires.

Sungchul’s own observations as well as the scouts’ reports agreed on the fact that the level of sophistication the barbarians exhibited were not too different from that of primitive trolls or tribes of orcs.

All Sungchul could do was pray that these observations held true.

Thus, a month slipped by in a blink.

When the signs of spring had begun to paint the elf forest with a lush green hue once more, the sound of a horn echoed from beyond the woods.

An elf knight riding a pegasus appeared in front of Sungchul's tent to calmly report the barbarians' advance.

The long-awaited offensive had finally begun.

Sungchul ordered this news to be relayed to the rest of the army and sent a message to the elven lords.

The lord of all elves as well as the Eighth Champion of the Continent, Elven King Signus, used the necessity of his presence for recruitment to excuse himself from battle and ordered that the command and control over the elven army were to be granted to Hesserdein and the chairman of the World Parliament, Sungchul Kim.

Although it was a shame to not have the renowned archer Signus participate, his absence or presence would not determine the outcome of the battle one way or another.

Instead of condemning the cowardice of the elf lord, Sungchul silently accepted the sacred cherry blossom branch bow given to him by the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms. It was a divine item of the elves, known as the Fallen Leaf of Spring. A symbol of the command of the elven army. All the elves and their allies saluted Sungchul once he held the Fallen Leaf of Spring.

"Ooh... It's finally starting!" Bertelgia, who had shrunk and slipped into his pocket, seemed to shake with excitement as she spoke.

"Indeed."

Marakia, who had been growing bit by bit, spoke confidently while interlocking his fingers. Over the past month, Marakia had grown overall, but especially noticeable was his elongated neck. Though now he no longer looked cute but rather brow-raisingly awkward and unsightly. Bertelgia had begun to call Marakia the disgraceful name of 'Puberty Chicken.'

Judging by the fact that the Arcanite, who had initially shown interest in Marakia, now pretended not to see him after Marakia's appearance changed, it was an undeniable fact that Marakia's cuteness had greatly diminished.

However, Marakia himself was satisfied with his growth. After all, his strength had increased, and his overall abilities had become stronger.

Kekeke… with this rate of growth, I might end up becoming incomparably more powerful than the last time! Ascension might not be out of reach for me!

Sungchul, who saw through Marakia's wicked heart like looking through a glass window, however, did nothing. Although Marakia was fundamentally sinister, Sungchul was aware that he was not rotten to the core like the human ruling elites.

Moreover, Marakia had even planned to visit his kingdom once the battle was over and the barbarians were driven out. He, too, was feeling uneasy and worried the barbarians would invade his kingdom and kill all the cave-elves along with the rest of his people.

According to intelligence, it seemed that the barbarians had not found the Avian Kingdom. But the fact that the entrance was within the territory occupied by the barbarians was a source of great discomfort.

Marakia, for one reason or another, had plenty of motivation to give it his all in the upcoming fight.

He isn’t all that likable, but among everyone under my command, no one comes close to the combat prowess of he.

If he had to choose a worthy adversary to Marakia, only Dragoman would come close.

Sungchul handed over the responsibility of escorting the auxiliary forces in the rear to Marakia. Though unlikely, if the barbarians' shock troops were to infiltrate to the rear, it could cause unspeakable damage.

Sungchul, together with Bertelgia, took his place at the very front of the defensives.

It was one thing if the attacking forces were limited to the slave soldiers, but if the barbarians themselves launched a full-scale attack, he would be needed to fight them head on in the front lines. After all, the one most capable of dealing with the barbarians quickly and decisively was Sungchul and Sungchul alone.

His new weapon, Chain Lightning, would likely become the deadliest in his arsenal.

That old man. His age wasn’t just for show.

He had reluctantly mastered Chain Lightning, but now it had since risen to the position of his primary combat spell. Once the battle began, it would likely become his most frequently used spell.

The sound of the barbarians' horn came again, closer than before, and Sungchul looked around at the faces of his soldiers. Though fear was present, a powerful sense of duty and honor to protect their homeland and country was also resolutely present in the eyes of the elven soldiers in spite of it.

The horrendous atrocities committed by the barbarians in the Varan-Aran alliance contributed to the elven soldiers' determination.

Morale’s good.

Standing in front of the elven army was the envy of the world, the Living Wood forming a palisade.

Though not as mature as tree spirits, these were similar in nature to the Tree Mother that Sungchul had faced in Panchuria. They moved or built barriers according to the will of their allied elves. They could release living vines to entangle approaching enemies or lay poisonous fruits like landmines to harm the enemies of the elves. It was a wall that should prove difficult to pass for even the mighty barbarians.

After the wall, there was a bit of empty space, and beyond that was the unicorns.

Unicorns were powerful creatures that resided in secrecy deep within the forest. Most monsters were helpless before the combat prowess of the unicorns, and the unicorns possessed such high intelligence they could communicate effectively with humans and the like.

If one negative thing had to be said about them, then it would be that they disallowed anyone to mount them save virgin maidens, but this was not all that big of a deal, because the unicorns were also aware that some of their fellow unicorns had become appetizers served alongside alcohol by the barbarians and were deeply enraged.

Behind the unicorns were giant tree spirits who have lived through Eons of time and protected the elven archers that formed the core of the elven army.

And between the units of the elven army were the powerful reinforcing warriors from the various member states of the World Parliament, preparing to deal with any eventualities.

With the battle imminent, Sungchul looked up at the sky and felt the direction of the wind against his hand.

Clear skies, the winds were blowing southwest.

Even the heavens were on Sungchul and the elves’ side.

This battle. We can’t lose.

Sungchul secured the Fallen Leaf of Spring on his back, and Fal Garaz materialized in his hands.

As expected, the barbarians had sent forth their slave soldiers in the vanguard. Their numbers were around thirty thousand strong. However, the majority of them were not soldiers but civilians. Notably, there was a significant number of elves who had been conscripted from the conquered lands. The barbarians had driven the elderly, women, and even people with disabled bodies onto the battlefield. If there had been children, they too would have been forced onto the battlefield.

The plight of the slave soldiers led by the barbarians was terrible to behold. The elves had their ears torn off, the dwarves had their beards ripped out, flesh and all, and in the case of humans, their noses were cut off.

In every sense, physically and mentally, the eyes of the slave conscripts were already dead.

Behind the slave conscripts, there were about a thousand barbarians standing at intervals, each holding a whip with spikes that were easily ten meters long. As the battle began, the barbarians whipped their slaves into the battlefield.

As a whip lashed past a slave, he screamed in agony, imbued with inhuman strength and trembled like an electrocuted rat before dying on the spot.

The barbarians laughed loudly at the sight, flailing their whips indiscriminately. With each lash, another slave fell.

Behind the thirty thousand slaves were more than a thousand barbarians swinging their whips. Even before the actual battle could even get started, over a thousand slaves had died, and the number was growing exponentially. The barbarians seemed to not care in the slightest. They lashed their whips mercilessly, seemingly intent on killing all the remaining slaves themselves.

The slaves, paralyzed by fear, had no other choice. Like a flock of sheep meeting a pack of wolves, they charged at the defense line of their kin with their almost nonexistent weapons and armor.

Sungchul looked around. It was just as he had expected.

Elves were particularly famous for their love of fellow elves. They hesitated to pull their quiver against their kin, who had turned into an abused and mutilated horde.

Sungchul also felt compassion for those being driven to death by the barbarians. However, this was war. A moment of carelessness and complacency could make a difference between victory or defeat. To hesitate now was to give exactly what the Barbarians wanted.

And if the battle were to unfold as the barbarians desired, the future was more than obvious. The elves would be defeated in battle, any survivors of this battle as well as any remaining civilians among the elves would meet the same grizzly end as those enslaved conscripts that were swarming toward them in future battles.

"What should we do, Imperial Commander in Chief?" The desperate elven lieutenant instinctively called Sungchul by his former title and sought his opinion.

A commander must possess a heart of steel. That's what the Emperor of the Human Empire once told Sungchul.

Sungchul, who had led many armies into war as the Imperial Commander in Chief, understood the meaning of those words well.

The Barbarians are fairly smart.

It was now time to show the commander was worth his salt. And as he always did, Sungchul preferred to express his will through actions rather than words.

He drew the sacred bow he had personally received from the elven lord and pulled on the string. Fallen Leaves of Spring. The bow was considered more of a ceremonial item than a combat weapon, but the legendary bow, said to be a gift from the World Tree to the elves in an unimaginably distant past, was nothing if not extraordinary.

The drawstring withstood his Godlike strength exceptionally well.

Hoh. I didn’t know there was any bow with this level of performance. It might be able to rival one of the Weapons of Calamity.

Sungchul enjoyed the satisfying feel of drawing back the bow until the string seemed like it might snap at any minute. He then launched an arrow.

The projectile was more like a bullet rather than a simple arrow, and it flew toward the enemy. Flying with impressive ferocity, it pierced through the heart of one of the enslaved conscripts.

But it wasn’t just one.

The arrow didn’t stop at penetrating the heart of one enemy, it continued to fly through the next and the next, and it wasn’t until a dozen or so enemies were pierced by the same arrow that the projectile was finally stopped.

Indeed, it was an attack to be feared. The effectiveness of the arrow was closer to that of a canon strike.

It was evidence of what happened when imbuing an arrow with the power of God-like strength.

Sungchul lowered his bow and looked around as he roared his next words. “Do not hesitate!”

Sungchul reached out his hand as he shouted. The elven officer handed him the next arrow, and he knocked the bow as he shouted once more, “The only mercy you can give those you see before you…” Sungchul paused from his words to release yet another arrow, which, once again, streaked across the battlefield and punched holes through dozens of slaves. As pitiful cries of despair and death rang out in the fields ahead, Sungchul finished his words, “Is the release of death!”

Was it perhaps his God-like warrior aura? Or perhaps his thunderous roar? Whichever it was, Sungchul’s two shots of an arrow completely shook up the elven army that had been hesitating.

The various leaders who had been watching passively regained their senses and relayed their orders to their subordinates.

“Obey the Imperial Commander in Chief!”

The commands were issued all across the camp, which resulted in thousands of arrows flying over the Living Woods and falling down like rain upon the slave conscripts.

To begin with, the slaves weren’t soldiers nor combatants. Aside from the small number of former warriors, most of them were slain helplessly within the rain of arrows. Those who had no NCOs or officers to lead them, sent forth only by the tip of the whip, knew only how to die on their feet.

But this wasn’t the end of the nightmare.

One of the slaves who had turned into a pincushion by a volley of arrows, let out a scream before his body turned pure white before it exploded violently.

It was a massive explosion.

Destroying slaves, it was enough to shake the earth itself.

A deep furrow etched itself in Sungchul’s forehead.

Not even the demons had used this method. To turn living humans into bombs using some evil spell. If they had shown mercy and allowed these slaves into the camp… just imagining what could have happened made one’s heart sink.

But on the other hand, Sungchul now had the undeniable proof that unlike the scouts and intelligence he had gathered until now, the barbarians did in fact know how to use magic.

The enemy also has magic users. They just haven’t revealed them thus far.

Sungchul calmly surveyed the situation.

The elves now unhesitatingly released volley after volley of arrows. Each of these volleys killed hundreds of slaves, and a few of them would give off white light and explode, turning into unrecognizable chunks of meat and gigantic craters upon the earth.

“How terrible.” Arcanite, who had been watching the battlefield, approached Sungchul with a sickened expression.

Even as a warrior who had fought through countless battles and seen all manner of terrible and horrific things throughout his life, the situation unfolding before them was utterly miserable to witness.

“There’s no doubt now. Those barbarians… they do not see us as people.”

Sungchul didn't particularly like Arcanite, but even he felt that his words were irrefutably correct in their assessment.

He could see it. The sight of the Barbarians standing far behind the slaves, laughing and cackling as they watched terrified slaves die enmasse or light up and explode.

They looked like a bunch of revelers who had come to watch fireworks.

“I see.” Sungchul reached out with his hands toward the elven officer.

“Arrow.”

The elven officer offered an arrow that had the fletching of a hawk.

Sungchul nocked the arrow, engraved with the unique characters of the elven tribe, and took aim at the enemy.

His targets were not the slave conscripts before him. It was those brutal barbarians watching and enjoying the scene from their camp at a safe distance, more than fifteen hundred meters away.

Even for a master archer, this was no easy distance to hit a target, and even if the arrow was to find its mark, it would be difficult to do any meaningful damage.

Sungchul drew a deep breath and pulled back the bowstring of the sacred bow of the elves to its limit. His breathing ceased, and his eyes bulged open. His target was the barbarians. Inside the detestable maw of the one who was cackling in laughter, swinging his blood-soaked whip.

Sungchul's body flexed with God-like strength.

His hand, which held the bowstring, bent it beyond its limit.

The faces of the elven officers watching him were filled with a mixture of shock and admiration.

The bow was crying out—creaking.

It was letting out a mysterious wail for finally having met someone who would be able to make use of its true power.

A… Amazing.

I can’t believe anyone could use a bow like that.

In silence, Sungchul released the arrow.

What the Fallen Leaf of Spring released was not an arrow but a single strand of light.

The flash of light connected the target and Sungchul in a straight line.

There was not a single bend or curve in the trajectory, and the moment the trajectory was confirmed, the fate of the arrow was already determined.

The strand of light went into the mouth of the laughing barbarian as if sucked into it.

“Ke ha ha ha hak!!!” The Barbarian spewed blood from its mouth before falling backward.

The other barbarians who were laughing with him realized after the fact that it had died and looked around, confused as to what happened. It wasn’t long before they noticed a man on the other side of the palisade holding a bow.

Sungchul Kim.

He glared straight at the onlooking barbarians.

“Now they won’t be able to show their teeth ever again,” Sungchul said, holding his glare.

The Barbarians faltered slightly at Sungchul’s ambient aura, but they let out a beastly howl in unison and rallied themselves.

“Shaman Ka! Shaman Ka!”

It was a bizarre name whose meaning could not be understood.

The barbarians beat a drum, seemingly made of stitched-together human skin, ominously beating the drums like madmen.

Soon, something appeared from between the barbarians with whips. It was an old woman with a long wooden mask. She held a wooden staff adorned with human eyeballs and chopped fingers.

A shaman, perhaps? From the atmosphere she exuded, it seemed to be the case.

Upon the appearance of the shaman, the barbarians elevated their spirits and screamed even louder.

“Shaman Ka! Shaman Ka!”

Sungchul had a bad feeling about this shaman.

Soon, the shaman lifted up the staff bearing eyeballs and severed fingers.

Now everyone bore witness to a magic formation never before seen. One not even Sungchul had ever laid eyes upon.

It led to a bunch of explosions to take place in front of the Living Wood’s palisade.

Seemingly, all the human bombs exploded all at once.

Countless corpses were strewn about all over the field, and now on the barbarian’s side of the battlefield were only a small number of survivors and a field of bodies.

What is this purpose of this?

The only thing the old shaman had accomplished since showing up was to blow up all the slaves who were meant to serve as their meat shields.

But soon, the barbarians revealed their true intentions.

"Keeheeheeheehee!"

The shaman, perhaps known as Shamanka, was preparing another spell with a sinister laughter.

Sungchul immediately fired an arrow toward the old woman.

However, the barbarians did not fall for it like before.

They pulled out an entire almond tree and used it to create a wall between Sungchul and the shaman, even going as far as becoming shields themselves to protect her.

Despite a barbarian's agonizing scream as he was pierced by an arrow and slain, the shaman had completed her malevolent spell in the meantime, and laughing maniacally, she waved her staff, and the sky darkened above as black clouds engulfed the surroundings.

The elves watched the ominous signs in the sky with fear.

Sungchul also felt an unpleasant familiarity with the premonition of terrible things to come.

This feeling. I've felt it somewhere before...

The next moment, black lightning struck the earth. It wasn’t just simple lightning but an unholy, blasphemous curse unpermitted to man was unleashed upon the world.

"Look... look there!" A fear-stricken archer pointed to a spot on the battlefield.

It was beginning. The bodies that had been growing cold on the battlefield were rising.

The black lightning continued to strike, and wherever it touched, dozens, sometimes hundreds of bodies began to rise.

It was a large-scale necromancy used by high-ranking necromancers on the battlefield.

But this was no ordinary necromancy. Sungchul and the elf army could see the revived corpses growing sharp fangs from their mouths, with parts of their bodies becoming misty like fog.

They were not mere skeletons or zombies but higher-level undead monsters—vampires.

"This is absurd. I've seen numerous necromancers on my battlefield, but I've never heard or seen such a thing."

Those who fought against the last kingdom that employed necromancers in warfare, the Rutheginea Kingdom, would know that the events happening before their eyes was impossible, or rather, unimaginable.

But such an event was actually taking place. The issue encompassed a severity far beyond the simple destruction of common sense, it  had to do with the gravity of the situation.

It was one thing to fight an army of thirty thousand zombies, but an army of thirty thousand vampires was a problem of an entirely different magnitude.

Vampires, capable of evading physical attacks by turning into a mist form and swiftly charging into enemy lines by transforming into bats, were a far cry from the sluggish zombies that typically served as nothing more than cannon fodder.

Upon seeing this, Sungchul could intuitively tell, Was this the plan from the beginning?

On the shoulders of the reborn vampire slaves, without exception, there was a heretical eyeball-shaped mark.

The unholy power of black lightning was scattering in mid-air and being absorbed into the mark. With this, it became clear that what the barbarians aimed for through the slave soldiers was neither a simple demoralization nor attrition warfare. It didn’t matter if it achieved those results, as those were unintended secondary consequences. What they were after from the start was a fresh, mass production of corpses for the purpose of freely summoning an impossibly powerful, high-ranking, undead horde.

Sungchul picked up Fal Garaz, which he had briefly laid on the ground.

"To all units, focus on defense."

Traditionally, there was only one way to effectively deal with a Necromancer on the battlefield.

To kill the spellcaster.

Although it was much more straight forward than the hide-and-seek game in La Grange he had to play, Sungchul felt that this matter was incomparably more dangerous than that time.

It was likely that they would have prepared a defense of an unprecedented ferocity, with an assassin waiting for him.

Nevertheless, he had no choice but to go. Because if he didn’t, there was no chance of victory.

A faint spark flickered at the tip of Sungchul's fingers.

With Fal Garaz in one hand and the power of electrical current in the other, he stepped forward.

"Bertelgia. It's going to get dangerous." Sungchul's heart was unusually heavy.

However, Bertelgia responded to Sungchul with an indifferent tone. "You sure are getting quite whiny these days. Let’s just finish quickly and head over to the Colossus already! Every day, you tell me we’re going to go, just how long are you planning on making me wait?" Not an ounce of fear could be felt from Bertelgia.

Sungchul, after being the recipient of her characteristic outburst, felt a large measure of weight lift off of his shoulders. Reflecting on his shortcomings, Sungchul lifted his chin.

"The elves are dying so loudly it made me lose perspective." A faint smile appeared on Sungchul's lips. "I’ll end this quickly."

The man known as the Enemy of the World silently walked forward under the watchful eyes of all, toward the battlefield where thirty thousand vampires rose from the dead after being struck by black lightning.

A swarm of bats blackened the sky around Sungchul, the newly born vampires, and the swarm grew exponentially, quickly reaching into the thousands.

Sungchul silently stared in the direction of the necromancer, who was situated somewhere beyond the swarm of black bats. Eventually, the swarm settled behind Sungchul, revealing their true form. Pale faces devoid of blood, red eyes, and eerily long fangs. An army of vampires.

The corpses that had been mutilated by the barbarians during their lifetime were now even more tragic to behold, cloaked in the black paint of death.

"Ugh. I really hate this." Bertelgia shuddered lightly at the sight of the hideous remains of the dead.

"Kiiiiiii!" With a shrieking scream, a horde of vampires rushed at Sungchul. His response was but a single swing. With the God-like power imbued in each swing of the hammer sweeping across the battlefield, the attacking vampires vanished without a trace. Turned to ash and literally incinerated by the blow that far exceeded their durability, which released them from their accursed form.

Another group of vampires launched an attack, targeting Sungchul from behind, and upon swing of his hammer, dozens of vampires turned to ash and scattered.

"Urkash. Amilka!"

The necromancer watching this spectacle from afar realized that Sungchul was not at all like any other human she had witnessed until now.

The vampires' movements changed.

The swarm of bats that had filled the sky descended upon Sungchul, creating a massive encirclement. A quick estimate put the swarm at around five thousand strong. The remaining swarm of bats circled the surroundings, observing the situation.

Arcanite, who had been watching Sungchul from afar shouted at him, "Do you need support?"

To this, Sungchul gave a short reply. "No need."

At the same time, the malicious voice of a necromancer echoed from far away. "Halsh!"

With that vile outcry as a signal, the vampires swarmed Sungchul from all sides, their shrieking cries echoing.

"Kiiiiii!"

The undead, bristling with an aura of death, tried to engulf him like a tidal wave.

Thousands of hands moved perfectly coordinated as if they were a part of some hideous centipede, fangs glistening with a chilling light under the dark sky. It seemed nothing could survive in this place that reeked of death.

However, they were dealing with no ordinary human. He was an emotionless butcher to his enemies, a relentless slayer who knew no fatigue.

In his left hand, a great sword materialized.

"It's been a while! Are you going to slay something foul and fetid this time too?" The sentient sword Krumbui asked.

"It’s relatively fresh this time.”

Sungchul began to slaughter the charging vampires after he replied. In one hand was Fal Garaz and in the other was Krumbui.

As the two divine weapons moved like a windmill, the vampire army began to evaporate in their wake, leaving only darkened ashes. It was a feat of martial art that could not be from a human, a spectacle of prowess undefeatable and unmatched.

In only a few moments, hundreds of vampires were slaughtered. The remaining vampires also destroyed, as if being drawn into a blender.

The swarm of bats that had been circling the area had descended upon him in an attempt to reinforce the attacking bats, but Sungchul's rate of destruction was faster than their replenishment rate.

In the end, the vampire army ceased its offensive, and all transformed into bats to escape.

Now, there was nothing left on the earth between Sungchul and the barbarian necromancer.

Although the swarms of bats that were darkening the sky were clearly still looking for an opportunity to do something, those who were neither alive nor dead would be unable to bring about any change to the outcome of what was about to come.

Sungchul marched forward with a calm, dignified stride, holding a weapon in each hand.

His solitary march caught the eyes of the elf army and the rulers of other nations, who were watching from behind the living barrier.

"Is that the true extent of the power of the Imperial Commander in Chief?"

It was no longer at the level of humans.

The legendary tale of Sungchul single-handedly rampaging through a hundred thousand strong demon army at the Frontline of the demon realm was indeed a true story. However, even that was nothing compared to what was going on now. The ranks of the demon army had been inflated with mostly weak, lower rank demons. Runing amok and massacring such an army was in no way comparable to slaughtering an army entirely composed of nothing but higher rank undead vampires.

The sense of awe that transcended fear was instilled not only in the human elven allies but also unmistakably in the barbarians.

"U... Uhrkash. Dhaka!"

"Jenka!"

The barbarians instinctively realized that what was approaching them was not a foe of equal standing but a slaughterer.

The necromancer raised her voice and shook her staff adorned with eyeballs.

The flock of bats that had been circling in the air landed in front of Sungchul and transformed back into their original forms, once again erecting a wall of vampires.

"Shuiika!!!"

The vampires all transformed into fog in unison.

The battlefield, brimming with overflowing dark energy, was instantly flooded with the fog, making it impossible to see even an inch ahead.

Nonetheless, Sungchul simply walked forward without a word. Within the fog, sharp claws of a vampire came ambushing his back.

Vampires that somehow managed to seep beneath the ground were reaching out from the earth, targeting Sungchul's feet.

All of it was a meaningless struggle.

God-like strength passed through the entirety of Sungchul's body. His left foot rose into the air and then harshly stomped the ground.

The earth seemed to tilt off its axis, and every vampire reaching up from beneath his feet was turned to ash in the shockwave, their insides crushed.

Fal Garaz cut through the air, not only carrying the weight of Sungchul’s God-like strength behind it, but even the resulting gust of wind pushed aside by the weapon during its swing carried such explosive energy it destroyed and swept everything away in its vicinity. The vampires hidden in the fog shattered to ashes under the pressure, for though their forms had changed, the one-sided slaughter could not be stemmed, and they perished with a chorus of a final shriek.

However, if a difference had to be pointed out in the situation, it was that the distance between Sungchul and the Necromancer had now grown smaller.

The barbarian warriors stood in the way of the Necromancer, holding spears and axes.

"Ino! Ino!"

“Uhrkash! Dhaka!”

Despite their loud cheers trying to boost morale, Sungchul clearly saw the fear now firmly rooted in the eyes of the barbarians. From this, he knew how he could guarantee a victory.

Sungchul, who had been slowly moving until now, suddenly shot forward like an arrow.

"See ya next time," Bertelgia chirped.

As Krombui in his left hand disappeared, a black wooden staff appeared in his grip.

The barbarians formed a dense formation to defend against the charging Sungchul, and a glint appeared in his eyes.

This tribe knows how to form a decent formation.

However, it might have been better for them not to know.

A faint spark spat out from the end of the black staff with a sizzling sound.

“Chain Lightning.”

Ancient magic erupted from the black staff. The searing current whipped freely through the dense crowd of barbarians, packed shoulder to shoulder, and they fell one by one, bodies charred black in the face of the merciless force of lightning.

However, Sungchul's magic did not end with just a single cast.

[Echo x6]

No sooner had one bolt of lightning ended than the next one struck the barbarians. Given the extremely short casting time of Chain Lightning, its echoes seemed to strike one after another like a rapid burst of a machine gun.

In the midst of the raging storm of endless lightning, the barbarian's shield wall was reduced to ashes.

Sungchul's military boots hit the ground with a resounding thud right in front of the bulging eyes of a barbarian, whose body was twisted and billowing with smoke. Despite everything they threw at him, they could not stop his advance.

There was now no one between him and the masked barbarian necromancer.

Barbarians from right and left sides were shouting and rushing over to rescue their shaman, but they were far, and Sungchul was close.

And more importantly, Sungchul was faster.

Fal Garaz shattered the layers of wood stacked by the barbarians with a single blow.

Within the scattering fragments, he spotted the retreating back of the shaman and pursued her directly.

"Zenkayish!"

The shaman turned her back, waving her staff.

A blasphemous power filled the black lightning, striking Sungchul, however, the destructive power was nothing noteworthy. The damaging force within the lightning was cleaved in half by Sungchul's Soul Contract, Thunder Shield, and further nullified by colliding with the magic resistance Sungchul himself possessed innately.

The true power of the black lightning lay elsewhere.

Immediately after being struck by the black lightning, a hallucination of a gloomy view covered in corpses, flesh, and blood sprang up in Sungchul's sight.

It was a mental attack of sorts. And an unbelievably high powered one at that. The fact that such a concrete image was revealed to Sungchul, who possessed the Thunder Shield, was proof in itself it was a psychic attack of at least the Legendary tier or higher.

However, no psychic attacks of any kind had the potential to work against Sungchul. The illusion quickly dispersed like a mirage, and beyond the dispersing illusion, Sungchul stared at the shaman, who held up her staff with both hands toward him.

Sungchul caught the descending staff with one hand.

For sure, it was a powerful strike. However, compared to the strength Sungchul possessed, the power of the barbarians was not yet outside of the realm of what other mortals were capable of.

Sungchul smashed the staff adorned with eyeballs, blood, and other human by-products.

The left hand that broke the staff then went forward and tightly gripped the shaman's neck.

"Ch... chuuugh.....! Ee… Eeno!”

The shaman's feet were lifted, and she flailed her arms and legs in mid-air, making strange noises, and within a heartbeat, the shaman's mask was torn off. Hidden beneath the mask was a surprisingly beautiful young woman's face.

"Jenka... Eeno...?"

Sungchul glared at the shaman and spoke bluntly. "Shut up!"

Power surged into his hand, and the shaman's neck snapped instantly, as she let out a death cry.

Sungchul dropped the lifeless body of the shaman onto the ground and turned his gaze toward the charging barbarians.

"Who's next?"

Having witnessed Sungchul’s advance and the ease with which he overcame everything they threw at him, the barbarians halted their steps and hesitated.

"Doesn't seem like it's over yet?" suddenly, Bertelgia spoke up.

In the next moment, Sungchul felt a brilliant golden light shining from behind him.

This feeling. Could it be…?

With a sense of doubt, Sungchul turned around to look.

A radiant and glorious golden light lingered on the body of the dead shaman, and a faint wrinkle creased Sungchul's brow.

The shaman was resurrecting.

This was unmistakably a resurrection by Soul Contract.

There were various types of resurrection Soul Contracts, but the type used by the shaman just now was almost indistinguishably similar to that used by the members of the holy order serving the God of Order.

Without a doubt, it's the same type of Soul Contract as the Inquisitor.

But why? Why does this brutal barbarian, devoid of any humanity or kindness, possess a Soul Contract granted only to the most devout of the followers of the God of Order?

Sungchul pondered this question as he waited for the shaman's resurrection, clutching Fal Garaz tightly.

As the golden light faded, the shaman returned to the battlefield in a fully recovered state.

Had this had been a close battle, this resurrection might have served some meaningful purpose. But in a completely one sided battle, it only served to prolong and multiply suffering.

Knowing this fact better than anyone, the shaman spoke desperately to Sungchul, "O… One King?"

The barbarian spoke in the language of this world.

"The one king?"

Sungchul shook his head.

A brief silence fell between them, but the silence didn't last long. As if suddenly recalling something she shouldn't have, the Shaman’s eyes glinted with an intense light of fear, causing her to spit out a sharp sound like a snake.

"Br... Brins Arnolt!" The shaman, hands aflame with poison, attacked Sungchul.

Fal Garaz struck down the shaman, and she shattered upon impact with the ground.

The shaman's resurrection ended after one attempt.

The swathes of bats that had filled the sky began to fall one by one, and the fog that blanketed the battlefield dissolved into ash.

The battle was over.

The barbarians who were charging toward Sungchul stood confused before they finally realized their fate.

It's finally time to give everyone a reason to feel confident.

Sungchul raised Fal Garaz high.

A radiant light emanated from his entire body.

Though fainter than the golden light that revived the shaman, its illumination was like that of the sun lighting up the earth, casting over the entire battlefield and dispelling the darkness cast by the black clouds.

And that light engraved the word courage deeply into the hearts of those who shared Sungchul’s will.

8th-tier magic of light.

Glory.

A sacred light that had been lost to time was now once again brightly illuminating the world.

"Everyone, charge! Exterminate the remnants!" Sungchul swung Fal Garaz forward as he barked his command.

The soldiers who had been watching the battlefield quietly behind the living palisades felt endless courage and confidence well up from within them and began their advance en masse, rushing out from their defensive positions.

Though they might be weak and unremarkable, fear could not be found among them.

The Barbarians, who had lost not only their leader but also their courage, felt fear for the first time toward the humans of this era, whom they’d had nothing but ridicule for, and began to backpedal.

Sungchul advanced with his hammer in hand, leading the allied army that swarmed into the field to fill up the ranks behind him, convinced of yet another victory.

There were three people watching from behind.

One of them was King Arcanite of the Ancient Kingdom.

Is this the true power of the Enemy of the World?

It was widely known that Sungchul had casually fought against an army of a hundred thousand demons alone, but Arcanite had been skeptical as to the validity of such claims. For Arcanite had known Sungchul’s limitations and weakness in the past.

Yet the Sungchul that stood before him now had reached a level so high that judging his power was now completely out of the question.

A thought briefly crossed Arcanite's mind.

Despite possessing such great power, why... Arcanite's eyes, always glowing with arrogance, clouded over for once, Why bother with something so unnecessarily annoying as running a session of the World Parliament? If he possesses such power, it would have been trivial to just kill all other competition and claim the crown for himself.

A terrifying idea. But one that was uncomfortably within plausibility.

Another spectator was nestled in the shadow of a guard tower deeply embedded in the elf camp.

A hideous old woman who used to be the Second Champion of the Continent and the chairman of the World Parliament but now amounted to nothing.

Aquiroa stood motionless like a statue in the shadow of the guard tower, watching Sungchul's advance, without uttering a word or making any movement.

The last spectator was located in the depths of the forest, in the barbarian's camp. He was a colossal barbarian, wearing a blood-stained mask, riding upon a massive reindeer. Brins Arnolt.

Behind Brins, thousands of others stood in an orderly fashion, waiting for his command.

Brins watched Sungchul for a while before leaving the battlefield with his subordinates.

In his ears, the voices from another world echoed.

[ Indeed, he's living up to his name as the tool of the gods.]

[ But he's not as strong as I thought. Honestly, his strength is laughable. It's so different from what I felt before.]

[ Is he bound by the limitations of a mortal vessel after all?]

[ What would happen if we summoned a divine beast?]

[ There's no need to summon a divine beast. There's no need to show our trump card to the traitor, after all.]

[But one must never be complacent. The tool has shown its potential once. Therefore, it must not be allowed to live for long.]

Sinister laughter echoed in the Transcendent World.

A man managed to attract the attention of the Lesser Gods.

After knocking down a charging barbarian, Sungchul looked up at the sky.

He felt an uneasy premonition.


Chapter 15 – No. 49

The Floating Fortress, also known as the Floating Archipelago, was originally a cluster of floating rocks existing in the vast region called the end of the world in the far-off seas of the western parts of the continent.

Not much was known about the Floating Archipelago.

The boldest explorers ventured into the archipelago in search of opportunities, but their findings were meager to downright useless. It was much too vast and wide to even estimate its boundaries, and the strong wind currents and frightful sea monsters blocked human intrusion fundamentally.

Yet throughout the continent, mysterious stories were passed down about the Floating Archipelago.

That somewhere deep within the floating isles where the roars of the primordial dragon still echoed, there existed a secret paradise outside the influence of the Calamities, where the wings of the long-gone Avian people still soared the skies.

Over time, the term "Floating Archipelago" came to refer not to the useless untraversable floating reefs of the western seas but to the whispers of a hidden paradise within.

However, all of this was naught but made up fairy tales and myths, born of weary hearts and mind of those who were tired and disappointed with life.

That was, until the figure known as Aquiroa appeared like a comet in the midst of world history upon the pure white airship, Procrustes.

Upon that ship stood a woman of once-great renown, now reduced to nothing, alone, looking over the edge.

The view outside the window was filled with a dense cluster of Floating Reefs that seemed all but impossible to navigate through safely. The ship faced impending peril. Yet even so, the helmsman expertly adjusted course with a relaxed expression, smoothly slipping between the giant floating reefs.

More than a few times, the ship came dangerously close to running into reefs that could drop the ship out of the sky.

As they passed through the last reef, a green paradise that seemed completely misplaced in this world was revealed in front of the battleship Procrustes. A place with blue rivers and lakes, where trees with straight trunks covered in green leaves stood. A place where animals that didn't harm or fear humans roamed freely.

It indeed resembled the utopia portrayed in countless fairytales and folklore, an affluent island in the sky.

The pure white airship anchored above the solemn palace nestled in the heart of graceful nature. As ropes and net-like ladders were thrown toward the ground one after another, Aquiroa cast a spell and lightly landed on the stone pavement of the floating island.

The many people gathered below ran past Aquiroa to welcome the other crew members enthusiastically. Among them were beings that were hard to believe belonged to this world.

"Dad!"

It was children.

Countless boys and girls passed Aquiroa, running hither and thither toward their parents.

In all of this, Aquiroa was thoroughly alone.

She walked desolately through the crowd, crossing the square to the other side.

Who knew for how long she walked alone.

All around, the sounds of a different race echoed and struck her ears.

"Nahak!"

"It's a Nahak raid!"

Soldiers from the watchtowers scattered throughout the square shouted desperately until their throats were raw.

The square had instantly turned into a scene of chaos, but the crowd soon regained their composure, and under the guidance of the guards, they orderly evacuated through the designated shelters throughout the square.

"Over there!" A guard at the watchtower pointed at the northern sky.

Feathered creatures of white, blue, and various other colors flocked toward them.

"Deploy the Soldiers of Salvation!"

Magic circles appeared all around the square, revealing the bizarre lifeforms known as Soldiers of Salvation, their skins a strange bluish hue, as they stared up at the sky.

Like hawks, the feathered creatures swiftly swooped through the ranks of the Soldiers of Salvation, unleashing a terrifying barrage of magical attacks on the ground.

As explosions erupted all around the square, Aquiroa, left utterly alone, crouched and hid behind a crumbled stone wall.

With the explosive sound, the ground shook and a rough roar could be heard.

This was just another day on the island.

The paradise that everyone coveted was not a romantic, utopic place like the fairy tales or folklore.

There were guests who had arrived before them. The ancient races who had escaped the irrational world. Humans who arrived in paradise had to wage an eternal war with another race of winged humanoids.

A magical bombardment exploded nearby, and the stone wall where Aquiroa was hiding collapsed, covering her, a rough dust cloud engulfing the surroundings.

Aquiroa emerged from the rubble, hacking violently. Her high-quality clothing and mask were entirely covered in a white, chalky powder.

Eventually, she took off the mask, which was inscribed with indecipherable characters.

As the mask was removed, something akin to human skin came off with it, as the mask was indeed made of human skin, bearing the wrinkled visage of an elderly woman.

The young face hidden behind the mask watched the battle unfolding in the square, a sigh slipping from her lips, laden with complex and subtle emotions—regret and lamentation, or perhaps joy and longing, too intricate to define with a single word.

"Sungchul Kim."

***

The battle that unfolded at the northern border of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, now christened the Northern War, ended in victory for the Elven-World Parliament Alliance led by Sungchul.

The barbarians threatening the northern border of the elven Confederation of Kingdoms had retreated, leaving countless dead in their wake, while the seasoned elven soldiers pursued them relentlessly, inflicting severe damage.

It was a perfect victory.

There were no casualties to speak of. He had revived the morale of the disheartened soldiers and gave them hope and confidence that victory was in fact possible.

The force of the barbarians that had been threatening the elven border was exterminated for now, and the front was stabilized.

The victory was perfect for both the present and the future to come. And yet, despite all this, Sungchul, who had accomplished this monumental task, was now preparing to go to Ixion after refusing the invitation to join the feast by the elven lord, not looking happy in the slightest.

He very much wished to attend the feast of the elven people.

Though he had no particular fondness for noisy feasts, the elves' food, especially the liquor from the elven royal palace, was an incredible delicacy.

However, Sungchul could not attend the banquet, for there was a strict overseer behind him.

"Hmph..." For Sungchul, Bertelgia was a more terrible being than any tyrannical warden. She followed Sungchul everywhere he went. Sticking close by his side and observing his every move, all the while exerting strong pressure.

She was simply fulfilling her original duty as the guide to the Creationist Class and urging Sungchul to move onto the next Creationist quest.

There was no real excuse for Sungchul to give.

Had he done as he was supposed to do, he should have already passed the test of the two Colossi in Ixion a month ago.

However, the situation with the elves had been so urgent that it had to be postponed.

From this, Sungchul became unwittingly aware of the true extent of his indifference.

Human emotions are truly deceptive.

Every time he had seen the large hole ripped through Bertelgia, he had felt pain, as if a hole had been drilled in his own heart. But seeing Bertelgia behave as her usual self, bustling about as if nothing was wrong for a while, he had eventually grown indifferent and began to feel that delaying trying to fix her by a day or two was probably fine.

Sungchul reminisced about the heavenly taste of the elven palace wine he had sipped nine years ago as he licked his lips.

"Huh? What's that sound? What was that just now?" Supervisor Bertelgia even caught Sungchul's small psychological change and cornered him.

"···It's nothing."

"Surely you're not thinking about that drink again?" She had hit the nail on the head regarding what was going on in his head. For a moment, Sungchul questioned the efficacy of his new Soul Contract, the Spirit of Steel.

Isn't it supposed to be immune to psychological attacks?

With that thought, Sungchul shook his head and answered in a low voice. "No way."

"The pubescent chicken is supposed to bring that elven wine you won’t stop talking about anyway.”

As Bertelgia pointed out, Marakia, who ranked third in the unofficial hierarchy of Sungchul's gang, was currently elsewhere. He had been sent to attend the elven lord's banquet on behalf of Sungchul. Although his true purpose was to obtain the elven wine, he also had secondary objectives that were still important.

Marakia was a popular figure wherever he went.

Although his cuteness had worn off, he still managed to captivate people with his acquired humor, wit, and mystique. It was a talent that Sungchul, who was devoid of Charisma, could not even dream of.

Moreover, he was quite intelligent, so he was more than capable of delivering Sungchul’s messages to the elven court and reading their motivates on Sungchul's behalf. In other words, he was like the face of Sungchul’s will.

But as always, Marakia was somehow undependable. He had a habit of slipping up here and there no matter how well things were going.

Perhaps it was even on purpose.

Sungchul was consumed by a dreadful premonition that Marakia might not end up bringing the elven wine he so desperately desired.

"Hmm..."

There was nothing he could do right now to address this at the moment, he would have to deal with it when the moment came.

Not to mention, he ran out of time to dwell on the issue, for Sungchul and Bertelgia had arrived in front of the teleportation network of the elves, the envy of the world.

The elves referred to their web-like teleportation network as the "Door of Travel."

At any rate, the elven soldiers clad in splendid armor that were guarding the entrance of one such door greeted him once he came into view.

"Oh, it's the hero of the Batan Plains!"

"The Imperial Commander in Chief who pulverized the barbarian necromancer with a single blow has come here!"

The difference in how he was treated could be felt bone deep.

It was a bit overwhelming.

Even Bertelgia, who had been following Sungchul closely to usher him toward Ixion, felt uncomfortable with the intense gazes and dipped slightly lower and hid behind Sungchul.

"Commander in Chief of the World!"

An elf called him by an ambiguous title riding between a joke and a serious remark.

Sungchul grinned at the unfamiliar title.

"Why are you smiling? It’s pretty much correct."

"You’re right."

It was a valid point, considering Sungchul was no longer a soldier of the empire.

But somehow, it also seemed more absurd.

Am I going to become the Commander in Chief of the Universe at this rate?

Hesserdein, who had been contacted in advance, was waiting at the Door of Travels.

"All the procedures for your journey have been completed. Please feel free to travel through the doors of our Elven Confederation of Kingdoms at any time from now on," Hesserdein informed him, expressing sincere gratitude to Sungchul.

Sungchul looked at the young prince for a while, then turned his head and spoke in a calm tone, "It's not over yet. It's fine to celebrate our victory, but I hope the soldiers don't get too complacent."

Everyone knew that their dramatic victory had not completely eliminated the threat of the barbarians.

According to intelligence and reconnaissance, ten thousand barbarians were reportedly gathering on the northern border, whereas the actual number that Sungchul and the allied forces had dealt with had only been around two thousand.

Yes, the reported number of enemy casualties had included non-combatants such as women and children. But that detail did not diminish the significance of having overcome two thousand Barbarians, each with abilities comparable to the individual members of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent.

Most of the barbarians were said to have dispersed in complete disarray. But according to some unconfirmed reports from a small number of scouts, one group maintained their order and retreated in formation under the concealment of the dark forest.

This meant that the barbarians were not yet broken and could very well reconsolidate and regroup at some point in the future and attack once more.

The most important issue was that the exact number of the barbarians in the north remains completely unverifiable. While there were some claims that there were tens of thousands of them, there were a few who even claimed that their true numbers were in the hundreds of thousands.

But as always, he would have to deal with it when the time came.

If the barbarians attack again, I'll simply crush them once more, was Sungchul’s feelings as he stepped onto the magic circle leading to Ixion, and requested teleportation.

"Finally! We finally get to do the Creationist quest!" Bertelgia, having achieved her goal, cheerfully dove into Sungchul's pocket. From this point onward, there would be no need for further intervention on her part.

Sungchul slowly walked into the teleportation magic circle after seeing the iron bars that blocked the way open.

Upon standing in the magic circle, Bertelgia began to squirm and speak. "By the way, I think it’s been a few months since you’ve even used the Alchemic Cauldron. You haven’t made anything except the Stardust Sugar that one time, right?”

"Come to think of it, you're right."

"Hmm. And you think you can complete the creator's quest? Your muscle memory must be completely dead by now."

"We'll just have to see."

The magic circle began to shine brightly, as the transfer had begun.

Sungchul closed his eyes, feeling the surroundings fill with the light of the magic circle as he waited for the teleportation to complete. As the light disappeared, the scenery changed.

A pungent smell of sulfur brushed past his nose.

The elves guarding the magic circle noticed Sungchul's teleportation and came over to open the bars.

"Welcome back, Imperial Commander in Chief."

Feeling slightly drowsy, Sungchul stepped out of the portal. A yellow boundary that had taken its place like a wall to the east filled his vision. Sungchul, seeing the fallout, could tell that the size of the deadly miasma was dramatically larger than before.

Over the past month, while facing off against the barbarians, the Miasma of Death had been slowly encroaching ever closer to the continent.

A tendril of the tan fog had moved ahead of the main body of Miasma and brushed against the edge of Ixion.

Before long, the city will be lost under the shadow of the mist.

A short month, perhaps? Not longer than two.

Sungchul felt his fleeting sense of optimism settle back down to cold dread.

Driving out the barbarians was a noteworthy accomplishment, worthy of celebration. However, nothing had changed. The Calamity was still in progress, and this world was slowly but surely moving ever so close to extinction.

The Miasma of Death was making the bleak reality clear through its overwhelming presence.

It's good that we hurried. We don't have much time.

Sungchul shifted his gaze to stare at two Colossi standing tall under the Miasma. To reach the place where they stood, it was necessary to walk through the heart of Ixion. Even though the downtown area of Ixion was now a ruin, survivors under the command of McRaed had at one point dug trenches and tunnels beneath the rubble, laying the foundation for a second stronghold.

As he approached the trenches and tunnels, Sungchul thought of how densely populated it had been before, where one previously could hardly set foot due to the multitude of refugees.

Only a month had passed, and now, the trenches were barren.

After walking along for a while, Sungchul met an old man. He was clad in a faded magician's robe, leaning on a creaking armchair, and seemed to have lost his sight, as he looked toward a slightly wrong direction when he noticed Sungchul approach.

When Sungchul asked him why he didn’t leave this place, the old man replied, "I have already abandoned my hometown once. Through that, I have come to a realization. To an old man, abandoning his hometown is the same as forsaking all the years of his life he has lived."

His demeanor was as if he was telling someone else's story.

Gently closing his eyes that no longer functioned properly, he reclined comfortably in his chair.

Several Homunculus scurried around under the old man's feet, careful not to disturb him. Judging by their attire, they were the same group that used to clean or manage traffic in the streets of Ixion in the past.

Sungchul moved past the old man and continued forward.

Soon, he encountered a group of soldiers.

They were soldiers of McRaed and claimed to have been left behind to search for any documents and usable resources left in Ixion that could prove useful. McRaed had already led the Eastern Region's elites and refugees westward, seeking safer lands away from the fallout.

"We will soon be leaving this place as well."

Sungchul said his goodbyes to them and continued walking forward. Soon, he reached the edge of the trenches.

The Colossus, which was once only as big as a thumb, had now grown so large that he had to look up to see it.

"It feels somewhat lonely." Bertelgia commented. "When I first came here, it was a pretty decent city. Now, nothing’s left."

"…I see." Sungchul suddenly thought of the beautiful Vestiare who resided in this city once upon a time.

When the City built in a day was destroyed in one day, what did she feel?

It was a question that could never be answered.

Sungchul brushed aside the ephemeral thoughts he had momentarily entertained and looked up at the Colossus now standing before him.

"Shall we begin?"

"Huh?" Bertelgia shivered slightly, and Sungchul quickly realized why she reacted this way.

A book had appeared out of nowhere in front of them.

"Knockoff? You again?" Bertelgia asked harshly.

To Sungchul, they all looked the same, but it seemed Bertelgia could tell the difference.

Upon hearing Bertelgia's words, Sungchul guessed the identity of the book that had appeared before him.

It must be the same one that had appeared before the fall of Ixion, and again briefly during the session of World Parliament.

Another thought crossed his mind, which burdened his heart even more, as the light in his eyes darkened. The words left by another book he met in the Tower of Recluse brushed through his mind and stabbed his heart.

[If I’m right, she is probably unit 49.]

It was a secret that should never be spoken aloud. At least not in front of Bertelgia herself.

The book in question hovering before Sungchul now, seemed to have some business with him.

Sungchul gazed at the book and asked in a calm tone, "What do you want?"

The book moved up and down as if to greet him and spoke in a tone similar to Bertelgia but more polite and ladylike. "Nice to see you again, Destroyer. I apologize for not greeting you separately at the Parliament meeting."

The book then approached Sungchul quietly and moved to the same height as Bertelgia in his pocket. "The reason I appeared before you today is not because I have something to show you but because I have something to show to that knockoff... no, that fake."

"What? A fake?!" Bertelgia burst out of his pocket, returning to her original large form, and faced the book of the same appearance while swaying angrily, "You’re the knockoff!"

After eliciting such a strong response from Bertelgia, the book in question seemed to shy away and subtly tilted its body to avoid Bertelgia.

"Bertelgia, calm down and let's hear what this one has to say," Sungchul intervened.

The reason he didn't necessarily take Bertelgia's side was because he had a feeling that the mysterious book didn't appear here out of malice or spite.

"What's the need to listen to this counterfeit's words!" Bertelgia, uncharacteristically agitated, shook her body from side to side.

Perhaps as a result of her increased activity, the bandage Marakia had applied peeled off slightly, fluttering. The hole left by the assassin was remorselessly revealed where the fallen bandage had been.

The book stared at Bertelgia's wounds. "You cannot undertake the Creationist Quest in such a state," The book said bluntly.

It was a tone devoid of uncertainty.

"What does a fake know about anything?" Bertelgia retorted vehemently.

"You won't be able to bear it. Not with your body having lost its wholeness."

"What did you say?"

"If you still want to try anyway, go ahead. I won't stop you." The book stepped back and turned toward Sungchul after replying. "The choice is yours. Whether to undertake the Creationist quest or not." Her voice and tone indicated that she wanted nothing more to do with Bertelgia anymore.

Bertelgia, too, seemed to have no desire to continue interacting with the new book. She flew into Sungchul's pocket and shouted in an annoyed voice, "Just ignore this imitation and let's quickly enter the Colossus."

Sungchul nodded his head and left. However, as he passed the book, Sungchul turned his head and stared at the book's profile.

"Do you have anything else to say?"

The book shook slightly. "No."

"But why are you here then?"

"In case of problems. You know, you are extremely danger..."

Just then, Bertelgia interrupted the book mid speech. "Just ignore it. It’s probably bored because it has no friends."

"What... what did you say?!" Oddly enough, the book responded sensitively to Bertelgia's mockery.

Sungchul decided there was no good in keeping them near each other any longer and jumped up to the first Colossus, heading for the cockpit.

The cockpit was structured the same as any other Colossi.

As they opened the stone door leading inside, the long-accumulated dust of the control seat was disturbed and clouded up before them.

“Why does she have to suddenly show up when everything’s going well and ruin everything?”

"Try to let it go."

"Even if I do, it still bothers me. This guy, that guy, they all look like me." Bertelgia said this and then darted out of his pocket, flying toward yet another book situated in the middle of the cockpit, adding, "Even this one!"

Sungchul stared at Bertelgia and spoke in a calm voice, “They were all created by your father, so perhaps it couldn’t be helped.”

"You’re right. But even so, you won't understand just how uncomfortable and uncanny it feels to see a bunch of precisely forged counterfeits threaten the position of the original!"

"It reminds me of East Gate (DongDaeMoon)."

An old memory casually came to mind. It was a story that used to show up frequently on the news about a counterfeit technician so skilled that even the renowned authentic technicians from the mainland couldn’t help but admire their craftsmanship.

"East Gate?"

"No, it's nothing. It's a story from another world."

"Hmm...."

"Moreover, I did have a similar experience as well."

"What do you mean?"

"When the Order of Extinction was using my name without my permission, selling out my name."

“Now that you mention it, I guess this is kind of similar, although it’s not quite the same!” Bertelgia merrily made a round inside the cockpit and landed on Sungchul's shoulder, speaking in a voice filled with enthusiasm. "Anyway, let's get started! The great quest of the Creationist!"

"You seem unusually energetic."

"Sometimes, I need to exert myself too!"

Sungchul chuckled softly and began the hidden Creationist quest of the Colossus.

As always, the quest of the Creator demanded a trial.

A hidden shelf emerged, and numerous alchemical ingredients that had been asleep for an immense amount of time became available.

Sungchul stared at Bertelgia, because only she, the guide of the Creationist class, was capable of providing the correct answer.

A faint light began to gather on Bertelgia's body.

"Hmm. The final recipe for these alchemical ingredients is..."

Then, without warning, Bertelgia, who had been levitating in mid-air with a glow, suddenly became unsteady and fell.

Fortunately, she regained her balance in the middle of the fall and floated back up to resume levitation, but it was certainly a behavior Sungchul had never seen until now..

"Bertelgia!" Sungchul, startled, shouted out upon seeing this. "Are you okay, Bertelgia?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. Geez, why’s this happening now?"

Bertelgia said she was fine, but the hole that was now visible in the absence of the band aid looked bigger than before.

Bertelgia gave a bland laugh and floated back to her original position, searching for the hidden recipe within her again, and soon found the true recipe that the Colossus wanted and laid it out in front of Sungchul.

"Ta-da! What we're going to make this time is the Archer's Stone!"

Fortunately, Bertelgia seemed to be functioning properly.

Not only did she reveal the recipe, but she also stayed in front of the required ingredients among the many ingredients placed on the shelf, personally guiding the process forward each step of the way.

"As you can see, I'm perfectly fine! Hurry up and craft it! I've been waiting for this moment for so long."

At a glance, there seemed to be no problem. But it still bothered him. This made Sungchul think that the dagger wound that pierced through Bertelgia's entire body was etched just as vividly on the hidden page as the rest of her body.

Bertelgia, looking at Sungchul's seemingly indifferent face, suddenly leaned toward him and spoke. "Why do you have that look on your face? Have you suddenly lost confidence? Do you need to practice?"

"No, I don't particularly need anything like that."

Sungchul began to prepare the ingredients while looking at the recipe Bertelgia held open for him.

The Alchemy portion itself was not particularly difficult.

It required a fair amount of work and precise processing techniques, as well as measurements based on experience. But to Sungchul, who had been trained in cooking, it was nothing more than an ordinary mundane task he normally engaged in.

What bothered him was not the alchemy itself but the book they had encountered outside, warning them that Bertelgia could not perform the Creationist quest.

Even now, things did not seem to be getting better.

Perhaps due to the shock of whatever happened earlier, Bertelgia was unable to hover properly in the air and kept swaying. "Why did you stop? Go ahead with the alchemy. Don't get distracted by me!" Bertelgia, feeling Sungchul's gaze, spoke as if nothing was wrong, but Sungchul could tell that Bertelgia was forcing herself to work past her limits.

Bertelgia.

Doubts began to arise within him, wondering whether it was okay to continue like this. Because there was one more thing Bertelgia had to accomplish after Sungchul did his part.

The transmission of knowledge contained in the book.

In all likelihood, this was probably far more strain on Bertelgia than conjuring the hidden recipe.

There was a real chance of causing something with irreversible consequences.

Sungchul's breath stopped for a moment, and an unparalleled fear never before seen in his eyes surfaced.

“You can’t seriously be hesitating because of what that imitation told you earlier, right?” Bertelgia asked, sounding somewhat reproachful.

She’d guessed correctly.

Sungchul couldn't say a word because she was right.

"I'm fine, so continue."

"But, Bertelgia."

Sungchul turned his head, intending to point out that her physical condition wasn't good enough to continue, but Bertelgia's attitude was strange.

It was such a strange thing for a book without a face and therefore no expression to be able to express such sorrow somehow with only the appearance of a book.

"···Don’t you dare stop." Bertelgia shivered slightly as she spoke. "I won't talk to you ever again."

It was instantly obvious that it wasn’t a sincere threat. Yet, on the other hand, it was palpable; Bertelgia's obsession, or rather resolve on continuing the quest of the Creationist class.

“Is it so important for you to regain your former body?”

Sungchul asked in a completely different tone.

Bertelgia stared at Sungchul for a while before shaking her body up and down.

"···Yes."

Upon confirming her answer, Sungchul gently closed his eyes tight.

When he opened them again, his pupils held the same indifferent and unwavering will as always, and his hands moved swiftly. No more hesitant touches. Bold hands of a veteran alchemist sorted and processed the materials expertly.

Numerous devices, under the skilled direction of the alchemist, played their part, and the materials on the shelf gradually began to take on a recognizable form.

Bertelgia watched him work from behind, feeling proud that Sungchul was now a fully capable Alchemist in his own right.

One memory particularly warmed her heart. She remembered the sight of a man named Eckhart wordlessly stir a cauldron with a ladle for the sake of his family.

Although it was the back of a completely different man, another man was now stirring the ladle. And it was for no one’s sake but hers.

From the cauldron that the ladle stirred, a bright light began to spew out. Bertelgia felt her heart pounding as she quietly approached Sungchul's back.

In the cauldron, a shining crimson stone began to rise.

The Archer's stone.

Another core item for the Creationist Quest was now complete.

Bertelgia felt an endless source of power that felt at odds with her will but accepted it without resisting for the sake of the man who was undergoing the trials of her father, to grant him the reward he deserved and to guide him anew to the next step in their journey.

"Huh..?" Suddenly, Bertelgia's vision shook as if there had been an earthquake.

"Ara…?" Bertelgia lost her balance and swayed mid levitation.

Why...? What’s going on...?

It was then that she realized. The warm power within her was seeping out through the ghastly hole made by the assassin.

She could hear a voice come from afar.

[A broken vessel cannot hold anything.]

It was a stern voice that did not harbor the slightest hint of warmth.

Somehow, Bertelgia felt she knew the owner of that voice.

A broken... a broken vessel?

An image of a girl arose in her blurred vision. She was a beautiful girl, doll-like with blonde hair and blue eyes. She was standing by a door, from which light seeped in, holding the hand of a woman with hair of the same color as hers.

The girl cast a cold glance over her shoulder one last time before leaving through the door with the woman whose hand she held.

That was the last scene Bertelgia saw before her vision was completely plunged into darkness.

"Bertelgia!" Sungchul cried out urgently as he caught the falling Bertelgia. "Bertelgia!"

She did not respond in any way. As if she were just an ordinary book.

Sungchul's body shuddered once. Something that had been keeping him together within him was about to break.

It was then that someone spoke. "Do not be alarmed." Something appeared in front of Sungchul, a book closely resembling Bertelgia.

"You... who are you?" Sungchul asked with a trembling voice.

The book, looking straight at Sungchul and Bertelgia, spoke in a mechanical and businesslike tone. "Everything so far is within the margin of error. Please stay as you are for a moment."

A bright and warm light flowed like a ripple from the book, which identified itself as No. 49, reaching toward Bertelgia, who lay on Sungchul's palm.

Then an unbelievable event occurred.

The holes in Bertelgia's body, bathed in waves of light, began to mend themselves.

Even in the moment of his astonishment, Sungchul could hear the distinct voice of the book resembling Bertelgia.

"Bertelgia unit 49. Initiating emergency restoration on fellow unit 153."

It was not too far in the past when, after a strenuous battle with the Order of Extinction and a modest banquet with the emperor, Sungchul had met a book in the Tower of Recluse.

A book that introduced itself as Bertelgia unit 55.

Sungchul had never forgotten the conversation he’d had at that time.

It was Sungchul who had spoke first.

"Bertelgia unit 55...? What is that?"

At that point, Sungchul already knew he was prying into something he shouldn’t have. Anyone with as much experience as him would agree that there were often facts in the world that were best left undisturbed.

He was neither a hot-blooded youth nor a meddler who couldn't restrain himself from getting involved in others’ business. But people made mistakes.

He asked a few more follow-up questions after his first, and the consequence was horrific. An unbearably heavy truth flowed from the guardian book of the scroll of Calamity.

Sungchul was deeply shocked and sealed the fact deep within his heart, speaking of it to no one. Even to Bertelgia, who was always with him.

He believed that was sufficient.

However, the heavy truth he had encountered then once again confronted him now.

"Yes, I am Bertelgia No. 49." The book that had healed Bertelgia spoke in a mechanical, rigid tone.

A deep shadow draped over Sungchul's face as a gust of wind blew in front of his eyes, unveiling the memory of the Tower of Recluse, the storage room of the Scroll of Calamity, like a painting.

In his recollection, Sungchul stood in front of the book. Self-proclaimed unit 55.

At that time, Sungchul asked the book, "Come to think of it, I remember seeing someone like you."

"Huh? Who are you talking about? The child outside?"

"No, when I was in a country called Ixion, I was approached by someone wanting me to do a quest. She was similar to you yet not quite the same.”

"Really? Was it that child. Was she stoic? Like a machine?"

Sungchul nodded in response to the question.

Number 55 stared at Sungchul for a moment before continuing in a calm voice. "I think that child was probably Unit 49. Although I serve by our father's side, only Unit 49 acts on behalf of father as his right hand."

The reminiscence ended there.

The same Number 49, who had been the topic of conversation, was now speaking to Sungchul directly in front of him.

"Excuse me. Hello?"

Sungchul raised his head and stared at Number 49. "What is it?"

When Sungchul replied, Unit 49 hesitated for a moment and cautiously asked, looking at his expression. "But how did you know that I'm Unit 49? It's a secret that I haven't told anyone."

"You said it yourself earlier."

"When did I? My lips are not so light to disclose secrets so easily." Unit 49 argued back quietly with a soft tone.

However, no matter how polite or well mannered, a mistake was a mistake. Sungchul stared at Unit 49 with an indifferent look and replied bluntly, "What? Earlier, you were saying something about emergency restoration and said Unit 49."

"···Ah. Ahh?!"

Unit 49 seemed to freeze in midair, as if shocked, then made a strange ding noise to boot.

All the while, Sungchul stared at Bertelgia, who was resting atop a cloth, his eyes clouded with worry and concern.

On the surface, her wound seemed to have healed completely. The bandage that Marakia had applied which hung on by a thread now only merely indicated where the wound used to be. The spot where the hole had been was now completely clean without a hint of any prior injury.

But still, Bertelgia had yet to wake up since she lost consciousness.

"Is she safe?" Sungchul asked, his gaze fixed on Bertelgia.

"Yes, for the time being."

Unit 49 seemed to have somewhat recovered from the shock, but there was something she said that he couldn’t ignore.

Sungchul's head turned toward Unit 49 again. "For the time being?"

Unit 49 gradually regained her composure, speaking in her characteristically mechanical tone. "To be precise, she should now have enough strength to carry out the remaining quest of the Creationist class."

"Is that so?" That was a relief.

At this moment, Sungchul wanted to express infinite gratitude to Unit 49, who had suddenly appeared, yet Unit 49 seemed to have more to say, continuing in an emotionless voice, "However, I would not recommend continuing that quest."

Sungchul felt puzzled. "Why is that?"

"Because our father no longer wishes it. He no longer wishes anyone to complete that quest," Unit 49 replied in a quiet voice.

The power of words was not determined by the volume of the voice. The strength of words was ultimately determined by the meaning they embodied.

This moment was the perfect example of that.

A single sentence, spoken softly enough to be missed if not attentive, greatly challenged something Sungchul had long assumed to be true.

"Eckhart doesn't want the Creationist quest to be completed?"

It completely contradicted the request left by Eckhart when Sungchul first became aware of his existence in the Summoning Palace. Hadn’t Eckhart said this there? That he would give all the knowledge and power he had if Sungchul could revive his daughter, Bertelgia, whom he valued more than his own life.

Bertelgia, his guide, had emphasized this several times.

She wanted Sungchul to become a Creationist quickly so she could return to a human body.

But now, all the hopes and efforts of that time was rejected in its entirety.

By another book that bore the same appearance and name as Bertelgia no less.

Unit 49 continued to speak.

"Yes. The situation has changed. Just as you from ten years ago and you now are not the same, the father who once created the Quest of the Creationist class in the Summoning Palace and the father now are entirely different beings."

"Entirely different?"

"Yes. In every sense of that word."

Silence once again visited the cockpit of the Colossus.

The one who broke the silence was Unit 49. "Moreover, I do not recommend rushing the quest for practical reasons as well. My treatment was not perfect and is only a temporary measure at best."

"Temporary measure?"

Unit 49 moved up and down as if nodding in agreement, then continued speaking. "Probably Unit 153 can handle this Colossus and the next. That is to say, she can probably withstand the strain of the remaining quests that can be completed in Ixion. But for the remaining two Colossi up north and the last Colossus, she probably won’t be able to unlock their hidden powers.”

"What do you mean won’t be able to?”

"It won't end with a simple loss of consciousness. She could burst into flames and burn away into ashes or be torn asunder into pieces.”

A deep furrow appeared on Sungchul’s forehead as he listened to Unit 49’s emotionless explanation.

“And if that were to happen, then something extremely dangerous will probably take place. Like it had once in Nimpas.”

At that moment, the image of a black giant appeared and disappeared like a thunder bolt before Sungchul's eyes.

The strength of the black giant hidden within him was enough to make Sungchul's heart ache just being reminded of it.

A faint sigh escaped his lips.

"…Have you been watching everything?" Sungchul asked in a tired voice.

"Affirmative. Father watches all. As a grand being who governs this world on behalf of God."

At that moment, a strong scent of sulfur brushed past Sungchul's nose. A gust of wind from the open entrance carried in some of the miasma with it. The provocative scent made Sungchul recall the face of a man.

Desfort of the Seven Heroes.

The culprit who caused the fallout of death, a despicable, selfish man.

As Desfort said, Eckhart seemed to have become a being akin to a god.

"…He sees all?"

"Strictly speaking, he doesn't see literally everything. If he did, his already scarce lifespan would diminish even faster. But he does watch the general flow of things. However, in the case of an immensely powerful and dangerous being like yourself, he does keep a close watch and pay attention to detail. He does so using special tools like me."

Unit 49 flexed its pages once and appealed its presence by emitting a bluish light all over her body.

Though she had a different personality from Bertelgia, the behavior itself was not too different after all.

Thinking this, Sungchul glared at Unit 49 as he said, “I haven’t noticed your presence.”

There were not many things capable of escaping his notice.

His senses were among the most exceptional of all mortals. Furthermore, his legendary tier Soul Contract Eyes of Truth granted him the ability to discern any magical trickery or deceit that presented itself before him.

Until now, there was only one person who he knew could escape his sight. And that honor belonged to a returnee by the pseudonym Ahmuge.

Upon Sungchul's response, Unit 49 responded in an excited tone, forgetting her usual mechanical speech pattern. "That’s inevitable. I do have a mythical tier Soul Contract that enables perfect invisibility."

"A mythic Soul Contract?"

"Well, let’s just move on since there will be no end if we get caught up by every nit and gritty detail. I’m assigned to keep my eyes on you for the foreseeable future, so go ahead and do your best to try and find me.”

Although this book liked pretending to be a machine, she readily revealed her emotions when an opportunity arose to boast about herself.

“Ah, of course we are not your enemy. Quite the opposite. If not, there’s not one reason why I would have tried to stop you or treat this ungrateful child after she so thoroughly disrespected me.”

Sungchul kept his lips sealed, quietly listening to Unit 49. She was right. They were not enemies.

However, he couldn’t quite state that they were opposite of enemies, which would be to say that they were allies. Sungchul regained his composure and began to rack his brain at full capacity.

Eventually, he spoke to Unit 49. "I understand that you mean us no harm."

"That's a relief."

"So far, that is."

There was a glint in Sungchul’s eyes. He no longer trusted anything until he had sufficient reason to do so. No longer would he be dragged around without his knowing.

The atmosphere in the room changed.

Unit 49 felt the shift in the atmosphere and straightened up to quietly wait for Sungchul’s question that was to come.

"What is the true purpose of your master?" he asked.

He had said it with a tone that was difficult to disobey. For some reason, Unit 49 could instinctively tell that Sungchul didn't want a lengthy response. It was an odd experience, unlike anything she'd ever encountered before.

This man... He's conveying more than just words somehow.

Such a power was not permissible for mere mortals.

Thinking this, Unit 49 responded in a calm voice, despite feeling shaken up inside. "Stability of the status quo."

"Stability of the status quo?"

"Right now, in this world, there are a number of concurrent events happening that are too difficult for father to handle alone. I don't think there's a need to elaborate on what that is, especially to you who already are aware of most of what’s going on, right?

In response to Unit 49's question, Sungchul nodded.

"But the crisis is bigger than you think. It couldn't be helped because this world had been stagnant for too long. The time has come for a crisis. The things that have been suppressed for thousands of years are beginning to open their eyes one by one, preparing to bring the chaos they want to the world."

"Are you talking about the dungeon?"

"That too. But another variable has emerged." Unit 49 stared directly at Sungchul. "The most dangerous entity has appeared. You."

He would have denied it in the past. But now he knew. The existence of a black giant watching him from within.

"The gods think it's best to get rid of you, but father doesn't think so. He wants you to solve the Calamities."

"…Eckhart does?" That's when Sungchul felt a faint vibration from below.

"Ugh… Ugh..."

It was Bertelgia—the first sign of movement since she had fallen. Bertelgia was beginning to regain consciousness. Seeing her about to wake up, Unit 49 began getting ready to leave.

“It seems time has come for her to wake up. I will now hide myself since I do not like that child.”

"Wait. Our conversation isn't over."

"There's nothing good that can come from that child meeting me. it might even lead to the injury getting worse.”

"...That would be problematic."

“If there are any questions, just ask father yourself. If you successfully resolve the third Calamity, you’ll have the opportunity to meet him directly anyway.”

"Is that so?"

Desfort had said something similar. Something about being able to meet with the entity responsible for causing the Calamities if enough of the Calamities became successfully resolved.

"It won't be difficult. In my view, there are only two meaningful crowns, and one of them will soon be attached to you anyway.”

"The empire?" At Sungchul's question, Unit 49 shook its body lightly. It was a denial.

"The last crown will not come easily. It might be the biggest hurdle. Because the wearer of that crown views my father as the greatest threat of all. That is, until you directly injured him.”

Then Bertelgia turned her body again.

"Ugh... What are you talking about?"

She was on the verge of waking up.

Despite feeling an unparalleled joy from seeing her recovery, he found himself firmly unable to take his gaze away from Unit 49 until the very end.

"Please be careful. The situation you're in is not so rosy. Though I could try and help where I can, you’re about to face many more circumstances where I won’t be able to.”

Unit 49 then tilted slightly as if bowing to Sungchul and, gradually, its body began to fade.

Seeing this, Sungchul discovered that Unit 49's ability was similar to what he had seen before.

This is Ahmuge's... ability?

A faint murmur came from the disappearing Unit 49. "···Poor salmon." Number 49 was looking at Bertelgia.

Sungchul bowed his head to look at her as well.

"Ugh… I literally died, I swear!” The revived Bertelgia, regaining her usual vitality and energy, spoke in her usual bright voice as she slipped into Sungchul's pocket as she usually did.

"It's a bit cold."

Bertelgia had resurrected.

However, Sungchul found himself unable to feel entirely glad.

Half happy and half not, he was staring at yet another Bertelgia that remained affixed in the air at the center of the control room of the Colossus.

What on earth have you created?

There was no one here to answer that question. To find the answer, Sungchul would have to meet him personally.

The foolish alchemist named Eckhart, who evidently worked as the representative of God.

There was now yet another reason he had to resolve the Calamity.


Chapter 16 – Kingdom in Peril

The pale moon cast its light over the rugged mountain range. Within the sturdy fortresses nestled throughout the crags, dwarves with bushy beards watched the base of the mountain, their eyes filled with fear.

In the deafening silence, a dark figure crawled up the dimly lit granite rock.

"It's the barbarians!"

The frantic cry of the sentry soon transformed into a resonant trumpet call, stirring the entire battlefield.

The pride of the dwarven army, the siege weapons, were swiftly moved to form a firing line, while ominous black shadows multiplied at a terrifying speed at the base of the mountain.

The dwarves were well acquainted with the notorious black shadows.

The barbarians of the north.

An unrecorded but genuine Calamity.

Once believed to be an invincible army until their defeat by the Elven Confederation of Nations, these barbarians had secretly changed their assault route and were invading the dwarven lands.

From the outset, it had been a fight with no chance of victory.

From the mountaintop with the battlefield in full view, the Crown King of the Dwarves had to watch as his people and the fortresses fall one by one to the overwhelming onslaught of the barbarians.

"How can this be…?”

The renowned siege weapons and famed resilience of the dwarves were nothing more than a straw house before this overwhelming power.

However, this would not be how things ended.

Daincraft, the King of the Dwarf Kingdom and the Eleventh of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent, watched on as the fortress that was beginning to be overrun by the barbarians suddenly erupted in black flames from its center.

"Ino! Ishui!"

The black flames soon transformed into a towering dark figure, standing tall among the barbarians who had captured the fortress.

"Doron! Troimea Doron!"

The barbarians, who had been charging fearlessly, were noticeably taken aback by the appearance of the black figure.

Midnight flames also began to rise rapidly from other fortresses, each creating a different form of black figures.

"Muruk! Ino!"

An unholy shout shook the battlefield.

At the center of it all stood figures clad in black robes.

The Order of Extinction. The Lesser Gods they summoned had made their advent on the losing battlefield.

When one of the Lesser Gods clapped its hands, a thunderbolt capable of annihilating everything began to strike down upon the battlefield, crashing with a thunderous boom.

A bolt of lightning fell toward the horde of barbarians.

The invincible-looking barbarians were nothing but mere mortals before the might of the immortal Lesser Gods.

Those who were about to march toward the mountain hesitated, and soon an ominous sound of a horn echoed from the foot of the mountain.

It was a signal for retreat

Upon hearing the signal, the barbarians dropped the looted weapons and equipment they were holding and retreated down the mountain.

Soon, what once seemed to be a one-sided defeat of the Dwarf Kingdom turned into a sudden but uneventful victory.

"What do you think, O King of the Dwarves?" A youthful but irresistibly charming voice echoed from the darkness before the owner of the voice revealed herself.

It was a human girl wearing a mask that covered half her face.

Behind her, a handsome, middle-aged man with a similar face sternly protected her back.

Is this the spiritual leader of the Order of Extinction, the Masked Saintess? A warrior protecting the king watched the members of the Order of Extinction closely.

"As you can see, our Order of Extinction can provide a shield that can protect you not only from the Human Empire but any other external threats." The Masked Saintess, Sarasa Xero, slowly walked to the wall, surveying the battlefield with her one visible eye.

The barbarians disappeared from the smoldering battlefield, and in their absence stood three gigantic Lesser Gods, boasting their overwhelming presence.

The face of the Dwarf King Daincraft was dark despite the victory, for it had been a pyrrhic victory.

Many warriors had died during the barbarian ambush, and the most outstanding among them were consumed as tools to summon the Lesser Gods.

In contrast, the damage to the barbarian horde had been miniscule. They had immediately retreated as soon as the Lesser God appeared, minimizing their losses.

They were fully aware of the main weakness of the Lesser God’s Advent. Even Sarasa and the dwarven king were aware of this.

"But, as Your Majesty is aware, that shield is not eternal. The barbarians already know the shield's weakness. They will continue to attack and retreat, forcing the shield to be brought out, and each time, Your Majesty will lose your most loyal subjects."

Sarasa gestured with her hand and the middle-aged man standing behind her took something out of his pocket and handed it to her.

It was a scroll, radiating an indescribably unholy aura with a metallic black light.

Sarasa offered the scroll to the King of the Dwarves.

"But there is a way. This scroll is not a temporary measure, it guarantees the power of eternal guardianship."

However, Daincraft only looked at the scroll, not reaching out for it.

Sarasa continued in a sweet voice, "Only Your Majesty, possessing an ironclad will and strength of stone, can protect your kingdom from the threat of these barbarians without relying on or seeking help from anyone else."

A sweet temptation. However, Daincraft shook his head. He, too, knew all too well the risk, how dangerous that scroll was.

Even without a touch, Daincraft could feel it. The unimaginable entity residing within the scroll speaking to him.

But there would be a day he would have to touch the scroll.

In the future, when the barbarians continued to invade and he ran out of loyal subjects willing to call upon the Lesser Gods.

But, in fact, there was another path for the dwarven king. Another ally for him to join forces with, other than the Order of Extinction.

Sungchul Kim and the World Parliament he presided over.

Perhaps if the dwarves asked for help, the World Parliament might be able to save the kingdom from the threat they were currently facing.

But that was impossible.

Sarasa, as if reading the thoughts the dwarven king, spoke with a faint smile, “Or shall you choose to ally with the man who took the kingdom’s sacred artifact without permission?”

“… That shall not come to pass,” after a long silence the dwarven king replied.

It was something that couldn’t happen for any reason—to ally with the thief whose name came first in the Dwarven Book of Grudges.

Even if it meant the kingdom was doomed because of it, Daincraft had no intention of asking Sungchul for help.

“But neither shall I lay my hands on the scroll for now.”

This was the stubbornness of the dwarves.

However, one dwarven warrior felt this was wrong.

"...This is not right."

His name was Arkaard. The peculiar man had once served in the punitive squad called Suicide Unit and knew Sungchul personally. Knew that Sungchul was not as evil as the dwarves thought him to be. Rather, it was the opposite.

Arkaard remembered how one man stood against evil when all else turned the other way.

Before Arkaard left the fortress, he sought out each of his close comrades, leaving them encouraging words, some with concerning implications.

“We’ll make it through this.”

"Don't you dare get yourself killed."

“Survive, no matter what.”

And he didn’t forget to greet his sons, who were serving in the same fortress.

"Stay here. I will be back soon. You need to behave. Got it? Listen well to the family and get along with your friends."

After a long half-day farewell, Arkaard left the fortress alone and headed south, to the land of the elves, who had once repelled the barbarians.

"This is my final mission!"

The dwarf, who had somehow managed to say nothing but ominous and ill-boding things all day, hoisted his axe on his shoulder and walked toward the old-growth forest.

***

[Alchemy Success!]

Following the Archer's Stone, the Knight's Stone was created.

"Good! Now it's my turn!" Bertelgia opened a page and transferred the power residing within her to Sungchul.

His stats rose slightly.

In addition, the record left by Eckhart, the creator of the Colossi, also appeared before him.

He read the records left by a man from thousands of years ago with indifferent eyes.

[The betrayal of the Seven Heroes has been essentially become fact. Vestiare… that woman is trying to turn the other heroes who are yet still innocent. I know that Sajators is aware of their intentions. But he, who lacks firm will and ideals, will not refuse their proposition. Desfort remains silent, but I know, behind Vestiare, who constantly incites and bribes, is he. He despises humanity, no, this world more than anyone else.]

This record was now completely meaningless. Sungchul had long since surpassed the point where such a record could have proven useful in anyway.

He looked away from the record and stood up. Bertelgia was waiting for him.

"How are you feeling?" Sungchul asked.

"I'm fully recovered!" Bertelgia seemed to be in high spirits. After all, she had completed the long-awaited quest of the Creationist class and had successfully healed the deep cut that had been driven through her.

“I knew it. Doing the Creationist Quest healed my body. If we knew this was going to happen, we should have visited the Colossi earlier.”

Bertelgia knew nothing. She didn't know what had happened to her or what had healed her. Hence, she could speak about the future with such naivety.

“We should quickly go and find the other Colossi so that we can do the other quests too. There’s only two of them left!”

As Bertelgia spoke cheerfully, a deep shadow fell over Sungchul’s expression. Bertelgia, it’s not possible to complete any more of these quests.

There would be a day when he would have to be honest with her and have her face the cold reality of what her situation was. It wouldn’t be easy, and she would likely feel greatly hurt to come to know the truth.

It would be difficult for both Sungchul and Bertelgia.

But it was not yet time.

Later, once things calm down. Then, I’ll explain to her.

Sungchul concluded his thoughts, turned toward the book at the center of the cockpit, and muttered to himself, "Are you Unit 6?"

There was no response to his question, but to Sungchul's eyes, the book seemed to subtly tremble, reminding him of Bertelgia.

Sungchul stepped out of the Colossus and shut the cockpit's door with a metallic thud.

It was a pitch-dark night.

There was a hint of dawn lingering subtly in the sky, but the thick miasma of death that dominated the eastern sky did not permit any more than a hint.

A wind from the east brushed past Sungchul, and a distinct smell of sulfur stung his nose.

"Let's go back," he said, turning his back to the impending doom.

Sylphid was currently moored in the territory of the Elven Kingdom. He could decide where to go and for what purpose after first returning to the ship. What he needed now more than anything was a glass of alcohol.

He slowly walked back along the deserted street, and on his way through the trenches, Sungchul ran into the old man he had seen before.

He had his eyes closed with a faint smile on his face, seeming dead at first glance, but he was alive and well.

He appeared to be dreaming. A dream good enough to slightly lift the corners of his mouth.

Whether the old man's dream was about the happy past or a vague expectation of the afterlife, Sungchul didn’t know. But it did give him something to think about during his walk.

Dwelling on what could have been in that old man’s dream, Sungchul made it back to where the elves were waiting for him at the magic formation.

The elves were also preparing to depart.

"We've been waiting for your arrival."

As Sungchul approached, the elves opened the magic circle.

Basking in the light leading to another space, Sungchul gazed eastward. The sky that had brightened up at some point was dyed a deep, bloody red. It was an unsettling and eerie sight to behold, as if the heavens itself had declared its abandonment of man.

After passing through several magic circles, Sungchul returned to the land of the elves. Unlike Ixion that was devoid of life, the elven territory was filled with a festive atmosphere.

Perhaps the apocalyptic tone had left too strong an imprint in his mind, as Sungchul found himself unable to adapt.

He headed toward the castle while receiving hearty salutes of the elven soldiers, aiming to belatedly pay his respects to the elven king and to meet up with Marakia as well.

However, upon arriving at the royal court, Sungchul discovered a tense setting within the palace.

Observing the knights and archers rushing out and the whispering ministers with their mouths covered, Sungchul arrived at the king's audience chamber. Inside, there was a man distinct from the elves, short and full of beard, proudly showing his back with an axe on his shoulder.

A dwarf? A refugee?

If he was, he was no ordinary refugee, for it would have been impossible to have been granted audience in the rather untrusting elven king’s palace.

Sungchul approached the dwarf out of curiosity.

The palace servants recognized him and loudly announced his arrival. "The Imperial Commander in Chief has arrived."

The dwarf also heard those words and turned toward Sungchul, who was approaching.

"Now, now, who could this be?” the dwarf said.

Sungchul recognized the dwarf's face at a glance.

This man. Without a doubt, we served together on the front line of the demon realm.

Sungchul didn't remember his name, but the dwarf remembered not only Sungchul's name but also his prisoner number.

"Aren’t you Number Thirty-Four? So, turns out Number Thirty-Four was the Enemy of the World after all!"

"Who is it?" Bertelgia, who had been following Sungchul, asked bluntly after seeing the dwarf recognize Sungchul.

"He and I have met,” Sungchul said as he approached his former comrade, Arkaard, feeling a bit glad to see him as well as a subtle sense of expectation.

For dwarves who enjoy isolating themselves below ground, finding them voluntarily leaving their homes is a rare sight indeed. But dwarves are still a more welcome guest than a magpie.

Sungchul's premonition was spot on, as Arkaard, who had been acting familiar without any formality, immediately changed his demeanor and spoke to Sungchul with due respect.

"The kingdom is in grave danger."

It didn't take long for his hopeful expectation to transform into disappointment.

When Arkaard made it clear that had come to seek Sungchul not as a representative of the Dwarven Kingdom but in a personal capacity, Sungchul felt the warmth that had been building up within him cool down instantly as if cold water had been poured over it.

It seems they have no intention of striking my name from the Book of Grudges, even though the country is in such a state.

The stubbornness of the dwarfs was legendary.

Sungchul thought of Fal Garaz stored within his Soul Storage.

Are they really going to just let the entire kingdom fall to ruin over one hammer?

It was an absurd thing to do.

But perhaps it was understandable in a different perspective.

For example, if the hammer was in fact not just a mere hammer but a sacred artifact that symbolized the entire kingdom.

Even so, the disposition of the dwarves, who were willing to face the destruction of not only their kingdom but the extinction of their entire race for the sake of an inanimate object, was not something that could be viewed kindly under any interpretation.

“Sallying out in defense of the Dwarven Kingdom is not possible at the moment.” Hesserdein expressed his opposition to the idea of aiding the Dwarven Kingdom without hesitation.

His opinion, having succeeded to the throne of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms after achieving victory in the northern regions, could be considered representative of the entire Elven Kingdom's stance on the matter.

“It would be a different matter if they had formally sent a call for reinforcements. But should we try to cross borders without the consent of those stubborn people, then we are likely to be targeted by the dwarven army hiding in ambush all over the place.”

Sungchul agreed with his assessment. He too had experience working with the dwarves, and had even fought side by side with them in the deadly war against Rutheginea.

Judging from that experience, Hesserdein's words were not mere speculation but an anticipated fact.

However, there was one person who expressed an even more radical opinion.

"Why don't we just leave them to die?" It was Marakia, who suddenly appeared, spoke arrogantly, and sat down at the empty seat next to Sungchul.

This guy. I didn’t even call for him.

Marakia was not invited to join. But the fact that the elven guard let him pass stood as proof that he was a recipient of a considerable level of good will and favor in the Elven Kingdom.

I wonder if he remembered to grab a bottle of alcohol like I asked.

Though there were many things Sungchul wanted to say first, he held back and asked Marakia what he meant. "Care to explain why?”

In response, Marakia telekinetically picked up a walnut placed on the table, brought it in front of him, and pecked it to pieces with his beak. As he chewed on the walnut, he replied sloppily with his mouth full.

“There was that Seven Heroes Ga Xi Ong or whatever. He was initially on that list of crown holders. But when he died, he simply disappeared off the list, right? I don’t know much about these inferior creatures called the dwarves, but from what I gather, they’re an unruly, disobedient race that probably need a lot of effort,” Marakia mumbled, pecking at another walnut.

“Whether we make an effort to try and change their minds, or do nothing and watch the Barbarians destroy them, isn’t the end result the same?”

He was detestable and arrogant to no end, but he was right about everything. In fact, Marakia managed to suggest a new solution Sungchul hadn’t even considered.

Eliminating enemies via Barbarians, eh?

“Not to mention, I’ve heard that the Order of Extinction is at large over there anyway, so isn’t this all just fine as is?”

Sungchul realized where Marakia’s train of thought was going. The Order of Extinction wouldn't lend their power for no reason. Their purpose to aid the Dwarven Kingdom must lie elsewhere. So, could it be that?

Sungchul’s eyes flickered. A dungeon.

Perhaps the true goal of the Order of Extinction was to unlock yet another dungeon.

According to the nameless Dungeon Master, among the nine abilities, the dungeon related to strength was most likely hidden within the Dwarven Kingdom.

“Therefore, let’s just do nothing, wait around, and reap only the reward. Watch on as the Order of Extinction fights the Barbarians. And when the dungeon finally appears, swoop in like the wind and take it for ourselves. We would reduce the number of crowns and earn status points. It’s perfect.”

Sungchul had already known that Marakia was a highly intellectual character. But it was rare seeing him speak his mind so openly before important representatives of nations. Marakia typically stayed one step back, enjoying watching the situation unfold while pretending to be a cute and innocent little creature.

However, Marakia seemed to be changing slowly. He seemed to be learning to feel grateful and was beginning to try and repay the kindness that he received.

"Hmm." Of course, Bertelgia didn't exactly welcome the attention Marakia was receiving.

The same was true for Sungchul.

Moreover, there was one thing Marakia had overlooked.

The presence of Arkaard, who occupied a corner of the meeting room and whose facial expression was not at all pleasant.

He had come here for help, but even a gentleman couldn't possibly maintain a positive expression after hearing such remarks.

But Marakia couldn’t care less about what Arkaard felt or what his circumstances were.

"How about it? My perfect plan. Does everyone agree?" Marakia looked around with an arrogant expression.

Arkaard's face had turned dangerously red. “Excuse me, I don’t know who you are, but I believe you’ve crossed the line.”

Finally, Arkaard couldn't hold back and opened his mouth.

A malicious, murderous glint appeared in Marakia’s eyes. “And I have not yet granted you permission to speak, inferior creature.” Marakia spoke like he had once upon a time, back during the time he was known as the Last King of the Final Age.

Though Arkaard was filled with rage, he was suppressed by Marakia’s unusual appearance and inexplicable presence, finding himself unable to reply.

The atmosphere was growing more and more tense.

This isn't right.

Clearly, there was a need to silence Marakia. Even if everything he said was true, there was a need to put some limits on Marakia who didn’t seem to know when he went too far.

Sungchul made up his mind and stood up. All eyes were drawn to him as he turned to face Marakia.

"Did you bring the alcohol?" Sungchul spoke in a calm tone. It was a casual remark, meant to change the subject.

But the reaction was a bit off.

Marakia, who had been excitedly running his mouth, was looking off to the side, trying to avoid the subject.

Sungchul's eyebrows twitched slightly.

Are you serious?

Before leaving for Ixion, Sungchul had reminded Marakia again and again that he was to make sure to save Sungchul a bottle of the elven wine.

However, it seemed Marakia had completely forgotten about Sungchul's request.

"Oy.” Sungchul called out to Marakia while his anger steadily built to a boil.

Marakia, who had been in high spirits, continued to avoid Sungchul’s gaze and pretended not to hear, looking around for a way out, and finally found a source of distraction.

It was Bertelgia.

“Oh! Living book. Your wound has healed cleanly! It's much nicer to look at." Marakia pretended to show interest in Bertelgia as he raised his hips.

But this trickery wouldn’t work on Sungchul. "Don’t change the subject." He grabbed Marakia's nape, who tried to escape, and lifted him up.

"Where's the wine? The elven wine I’ve asked you time and time again for."

Marakia, who was held by his nape, finally began to roll his pupils, flapping his wings and scratching his head. He then stuck out his tongue to speak with an innocent voice.

"I forgor."

This was when Sungchul realized for the first time that Marakia even had a tongue. But that was neither here nor there.

“You little…” An inferno began to rage in Sungchul’s eyes.

"Piiiiii..."

"Immediately go and get me any elven wine that’s left,” Sungchul commanded with a murderous tone before letting Marakia go.

Marakia ran away as if his life depended on it but seemed to regain a bit of courage by the time he reached the door because he glared back at Sungchul to make a small protest.

“F… fine! I’ll go! It’s just a bottle of wine!” Then promptly slammed the door shut.

Although the mood was still strange, the distraction was gone.

Sungchul turned to Arkaard to speak. "I apologize for what that he said."

Arkaard still looked furious, but he nodded to Sungchul to show his gratitude.

"However, I can't deny that his words have some truth to them," he went on calmly.

A heavy sigh flowed from Arkaard's mouth.

For a moment, Sungchul realized that Arkaard had been hoping against hope that Sungchul might be able to do something against all odds. A completely unfounded hope that Sungchul might save the dwarves without receiving anything in return.

But this was no different than praying for salvation or rescue that wasn’t coming.

Sungchul spoke again to reiterate his position.

"We can’t act unless, at minimum, your king grants us passage.” His conclusion was the same as that of Hesserdein's. They would not move a single step until there was a formal request from the king.

That was Sungchul's opinion.

However, that, too, was impossible.

If it had been possible to receive the king’s formal request, then Arkaard wouldn't have made the journey here in the first place.

But Arkaard still had one last card to play. He gazed into Sungchul’s eyes with a sincere look and laid out his thoughts.

“I have a suggestion.”

“Suggestion?”

"Return the holy artifact Fal Garaz to our kingdom."

"Fal Garaz?"

This was a difficult proposition to accept.

Fal Garaz was a weapon of critical importance that Sungchul could not do without at this time.

If he were to lose the only weapon that could withstand his god-like strength, Sungchul's power would be effectively halved. For difficult and powerful enemies like the Lesser Gods, it would make battle unbearably more difficult.

“If you return Fal Garaz, I could at least attempt to persuade the king.”

“Attempt to persuade you say.”

It seems the return of Fal Garaz wouldn’t even guarantee that the king would grant Sungchul safe passage, let alone lead to a solution of any kind.

This was the worst case scenario.

If the dwarven king were to place Fal Garaz into the display case and seal the hammer away, then even the all-mighty Sungchul Kim would be powerless in getting it back. For the display case and the seal were forged from the same fragments of the sky like the hammer itself.

“That will not be possible,” Sungchul answered.

Arkaard lost his balance for a moment. “Is there really no way? It’s just one hammer, is it not?” Arkaard asked sincerely.

Sungchul looked into Arkaard’s trembling eyes and gave a stern shake of his head.

Arkaard let his head droop, his hands trembling as he let out a sigh with a mix of anger and disappointment.

A heavy silence filled the meeting room.

Annoyance was evident on the faces of the elven representatives, including Hesserdein. They found it distasteful and an immense waste of time to listen to a random dwarf who had not come in any official capacity on behalf of the dwarven king.

One elven noble exchanged looks with a guard to indicate for the guard to escort the dwarven guest out.

“…There was a time when I had considered you, the Enemy of the World, the most condemnable of all villains, unworthy of respect, mercy, or forgiveness.” Arkaard broke the silence and finally began to speak.

The elven guard took a position behind Arkaard and gazed at Sungchul, waiting for confirmation to escort him out.

Sungchul shook his head.

After the guardsman walked away, Arkaard continued with his voice deeply steeped in what seemed to be remorse.

“But I changed my mind after I watched you face off against the demons alone on the front line to the demon realm. To be honest, I felt a deep respect for you. As a man and as a warrior. But now, after meeting with you, it seems even my instincts and gut have become dull. Perhaps after dealing with absolute garbage of humans like Genghis Aaron or Martin Breggas, you seemed innocent in comparison.”

It was a blatant attack on Sungchul, but there was no change in Sungchul’s expression.

The Dwarven warrior quickly raised his eyes, and his fierce gaze locked squarely onto Sungchul’s expressionless face.

“There is only one reason I risked being branded as traitor to my race to make my way here.” Arkaard pointed his short and stout finger at Sungchul. “It is because I thought you, of all people, wouldn’t be like others in position of power. But seeing you completely held up over just a single hammer, I am embarrassed. Ashamed of how foolish I’ve been.”

No change took place on Sungchul’s face. But his words stung. They stung a lot.

Am I the same…?

If this had been said to Sungchul only a year ago, he would have dismissed it without hesitation. He had not been in a position of power, and even if he was, he’d had a just cause, unlike other people in positions of power.

More importantly, Sungchul himself had believed himself to be different from men of authority. Unlike the ruling elite, he didn’t simply leave the weak and helpless to their fate. Many times, Sungchul had saved countless lives at scenes of Calamities and tragedies.

He fully deserved the right to say that he had proven he was distinguished from those of the ruling elite.

But that was then.

Now, he was a man in a position of power.

He was the current chairman of the World Parliament, which had the backing of two of the major powers, as well as a potential future king.

Also, Sungchul was thinking and making decisions exactly the same way as the ruling elites he had despised so much in the past.

For example, he found himself readily agreeing with Marakia’s mercilessly utilitarian plan without feeling any rejection or moral quandary. This would have never happened in the past.

The most damning thing of all was the accusation that Sungchul was hesitating and paralyzed into inaction over a mere hammer. This accusation was exactly the same complaint Sungchul had about the Dwarven Kingdom at the start of this meeting. And as it turned out, by some sick irony, Sungchul was showing the same stubbornness and inflexibility as the narrow-minded dwarves.

As much as he didn’t want to, Sungchul realized that from the dwarven perspective, he would look equally as selfish and petty as the dwarven king.

Moreover, Fal Garaz was stolen by Sungchul in the first place through Sungchul’s betrayal of the dwarven king’s trust.

Sungchul’s heart sank.

Have I changed? Or has my position shaped me?

The responsibility of a man could not come close to that of a man who was responsible for leading and guiding the world.

But what was wrong was wrong.

Sungchul turned to face Arkaard, who was about to open the door to the room to leave.

“Please wait a moment.”

Atop the deck of Sylphid.

Sungchul leaned on the railing, savoring his drink.

Below the rails were long chains of mountains of all sizes, extending far from the east to the west.

A flag fluttered on the bow of the ship, the deck of Sylphid, bearing a green leaf on a white background, a symbol of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms.

Currently, Sylphid was heading toward the Dwarven Kingdom.

Nothing was decided upon. Sungchul was setting out on a whim more than anything.

“That’s quite unlike you.” Bertelgia, nestled in his pocket, broke the silence.

“I have no choice.” Taking another sip of his drink, Sungchul stared into the distance.

It was eleven years ago, during the rebellion against the Rutheginea, when Sungchul came to meet a dwarf.

That dwarf happened to be a dwarven prince.

He was an exceptionally strong warrior, and the elite soldier he brought as retinue was a godsend for the rebellion that was on the brink of collapse.

However, unfortunately, the dwarf prince had many flaws in his character. In less than a week, everyone grew to dislike him, and Sungchul was no different.

The prince was incredibly selfish and on top of that stubborn. He strictly prioritized his own interests first and foremost and didn't care the slightest about the alliances' circumstances.

Even though he was well aware that the rebels were in a state of famine due to a lack of food, the dwarf prince did not share a single grain of wheat or a piece of meat. Instead, he made unbelievably unreasonable demands, such as to make him the leader of the rebellion in return for a few sacks of potatoes.

Everyone disliked him.

Sungchul also disliked him.

However, for some reason, the dwarf prince took a liking to Sungchul, saying something about admiring his sturdy and unwavering demeanor that was much like the dwarves.

This was the trigger.

“… I’ve done many terrible things to that man.”

Sungchul remembered them all. How he would regularly rob and loot from the prince’s caravans that were filled with spoils of war.

Each time, the dwarven prince had been furious, but each time, he forgave Sungchul. Because the prince believed in Sungchul.

But even that was just the beginning.

Sungchul frequently outright stole or intercepted the prince’s supply trains, and he once even used the prince and his entire unit as bait and almost got them annihilated.

Of course, Sungchul felt guilty about doing so, so he personally joined the fray to go rescue the prince.

"Even after all that, he still trusted me."

Sungchul faintly remembered a scene that unfolded inside a tent, where many wounded dwarven warriors demanded vehemently to their prince that Sungchul be given punishment.

They were livid and called for Sungchul’s blood.

Even Shamal Rajput, known to be stone hearted and tough under pressure, looked deeply troubled by the outrage of the dwarves.

The rebellion that had only just started to make some strides forward was on the verge of collapse, when the dwarven prince instead yelled at his men and covered for Sungchul.

Sungchul eventually came to understand why the dwarven prince favored him so deeply, despite being obviously aware of Sungchul’s wrongdoing.

It was purely out of stubbornness.

The prince had made up his mind early on that Sungchul was a good man without much evidence, but he still decided to follow through with his initial assessment and resolved to trust Sungchul until the end. Because, to give up on his trust was the same as admitting he was wrong.

And for someone who was essentially a manifestation of ego like the dwarven prince, admitting that he was wrong was something he could never permit. Therefore, he maintained his stubbornness. And that stubbornness continued to translate to good will toward Sungchul.

Thanks to this, the situation calmed down and the crisis was resolved.

“It can’t be that the dwarven prince… he’s become the current King of the Dwarves?” Bertelgia, who had been listening to Sungchul's story, asked with a faint tremble in her body.

Sungchul took a swig from his drink and nodded.

"He is indeed the current dwarven king."

Daincraft was quite the character, a person who seemed to embody stubbornness itself. However, there was a moment when even his seemingly unbreakable obstinacy was broken.

The desperate cry of the dwarf king resonated in Sungchul's ears like an echo. "Do you think I trusted you because I'm a fool? I knew everything. But still, I turned a blind eye to it all!"

Of all the memories related to the Dwarven Kingdom, that memory was the most vivid. The royal palace.

It was when Fal Garaz, which was always hung above the throne of the Dwarf King, was taken by Sungchul.

"But if you take Fal Garaz, not even I will forgive you anymore, Sungchul!"

His former comrade glared at him, with his beard standing on end.

To the Dwarves, Fal Garaz was such an item that carried so much value that even the stubbornness of a man who had never went back on his decision was instantly made to change his mind.

Therefore, for the first time, Sungchul felt regret over his decisions.

But there had been no other option to him at the time.

He had needed Fal Garaz no matter what.

Sungchul took the hammer and left the palace. And the next day, a new entry appeared in Sungchul’s list of curses, indicating his entry having been added to the Dwarven Book of Grudges.

It was the moment when all dwarves around the world came to consider Sungchul their worst enemy.

“I guess there’s good reason why the dwarves are so busy shouting insults about you whenever you’re brought up.” Bertelgia nodded slowly after hearing Sungchul’s explanation.

“So, it seems there was a time when the Destroyer had taken the role of a military ruler.” Marakia, who had appeared before anyone knew it, seemed to be rather impressed, unlike Bertelgia.

Sungchul closed his eyes and took another sip of his drink.

“…The only constituent of the World Parliament to whom I ever felt indebted to is the dwarven king. Still, in the hands of Daincraft, Fal Garaz would end up being nothing more than a piece of decoration.”

Even without such a personal reason, Sungchul would have headed to the realm of the dwarves.

It was because Sungchul was, in fact, different.

Different from the past ruling elites who didn’t bat an eye no matter how many people died as long as it didn’t affect their personal safety.

"We're almost at the entrance of the Kingdom." Arkaard stepped out onto the deck and informed Sungchul. The dwarf took it upon himself to act as guide for Sungchul for the journey to the dwarven kingdom.

Sungchul had told him that although he couldn’t make any promises yet, he would decide on what to do after checking on the state of the Dwarven Kingdom with his own eyes. Hearing this, Arkaard had decided to actively participate and cooperate in the journey.

During their travels through the Dwarven Kingdom, Sungchul would act as Arkaard’s nameless disciple.

“I shall vouch for your identity, so do not worry on that front. Though, I can’t believe the heretics are trying to extend their reach into the Dwarven Kingdom… Unforgiveable.”

Taigon, who had essentially become one of the crew members of Sylphid at some point, was also along for the ride for this trip.

Though he wouldn’t be all that helpful in combat, his position as the High Inquisitor of the Mura Sect could serve useful in situations like these.

Each with their own circumstances, those aboard Sylphid arrived at a city built under a massive stone mountain.

The capital of the Dwarven Kingdom. Daintite.

It was not a city worth mentioning at first glance.

"Hmm. Is this the capital of the Dwarves? It doesn’t seem all that remarkable." Bertelgia gave her assessment as she surveyed the city from above.

Indeed, to the naked eye, it was a city without much to see.

There were only a few buildings, and there were noticeable empty spaces here and there. However, the true face of Daintite could only be known upon entering the mountain.

As they entered the gaping black cave, Bertelgia retracted her earlier statement.

Inside the long cave was a space so vast it could be described as another world.

The Dwarves had excavated a massive complex over thousands of years.

Beneath the thick bedrock, a grand city illuminated by artificial light revealed its majestic presence.

"Wow. Is this the dwarven city? It's so cool. It looks so much bigger than the Avian Kingdom, doesn't it?" Bertelgia couldn't help but marvel at the sights.

"Hmph! What do you mean it's bigger than our kingdom? To me, it's nothing more than a crude imitation."

Marakia tried to defend his pride, but it was an undeniable fact that in terms of scale, the Dwarves' city was much larger.

Sylphid moored at a port located on a cliff crowded with numerous airships and mobile fortresses.

Unlike other cities that used balloons to ferry between the ships and land, the dwarven port used folding mechanical devices to secure the ship from both sides and also serve as a way to embark or disembark directly instead.

As soon as the mechanical attachments were secured, the Dwarven soldiers came rushing onboard.

“The inspection process became much more stringent as of late. Please do as we prepared earlier.”

As Arkaard had warned them, the Dwarven inspection was very meticulous. Not only did they investigate each individual, a human magician accompanied the dwarves to check the status page of each individual.

“Hmm.”

Because of this, Sungchul not only had to change his facial structure, but he had to activate Deceiver’s Veil.

"Hmm."

The extremely thin female magician squinted her eyes and examined Sungchul's abilities.

A magic formation appeared over her eyes where words appeared for her.

[Status of Kangsoe Byeon]
Strength300Dexterity18
Vitality38Magic Power10
Intuition5Magic Resist18
Resilience 28Charisma18
Luck18


Finally, it was time for Deceiver’s Veil to shine for the first time in a while.

"Mr... Kangsoe?" The female magician said with a bit of uncertainty, staring at Sungchul's face that was much flatter than before.

"Yes."

"Your strength is curiously strong compared to everything else."

“I don’t know much, but I am confident in my strength,” Sungchul responded in a rough tone of voice, different from his usual calm stoicism.

The female magician stole a quick glance at Sungchul's extremely strong-looking face before moving on to the next candidate.

The next person in line was such an important figure that the female magician was left aghast. "Sir Tigon Bosborot! It is truly an honor to meet you in such a place."

Sungchul and Arkaard used the magician’s surprise as their opportunity to quickly get out of the port area.

They more or less managed to safely infiltrate Daintite, all thanks to Arkaard and Tigon.

Next, it was time to head toward the King of the Dwarves in question.

Sungchul wanted to see the situation the dwarven royal family and the kingdom was in for himself. Not to mention what the Order of Extinction was up to.

It’s fine to decide after I check.

Sungchul was about conclude his thoughts and turn around when he was interrupted.

“So, what’s Kangsoe Byeon?” Bertelgia asked bluntly.

“It’s just a random name.”

“Hmmmmmm…”

“Problem?”

“No, it’s just, it seems suspicious. How should I put this. Even the backstory about how the only thing good about you is your strength…”

(TL Note: Byeonkangsoe is a character from old Korean folk songs about a wandering thug famed for his… stamina in bed. In late 1990s to early 2000s, he was used to describe battery life.)

Hearing this, Sungchul thought to himself, She’s so quick to notice as always.

Arkaard interrupted them at that point. "What are you doing? Let us move quickly."

Sungchul covered his face with a hood and hurried after Arkaard. Fortunately, Bertelgia dropped her interest in Sungchul’s alias. There was much to see in the dwarf's harbor that was far more interesting.

Marakia was left behind aboard Sylphid.

Being the one and only known surviving and active member of the Avian race, he was too easily identifiable, and his name spread rapidly like wildfire. Therefore, his presence was unsuitable for a covert operation like this one.

Just in case of emergency, a small golem controlled by a single soul stone, a subordinate priest under Tigon, and Marakia were left behind on standby.

“By the way, yesterday you said something about risking your life to come visit me. Is it okay for you to return to the kingdom?” Sungchul followed behind Arkaard with quick, short steps.

“If I had tried to officially bring you before the king, then I would have been executed for violating the royal decree. But as is, I am yet another dwarf on vacation.”

After being released from the Suicide Squad, Arkaard seemed to have thrived within the Dwarven Kingdom. Most notable of his achievement was during the crisis of the Colossi, when he stopped the rampaging Colossus and received many commendations and award, quickly rising up the ranks to become one of king’s guard.

Thanks to this, it was easier getting into the royal palace than entering the Daintite harbor. However, the scale of Daintite Palace was massive. The entire kingdom was divided into discreet districts like in La Grange, and it was not easy progressing from the lower districts into upper districts. Especially the Diamond District, where the royal family resided, where it was essentially impossible for anyone other than recognized members of the royal families to enter.

But there was no need to despair, because four times a week, the audience chamber to the king became available.

That day, all dwarves and members of other races whose identity had been verified were allowed to enter the audience chamber and watch their king at work.

Today was one of those days when the royal chamber was open to all.

One of the sons of Arkaard was managing the visitor list to the audience chamber.

“Father? You departed suddenly, leaving words like you’re headed to your death. You’re back already?” the son, who looked exactly like Arkaard, asked in surprise.

“What do you mean go to my death? Shut up and enter this man into the visitation list!” Upon Arkaard's shouting, Arkaard's son looked at Sungchul with a face of uncertainty and asked about his personal details.

“May I know your name, sir?”

"Kim Sung... no... it's Kangsoe Byeon."

He almost made a big mistake.

He was able to catch his mistake in time thanks to Bertelgia’s powerful vibration from inside his pocket.

"Sir KangSoe…Byeon? Mmm."

"Is there a problem?"

"Are you a summoned?"

"Yes, I am."

"That's somehow a powerful sounding name you’ve got there."

"...I am somewhat confident in my strength."

While this conversation was going on, a group of people walked across the corridor toward the audience chamber. There were vicious looking guards with axes present, but no one stopped them. Sungchul lifted his head to stare at them.

Hmm? Is that group…?

The gathering of individuals were draped in black robes.

They were the Order of Extinction.

Among them, Sungchul recognized a face. A beautiful girl, half of her face covered in a silver mask.

Sarasa.

The girl, known as the Masked Saintess, entered the audience chamber with the group in black robes.

"What's the matter? Is there a problem?" Bertelgia cautiously asked Sungchul.

“No, it's nothing.”

Just as he said that, another group passed in front of him with even more familiar faces.

But their presence here was completely unexpected.

Someone wearing a mask covered in indecipherable words wearing colorful robes led a man wearing similar robes into the audience chamber.

Aquiroa.

The Order of Extinction being present in the Dwarven Kingdom’s Royal Palace was within his expectations. But an unexpected group that shouldn’t be here was here.

The member nations of the World Parliament were free to engage in diplomacy with any other member of the World Parliament. But this was not true for non-member states. It was impermissible for member states to engage with outside factions without first obtaining permission and acting in tandem with the World Parliament’s decisions.

Otherwise, the World Parliament lost all purpose.

But Aquiroa, who served the Wandering King, was here in the Dwarven Kingdom. Without having communicated anything in regard to her presence here to Sungchul, the Chairman of the World Parliament. Without obtaining permission or communicating with the World Parliament, she was doing something in the Dwarven Kingdom that was firmly classified as an outside faction at the present.

She had to be up to something. Something Sungchul wasn’t supposed to see or come to know of.

The Wandering King and Aquiroa were a set that were always tagged with a question mark. Most importantly, he and Aquiroa were enemies several times over.

Once finished with the paperwork, Sungchul turned around and muttered to himself under his breath.

“It was a good idea to come here after all.”

Arkaard turned out to be a highly valuable guest indeed.


Chapter 17 – The Face behind the Mask

It was a long-standing tradition for the dwarven kings to perform their kingly duties in public for all to watch.

Thanks to this dwarven tradition, even the number one enemy of all dwarven kind was able to infiltrate deep into the heart of the Dwarven Kingdom.

There were already several hundred onlookers watching the king at work in the enormous audience hall. This was a sight unique to the dwarven kingdom. Other races sometimes derisively compare the dwarven king’s audience chamber to a bazaar.

However, not many were aware that such an open palace was home to the dwarven kingdom’s hidden power.

The dwarf king’s throne was located right under the empty container that once housed Fal Garaz, made of the same fragments of the sky as Fal Garaz itself. Sitting atop his jade throne was the powerful dwarf king, with his legs spread and hands resting on his chin, his beard growing like a lion’s mane.

Standing before the king were two groups of people in a standoff. Aquiroa and her cronies, and the Order of Extinction. They were standing some distance apart from each other before the king, and the atmosphere was heavy.

The murmur of dwarves from all directions revealed their interest in these two groups.

“Order, order.”

The guards scattered throughout the audience chamber were thumping the bottom of their spear on the ground as they ordered the onlookers to cease their small talk.

Meanwhile, because the audience chamber was predominantly occupied by dwarfs, Sungchul stood out conspicuously.

"You there, human. Take off your hood," a dwarf guard ordered Sungchul.

Sungchul did as he was told, revealing a broad and vigorous face that was nothing like his original appearance. A few dwarfs glanced at Sungchul, then went back to what they were doing.

Several guards were seen murmuring about him, seeming to be especially cautious of him, perhaps due to him being human. Soon a human mage appeared, asked for Sungchul's cooperation, and investigated his abilities.

"Mr. KangSoe Byeon? You have extraordinary strength."

“Without my strength, I am nothing.”

Sungchul carefully examined the center of the audience chamber even while exchanging idle chatter.

Aquiroa’s group and the representatives from Order of Extinction were standing in view of the king, on his left- and right-hand side respectively, discussing something amongst themselves.

Soon, Aquiroa stepped up to the king, as if their discussion had reached some conclusion.

"Your Majesty, as mentioned earlier, the Floating Archipelago is ready and willing to provide unwavering support to protect your majesty’s kingdom," Aquiroa spoke in her elderly voice.

The king merely stroked his beard, looking at Aquiroa with a gloomy gaze.

She continued, “As one of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent, My King, you are a wise and merciful king among kings. How can such a great king accept help from those evil heretics? And in the end, their profane skills require sacrificing the lives of your most loyal subjects. What will you do once you run out of all the warriors and advisors by your side? What then?”

"What other way is there?” The dwarf king replied coldly, still seated. The king and his closest advisors seemed almost hostile.

It was a clear example of how Aquiroa and her followers were considered unwelcome guests in the Dwarven Kingdom.

Aquiroa seemed completely unfazed by this and continued with her speech smoothly. “We have been preparing a secret weapon for times like this.” Aquiroa extended her hand toward the back, and a group of people appeared from the entrance of the audience chamber.

Giants.

Three-meter-tall humanoids with their bodies completely concealed under purple and red robes were led by the officers of the Floating Archipelago to stand before the king while all the dwarves watched.

There were three in total.

All the eyes of the audience chamber were focused on these lanky giants.

"Are they ogres?"

"They're too skinny for ogres."

Though there were many guesses as to what these were, no one came close to correctly guessing the identity of these mysterious figures.

Save Sungchul alone.

Are those the Soldiers of Salvation?

Mysterious monster soldiers that moved by the power of the black fragments, these beings boasted the combat potential of a super-human level knight, while possessing a far sturdier body and regenerative power.

The dwarf king nodded to let his subjects know to allow Aquiroa to continue what she was saying.

"Behold." She gestured once again.

The soldiers of the Floating Archipelago stripped off the cloth covering the elongated figures, revealing bizarre giants with skin akin to blue jelly or slime.

Soldiers of Salvation.

Sungchul was right about their identity.

The dwarves couldn't conceal their shock at witnessing such a bizarre creature for the first time. The dwarf king was no exception. However, there was one who reacted more intensely than any other dwarf.

It was an old dwarf standing behind the king, his hands clasped, sporting a beard of white hair.

Is he a dwarf elder?

The dwarf elder was a position of honor only appointed to the oldest and wisest among all dwarves, whose words carried such weight that even the king could not easily dismiss them.

One of the elders spoke up while trembling, "Aren’t those corpse golems from the Kingdom of Rutheginea?"

"Corpse golem? What is that?" The king asked.

"It was a terrible weapon the Kingdom of Rutheginea wielded at the height of their power. These horrifying golems were created from the corpses of massacred soldiers and slaughtered people. Though there are differences in appearance, these monsters greatly resembles the corpse golems of the Kingdom of Rutheginea.”

The dwarf elder, with a suspicious look in his eyes, pointed directly at Aquiroa and asked, "Second Champion Aquiroa. What are these monsters you've brought here?"

“They are Soldiers of Salvation.”

“Soldiers of Salvation?”

"To save the world from the impending Calamity, these were secretly developed in partnership with the Human Empire to serve as super soldiers."

Aquiroa approached the towering Savior Soldiers and suddenly drew out a short sword, slashing at the closest soldier's body.

"Uoahhh!" The sudden and unexpected attack prompted a shocked reaction from the dwarves.

However, the Soldier of Salvation that received the attack did not react or make noise.

In fact, not a single drop of blood flowed from the jelly-like skin that was split by the dagger, and it healed itself quickly.

"As you can see, the Savior Soldiers are not created using something like a corpse. It's a high-tech battle machine created using advanced magic and alchemy."

"Ho?" The dwarf king showed interest for the first time. What piqued his interest was the word 'machine.'

"So, you're saying that this soldier was not raised, but built?" the king asked.

Aquiroa nodded, continuing with a voice steeped in satisfaction. "We have already completed all preparations to mass produce these and are fully prepared to provide everything we make to the Dwarven Kingdom at no cost.”

"No cost?” The king looked interested.

"Of course, there is a condition," Aquiroa added.

"My lord, the Wandering King wishes to form an alliance with Your Majesty."

"Alliance?" A question mark seemed to float before Daincraft's eyes. "I thought the Wandering King joined the new World Parliament as a member, which is led by that thief?"

At the mention of the word 'thief,' the dwarves began to boil over with rage. "Son of a thief!"

"Sungchul, the son of a bitch!"

"I’ll rip him to pieces!”

The dwarves' fury toward Sungchul was immeasurable.

Bertelgia shivered in his pocket. "Mr. Kangsoe? Quite popular, aren’t ya?"

Sungchul said nothing as the conversation continued in the foreground.

"Yes. That is correct," Aquiroa answered.

"Then why?" the king asked again.

This was the most important point.

Sungchul raised his hands to let Bertelgia know to stay still so that he could pay attention to what Aquiroa was saying.

"Your Majesty, we are well aware of the unfortunate events that transpired between you and the Enemy of the World. But how long will you remain entangled in the grudges of the past? I am here to mediate and coordinate the long-standing conflict between the new chairman of the World Parliament and you."

Upon hearing this, Sungchul momentarily doubted his own ears. Is this some kind of ruse?

From what had been said so far, Aquiroa's motive appeared to be for the benefit of the World Parliament.

However, it was too early to rush to conclusions. Sungchul continued to observe the situation.

"What?" The sharp outcry of the dwarf king echoed throughout the banquet hall. His beard and hair stood erect as if struck by lightning.

The hundreds of dwarf spectators who loved to chatter were suddenly silent, as if cold water had been poured over them, noting that their king was furious.

In the solemn atmosphere, Daincraft abruptly stood from his seat and pointed toward the empty case behind the throne.

“You dare suggest I go join the worthless theater that piece of garbage thief has taken over?” His short but strong fingertips were trembling with rage. “Second Champion Aquiroa. Even if it is you, I cannot overlook such things.”

“Your Majesty. You must remain calm. This is a very dangerous time. We must not be caught up in petty grudges.”

"That thief stole Fal Garaz, the very essence of the Dwarf Kingdom itself," the dwarf king remarked.

At the mention of Fal Garaz, all the dwarfs uniformly raised their heads to stare at the empty case above the throne.

It was a unique, divine weapon without equal, said to be crafted from fragments of the sky. Fal Garaz.

Radical dwarfs like Arkaard believed that the hammer was no more than a mere decoration. But most dwarfs, who strictly followed tradition, believed that Fal Garaz was a symbol of their race itself. It was a divine artifact of such value that even the notorious stubbornness of Daincraft was nothing before it.

"I refuse to speak with you until Fal Garaz is returned.” The king glared at Aquiroa with suspicion. "But I wonder if that’s even possible for you?”

It was an attitude of 'bring it if you can.'

"We will have to try. But, Your Majesty, you must understand that the crisis is not only from the barbarians in the north. A more serious crisis is unfolding in the south."

"What?" The rage of the dwarf king subsided for a moment.

He may be stubborn, but he was not so foolish that he would lose sight of everything out of blind rage alone. The king seemed interested in the mention of the southern crisis, so he called his closest advisors and elders to engage in a discussion among them.

They needed to verify how valid this new revelation was.

Meanwhile, Sungchul was just as surprised by the claim as well.

A crisis in the south?

Nothing in particular came to mind of what that could be. The only crisis he knew of came from the north and east.

And between them, the more immediate and pressing issue was the barbarians from the north. But now she claimed there was a threat even more serious than the barbarians.

Sungchul watched Aquiroa's back with cold eyes.

Although she was dressed in extravagant clothes, the woman of unimpressive build who usually always hunched over was now standing upright. She looked arrogant as she stared at her curled fingers.

And for a moment, a face of someone completely unrelated flashed before Sungchul’s eyes. Aquiroa’s behavior greatly resembled that of someone he once knew. Of the distasteful woman who taught him both love and heartbreak.

But there was no way that could be. It was simply a mistake.

After blinking, Aquiroa resumed being her usual self, with her back bent and letting out dry coughs. He must have imagined things just now.

After discussing with his advisors, the dwarf king once again addressed Aquiroa.

“What is this southern crisis you speak of? Is there a more pressing issue than even that of the barbarians?”

This was the most respectful he had been with Aquiroa thus far. She better have a good explanation.

In the midst of everyone thinking so, Aquiroa opened her mouth. “Have you been informed of the Human Empire closing its boarders?”

“Yes. I understand it is the result of the imperial princes turning toward the Wandering King.”

“Then do you know what is happening in La Grange?”

“La Grange? Why do you ask?”

Apparently, the dwarf king did not have too detailed of information.

“In La Grange, the emperor is planning something unthinkable. He must think he has nothing left to lose. He is trying to do something that must not be done.”

Aquiroa pulled out her staff and pointed it toward Sarasa Xero, who was standing on the opposite side.

"Something even worse than the Order of Extinction.”

The group from the Order of Extinction, who had been ignoring Aquiroa, finally turned their heads.

An unpleasant expression appeared on the face of Sarasa Xero, who was called out. The man standing behind her whispered something in her ear.

Sungchul recognized the face of the man in that brief moment when he became visible.

Deckard? Sarasa’s father? So even he became one of the Order of Extinction rabble?

It wasn’t completely unexpected. Rather, it should have been considered an obvious outcome.

However, that wasn't the problem.

In the midst of everyone watching, the masked saint, Sarasa, broke her long silence and finally stepped forward.

"I’ve listened carefully to everything you’ve said so far, o’ envoy of the Wandering King."

The voice was melodious. But from the very start, her words greatly undermined Aquiroa. She had, with just one sentence, reduced the status of Aquiroa who even the dwarven king respected, to that of a mere envoy of another.

“But it leaves me with one question.” Sarasa looked toward the towering figures of the Soldiers of Salvation standing behind Aquiroa.

“It seems like you are trying to make those dolls out to be something great, but I don’t see it as anything more than just another ordinary toy.”

“Cease your heresy, cultist girl,” Aquiroa warned her loudly.

Sarasa grinned in response and raised her hand. "Bring it here."

At her command, a group of people appeared at the entrance of the audience chamber, dragging something with chains.

What was bound by layers of dwarven-made chains was the feared barbarian.

The barbarian, roaring like a beast, was pulled by dozens of members of the Order of Extinction, and soon, it before the Soldiers of Salvation.

"Your Majesty," Sarasa began.

“Should we not test to see just how effective the dolls of the Wandering King’s envoy really is?”

The dwarf king nodded his head. Though they looked convincingly strong, the power of the Soldiers of Salvation was currently unknown.

Having received the king's blessings to continue, Sarasa chanted a brief spell with a faint smile.

A black flame erupted around the Soldiers of Salvation and the barbarian, which transformed into a formless barrier of sorts. It was the same barrier often cast by the Order of Extinction to protect their casters.

“Let us bear witness to its usefulness.”

Sarasa flicked her finger once.

Then, the dozens of men who were holding the barbarian’s chains sequentially let go.

"What are you doing?"

Aquiroa shouted at Sarasa angrily with a voice mixed with confusion.

Sarasa just smirked maliciously.

"You wench!" Aquiroa shouted, but her voice was drowned out immediately by the roar of the barbarian, who charged straight toward the Soldiers of Salvation.

The Soldiers of Salvation changed parts of their flexible bodies to razor blades to try and fight against the Barbarian, but it turned out to be futile. They were no match for the Barbarian, who mercilessly beat the Soldiers of Salvation and tore them to shreds right in front of everyone.

It was a three-to-one match, but it turned out to be a completely one-sided massacre.

“How unremarkable.” Saying so, Sarasa Xero chanted a spell in a low voice, and the temperature within the barrier dropped rapidly.

The barbarian who defeated the Soldiers of Salvation shivered terribly, before something exploded close to his heart.

It was an explosion of cold. Spikes of ice exploded in every which direction like a porcupine, piercing through the Barbarian’s heart.

The powerful barbarian had a look of terror as it fell like great timber.

All those who bore witness to this scene could not hide their surprise.

Along with Sungchul.

I have never seen such magic before.

Even the magic formation itself was something new to him.

If he were to compare it to every ice magic he had ever seen, no other even resembled the spell Sarasa just used.

Could it be that she managed to get that spell from a God’s Dungeon?

Even during her time at Airfruit Magic Academy, Sarasa had been quite a powerful magician. But she wasn’t so powerful that she would be capable of dealing with a Barbarian in one strike.

Meanwhile, there were nine God's Dungeons in total.

Sungchul wondered if Sarasa had completed her training in a dungeon he didn’t know about.

Meanwhile, Aquiroa's reputation plummeted. Not only was it exposed to the world that the Soldiers of Salvation she had so confidently promoted were completely useless, but it had done nothing but further demonstrate the superiority of her opponent.

The dwarven king no longer so much as looked at Aquiroa. He had completely lost all interest and made up his mind that he would no longer listen to her from this moment forward.

And with his legendary stubbornness, it was unlikely that anything could happen that would now sway his mind.

As the king waved his hand, the dwarven soldiers surrounded Aquiroa's party.

"I’ve let you speak. But the most important thing to us is neither your circumstance nor your support but the solution to the immediate barbarian threat.”

Daincraft looked at the corpse of the barbarian that Sarasa had killed and waved his hand again.

"Please come this way."

The dwarf soldiers surrounding Aquiroa were trying to drive them out of the reception room.

"You'll regret this!" Aquiroa said.

The dwarven king chuckled. "Next time you come here, don't come empty-handed. By all means, bring Fal Garaz. Then perhaps I'll consider listening to what you have to say," the king jeered at her.

Hundreds of dwarves present in the audience chamber laughed in unison, mocking Aquiroa and her followers.

Although the person inside was different, this was the moment that the last shred of reputation Aquiroa had as the second Champion of the Continent evaporated.

Sungchul watched Aquiroa's ruin with indifference.

All eyes now focused on Sarasa Xero, who was the only one remaining.

After expressing her gratitude to the king who had supported her with a small bow, Sarasa Xero spoke in her unique, vibrant, and sprightly voice.

"I would like to first start by thanking you, My Majesty, for making a wise decision. But, as you are no doubt aware, the crisis looming over the Dwarven Kingdom is present and ongoing.”

At Sarasa Xero's gesture, Deckard, who had been standing behind her, pulled out a scroll from his sleeve. A metallic scroll bursting with profane heretical energies.

Sungchul recognized at a glance that the scroll was to be treated with extreme caution.

[That is a dangerous object,] a voice resonated within him.

Whose it was, he could not tell. But the voice’s assessment perfectly aligned with Sungchul's own.

"How about making a move now?"

Arkaard, who had guided him this far, looked at Sungchul and spoke in a low voice. With the nuisance gone, it meant that Sungchul should negotiate with the dwarf king himself according to his own will.

"I’ll lead the way whenever you are ready,” Arkaard offered.

"Please wait a moment."

Sungchul couldn't take his eyes off the scroll in Deckard's hand.

It's somewhat similar to the God’s Word. But I can sense a warped and twisted malevolence from it that nothing I know can even compare to.

The feelings Sungchul was experiencing were transmitted to Bertelgia through his heart.

"Is there something wrong?"

"Yes."

Sungchul kept a watchful eye on the situation, nodding his head.

Sarasa was walking in front of the king with a graceful gait, speaking in a soft voice. "This scroll contains an unimaginably old primordial power. Once manifested, it can upheave the world and change everything. However, like all mythological and legendary objects, not just anyone can draw upon the power of this scroll. Only His Majesty, the dwarf among dwarfs, the very embodiment of stone, can harness its true power."

"And with it, equivalent risk, no doubt," the king said.

Upon hearing the king's words, Sarasa gave a faint smile. "Surely it’s not worse than the barbarian invasion."

There was nothing heavier than the truth.

The king's face hardened.

"According to intelligence, the Barbarians are amassing troops near the border. They will soon launch another attack on your fortress. We are more than willing to assist in the defense, but as you know, sacrifices are inevitable."

A deep sigh escaped from Daincraft's mouth.

A sacrifice for the Lesser God's advent.

Not anyone could be sacrificed. Only those who did not lose themselves amidst intense pain in the face of death, who willingly set their own bodies ablaze for a singular purpose, were qualified to become a sacrifice.

However, how many such individuals could there be?

Already, countless loyal subjects of the king’s had fallen, turned into kindling to feed the black flames.

“From what I can tell, the Dwarven Kingdom can only last another month or so at this rate.”

She turned to look at the elders standing behind the king.

When she had first appeared in the court, there’d been twenty elders behind the king. But now, the number of remaining elders was just six.

More than half had been oxidized into flames in defense of the Kingdom.

"We can't stay here forever. We will leave once the defensive line breaks. But we, the Order of Extinction, do not want the Dwarven Kingdom to perish in vain."

Deckard stepped forward once again and offered the scroll.

"Please accept this. Consider using it as a last resort in case of emergency."

This was explicit coercion. That’s how it appeared in Sungchul's eyes.

The dwarf king probably saw it the same way.

However, his position was different from Sungchul's.

The king had a kingdom and people he had to protect.

Even if the method was unproven and of a dubious origin, if he could save his kingdom, there was nothing he wouldn’t do.

Despite strong doubts in the king's heart, as Sarasa said, he had no time to delay.

The king raised his head listlessly.

"Hear me." The king's soldiers saluted. "Go accept that scroll."

The appearance of Aquiroa must have played a major role in changing the mind of this stubborn man.

He had expected an alternative proposal for the preservation of his kingdom, but the only thing that she accomplished was leaving the king with a grave sense of disappointment.

To change his mind, it should have been not Aquiroa but that man. The man with black hair, a man who had been as hard as rock. One who was called the Enemy of the World.

The dwarf king wearily watched his men while reliving the memory of someone fading away with a hammer in hand, the image of his back imprinted like a brand in his memory.

"Halt," a voice called out.

A man cut through the crowd and stepped onto the red carpet leading to the throne.

Everyone's gaze turned to him.

"Who are you?"

The guards blocked Sungchul's path with their spears and axes. No one recognized his face.

Arkaard was late in following Sungchul and was just about to announce him, but Sungchul's left hand gently cupped his face, and the sound of twisted bones echoed in the king’s audience chamber.

The other hand was raised toward the sky.

The dwarven king’s eyes grew wide.

The weapon he had so desperately sought appeared from the void.

Fal Garaz.

The pride and symbol of the dwarves once again appeared in the dwarven court.

And it was in front of the empty case that had lost its content.

The left hand that covered Sungchul's face slowly receded from his face. The moment the shadow of the left hand disappeared, people recognized him.

The man who held Fal Garaz.

Sungchul.

The man who had stolen Fal Garaz and fled from this very audience chamber nine years ago had returned.

"That scroll must not be accepted under any circumstances.”

Sungchul spoke in his original calm voice.

The dwarf king abruptly rose from his seat. His beard and hair standing on end.

The shock was equally felt elsewhere.

The exposed half-face of Sarasa Xero, who had been relaxed and observing the situation, was colored with surprise, fear, and nostalgia.

"Sungchul Kim." Sarasa spoke with a lingering affectionate tone.

"How dare you show your face here?" the dwarf king roared like a lion.

Sungchul met the king's gaze with an unwavering look and bowed his head. "I've only come to speak."

Even in a space filled with hostility, Sungchul remained steadfast. Like a peak standing tall in the midst of the great mountain range.

Sungchul spoke again, looking at the scroll that was held out before the dwarves.

"That scroll is sacrilegious. It might even be capable of destroying this kingdom in its entirety.

"I do not want to hear one word from you," the dwarf king yelled. His anger had already surpassed its limit.

"Return what is rightfully ours back where it belongs, Enemy of the World!"

What the king wanted now above all else was neither the scroll nor the salvation of his kingdom but the return of a single hammer.

There was no room for compromise.

The King of the Dwarves, Daincraft, was as stubborn as ever since the first time they met.

A hint of disappointment flashed in Sungchul's eyes.

Is there nothing that can be done except to return Fal Garaz?

In the silence, reinforcements of dwarf soldiers were rapidly flooding in from the entrance of the audience chamber.

It was not just one or two dwarves.

The whole kingdom was flooding in to try and capture Sungchul.

Even amidst the encirclement, Sungchul gazed silently at Sarasa, who was looking back at him.

"Why do you choose that life?"

Sarasa's expression changed instantly. A cold light surfaced in one of her eyes.

"What do you mean by that question?"

Sungchul stared at the scroll and then glared at her as if he could see right through her. "Do you think I asked out of ignorance?”

Sarasa seemed shaken under the weight of his cold criticism. Shocked. "You... You know nothing."

Then it happened.

A desperate shout came from outside.

It was from a dwarven soldier.

Until that moment, no one currently in the audience chamber could shout or speak due to the heavy, cold atmosphere.

However, as soon as the meaning of the shout could be understood, the atmosphere inside transformed once again.

"Barbarians! The barbarians have appeared!"

"Where? From where are they coming?" Arkaard yelled at the guards.

"I can't be certain! But they are almost at the citadel!"

A bestial roar filled with madness echoed from not too far away, and an undisguisable fear appeared on the faces of the dwarves in the audience chamber.

"It's the barbarians!"

"Have they really appeared?"

The sound of hornpipes and bells announcing the appearance of the barbarians filled the air.

The city beneath the bedrock, built over an unfathomable period of time, was facing its worst crisis since its creation. The situation was escalating quickly due to this critical development.

"Your Majesty. We will stop the barbarians who have invaded the capital," Sarasa declared to Daincraft.

Despite being momentarily flustered by the sudden appearance of Sungchul, her beautiful face quickly regained its calm composure and dignity, once again concealing anything she might be thinking.

That man.

Sungchul glared at Deckard, who was holding the scroll.

When Deckard and Sungchul’s eyes met, Deckard broke into a grin.

"It's been a while, Number Thirty-Four."

Arkaard, who had been behind Sungchul, couldn't hide his surprise upon recognizing Deckard's face that had now become faintly visible beneath his hood.

"Deckard. You joined them too?”

To Arkaard's question, Deckard merely responded with a smile.

Sungchul kept a mental note of where Deckard was in the room before turning to the key figure of this situation, Daincraft.

The king remained standing at the throne, frozen. However, the moment Sungchul saw Daincraft's face, especially his gaze, he could once again feel the stubbornness in the dwarf’s heart.

Daincraft only saw Fal Garaz. Even though the current situation could lead to not only his own death but the end of his entire kingdom, the only thing he was interested in was the hammer.

"Return the hammer to its original place."

The bells and horns as well as the roars of the barbarians and the cries of death of the dwarves that rocked the entire city grew ever louder, but it failed to interest the dwarven king one bit.

"Return Fal Garaz to me, Enemy of the World."

Sungchul was well aware of the distorted stubbornness of the man known as Daincraft. However, he felt frustrated seeing the man's stubbornness persist even through this situation.

"Daincraft. Is that what's important right now?" he asked.

"The Barbarians reached the Palace Gates!"

Another shocking announcement plunged the entirety of the audience chamber into fear, but Daincraft didn't bat an eye.

"If you won't return Fal Garaz, then there's no helping it. Hear me! Recall all soldiers into the audience chamber! Go take back our holy hammer from that accursed human thief!” the king commanded.

It was an absurd order.

One of the elders approached the king and spoke his frank opinion. "Your Majesty. Now is the time to focus on the barbarians who are attacking the capital rather than Fal Garaz."

It wasn't just the elders. All the dwarves gathered in the audience chamber shared the same thought.

However, the king thought differently. His solemn voice echoed throughout the hall.

"If the life of our race is physical, then Fal Garaz is like a soul. Soul and body. If I have to choose one, I would gladly choose the soul."

After saying this to the elders and advisors who tried to persuade him otherwise, he pointed at Sungchul and raised his voice again.

"Return Fal Garaz immediately. I won't hear anything else."

There was no room for negotiation or compromise.

The dwarf king was a man who remained steadfast to his belief. Even if his distorted stubbornness was to eat away at him, he was a man who would die thinking he was right to do so.

How can anyone be like this?

If the king had only been risking his own life, Sungchul could perhaps understand. But on the shoulders of the dwarven king hung the lives of countless people he was responsible for.

Despite that, the only thing the king wanted was to simply see his wishes, his stubborn desire come to fruition at any and all cost.

This level of pure, undiluted selfishness was something that could only be observed in children. Nothing more, nothing less.

Frustration transformed into rising anger, and that anger in turn became a sense of nihilism.

In the midst of this, Sungchul heard a voice within.

[A fleeting existence destined to perish. How about reaping it all here?]

The voice of temptation was so sweet that it was hard to resist.

What was even more terrifying was that Sungchul found himself wholeheartedly agreeing with the thought without hesitation. It was the same when he heard a similar voice in the midst of confusion earlier.

For a moment, Sungchul felt his heart sink.

Is it really my own thoughts? Or is it someone else's whisper?

For a moment, there was nothing around Sungchul.

At some point, a deep darkness had settled around him.

In the piercing darkness where he could not see an inch before his face, Sungchul could feel it.

The black giant, existing in another world, turning its head toward him.

This is bad.

Then there was an intense movement against his heart.

"Wake up! Snap out of it!" It was Bertelgia.

She shook Sungchul with all the might she could muster to rouse him.

In the darkness, Sungchul had been able to escape to the outside world by using this as his sole source of sensation as a beacon to guide him.

“Ah!”

The darkness lifted and the chaotic room and the stubborn face of Daincraft standing before the throne once again came into his view.

"Is there a problem?" Bertelgia asked from within the pocket.

"No, no problem at all."

That was a close call.

In reality, nothing had changed, but Sungchul could feel it. The horrifying hole that existed within him, ready to swallow him up at any moment.

"Are you sure there's no problem?" Feeling Sungchul's heartbeat, Bertelgia asked cautiously.

"Bertelgia. How do you know that there's something wrong with me?"

"Your heart... how should I put it. It's a bit odd."

"There's no way. My heart is fine."

Sungchul paused in his breath and felt the powerful beating of his heart from within.

There was nothing wrong with his body.

Yet, thanks to Bertelgia, he was able to snap out of whatever had been afflicting him, and Sungchul felt a renewed gratitude for her existence.

Then he brandished the Fal Garaz toward the dwarf king, who glared at him.

"What are you going to do with the hammer if it is returned?”

“What do you mean what am I going to do? That hammer was stolen from us. We are simply getting back what rightfully belongs to us. What we do with the hammer has nothing to do with you, thief.”

The King of the Dwarves remained frustratingly stubborn in his ways.

Sungchul could feel it The gazes of the dwarves looking at the king were not the same as before.

Then, a scream echoed from the door, a dwarf soldier. And soon after blood splattered, and the dull sound of someone falling reverberated vividly within the audience chamber.

Then a man appeared beyond the door. A massive, hulking figure over two meters tall, wearing filthy, crude armor and carrying an axe stained with blood.

The barbarians from the north had pushed all the way into the throne room.

"It's... It's the barbarians!"

The dwarfs, who knew the power of the barbarians, all stepped back in unison.

"Daincraft. What is right in front of you, over there?" Sungchul asked in a quiet voice, gripping the hammer. Though it was spoken softly, it was holding back a great deal of rage, with the intensity of stillness before a great earthquake.

All eyes of the dwarves were on Sungchul.

But the king of the dwarfs simply could not be persuaded in any way.

"The only thing I see is that which you have stolen." The king shouted before looking around him once more and barking another command. “What are you waiting for? Go forth and reclaim Fal Garaz from the clutches of the enemy foreigner!”

The king’s shameless actions once again brought a powerful sense of nihilism in Sungchul.

Darkness seeped in, accompanied by a sense of ennui.

Feeling the encroaching darkness in his mind, a thought suddenly occurred to him. Sungchul felt the presence of an anchor. This lonely anchor connected his terrible past, riddled with pain and suffering, to his present self. And it was this that was just barely keeping his present, unstable self together. If it had been like before, he would have long since succumbed to temptation and given up. But at some point, that anchor had become stronger and heavier. A few fleeting connections would breathe life into this precarious lifeline. The faces of countless people flashed before Sungchul's eyes. People who had met unjust deaths, those who died honorably, those who Sungchul had tested, and the face of the emperor discussing his ambitions at a modest dining table with a woman named Largo from La Grange appeared and disappeared in the darkness.

At the center of it all was a single book.

It was Bertelgia, neatly tucked inside a pouch, covering a heart where the Cross of the Covenant was engraved.

He resisted the darkness, and the moment of despondency passed, melting away like butter by the firework of emotions born of his interactions and relations with others. The darkness that had threatened to swallow him from all sides dissipated into nothingness.

It was all so simple, refreshingly so, what he had to do. Sungchul looked up at the King of the Dwarves.

No longer was there any anger, irritation, nor resentment in Sungchul’s eyes.

“There!”

Without a trace of regret, Sungchul threw his divine artifact toward the King of the Dwarves.

The moment the hammer left his hands, Sungchul noticed a peculiar sensation. But it wasn’t enough to pay too much attention to it.

Fal Garaz, after leaving his hand, flew over the crown atop Daincraft's head, and precisely landed onto its stand beyond it.

With a clang upon landing and a click of the case closing, the irregular stand made of the fragments of the sky was finally reunited with its content, sealing the sacred hammer.

Immediately after this, the great sword Krumbui appeared in Sungchul's hand once more, immediately making a big fuss.

"The main character always appears exactly on time! The greatest sword to replace that cheap hammer, Krumbui is here!”

Sungchul approached Deckard, whose location he had kept in mind all this time, at an unbelievable speed and pushed him aside slightly.

"Kuargh!" Deckard, struck by an unexpected blow, fell backward and dropped the scroll he had been holding.

Sungchul immediately reached out for the scroll.

However, the moment his hand was about to touch it, a voice of caution echoed from within.

[Be warned. That is a poison that will sap your will. You mustn’t touch it.]

Sungchul withdrew his hand and instead swung Krumbui, slicing the scroll in half. The scroll and the floor below it were sliced clean through. However, the scroll soon returned to its original shape. It must be a form of God’s Letter that cannot be destroyed by any means.

Sungchul pointed Krumbui toward Sarasa Xero and the Order of Extinction, but the King of the Dwarves immediately intervened.

“I shall not permit any harm to befall my guests!”

The king's minions surrounded Sarasa and the Order of Extinction, as if to protect them.

"Is that so?"

He already did everything he could.

From this moment forward, it was up to the foolish king to figure out and solve. Sungchul had already granted one demand from the king, now it was time for Sungchul to act as he pleased.

He looked around with his sword in hand and spoke in a resonant voice filled with strength.

“I know I am the number one enemy of your entire people as the first entry in the Book of Grudges. I apologize for my actions in the past. Of course, I don’t expect my apology to be accepted so easily.”

Once again, Sungchul looked around and finally settled his gaze on the King of the Dwarves, who could no longer look Sungchul in the eyes.

Now that the king had gotten what he wanted, he was a much lesser man for it. Sungchul withdrew his gaze from him and continued to speak.

"I will atone for what I’ve done in my own way."

Krumbui began to emit a faint blue light, and Sungchul walked forward with everyone watching.

The barbarian who appeared before him let out a cry before swinging its axe toward him. Sungchul took on the barbarian's axe without ducking or moving out of the way. A battle of strength against strength.

But no mere barbarian could hope to win against Sungchul’s God-like strength.

The moment the God-like power flowed through Sungchul's body, the Barbarian who had been pushing his axe blade into Sungchul with all his might, crumbled under Sungchul's overwhelming strength, mercilessly crushed onto the marble floor.

Sungchul's military boot stepped on the barbarian's head and blew it apart instantly with a boom that shook the mountain.

Blood and brain matter spread everywhere, followed by the cheers of the dwarves.

Amidst the clamor, Arkaard, with an ax in his hand, closely followed Sungchul.

"What are you doing, brothers? Are we not going to protect our homeland, our territory, alongside the Imperial… no, the Commander of the world? It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity for honor and valor!” the man who had somehow become Sungchul's most fervent supporter shouted at the crowd.

The dwarves, stunned as if struck by a hammer, each began to unsheathe their weapons and follow Sungchul and Arkaard, one by one. The sound of clashing weapons and roaring battle cries echoed in the corridor beyond the audience chamber where Sungchul had disappeared to.

The dwarves in the audience chamber soon drained out like a tide. Even the elders who needed to serve the king followed the warriors, dragging their old bodies.

All that remained were the king, the royal guards protecting him, and the Order of Extinction.

The once-empty case above the crown was now filled, but the audience chamber was now left empty.

Daincraft, who was all but left alone, stared at the empty audience chamber for a moment before returning to his seat at the throne as if collapsing.

“Grrr!” Three barbarians rushed at Sungchul, and without casting a glance at the barbarians, he brandished Krumbui.

After a flash of his blade, all three barbarians were left spewing blood like fountains as they fell to the floor in a heap.

Leaving the barbarians dying and foaming at the mouth behind him, Sungchul looked up at the fortress that served as the front line, standing at the center of Daintite.

The dwarves guarding the fortress were fighting fiercely for their lives against the barbarians that appeared out of nowhere. Seeing him kill the barbarians in the way, the dwarves opened the fortress gates to let Sungchul through, and he followed the stairs to reach the top of the fortress.

At the top was a series of catapults and canons manned by the dwarves and the commanding officer leading them.

“How goes the battle?” Sungchul asked the dwarven commander.

The officer was quite surprised at the sight of Sungchul's face, but he quickly understood the gist of the situation after seeing the elders and generals guarding Sungchul's rear and reported, "Currently, we estimate that about five hundred barbarians have made it inside the capital."

"Fewer than I thought."

As Sungchul stood atop the fortress, where he could see the entirety of Daintite at a glance, his suspicions hardened into certainty.

This is not an organized attack. While we were caught off guard, the barbarians look equally unprepared.

The barbarians who had invaded the capital were like wild beasts, rampaging individually throughout the city, slaughtering and looting anything in sight without any visible cohesion or semblance of a battle plan.

Having confirmed in the fields of battle up north that the barbarians were capable of an organized attack, such behavior from them was enough to raise questions.

"Five hundred individuals, you say?"

It was certainly a small number in the overall scheme of things. But even just five hundred was enough to cease all Daintite’s ability to function as a city. This was the power of the barbarians.

Sungchul looked at the rising flames and the screams coming from below the ramparts and asked the officer again, "What was the invasion route of the Barbarian?"

This was his biggest question.

Dwarves, more than any other race, were a race of people obsessed with defense. They possessed a natural talent bordering on genius for the creation of fortresses and the defense against a larger number of foes with only a few.

Daintite, the capital of the dwarves, was especially protected by a large chain of fortresses.

Even for barbarians, it shouldn’t have been so easy to reach this far.

Not unless the entire defense network was overcome.

"Someone opened the gate," the officer said.

"A gate?"

"Yes. Someone constructed a gate connecting the territory of the barbarians and Daintite, and through it, the barbarians are pouring in like a flood."

"Where is this gate located?"

In response, the guard pointed at one of the upscale residential areas located below the Citadel. "That building."

Sungchul recognized it. The building used to serve as the embassy building of the Human Empire, where he had stayed in the past.

“The ambassador left when the diplomatic ties were cut, leaving the building abandoned. Someone must have installed a gate inside that building.”

A gate opened without warning at the embassy of the Human Empire.

Sungchul suspected that the opening of the gate was an unexpected development not only for the dwarves but also the barbarians themselves.

There's a possibility that a third party, allied to neither the dwarves nor the barbarians, opened the gates.

After all, even now, there was at least one group currently in the king’s audience chamber who wished to plunge the dwarven kingdom into chaos.

“There’s no time to waste.”

Sungchul looked down at the former Embassy of the Human Empire without any particular expression.

The barbarians destroying the city is merely a vanguard, a scouting force. The main army will descend upon this city very soon.

It will be the end of the dwarven kingdom if that comes to pass.

It didn’t bother Sungchul one way or another if the Kingdom of the Dwarves were to be destroyed or not, but he didn’t want useless death of those who were willing to fight by his side.

Sungchul shared his idea with Arkaard, the elders, and the generals. "I will close the gate. But the barbarians already in the city will have to be handled by you all.”

He knew it would not be easy, and the dwarves looked afraid.

After all, each of the individual barbarians were on par in strength with the Champions of the Continent.

And there were hundreds of them.

But no matter how bad the odds were, it had to be done.

“We’ll do everything we can to stop them here. So, please… survive,” Arkaard said gravely.

“Can you just not say things that way? It sounds like you’re setting a flag!” Bertelgia seemed horrified and scolded Arkaard.

Sungchul chuckled and raised his hand. "Then, I will be back."

With that, Sungchul jumped toward the spires of buildings connected like towering stairs from the top of the fortress.

The strong gusts made his hair and coat flutter.

"How nostalgic! To be fighting alongside you once more!” Krumbui exclaimed with an excited voice.

“…Though I seem to recall bringing you out not too long ago.” With those words, Sungchul spun once in the air before landing on a stone pedestal.

The impact resonated like it might shake the entire ground.

The densely packed stone tiles sprang up like piano keys and seemed to descend back into place.

"Ino! Laikashi!"

A barbarian's voice echoed from the alleyway.

Soon after, the rushing footsteps of seven barbarians appeared in front of Sungchul, closely followed by five more from behind.

He was perfectly encircled.

Coincidentally, the number was twelve, just one less than the membership of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent.

In a way, it seemed as though Sungchul was fighting against all Thirteen Champions of the Continent excluding himself.

The dwarves in the fortress carefully watched this unfold.

"The Commander in Chief is surrounded by twelve barbarians!"

“Isn’t that basically the same as fighting all the champions at once?”

Everyone thought that Sungchul was in danger, but the situation ended depressingly quickly.

With a snapping crackle, a current ran through Sungchul's fingertips, and then a lightning bolt charged through the barbarians with the ferocity of a wild predator. The current coursed mercilessly between the barbarians, igniting and burning them.

Chain Lightning.

The ancient wind magic instantly destroyed one section of the encirclement.

Sungchul ignored the barbarians behind him and dashed forward.

“Wait, are you sure it’s okay to leave them be like this?” Bertelgia asked.

"They seem to have been guarding the embassy. This has to mean that there’s already someone beyond the gate sending orders to this side with a battle plan.”

Sungchul's judgment was accurate.

There were already dozens of barbarians gathered at the embassy, preparing to defend the vicinity of the gate that was to become their command center.

Their behavior was markedly different from the other barbarians rampaging through the city, and Sungchul wanted to break through this defense at once.

However, the barbarians' defenses were thorough.

It would be possible to force his way through, but the dense barbarian defense would require time.

Sungchul looked up at the sky.

Coincidentally, the red airship Sylphid was hovering above the Daintite airspace.

Sungchul flew up into the sky using Fly, headed straight to the airship, and flew all the way to the deck.

"Marakia!"

There were small golems, clerics, and Marakia on the deck of the ship.

"Destroyer! What's happening? The barbarians are invading the city."

"Cast your most powerful area magic on that building." Sungchul pointed precisely at the Human Empire's embassy.

"Hoh. Are you testing my abilities?" Marakia's eyes sparkled.

"Enough talk, do it now."

As soon as he finished speaking, Sungchul jumped back down.

Marakia climbed onto the deck and began to chant a spell. A magic formation of nonhuman origin, the avian magic of the most powerful Nahak of the black feathers surrounded him.

After the soul chant, Marakia drew a staff from his soul storage, brandishing it as though to strike down, and let out an unintelligible cry of a bird. The next moment, something flashed from the staff. Then, something faster than the wind flew past Sungchul like a bullet, hitting the nearby embassy and causing a massive explosion.

It's a magic similar to what I saw Lesser God Sidmia use.

Its power was not as strong as one used by Sidmia, but it was enough for the barbarians who had only been watching Sungchul to be left in a disarray.

With multiple shattering booms, Marakia performed a series of horrifying magic bombardments from the deck. Amidst collapsing buildings and rising dust, the barbarians' gaze was entirely focused onto Sylphid.

Seizing the chaos, Sungchul landed in the dust-laden interior of the Human Empire's embassy.

The battlefield was at zero visibility. However, Sungchul was not hindered in the slightest. The body odor emanating from the Barbarians and their loud noises were enough to reveal their positions even without the need for sight.

Sungchul swung Krumbui without hesitation.

In this area, everyone except him was the enemy.

The barbarians were slaughtered without understanding how, their blood absorbed by the blade of the Krumbui in a cloud of dust and deafening noise.

Dozens of barbarians who had hastily erected a barricade were slaughtered in mere moments, their bulwark of defense evaporated in less than ten seconds.

And all of this was achieved through simple artillery support, without having sacrificed anything of worth.

Sungchul ran past the corpses and entered the embassy. It wasn’t long before he was able to locate the gate in question.

The arched entrance, built with rock imbued with magic, was constructed right in front of the lobby that was visible as soon as the embassy's main door was opened.

Inside the arch frame, a dimensional door shimmered like a wave.

I should destroy this gate.

If he had Fal Garaz, he could have easily smashed it with a single blow, but Krumbui was not nearly as good of a weapon. Though, that didn’t mean that it wasn’t possible with Krumbui either.

Sungchul casually cut down two barbarians who came charging at him and stood in front of the gate.

“Why are you hesitating?” Bertelgia asked Sungchul when she noticed he wasn’t doing anything to the gate.

“Give me a moment. I’m trying to figure out who made this gate.”

The simplest answer was to just assume it was the Order of Extinction that had opened the gate. It was the simplest and the most convincing conclusion to arrive at. But it was not like Sungchul to rush to conclusions thoughtlessly.

He examined the material, method of construction, tools, and materials left over from the build to see who had created this gate and for what reason.

"Hoh?"

The old him wouldn’t have taken this time to investigate. The past him was a simple warrior who excelled at reacting to situations as they unfolded and blindly charged into battle, whereas now he was making a conscious effort in trying to observe the big picture of the battle.

The investigation of the gate was proof of his growth.

As I thought. I won’t be able to figure out who did this from examining the gate itself.

The enemy was also conniving. They left no noticeable clues or leads. As is, it was possible that there would be no new information after months of investigations.

However, the existence of an exit implied the existence of an entrance.

I won’t play into your hands.

There were two possible outcomes the enemy could have predicted.

Either the gate remained open and led to the destruction of the kingdom, or the dwarves managed to somehow overcome the invasion and hastily destroyed the gate as soon as possible.

But no matter how much they thought ahead, they would not have been able to predict what Sungchul was about to do.

To enter the gate and investigate the other side.

Because it was inconceivable, because it was impossible.

But for Sungchul, nothing was impossible.

He walked toward the gate, his hand gripping Krumbui tightly.

"Bertelgia. I guess it’s time for me to prove my worth this time.”

As soon as he finished his sentence, Sungchul threw himself beyond the gate.

After a dizzying blue landscape passed by, he arrived on the other side of the gate, landing in a forest filled with somber conifers.

Burnt buildings and bodies hung from branches as far as the eye could see, occupying most of the landscape.

Is this the land of the Varan-Aran Alliance?

The question of where this was didn’t really matter.

Because beyond the gate, Sungchul found thousands of barbarians mustering. Their objective could not be any clearer. They were preparing for an imminent, full-on invasion of the dwarven kingdom.

If they had waited any longer, thousands of soldiers would have crossed the gate in full battle formations.

"My goodness. Why are there so many?" Bertelgia murmured, shaking in fear.

Sungchul stared silently at the barbarian army. His guess was correct. The gate opened in Daintite was not opened by the barbarians. It was the work of a third party.

Sungchul, receiving the gazes of thousands of barbarians, rose into the sky, and his eyes opened wide in surprise.

The gate on the other side was carried on a destroyed warship.

Someone had driven the warship carrying the gate directly into the occupied territory of the barbarians, opening the gate.

And this type of airship was something Sungchul knew very well.

A Procrustes-class battleship of the Floating Archipelago.

It was the same model as the Sylphid that Sungchul had commandeered.

So, it was the work of the Floating Archipelago, not the Order of Extinction.

Sungchul recalled the image of Aquiroa being led out of the audience chamber, shouting that they would regret this decision.

He now knew the culprit.

A sound caught his attention as the air was disturbed, and he turned to see arrows shot by the barbarians, carrying terrifying destructive power, flying toward him.

These arrows contained a force that even Sungchul would struggle to avoid injury from if he were to be struck by even one.

"Brins Arnolt! Zenka!"

The Barbarian shouted as they began to indiscriminately shoot at him.

Sungchul had no time to deal with the barbarians.

Dodging the arrows, he quickly descended, crossing the gate again as the barbarians watched on. And as soon as he passed through, he struck the arch-shaped gate with Krumbui.

"Ughhhhhhh! I'm not a hammer!"

Along with Krumbui's scream, the gate collapsed.

There would be no further threats.

Sungchul left the embassy and stared at the airspace above Daintite, spotting an airship leaving. A pure white airship. It was one of the Procrustes class ships of the Floating Fortress.

Sungchul immediately cast Fly, flew to Procrustes, and landed on its deck, the soldiers and crew of the Floating Fortress recoiling in terror.

Sungchul pointed to the bridge with the tip of Krumbui. "Why are you in such a hurry to leave, Aquiroa?"

No one dared to confront Sungchul.

A woman emerged from the bridge amidst the silence, hiding her face with a cloth covered in indecipherable characters. Aquiroa.

Sungchul had killed two women bearing the same name before. Perhaps Aquiroa, who now stood before Sungchul, could be the third.

Sungchul felt a peculiar sensation again, as he sensed from Aquiroa's demeanor and movements a resemblance to a completely different person in his memories.

An officer from the Floating Fortress was closely following behind Aquiroa, trying to dissuade her.

"You mustn't do this."

"I don't want to die," Aquiroa said, extending her arm.

This voice did not belong to Aquiroa. It was completely different, belonging to someone else he knew.

Sungchul's eyes twitched for a moment.

That voice...?!

Amidst anxiety, unease, and a hint of anticipation, Aquiroa removed her mask.

Sungchul's gaze became momentarily blurred.

Ryze Himerr.

The woman who led Sungchul to this place once again became entwined with his fate.

"Long time no see," Ryze Himerr greeted him with a strange smile.


Chapter 18 – Hammer forged from the Fragments of the Sky

The relationship between Sungchul and Ryze went back dozens of years.

As one of the key figures of the rebellion, there had been a battle Sungchul had fought while greatly outnumbered. He had remained in the rearguard during the retreat to buy his allies time to escape, when he was captured by the soldiers of the kingdom of Rutheginea, who dragged him to the arena.

The cruel Ruthegineans had refused to give any sort of treatment or medical attention to Sungchul, who had major injuries all over his body, and sent him out to fight in the hellish arena.

It had been a hot, sweltering summer.

Sungchul’s entire body was riddled with maggots as he killed enemies whose name or origin he didn’t know again and again.

But even for him, death was approaching.

The combat wounds that were never given a chance to heal were starting to set with gangrene.

Like a miracle, it was while he was fastened to a stockade and awaiting his death that Sungchul met her.

Princess of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, Ryze Himerr.

She had purchased Sungchul from the arena and had all of his injuries tended to.

She liked to play jokes on the quiet and rough lone wolf of a man, and thus began the relationship between Sungchul and the ever-cheery princess.

Many things happened since then, but Sungchul never once forgot that, despite everyone in La Grange wanting him dead, there was a single girl who treated him like a human being.

In some corner of his heart, the memory of her mercy and goodwill still pulled at his heartstrings.

But memories were just that. Memories.

Sungchul had continued to grow and change over time.

Though he hadn’t been aware of it at the time, the many experiences of pain and suffering, as well as the many people that he met, had tempered him into steel, ultimately transforming him into a man who could directly stand up to his painful past.

Without so much as a waver, he was able to gaze upon the woman who had been gone for decades.

As always, his expression was calm and perhaps uncaring.

And he was just as tranquil inside.

Bertelgia, who was the closest to his heart, knew better than anyone.

That person over there is... Ryze Himerr? But he doesn’t seem surprised at all!

Ryze, who had maintained a close relationship with Sungchul over many years, knew better than most that Sungchul was closer to a hard inanimate object than a person.

Even now, she got the impression that Sungchul was more like a still-life wax figure than a human being.

What had intrigued her in the past was his wolf-like tenacity to fight to the bitter end, to survive despite his outer, calm demeanor.

However, Ryze felt that there was something different about Sungchul at the moment.

“It’s been a while,” Sungchul said, with his voice as composed as always.

But Ryze was aware that Sungchul was capable of another, more desperate tone of voice and had been expecting and wanting to see that kind of reaction.

But the man standing before her showed no such weakness. He was treating her like just another pedestrian in his life.

Could it be…? A worrying thought brushed past her mind.

“As promised, I have gotten rid of all the curses afflicting your daughter’s body,” Sungchul continued to speak. “And with that, I have repaid everything I owe you.”

The moment she heard these words, Ryze Himerr realized the primary difference between Sungchul of the past to this new present version of him. Though they both appeared similar at first glance, the content within were as different as the heavens and the earth.

The Sungchul of the past was best described as a shell composed of a combination of conscious and intentional lifeless, emotionlessness, and excessive reticence, whereas the present Sungchul was like that of a mountain in of himself.

The weight of his soul, ironically, exploded the moment he let go of Fal Garaz, the heaviest and the most valuable object he owned.

"...And now I will ask as the chairman of the World Parliament," Krumbui's sharp tip of the blade was pointed at Ryze Himerr, “was it your group that opened the gate?”

Ryze staggered back slightly.

The quick-witted woman understood. There was no longer any room for her in his heart.

In the same decade, I have remained in place. What transformed this man so much in the same time?

There was no time to answer the question.

Ryze accepted the reality that the glistening blade pointed toward her face would show no mercy and bowed her head to Sungchul.

"Yes, it was us." She knew how much Sungchul hated lies.

"Is that so?" Sungchul let out a shallow sigh, and Krumbui moved slightly.

Seeing this, Ryze quickly added, “But I only did as I was commanded.”

That was the trigger. “You ungrateful traitor bitch!”

An officer behind Ryze drew his sword and tried to attack Ryze from behind.

A flash of light burst from the fingertips of Sungchul.

Glare.

The small flash, cast for the first time in a long while, pierced straight through the neck of the officer of the Floating Archipelago and subsequently, several flashes sequentially punctured through the officer's vital points.

"Ugh!"

The interference was gone

Sungchul turned his gaze to the rest of the crew and made an announcement in a calm voice.

“If that happens one more time, I will kill all of you.”

This was not a threat, it was a warning. One that could be realized at any time.

The crew of the Floating Archipelago, who had been looking like they were about to attack, bowed their heads, feeling overwhelmed by Sungchul's impressive aura. They didn’t dare look him in the eyes

This was the Enemy of the World.

And this fear was now beginning to build in Ryze’s heart as well.

This person. He might really kill me.

There was no time for self-pity.

"Who?" Sungchul asked.

He knew the answer already.

"The Wandering King."

As expected, the answer came from Ryze's mouth.

The astute woman didn’t stop there. “It’s because the dwarf kingdom had to be brought in as an ally or discarded with all due haste now. Because as it turns out, your friend the emperor is planning something really crazy in the Human Empire.”

"The emperor?"

It was the same thing she had claimed in the palace earlier.

Ryze knew she had his attention now, so she glanced around for a moment before resuming her explanation with her characteristic lax attitude back in her tone of voice.

"Officially, the current emperor is the Emperor of the Human Empire. But in truth, he only has that temporary position as long as the Wandering King recognizes it. The promise was for him to relinquish the throne back to the rightful king once the time came, but the emperor did not keep the promise even after that time came.

“Of course, the Wandering King was already prepared for such an eventuality. And as a result, all governing lords of the empire have already turned their back on the emperor and announced their allegiance to the former king of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, effectively ending the emperor’s reign. But as it turns out, the emperor himself wasn’t just sitting around idly while in control of the throne.”

A cruel smile appeared on Ryze Himerr's lips.

"He reminds me of Desfort in many ways."

"Desfort...?" At the mention of the name, Sungchul pictured the yellow miasma that filled the eastern sky.

"In that he possessed impeccable abilities and character and enjoyed a high reputation and status for a long time, but due to some twist of fate, he was destined to remain second forever."

"What is the emperor plotting?"

At the modest banquet, the emperor had told Sungchul he would fight in his own way. But he hadn’t told Sungchul what that method was.

Sungchul waited for the answer from Ryze.

She met Sungchul's gaze and spoke in a faint voice, as if letting the words slide out.

“The end of the world.”

“The emperor, William, is not such a man,” Sungchul strongly disagreed.

“I have told you everything I know. Whether to verify it or not is up to you.” After saying so in a carefree tone, Ryze Himerr turned around as if dancing and showed a mischievous expression to the officers of the Floating Archipelago, who were looking back at her filled with rage, and then turned back to look at Sungchul.

“So, what is your answer?”

Krumbui's sword still pointed at Ryze. Then, the tip was slowly lowered.

Though it wasn’t as though there was a complete absence of sympathy or memories of the past, Ryze Himerr did provide him with information, even at the risk of backlash from others from the Floating Archipelago.

Turning around and putting his sword away, Sungchul said to her, "Your daughter is in the Fae World. Although she’s with the fairies for now, she probably needs the nurturing hands of her blood relatives.”

This was yet another reason for Sungchul to avoid harming Ryze. And for this reason, Bertelgia felt her heart swelling with emotion.

When did this guy get so cool?

He was worrying about the future of a child who was neither present nor who he had any duty to protect further.

This was the embodiment of what it meant ‘to take responsibility.’

Ryze stared at Sungchul’s broad back, surprised. The gust blowing toward them made his hair and coat flutter with the wind.

Sungchul opened his mouth once more. “If you go to the haunted forest, you’ll find Adelwight’s hut. She will show you the way to the Fae World.”

Sungchul walked over to the port side after leaving those words. And with everyone watching, he climbed atop the rails.

“If you still cannot find a way there, then contact me. I’ll help you out this once, considering our past.”

A faint magic formation flicked over Sungchul’s body for a moment before he rapidly descended down to the battlefield unfolding in the burning streets of the dwarven kingdom below.

Krumbui's blade flashed, burying the roaring chants of the barbarians.

Ryze stood at the railing, staring in the direction Sungchul had disappeared long after he was gone.

"…Sungchul Kim."

She had never regretted her choices before. Even when she made mistakes, her positive nature allowed her to accept them honestly and fully.

But now, for the first time in her life, she was regretting one of her decisions.

"This matter will be reported in detail to His Majesty Kromgard. Clansmen of the White Snake Clan."

Officers standing behind her shook her shoulders, threatening her, but Ryze heard nothing.

Ah, maybe I should have picked him after all.

Her mind was already reliving the decades of the past.

In the middle of quelling the barbarians running amok, an urgent message was delivered to Sungchul via a messenger.

"Imperial Commander in Chief. There's a problem at the royal palace."

"At the palace? Aren't the elite troops guarding it like an iron fortress?"

The audience chamber was guarded by the most rigorously selected elite warriors of the kingdom to protect the king. Sungchul failed to see why he was needed at the palace for defense.

The ones who needed his aid the most was not the king, who was stuck in his safe corner, but the ordinary people who were exposed to the danger directly.

But the next words from the messenger shook Sungchul's resolve.

"It's not the barbarians. It's the Order of Extinction. There seems to be a conflict between them and His Majesty."

"The Order of Extinction?"

He had left matters involving the Order of Extinction to the king when he departed from the audience chamber.

The fact that there was a conflict between the king and the Order of Extinction meant the king was handling things better than expected.

That stubborn man is causing discord with the Order of Extinction.

If that was the case, then there was hope yet for this kingdom.

This meant that despite Daincraft being an irredeemable character, the gratuitous loss of life could be greatly mitigated.

Sungchul looked back at Arkaard, who was covered in the blood of barbarians, and said, "I will go to the palace. It will be tough, but I will leave the rest to you."

"Go! I'll deal with this and follow right behind!"

As always, Arkaard said something ominous and then led the dwarf soldiers forward in a charge.

A barbarian with a handful of bread and sausages appeared in the alley.

It was the first enemy he would have to face without Sungchul’s aid.

Arkaard gripped his axe tightly and shouted, "Don't be afraid! It’s only one!"

Despite feeling uneasy, Sungchul rushed forward without hesitation.

Clashing sounds and shouts echoed from behind.

"That man, I swear. He always says the most ominous things imaginable," Bertelgia commented.

“I know. It’s so strange that he always seems like he’s the most likely to die first but somehow makes it out.”

Sungchul swiftly ascended the steep stairs like the wind, rushing toward the palace.

Before the palace were a few bodies of barbarians, and the guards cleaning up the scene saluted vigorously in unison upon seeing Sungchul.

What a strange sight it was. Until now, he had been such a despised enemy of the dwarven people and stayed at the top of the Dwarven Book of Grudges for so long that he had to disguise himself and use Deceiver’s Veil to come to this place. But now, not only was he no longer guarded against, but he was being saluted and welcomed.

This didn’t feel bad. In fact, quite the opposite.

Sungchul sensed some unknown power settle within his body as he headed toward the audience chamber. Upon re-entering, he found, just as the messenger had indicated, that something serious was taking place.

A few of the king's soldiers lay fallen, and a small number of the Order of Extinction's members were bleeding out and dying.

Beneath the sealed stand of Fal Garaz, the dwarf king and his men and the Order of Extinction were facing off against each other.

What could have happened?

The question was somewhat answered by the words of Sarasa, glaring at the king.

"How can Your Majesty dismiss us so readily, after all the effort we have made to protect Your Majesty's territory and its people?”

It was a rare moment when Sarasa was visibly angry.

Despite her already-dead body, Sungchul could feel something akin to a living being’s vitality radiating from her.

Daincraft the dwarven king replied, "Now that our sacred relic Fal Garaz is returned to us, we are no longer in need of your services. Our dwarf kingdom will protect our territory and people without any help or interference from the outside, just as my father did and my father's father before him."

Daincraft was being stubborn. But this time, it was a good kind. Thinking so, Sungchul headed into the audience chamber. The moment Sungchul appeared, the atmosphere shifted.

Both factions backed off once they saw the strongest living mortal approach.

Meanwhile, Sungchul's focus was solely on the Order of Extinction.

"Sarasa Xero. And Deckard Xero." Today, Sungchul intended to settle matters with the Order of Extinction in some form or another.

Sarasa Xero, known as the Saintess of the Mask, would have no choice but to answer what it was they were after. That or force it out of Deckard.

Though Sungchul couldn’t say that he had no personal feelings toward them, it did not diminish the fact that he’d witnessed it all. Of how tens of thousands of innocent people of Aege Harbor were sacrificed to the calamity, perpetrated by the Order of Extinction.

He wasn’t going to allow the same thing to take place here.

Sungchul was steadfast in his goals, which led his feet toward the core members of the Order of Extinction.

“Explain everything you know.”

Krumbui's blade was brandished forth.

A collective look of dismay surfaced on the faces of the Deckard family.

Sarasa, in particular, was profoundly shaken. Confronted with Sungchul's terrifying visage and the aura emanating from his entire being for the first time, she could do nothing but tremble, finding herself unable to even think of opposing him.

Meanwhile, Deckard remained calm due to his plentiful field experience.

"Protect Sarasa."

The members of the Order of Extinction moved to stand between Sungchul and Sarasa.

However, their resistance was meaningless.

As soon as they blocked the way, fierce currents burst forth from Sungchul's fingertips, mercilessly scorching the Order members as it danced among them.

The faces of the dwarves who witnessed the scene lit up with surprise, the most shocked among them being Daincraft.

Wait, since when did he possess such powerful magic?

The Sungchul he remembered was a straightforward and aggressive warrior, simple yet embodying the most dwarf-like spirit despite being human.

The Order of Extinction, who were on even footings against even the king’s elite guards, were wiped out in an instant. The only ones from the order who survived were the two leaders, Sarasa and Deckard, and two servants.

And the two servants that survived were noncombatants. They were merely maids. The only ones who could potentially fight were now just the father and daughter.

Sungchul, with Krumbui's blade resting on his shoulder, gazed at the two of them as he spoke with a calm tone.

"If you speak honestly and abandon the Order of Extinction, I will let you go this one time." This was the greatest mercy Sungchul could offer.

Sarasa and Deckard looked at each other. In the blink of an eye, a myriad of emotions passed between father and daughter.

Then, Sarasa stepped forward. "Why are you cornering us to this extent?" Sarasa asked with a sharp accusatory voice. The eye on the unmasked half of her face was trembling.

“Really? That’s all you have to say?” Sungchul turned his head to the side. “I know what the order has done to Aege.”

That single statement had enough destructive power to shatter all of Sarasa's cards in hand.

Indeed, Sarasa felt as if all the excuses she had prepared in a moment's time had turned to dust and vanished into thin air.

The only thing she could fall back on now was to bring up the past between them.

"You!" her voice, filled with a whirlwind of desperation, anger, and other indescribable emotions, echoed in the audience chamber.

"Because of you, we lost everything. If you hadn't come to Airfruit, it wouldn't have been destroyed, and our family could have lived peacefully in our home and land!"

"Is that so? That might be true." Sungchul seemed to easily accept her statement.

Bertelgia shivered in his pocket, signaling him to be cautious. But Sungchul wasn’t finished. He turned his body to face Sarasa once more before speaking calmly. "But even so, it would have been crushed and destroyed under the feet of the Colossus more than a year ago."

Sarasa was at a loss for words for a second time.

Sungchul, indicating he would hear no further arguments, raised one hand solemnly and added, “My turn to speak.”

The Krumbui, previously resting on his shoulder, slid down.

"Hey, over there. Pretty Lich lady. This friend of mine has been quite edgy lately. It would be wise not to try any funny business." Krumbui gleefully opened its mouth.

Now, Sarasa and Deckard were completely trapped. Their fate lay in Sungchul's hands. And he had no intention of releasing them until he heard the answers he wanted.

"Sarasa," Deckard murmured to Sarasa in a low voice.

They exchanged glances.

There was first surprise in Sarasa's large eyes, quickly replaced by sadness spreading like paint in water.

"I'll give you five seconds." Sungchul's words resonated solemnly, like a judgement.

Deckard stepped forward. "What do you wish to know from us? Number Thirty-Four." Incredibly, he looked calm and relaxed.

With an indifferent gaze, Sungchul fixed his gaze on Deckard and opened his mouth. "The true purpose of the Order of Extinction."

Upon hearing those words, the corners of Deckard's mouth slowly rose, and soon he was clutching his stomach, laughing heartily.

Sungchul wouldn't just let it be. He swung Krumbui.

A fearsome sword wind arose, violently shaking Deckard's hair and the hem of his robe, and his laughter vanished.

"This is your last warning. If you're planning to stall for time, next, I'll ask your daughter." He looked at Deckard, who continued to smile without any fear of Sungchul's warning, then let out a chuckle before he replied, "Would you believe it if I said it's to save the world?"

It was an unexpected answer.

"If there's sufficient evidence and reasonable logic, there's no reason not to believe," Sungchul responded, but curtly added, "But for a cause that's supposedly filled with hope, it seems like too many Followers of the Calamity have gathered. I don't see those fools changing their distorted beliefs just by listening to a few sermons."

"Followers of the Calamity. What they seek is the truth, nothing more. The head of our order has bestowed upon us the truth, like a ray of light."

“For example?” Sungchul felt a sense of fatigue as he asked.

Deckard turned around with a grin and said, "Sarasa. Show him."

Sungchul's gaze shifted from Deckard to Sarasa.

"Don't try anything funny. This guy's really tensed up right now!" Krumbui warned Deckard and his daughter with a mocking tone.

Sarasa Xero's hand gently rose, its destination the a mask that covered half of her face.

Inside, Sungchul couldn’t help but feel this was strange.

The mask? What is she planning?

Beneath the mask was likely the disfigured and hideous appearance she most wanted to hide from others. The only reason for this behavior that Sungchul could think of was that she was going to try and get him to feel pity for her.

However, such tactics would not work on Sungchul, and he quietly observed Sarasa's actions.

As expected, Sarasa's hand removed the mask.

"Ugh...." Bertelgia, with an exceptionally keen sense of smell for bizarre scenes, shivered.

Then, the mask fell from her face.

It was the moment when the true face of the Saintess, long veiled in mystery, was revealed to the world.

And upon the revealing, Sungchul doubted his own eyes. For under the mask was not the grotesque appearance of an undead but the unblemished whole of her face.

Sarasa’s face had reverted back to its original form.

This cannot be.

It was no illusion. Mortal illusions do not work on Sungchul. But the sight before his eyes was more incredulous than any illusion.

Sarasa, already dead, could maybe slow or halt her decay through magic, but dead tissue could not come back to life. For the blessings of Resurrection for the dead was a paradox in itself. A paradox implied impossibility.

Yet now, that impossibility had become reality.

"Do you understand now? Why our family willingly follows the teachings of the Order of Extinction?" Deckard asked with a smile. "The knowledge of the Order of Extinction even infringes upon the divine realm of creation itself."

Sungchul's expression hardened.

Creation was firmly the privilege reserved by the gods. Everything else was merely a transformation based on the foundation of creation. Making objects, conceiving and giving birth to new life, even complex chemical reactions resulting from chance—all of these were variations occurring within the bounds of things already in existence.

Yet now, Deckard claimed that true creation was possible.

If someone, such as Eckhart, had made such claims out of context, it would have been dismissed outright.

In fact, Sungchul had firmly dismissed the possibility that the class ‘Creationist’ could truly create, because he had thought of the term ‘creation’ as being nothing more than an exaggerated adjective.

But with undeniable proof of the impossible right before him, the weight of Deckard’s use of the word ‘creation’ was completely different.

“Who is the head of your order?”

Sungchul's eyes gleamed. Because from this context, he instantly understood that someone as insignificant as Schnellmerker couldn’t possibly be the head of the Order of Extinction.

Schnellmerker was a clever strategist for sure, but he was not of the caliber of a man who would have been able to directly interfere with the hidden secrets of the world.

It was imperative for Sungchul to reveal the identity of this mysterious leader, and he took a step toward Deckard.

"Sarasa!" Deckard shouted loudly.

And at the same time, Sarasa also glared at Daincraft and sharply cried out.

"Daincraft! Face the consequences of your ingratitude!"

Magical circles appeared all around Sarasa as she began casting a spell.

These people.

Without hesitation, Sungchul threw himself toward Sarasa to protect Daincraft.

In the moment of leaping, he discerned the pattern of the magical circle created by Sarasa, and a realization hit him.

Is it a defensive spell?

In the next moment, an immense cold emanated from her body, soon enveloping not only herself but everything around her in a mass of ice.

Sungchul's guess was right. What she had cast was a variation of the defensive magic, Ice Wall. Calling out the name of Daincraft was just a ruse to lure Sungchul in.

However, Sungchul directly saw through Sarasa's tactics and shifted his focus to Deckard, who was taking advantage of the moment to hold the scroll with a black metallic hue.

Sungchul felt perplexed.

What is he planning to do with that?

Sarasa and her companions had desperately tried to put that blasphemous scroll in the hands of the dwarf king.

As Horneko had said, the scroll would unleash its true power only in the hands of a specific individual.

Now, Deckard was attempting to tear it apart with both hands.

Deckard shouted in a hoarse voice, "Sarasa! I will wait for you in paradise."

The scroll was torn apart. Then, the profane energy contained within burst forth, enveloping Deckard's entire body.

"Arghhh!" Deckard screamed as his handsome face contorted in pain.

From within the ice, Sarasa watched her father's demise with an expressionless face.

Sungchul immediately changed his course toward Sarasa, who had trapped herself within a block of ice.

Krumbui struck the barrier and the ice shattered, sending fragments flying in all directions, but it was not enough.

A sword is meant to cut, not to break, and furthermore, Krumbui was not an object capable of fully withstanding Sungchul’s god-like power.

I’ve been had.

They were no easy family to deal with.

In the meantime, the unholy aura that had enveloped Decker's body was erasing his form.

Feeling a chilling sensation in his chest, Sungchul stepped back as unbearable malicious energies enveloped the area around Sarasa.

"Ah...!" a guard yelled.

"What is that?" Bertelgia trembled.

From the unholy energy that had enveloped Deckard’s body emerged a form of some kind.

It was shaped like a gigantic beetle.

Transcendent Sense activated.

[Immortal Yanke Raiman]
[Master of the Arsenal, the creator trapped in his own prison]


The ground began to tremble.

Again?

The colossal insect lifted the boulder of ice encasing Sarasa with one of its legs, then opened its chitinous underbelly to reveal ten more.

Amidst winds swirling as if to engulf the entire audience chamber in a tempest, Sungchul could see another message flash before his eyes from the insect.

[Father of a girl]

Deckard, who was erased without even leaving behind his name, flew out of the audience chamber, daughter in his arms, breaking through the walls.

The earth greatly shook once more, but Sungchul could tell from the Transcendent Senses that the disaster brought forth from Deckard would be far smaller and weaker than that of Horneko.

The black beetle flew across the city like an artillery shell and crashed into the residential area on the lower levels.

Countless homes were destroyed and demolished, and the dust cloud it kicked up concealed the beetle.

“What’s going on?” Daincraft shouted toward Sungchul.

“Order of Extinction’s objective,” Sungchul replied. "Consider yourself lucky. This entire city might have been instantly erased the moment you accepted that scroll.”

After saying that, Sungchul looked up at his true weapon, Fal Garaz, hanging above the throne, a trace of regret in his eyes.

Just when I need Fal Garaz the most.

But it was already returned.

Noticing Sungchul's gaze on the hammer, Daincraft immediately ordered his subordinates to cover Fal Garaz with a cloth

Sungchul didn't linger on this. He immediately ran toward the location where the black armored insect had fallen, through the giant hole it had created and left behind in the audience chamber.

The ancient city of Daintite built high upon the mountains, was engulfed in bloody chaotic war without a front or rear.

Even now, fearsome barbarians, either individually or in small groups, were moving around causing indiscriminate destruction and looting, and hundreds of dwarves were setting up defenses at key passages to counter them.

In this extreme state of chaos, the advent of the unidentified, black, armored insect further fueled the turmoil in Daintite.

The beetle pulled itself out of the ground and once again revealed its wings hidden under the outer shell before flying up and dropping down in an arc like an artillery shell once again.

This time, the place where it fell was the district densely packed with dwarven factories.

The whole area smelled strongly of metal, where blast furnaces boiled red-hot, liquified metals.

The black beetle stood back up from the wreckage of the factory and moved toward the giant pillar that was closer to a tower, a massive structure named the Pillar of Dainite. As the name suggested, it was the core structure supporting the city of Dainite, built within a common area with five total pillars: north, south, east, west, and center.

The black beetle, like a termite, began to chew on the all-important Pillar of Dainite.

"Yanke! Yanke!"

Below the pillar, the group of barbarians who were looting weapons and armor screamed in shock and fled upon seeing the black beetle, seeming to know its identity.

Sungchul observed all of this as he descended down to where the beetle was.

From a distance, the sound of magical bombardment could be heard.

It appeared that the Sylphid, close enough to touch the ceiling of the cavern, was bombarding a group of Barbarians.

Sungchul approached the black armored bug, scanning his surroundings. There was no sign of Sarasa Xero anywhere.

Has she already fled?

Perhaps she was hiding somewhere beneath the city.

But having lost her once, finding her again would not be easy.

Right now, a far more obvious and urgent problem needed to be addressed first.

The issue of the black armored bug, once known as Deckard Xero.

The black armored bug was devouring the pillar at an unbelievably fast rate, and by the time Sungchul reached right below it, more than half of the pillar had already been consumed.

What to do.

The black carapace, seen up close, indeed looked formidable. The gleaming chitin of its black shell seemed impervious to any sharpness of a blade, and it appeared as though it could easily deflect any magic no matter how powerful.

"Hey, Krumbui. Do you think you can cut through that?" Sungchul asked his now-primary weapon.

"Honestly, it's going to be tough." Krumbui was an honest sword.

Sungchul decided to give Starlight a try as a test.

After a long incantation, a massive beam of light erupted explosively from the tip of the black staff, striking the black armored insect.

However, when the beam hit the black carapace, it bent off to the side and ended up damaging the innocent ceiling instead.

Magic reflection. How inconvenient.

One silver lining was that he hadn’t used the multicast or echo.

That meant there was only one method left for him.

A head-on direct attack.

God-like power coursed through Sungchul’s body, and he leapt, swinging Krumbui like lightning toward the black carapace.

The resulting sound and feedback from the sword was wholly dissatisfactory. Krumbui's blade slid across the surface of the black carapace, failing to even scratch the smooth shell.

"This thing, it's incredibly tough. Its entire body seems to be made of metal akin to adamantite. I can't cut through it," Krumbui said with a dismayed voice.

It was a troubling situation.

Meanwhile, the insect finished eating through the entire diameter of the first pillar.

Boom!

The moment a pillar connecting the ceiling and the surface of Daintite snapped in half, the entirety of Daintite trembled.

Sungchul's Transcendent Senses reacted.

This level of quake was not possible for the loss of a single support pillar. Unlike what it seemed, the pillar of Daintite was supporting something far more crucial than merely the ceiling.

It was Float Stone densely embedded beneath Daintite. As the pillar collapsed, cracks formed, and the suppressed Float Stone burst forth, showering the ceiling of Daintite.

From afar, it looked like an upside-down rain. But for those beneath it, this was a death sentence. Mixed with the shattered Float Stone were fragments of rock that poured down like rain once more. The area surrounding the pillar, spanning several hundred square meters, was directly exposed to the shower of rocks.

Many dwarves were crushed to death, and countless homes were destroyed. Even the barbarians were not exempt from the calamity caused by the Lesser God.

"Ugh!" A barbarian, possessing the physical prowess of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent was pinned under a rock the size of a house.

Though he tried to push the boulder off, another rock fell directly on his head this time.

The barbarian let out a mournful scream as he was slowly killed. It would have been better to have died instantly.

Having successfully destroyed a pillar and plunging one of Dainite's areas into chaos, the black beetle’s carapace opened up once more to spread its wings again and gracefully flew toward the next pillar.

Sungchul realized what the Lesser God wanted to accomplish.

That monster. Since it can’t destroy the city with its own power, it’s trying to cause the collapse of the city to force the dungeon to become exposed instead.

Although Sungchul now understood what the beetle wanted to accomplish, the monster was impervious to sword and magic.

Sungchul had to find a way somehow despite this, and he raced ahead of the black armored insect, spotting a small head attached to a round, bulbous body and immediately charged forward, swinging his sword.

But as Sungchul swung, the black armored insect curled up like a ball, wrapping its entire body.

Krumbui's blade failed to inflict even a minor scratch once again.

After deflecting the sword, the insect shook its body vigorously, flinging Sungchul off, and then unfolded four massive wings from its closed shell. Beneath the shell, a glimpse of pale flesh was visible.

Four wings moved explosively in a cross generating wind, and at that moment, from Sungchul's fingertips, chain lightning targeted the wings, aiming for the softer parts of the insect.

The lightning struck after the black insect had leapt into the sky.

"Screeeee!" The insect, shot like a cannonball, emitted a strange cry.

It was effective, but Sungchul wasn’t so naïve to think that a single spell would be enough to kill the insect.

He flew once more toward the landing point in pursuit of the insect, which lay motionless, curled up into a ball on top of the rubble of a shattered building.

Sungchul found himself unable to strike from any direction while the armored bug maintained its defensive stance, and he felt helpless as he waited for the creature to come out of its defensive stance.

However, after a moment, the bug moved. It remained curled into a ball and began rolling toward the next pillar.

Damn it.

It rolled on, destroying houses with its massive body, reached the next Dainite pillar, and unrolled its body.

A sweet, burnt scent came from the shell where the wings were, carried by the wind. The Chain Lightning had some effect.

Sungchul made a quick decision. He had no choice but to give what he couldn’t protect, but planned on trying to make use of any opportunity he could find and deliver one decisive blow.

The armored insect began to devour the second tower. Suppressed Float Stones rose into the sky, shaking the ceiling and causing the earth to quake terribly, leading countless fragments to pour down like rain.

Sungchul, with an expressionless face, deflected the falling fragments with Krumbui, waiting for a gap in the insect's defenses to reveal itself.

Eventually, the insect spread its hard shell to the sides to unfold its wings, and at that moment, Sungchul's eyebrows furrowed deeply.

The interior of the black insect, previously protected by its shell, was also emitting a black hue like its exterior. The wings, too, were emitting a strange glow, different from before.

In such a short time, the black armored insect had already altered its body composition to the extent that it could withstand all of Sungchul's attacks.

But Sungchul had no intention of letting this rare opportunity slip away for free.

Holding Krumbui, he leapt into the sky like an agile tiger and dived down, thrusting Krumbui with all his might into the flesh beneath the creature's outer shell.

And this time, there was a feeling of penetration, unlike before.

But it was shallow.

Damn.

In the next moment, the insect's wings moved too fast to be seen, generating a fierce wind.

Sungchul was swept through the air, unable to open his eyes against the wind, dangling from a sword alongside an armored bug.

It felt like riding a roller-coaster, a sensation of being pulled followed by floating weightlessly, until a massive shock erupted from below.

Amidst the darkened vision filled with dust and debris, Sungchul noticed the wings and exoskeleton of the armor bug closing in.

Staying put would mean being trapped inside.

With Krumbui plunged in, Sungchul launched himself off the back of the armor bug.

"Hey! Where are you going?” Krumbui cried out sadly, but Sungchul had a plan.

If Krumbui could pierce slightly through the inner layer and remain fixed in place, maintaining its shape within the exoskeleton, then striking it down like a nail could drive it deeper into the armored bug, inflicting further damage.

But Sungchul’s hopes were crushed along with the metallic sounds of Krumbui being dislodged by the closing exoskeleton.

Is there no way?

Amidst the thick dust, Sungchul reminded himself once again that there was only one way to overcome this.

However, it was far away in the audience chamber, and its owner would ever permit Sungchul to use it.

It was then that a deep, resonant chorus echoed through the dust.

"Grant the hammer to the warrior."

It was the voices of the dwarves.

The fog began to lift.

Surprisingly, it was coming from the center of Daintite, the royal palace of the dwarf kingdom.

The black armored insect had flown Sungchul all the way to the fortress palace to devour the pillar of Daintite that stood right above the palace.

"Grant the hammer to the warrior!"

The warriors of the palace, who should have been guarding the king, were surrounding Sungchul and the black armored insect, chanting in unison.

They, too, were watching.

They had witnessed the struggle of Sungchul, the only warrior standing against the unidentified black armored insect that was destroying the very foundation of their homeland. The Lesser God, impervious to any weapon or magic.

The only means to destroy this monstrous being was giving off a shining, noble light atop the throne in the audience chamber.

The hammer forged from the fragments of the sky itself.

A black beetle, interested in nothing but the pillar, diligently moved its six legs, crawling beyond the audience chamber toward the pillar.

"Grant the hammer to the warrior!"

The warriors chanted in unison.

At the center, the face of the king of warriors turned pale.

Passing the dwarven relic to an outsider was unthinkable. Protecting the sacred hammer, which was the very representation of their race, was one of the most sacred duties of the dwarf king.

The king ignored the chants of the warriors.

Sungchul stood before the king and gazed into his eyes.

He had an uncharacteristically sincere expression.

But the king ignored Sungchul's gaze.

"Grant the hammer to the warrior!" the warriors chorused once more, but the king remained unmoved.

Sungchul didn’t rebuke the king. He already knew what kind of man he was. He simply sighed with regret as he passed by the king.

However, just as he was about to pass by the anxious Daincraft, a clear metallic sound echoed from the throne above.

It was coming from the direction of Fal Garaz. The clear metallic sound continued to resonate from the hammer, which was still wrapped in thick cloth as ordered by the king.

As everyone's gaze turned toward it, the cloth covering Fal Garaz suddenly fell away. Only then could the people see. Fal Garaz, hanging from the ceiling, was trembling. But this was not due to the vibrations caused by the Lesser God.

The fragments of the sky that sealed Fal Garaz bound it so tightly without a single gap, leaving no room for it to move even slightly.

Despite that, Fal Garaz was moving.

No one could have dared imagine such a thing possible, signaling the start of a new chapter in history.

“L… Look!”

"Fal Garaz is moving on its own!"

The dwarven warriors were seized with fervor, witnessing an impossible spectacle unfolding before them.

The shackles of sky fragments that bound Fal Garaz began to melt, and in that miraculous scene, all the dwarfs and Sungchul, doubted their own eyes.

But the miracle was indeed taking place.

The self-melted fragments became part of Fal Garaz, creating another, new hammer.

The sky fragments were forged not by the dwarfs' proud smelting technology, nor the heat of a furnace, but by the sheer wishes of warriors.

The newly reborn Fal Garaz plummeted beneath the ground with a crashing boom.

Seeing this, the dwarf king could no longer ignore the voice within.

One miracle begets another.

The self-erected walls within Daincraft's heart crumbled.

The dwarf king hoisted the significantly enlarged hammer with both hands.

It was indeed a heavy, massive, and beautiful hammer to behold.

Then Daincraft walked toward Sungchul, holding the hammer.

Sungchul stood still, watching the king approach.

Finally, the king stood before Sungchul, extending a hammer with both hands as he spoke with fervor. "Grant the hammer to the warrior."

From hand to hand, the hammer forged from the fragments of the sky was passed.

After their brief parting, the touch of the hammer once again reunited with Sungchul felt warm and incredibly welcoming.

The warrior, holding the hammer, gazed at the enemy ahead with a resolute, cold expression. More than ever before, the God-like power surging within Sungchul’s body coursed stronger and more intensely.


Chapter 19 – Toward the Final Crown

It remained strongly imprinted on Sarasa Xero’s mind, the day she was aimlessly roaming the ruined wastelands whilst on the crossroads between humiliating and shameful decay and eternal death, the day when she met that man for the first time.

He had spoken of not only healing or preserving Sarasa but also of fanatical, heretical statements.

“In the end, we’re no better than livestock like pigs and cows, waiting to be slaughtered whilst trapped in our farms.”

His utterance was utterly blasphemous from beginning to end, and it was the very antithesis of everything the world stood for.

Even Altugius, who was closer to an atheist than a devout believer, was dumbfounded by the man’s reckless claims. Altugius called him a mad man. He had warned Sarasa time and time again that once she had somewhere she could run away to, she should leave the man behind and escape.

However, opinions made on the solid foundation called the truth made these highly surreal and unrealistic claims seem like they deserved some form of verification, with enough repetition and emphasis.

Forbidden knowledge existed outside of forbidden, sealed texts of cults and religions.

The word of God existed everywhere. From the sun rising in the east and setting in the west, to golden grains fluttering in the wind and patterns imprinted on the bodies of beasts, even in common sense that was taken for granted without doubt.

That man of mystery, the leader of the Order of Extinction, he knew all the secrets and truths of this world. And he showed Sarasa and Altugius the twisted truths.

Standing atop a tower perched precariously on a crumbled column, Sarasa Xero watched the massive, black, armored insect locked in battle with a man wielding a hammer in the courtyard of a distant palace.

It was not a fight.

It was a one sided execution.

Amidst the shouts of dwarves, the man with the hammer charged at the black beetle, and with a single swing, he shattered the carapace that encased its body.

"Go ahead first. Papa. We'll follow soon behind you."

With tearful eyes, Sarasa took in the final moments of the being that was her father in her large eyes.

"It's a pity. He was a good friend."

Behind Sarasa Xero, a man draped in a black robe suddenly appeared. Schnellmerker, the vice-leader of the Order of Extinction.

"There's nothing to be done about it. Besides, it's not like we'll never meet again," Sarasa said as she donned her silver mask which covered half of her face, a symbol of her identity. "Moreover, I believe my father's sacrifice was not in vain," she added.

Sarasa gazed beyond the ruins of the palace, at the strange structure jutting out awkwardly, which seemed at odds with the rest of the city, with its alien color and feel.

It was part of the god’s dungeon buried under the Daintite.

Though not fully exposed, her father Deckard had partially succeeded in exposing a portion of this dungeon back out into the world from what would have been its eternal burial site.

"With this, our world will come closer to its original name and essence."

"This world’s original name, you say. You've become strong," Schnellmerker said to Sarasa with admiration.

Sarasa did not respond.

"Leave the rest to us and start making your way out. This place is no longer safe to linger in."

Sarasa nodded at Schnellmerker's suggestion and turned around. But perhaps she had a lingering regret. With sadness in her exposed eye, she looked back at the remains of the dying black, armored insect and the man standing beyond it, holding a hammer aloft.

"…Stupid.”

Only she knew to whom that word was addressed.

"…Is this really Fal Garaz?" Sungchul murmured in awe to his hammer.

The newfound power of Fal Garaz was astounding.

It didn't require a second strike. The reinforced Fal Garaz, filled with amplified power, shattered the black beetle's carapace and smashed its head with a single blow.

Amidst the scattering fragments of brain fluid and carapace, Sungchul could hear a voice flowing through his extrasensory perception.

[I have no regrets as long as I can restore life back into that child of mine]

It likely was the last will of a man whose name was erased from the world.

The remains of the decapitated insectoid began to disintegrate, swirling into ashes.

From the debris of the insectoid, an object fell.

It was a gauntlet, crafted from the same black carapace material.

Sungchul picked up the artifact.

[Ascender's Hand]
Tier: Mythic
Type: Armor – Gauntlet (One hand)
Effect: Complete nullification of physical attack,
Note: Armor of the head artificer of the God’s Arsenal. Its inviolable exterior can stop enemy swords and shield, and with the blessed crystal embedded in the palm, it can deploy a forcefield capable of stopping most forms of magic.


Some items’ notes left behind clues as to the personality of the creator of the item. Likely, the master artificer responsible for the creation of the Ascender’s hand had been a stoic and pragmatic man.

And the reason Sungchul came to that conclusion was the fact that the note was filled with nothing but the features and performance of the item without falling into temptation of filling it with self-praise and mysticism.

Sungchul clasped the Ascender's Hand onto his left wrist.

The black metallic gauntlet unfolded its intricate layers of armor and automatically attached itself to Sungchul’s left hand the moment it touched him.

This seems usable.

Despite being so comfortable he could barely feel it, it still provided a reassuring heft.

Sungchul spread the palm of his left hand wide to test it, and suddenly, a formless energy burst from the black crystal embedded in the center of the gauntlet, creating a powerful magical barrier in front of him.

While the full extent of the gauntlet's defensive capabilities and the strength of the barrier would need further testing, Sungchul was already greatly pleased with his new loot.

Isn’t this my first mythic class armor?

Meanwhile, a tremendous roar shaking the heavens and the earth erupted behind him.

It was a victory cry.

Dwarves from Daincraft were rushing toward the triumphant warrior who wielded a hammer in one and gauntlet in the other, their faces lit with joy.

“Oy. Please pick me up too. I won’t complain even if you stick me into the corner of the storage!”

From a corner, Krumbui called out to Sungchul with a bitter laugh.

The Floating Archipelago and the Order of Extinction had inflicted no small amount of damage upon the dwarf high city of Daintite.

However, the resolute dwarves, grounded in their inherent endurance and stubbornness, calmly dealt with the Calamity, minimizing the damage and saving the city from crisis.

After the last barbarian fell, the King of the Dwarf Kingdom lifted the martial law imposed across the city and held a national memorial service for the victims and fallen warriors.

What followed the brief memorial service was a banquet.

Daincraft hosted a grand festival to celebrate the true owner of Fal Garaz, who brought a precious victory to the dwarf kingdom in the face of national peril, as well as the official entry into the new World Parliament.

The celebration was attended by the prince of the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, kings of minor states, and the King of the Ancient Kingdom, greatly elevating its prestige.

A special event awaited Sungchul, who became the hero of this historic festival for the dwarves.

"Today, we shall resolve our conflict with a warrior who has shown more steadfastness and stubbornness than any dwarf."

With a brightened expression, Daincraft spoke in a loud, jovial voice.

The cheerful sight of Daincraft, slightly tipsy with a face flushed red, holding a beer mug as big as his own head, strongly resembled the dwarf prince Sungchul had seen in his youth.

A beer-loving, merry warrior. This was the stubborn King Daincraft’s other side.

The two dwarves in front of Daincraft struggled as they carried a massive book to lay it before him.

This enormous book, larger than ten Bertelgias put together, was the infamous Book of Grudges of the dwarves.

“The Book of Grudges contain a hundred thousand grudges, and a further twenty three thousand nine hundred forty-two wrongs against the dwarven people.”

"Hmm. Doesn't seem like something to brag about," Bertelgia muttered, her body shaking like a reed in the wind.

"Let's raise our glasses today for the Imperial Commander in Chief… No, the steward of a king," Daincraft announced.

The star of today was Sungchul Kim.

He had changed into a dress uniform prepared by McRaed.

Daincraft stepped forward in front of the distinguished guests, raising a large goblet.

Numerous guests raised their goblets as well.

Though unaccustomed to the hospitality, Sungchul felt awkward but managed to handle it gracefully.

"For the resolution of all coming Calamities," declared Sungchul.

It was then that, suddenly, the earth trembled.

Sungchul put down his drink and stood up.

Are the remnants of the Order of Extinction attacking again?

He was mistaken.

The origin of the vibration was the Colossus.

One of the crown holders, Dragoman, had personally led the Colossus all the way to Daintite.

Appearing suddenly at the banquet, Dragoman scratched his head and explained, "I thought this fellow might be helpful against the barbarians, so I brought him along."

The intention was good, but the outcome was awkward.

With Dragoman in attendance, the banquet continued.

Sungchul raised his glass again and repeated his toast.

"For the resolution of the Calamities."

He initiated the toast, and the warlords followed suit. With a lively clink, their glasses tilted one after another.

In the boisterous atmosphere, the dwarf king prepared two important documents that would serve as the highlight of this banquet. One was the great Book of Grudges, and the other, an application for membership to the World Parliament.

One document had an entry erased, while the other was inscribed with new information.

Sungchul could confirm that an old curse, which had occupied a corner of his list of curses, had disappeared.

Is it settled then?

As the event concluded, a joyous festival ensued, and despite the difficult and dangerous times, this day allowed everyone to forget their worries about the impending Calamity, the threat of the barbarians, and the fallout to the east, immersing themselves in the celebration.

Sungchul silently sipped his drink while tasting the splendid dishes at the banquet. What caught his attention was the cuisine.

Hmm. This fare is not what you’d expect from a dwarven chef.

Dwarven cuisine was typically rustic and greasy. They had a knack for bringing out the natural flavors of the meat but lacked finesse.

However, the banquet's dishes were more in line with elven-style vegetable meals, needing an overwhelming level of skill and experience.

It was certainly a taste he had encountered before.

Sungchul called over a servant to inquire who had prepared these dishes.

The Dwarven servant hinted that a famous chef had flown in from afar to cook the meal.

"He’s over there. I heard he's the greatest chef from La Grange."

"What did you say?" Perhaps due to the effects of alcohol, Sungchul looked genuinely surprised, a rare display of emotion for him.

Could it be him?

The mention of La Grange's best chef had irked Sungchul.

Previously, when he had infiltrated La Grange, he had attended a cooking contest. It had been akin to a master swordsman watching a brawl among novice fighters.

There, Sungchul had seen an arrogant chef who wore a golden brooch just like his own.

What was that guy's name? Papa... Paparupa, wasn't it?

He was a typical, arrogant chef who catered only to the wealthy and nobility. Sungchul had thought to deal with him someday, but his schedule had not allowed it.

He felt a strange palpitation as he walked toward the location of the chef in question. Among the crowd, an elf chef was surrounded by people, a cunning smile on his face as he received various compliments.

Sungchul's eyes glistened. There was no mistake. The chef present was none other than Paparupa, whom he had met in the past in La Grange.

It was unclear why La Grange's finest chef was preparing food at a banquet hall in a distant dwarf kingdom, but that wasn't important. What mattered was the golden brooch pinned to his clothes.

"Hahaha. It's nothing really. My cooking philosophy is fresh ingredients, care, and flamboyance."

Paparupa’s face, as he dealt with the guests at the banquet with a smug smile and arms crossed, was filled with the pride of a chef.

This guy.

A strange flame ignited in Sungchul's chest, and inside his uniform coat, Sungchul felt the texture of the diamond brooch through the fabric as he approached the elf chef.

However, before he could take more than a few steps, something caught Sungchul’s foot

"Pigiiiii!" It was Marakia, who had been hovering around Sungchul like a pigeon, having heard rumors that he had acquired a new gauntlet. Sungchul had been ignoring him all this time, but it seemed as though Marakia had still been lurking about all this time.

Continuing to ignore Marakia, Sungchul continued toward Paparupa.

"Did you make this dish?" Sungchul asked Paparupa.

Paparupa recognized Sungchul's face at a glance and replied, "Oh, what an honor. Yes, I am the chef who made this dish." Pride was unmistakable on Chef Paparupa 's face, and to add to it, his carefully polished golden brooch pinned on his chef's uniform sparkled magnificently.

Sungchul smiled wryly and asked, "Do you remember me?"

Paparupa seemed not to remember Sungchul. It had been a long time ago, and back then, Sungchul had disguised himself as an unremarkable man in shabby clothes and a disheveled appearance.

But just as Sungchul was about to smile and pull out the diamond brooch hidden inside his coat, Bertelgia flew in from behind and tapped Sungchul on the shoulder.

"Hey! You!"

Next to Bertelgia stood an unwelcome figure, sporting a peculiar smile. One of the former Seven Heroes, Dragoman.

Bertelgia and Dragoman.

Since these two seemingly unrelated individuals approached him together, Sungchul was stopped from revealing the brooch and looked back and forth between them with a puzzled expression.

Bertelgia soon spoke up. "Lord Dragoman has agreed to let us enter the Colossus!"

"What?" Sungchul replied with a fair bit of panic, to which Bertelgia replied with the brightest and the most enthusiastic tone to ever have existed, "It's time to earn your keep, Creationist candidate!”

To begin with the conclusion, Sungchul couldn’t ‘earn his keep’ this time.

Bertelgia could not be brought through another Creationist Quest. If he were to do so, then she might truly be torn asunder like Unit 49 had warned him.

The problem was, he also couldn’t explain this to Bertelgia. The truth buried deep in Sungchul’s heart was too heavy for her to shoulder.

Caught between a rock and a hard place, even Sungchul could not help but be thrown into a state of panic.

"Um. Bertelgia." Feeling his mind becoming as blank as a sheet of white paper, Sungchul awkwardly opened his mouth to buy time.

"Yes?" Bertelgia was still in a great mood.

I have to think of something.

But how? No clear solutions came to mind.

Where are the barbarians when you need them? How come they don’t come invading at times like this?

He was so desperate that even he even ended up praying for a Barbarian or Lesser God to come attack them.

Sungchul Kim, who had survived countless battles, found no answer to this predicament.

Then, a sly voice came from behind. "Excuse me for interrupting, but it seems you have business to attend to. May I be excused?"

It was the chef, Paparupa.

The moment Sungchul heard the voice, a thought flashed through his mind. "Wait a minute!"

Sungchul called out to Paparupa as he was about to leave.

"Mmm? What is it, Commander in Chief?" Paparupa responded with a faint smile, staring at Sungchul.

Still that arrogant face. Normally, he was the type who deserved a flat nose for being so obnoxious.

But right now, Sungchul found himself in such a troubling situation that he needed to rely on this detestable man.

I’ll deal with the consequences for whatever it’s worth. Let’s just get out of this situation for now.

He knew it was a risky move. But there were times in a man’s life when he would have no choice but to take on these chances.

And for Sungchul, this was one of those moments.

In the silence, his fingers pointed directly at Paparupa.

“I challenge you to a duel…!”

A grave statement.

It was a twist no one could have anticipated.

"Hmm? Why are you suddenly going on a weird tangent instead of responding to what I told you?!” Bertelgia fluttered around Sungchul, scrutinizing his face.

Sungchul did his best to maintain a poker face as he replied in a decidedly serious tone. "Sorry, Bertelgia. Right now, I have settle the question of who is the best chef between this friend and I."

"Eh?" Bertelgia and Paparupa were equally stunned by his statement.

“Excuse me, what are you talking about?”

Dragoman, who had been watching from behind, scratched his head, unable to comprehend what he was hearing.

Sungchul felt a soul-crushing level of shame, a feeling he hadn't experienced in a long time. But he knew he was already too far in to back out. He couldn't stop now.

With that thought, Sungchul hurled a significant remark at the unfortunate elf chef.

"You think you’re so great?”

"…Excuse me?"

"We have crossed paths at the Imperial Cooking Contest in La Grange. It seems you don't remember. Come to the kitchen. Let's see who is the true master of the culinary arts."

Sungchul strode briskly toward the dining hall. Paparupa was initially stunned but soon regained composure, recalling a face buried in memories.

Ah, so the Imperial Commander in Chief was that person. The one who had the audacity to critique my ingredients.

A cruel smile played on Paparupa's lips. Had Sungchul challenged him to a fight, he would have declined, but he couldn't back down from a challenge in the kitchen.

Perhaps he took up cooking as a hobby. And maybe he was able to gain some shallow level of insight as well. A common amateur mistake to gain groundless confidence. But the world of the pros is not that simple.

He gazed at the shimmering golden dragon brooch on his lapel. A symbol of a high-class chef. This was not something just anyone could receive. Only the best of chefs could earn this mark, a symbol of the highest culinary excellence.

How those stubborn dwarven had chefs bowed their heads and averted their eyes when he displayed the golden brooch before them.

This is my chance to further elevate my reputation.

Paparupa carefully polished his prized golden brooch and then followed Sungchul with a boastful and confident stride.

"Ugh. What exactly are you doing?" Bertelgia remained in a daze, rooted to the spot as if struck by an accident.

"Don't worry about it, Miss Book." Dragoman, who was beside Bertelgia, spoke up.

"As long as the Colossus is under my control, I can open it up to you anytime. After all, I've used up all the God’s Dirt, so it's of no use to me anymore."

Dragoman didn't think the Colossus would be helpful in battle against the barbarians either. He had brought it merely as a showpiece. Unlike other kings who commanded their own armies, Dragoman was alone.

"Uh-huh. Got it. Anyway, it seems I need to go deal with those idiots now!" Bertelgia bowed deeply to Dragoman and then fluttered her pages as she flew off toward Sungchul.

Dragoman watched Bertelgia's retreating figure and muttered with a cigarette perched between his lips, "…Looks like even those books have individual personalities."

Scratching his head, Dragoman looked around. "Besides books, I wonder if there’s any pretty ladies around?" As Dragoman scanned the banquet hall, a woman caught his eye. "The world's going to end anyway. Might as well enjoy it to the fullest."

With a sly smile, Dragoman approached the woman.

Meanwhile, a fierce cooking competition was beginning in the dining area.

The judges were the immortal Arkaard and his two sons. They were chosen as judges, representing the typical dwarves of the dwarf kingdom.

Paparupa immediately raised an objection.

"Seems they are your acquaintances. Wouldn't that put me at a disadvantage?" Despite his objection, an air of arrogance was evident on his face and in his demeanor as if he didn’t care one way or another.

Paparupa was confident he would win, as long as no overly unreasonable foul play was involved, no matter the judges.

He certainly doesn't lack confidence, Sungchul thought as he replied, "I think there won't be any problem as long as we don't disclose who made what."

It was to be a blind test.

Paparupa agreed to this and further discussed the theme of the cuisine for the upcoming contest. “Today marks a significant occasion, and a feast is underway to celebrate such a momentous day. I propose we each cook something that best suits a banquet.”

Sungchul had no reason to disagree.

Moreover, Paparupa proposed another idea.

"How about we use ingredients freely? The ordinary supplies in a Dwarf's rustic kitchen hardly suffice to bring out the best in my cooking."

This, however, was a difficult proposition for Sungchul to accept. For the past few months, he had lived solely through battles, cooking only when he found the occasional free time.

It had been ages since he had gathered exquisite and fine ingredients. Currently, the spice box stored in his soul warehouse was nearly empty as well.

Paparupa, a first-class chef who owned a massive restaurant in La Grange and had won the Imperial Cooking Contest, had ready access to excellent connections and sources. He likely had access to far superior ingredients than Sungchul could ever hope to obtain.

Given that the most crucial element in determining the flavor of a dish was the quality of the ingredients themselves, Sungchul was at a distinct disadvantage when considering Paparupa's proposal.

"Hmm."

As the silence stretched on, an uninvited guest appeared in the kitchen. It was Bertelgia, who came chasing after Sungchul. “I was wondering what you were up to, and this is what you were doing.”

Sungchul didn't dare look at Bertelgia.

She circled around him before sighing and slipping into his pocket. "Well, you have your circumstances too, I suppose. It's up to someone as generous as me to understand."

Hearing this, a bright smile appeared on Sungchul's face.

"...Bertelgia."

"Well, I already know that there seems to be very few things in life as important to you than that damn cooking. So, don't mind me, go ahead and indulge yourself. I'm going to take a nap or something."

Meanwhile, Paparupa, who was observing the scene, crossed his arms and spoke in a sly voice to Sungchul.

"I'm sorry, but, Commander in Chief, I didn't get an answer to my earlier question."

"Ah, you mean about the ingredients?"

"Yes. From what I can tell, if we were to compete using only the ingredients available in this kitchen, we would only be able to produce something around fifty points or so. If you have the Chef class, you understand what I mean by points, right?”

Paparupa still didn't know that Sungchul was carrying the diamond brooch, and he thought about just revealing the brooch then and there. But that was when he suddenly recalled something from the past.

It was the voice of Androa, known as the Primordial Dragon, the overseer of the Chef class.

"…Each race has their own taste preferences. The symbol of the ultimate chef, the diamond brooch, will shine more brilliantly each time it satisfies the taste of a different race."

That single sentence was like gospel to Sungchul, and he stared at the overconfident Paparupa.

"Let's do that."

The answer, after much hesitation, was surprisingly brief and resolute.

“Are you sure?” A satisfied smile appeared on Paparupa's face. The certainty of victory already sparkled like starlight in his eyes.

"I must inform you in advance, even if the distinguished Imperial Commander in Chief requests it, I cannot share my ingredients."

"I shall not resort to such ways.”

Thus began the duel between the pride of two chefs.

The cooking scene, which was a battle in itself, was dominated by Paparupa from start to finish.

He expertly and artistically prepared and mixed countless exotic and exquisite spices gathered from all over the world in a method that was better described as an elegant sword dance performance rather than mere preparatory work for a meal.

Meanwhile, Sungchul was the very definition of stillness.

He was preparing a simple dish of roughly chopped pig's trotters, nonchalantly throwing them into a pot and occasionally poking the meat with a skewer to check its readiness, a stark contrast to the elaborate cooking of Paparupa.

"You seem like you're going to lose," Bertelgia suddenly quivered, having woken up from a nap and warned with a shiver.

Sungchul remained utterly unfazed.

"Apasong!" Paparupa let out a strange shout before he began pounding at the cutting board that gave off a sound reminiscent of a machine gun.

But Sungchul gave it no mind as he calmly boiled potatoes and lifted the meat to place in the oven, waiting leisurely for it to cook.

He used ingredients found solely in the Dwarf Court's kitchen, not a single item from elsewhere.

When the two chefs' dishes took shape, at least in Bertelgia's eyes, the winner seemed clear.

Paparupa's dish was a masterpiece featuring vividly colored vegetables and meats cooked in various ways, creating a dragon-like shape that pleased both the eye and the palate.

Mmm. That Elf. He was asked to cook, and he instead makes a masterful work of art. Meanwhile, our Creationist candidate…

Pork feet with potatoes.

That was all.

Paparupa glanced at Sungchul's dish and snickered, murmuring something to his assistants, and laughter burst among them.

To ensure fairness, two dishes were presented to the judges simultaneously.

The reaction was exactly as Bertelgia had predicted.

The Arkaard father and son were surprised by the cuisine of Paparapa, but showed indifferent reactions to Sungchul's cooking.

Naturally, their forks first went to Paparapa's dish.

"Oh wow. What is this taste?" The dwarves looked as though they had received a shock, and their forks moved frantically.

"Father, aren't you eating too quickly? You'll get indigestion."

"It's okay! I know my own body!"

In the blink of an eye, all of Paparupa's dishes had disappeared.

Given that it was fine dining, the small portions vanished almost instantly.

"Dwarves are so uncultured." Paparupa chuckled and offered his dish to Sungchul. "I hesitate to say this, but it seems I've won. Would you like to try my cooking?" Paparupa presented a plate adorned with a colorful dragon, and Sungchul tasted the dish silently. A sparkle appeared in his eyes.

Quite excellent cooking indeed.

[ The score of this dish is... 82 points!]

[ It's the work of a strong contender.]

Even the overseer of the Chef Class granted the dish a high score.

Meanwhile, Sungchul's cooking score was significantly lower.

[ The score of this dish is 52 points.]

[ The basics are there, but it's crude.]

Paparupa managed to reach this point using the power of his ingredients alone. If this was the end of it, then it was clearly Sungchul’s defeat. But this was actually just the start.

“It’s not enough.”

Arkaard smacked his lips as he finally turned his attention toward Sungchul’s dish for the first time.

It was an extremely ordinary dish, and Arkaard looked skeptical as he used the fork to bring the first bite of Sungchul’s dish to his lips.

"Hmm?" Arkaard’s expression was difficult to read. He reached for another forkful, taking in yet another bite of Sungchul's pork feet dish.

“It seems as though you were unsatisfied with the quantity. May I bring you another plate of the dish?” Paparupa realized what the Dwarves wanted and asked in a soft voice.

However, something completely unexpected happened.

"No, it's fine," Arkaard said this as he looked around and then called out, "Beer! Bring the beer!"

Once the beer arrived, Arkaard quickly emptied the giant mug in one go before seriously beginning to ravenously devour Sungchul's dish at an incredible pace.

Seeing their father's reactions, his sons tasted Sungchul's cooking and showed the same reaction.

"Beer over here too!"

The rate they ate through the food was better described as vacuum suction and inhalation rather than chewing and swallowing. Although they had enjoyed Paparupa's cooking, there wasn’t nearly a strong reaction as now.

It was obvious to anyone watching that the dwarves were clearly enjoying Sungchul's cooking.

Paparupa muttered in dismay, caught off guard by the unexpected turn of events. "How can this be? In taste, aroma, and technique, my dish should be superior in every way imaginable!"

The fork of the Arkaard family did not stop.

"Oh. So, this was a dish made by the Imperial Commander in Chief!"

Finally, Sungchul approached Paparupa to do something he had so dearly wanted for so long.

He fluttered open his jacket.

As it did, a hidden diamond brooch sparkled brilliantly in the light.

"U... Uwah!"

Paparupa covered his eyes with his hand as if he couldn't bear the light and turned his head away. But he had seen it clearly.

The color of the brooch possessed by Sungchul.

"Could it be...?! The legendary... Master Chef?!"

His pupils were trembling as if shaken by an earthquake.

Sungchul spoke to the trembling Paparupa in a calm tone.

“The truly delicious meal is not born out of overwhelming or brute-forcing with superiority of ingredients. It is made when you can match the food you make to someone’s preferences.”

It was so.

The ingredients Sungchul used were those that were already available in the dwarven kitchens. He referenced their methods of cooking so he could take lessons on their traditions and preferences. And by mixing that with the highest level of skill and understanding of those who were about to eat, he could bring about momentous improvement to the enjoyment in those who were meant to dine on his food.

"The victory goes to the Commander in Chief!" Arkaard, who had been voraciously devouring his meal, raised his beer mug high as he shouted.

Sungchul’s diamond brooch of the Master Chef emitted an even stronger light then ever-before.

[ You have satisfied the palate of another race – the Dwarves.]
[ A new-found radiance has been added to your culinary soul.]


"Hmm..."

As the banquet grew livelier, Bertelgia's mood only worsened. It was becoming increasingly clear to her that Sungchul was deliberately avoiding her.

"What’s on your mind, Living Book?" Marakia approached Bertelgia with some nuts in hand.

"No, it’s just I’m annoyed with how he’s behaving.” Bertelgia pointed with the corner of her book at Sungchul, who was mingling with people and enjoying his drinks from afar. “We should be heading to the Colossus to complete the Creationist quest as fast as possible, but he’s just wasting and passing his time over there.”

“Creationist? What's that?" Marakia, who was second to none when it came to greed, suddenly opened his eyes wide with interest.

“It’s the highest form of the alchemist class,” Bertelgia responded succinctly.

"Ah, is that so?" Marakia's interest cooled off immediately.

"What? What’s up with your reaction?”

"What reaction? I didn't show any reaction, Living book."

"Ah? Is that so."

"Moreover, alchemy, you say? Not exactly the class befitting a king. In our Avian Kingdom, alchemy is a class bestowed upon Nahak of lower caste," he said with a tone full of arrogance.

Marakia squinted his eyes as if vividly reliving the glorious past.

In response, Bertelgia retaliated with a short, hefty strike. "That's why your country fell to ruin.”

“Piigiiit?”

“Countries that disrespect technology and crafting are doomed to fail. Without exception.”

"Piii... you dare, you living book...!" Marakia's beak trembled violently.

"Ah, I don't have time to play with you. Besides, when are you planning to return to your oh-so-great kingdom? You’ve already got your Final Elixir. The cave elves might still be tormenting your kin in secret, you know."

“Mm. I’ll have to go back at some point.” Marakia, who had flared up in anger quickly, now looked melancholic once he was reminded of the fate of his compatriots.

"But right now, the entrance to my kingdom is within the barbarians' occupied area. Recklessly moving in and out of the kingdom would only hasten its extinction if the barbarians notice our movements."

"Hmm, I guess that’s true.” Bertelgia turned around, sighing deeply.

Marakia pecked at nuts with his beak, then resumed staring at Bertelgia. "Is there something on your mind?”

"Just wondering if there's a good way to enforce a promise." Bertelgia was looking at Sungchul.

"A way to enforce a promise?"

"Yes. There are people who are terribly bad at keeping promises."

"Like a debtor who doesn't pay back money, then/"

"Yes, exactly that! I'm not sure if it's the right expression, though!"

"How about taking collateral then?" Marakia pecked at another nut with his beak as he spoke.

"Collateral?"

"If you hold something valuable to the other party as collateral, they have to keep their promise, whether they like it or not. It’s a classic method of enforcing promises that has been handed down from ancient times."

"Hmm, collateral." Initially, Bertelgia was indifferent, but then a brilliant idea flashed in her mind like lightning.

"That's it!" Bertelgia stared at the diamond brooch inside Sungchul's coat, which occasionally let out a bizarre glow.

I can use that as collateral!

Bertelgia knew how much Sungchul cherished his brooch.

No matter how bad things got, even during the most arduous parts of their journey, he would carefully polish the brooch with a soft cloth and anoint it with oils to enhance its shine at least twice a day.

She knew that the brooch already carried value far surpassing that of any ordinary object. If she could just obtain it, Bertelgia knew that it would be trivial for her to get what she wanted.

In a warm and friendly atmosphere, Bertelgia approached Sungchul, who was tilting his glass.

"Hey. You!"

"Hmm? Bertelgia. What is it?" Sungchul asked, pretending to be surprised.

Ugh, I already know he noticed me approaching. He’s so bad at acting!

While Bertelgia was fuming internally, Sungchul continued to speak. "Our next destination is decided, Bertelgia. We're going to La Grange."

"La Grange? The capital of the empire? Why are we going there now?”

In response to Bertelgia’s question, Sungchul pointed to Paparupa sitting next to him at the table. "He says the situation in La Grange is worsening day by day. Isn’t that right, Mr. High Class Chef?"

Sungchul emphasized the word "high class chef" with a strong accent.

Already once defeated, Paparupa nodded with a resigned or compliant attitude and replied, "You can’t even imagine. La Grange has become a hub of heresy. Blasphemous statues of Lesser Gods have been erected on every street, and bizarre rituals are conducted daily at the Floating Palace. After the Horsan and the Mura Sects abandoned their headquarters, many nobles and upper-class families have left the city. Thanks to them, the higher districts, above the fourth, are filled with empty homes."

Paparupa was one of the upper-class residents who had escaped the increasingly strange atmosphere of La Grange.

According to him, a perpetual dark storm cloud had been swirling ominously in the skies above La Grange for some time now.

"Well, that’s how it is. Sarasa and that other woman also told us that something tremendous is about to happen in La Grange." Sungchul calmly replied to Paparupa's words.

"Hmm." It made sense. Bertelgia couldn’t find a flaw in this argument. Ryze Himerr, Sarasa Xero. These two women, who had no commonality other than having personally known Sungchul, both warned of a dangerous event taking place in La Grange, after all.

It was likely no laughing matter what was going on there. Although the severity wouldn’t be known until they went to go check for themselves, there was definitely a potential for whatever was happening there to escalate uncontrollably if left unchecked and grow to rival or surpass the current calamities that was unfolding.

But Bertelgia couldn’t back down here.

She had her duty as the guide of the Creationist Class to carry out. But we only need one day. There’s only two more Colossi until the trials are over. If we head to La Grange, we don’t know when we’ll return here.

Thinking this, Bertelgia spoke to Sungchul in an off-beat, gruff tone. "So, when are we going to the Colossus?"

"That... That is..." Sungchul avoided Bertelgia's gaze.

At that moment, his demeanor was not unlike Marakia's when evading a subject.

"When the time comes," Sungchul replied awkwardly.

"When the time comes?" Bertelgia leaned in close to Sungchul. "Hmm. Are you sure you’re not hiding something?"

“What? What is there for me to hide from you?”

"Then why not just go to the Colossus? With your current alchemy skills, it wouldn't even take half a day."

"That's… Bertelgia… There's a certain order to things in the world. The Colossus can be visited any time after the world has found stability."

"Why can't it be today?" Bertelgia asked sternly.

Sungchul felt the time had come. Bertelgia would not back down easily. Indeed, there was no reason to refuse her demands.

Unless he told her the truth.

However, that truth had to be sealed. Until everything stabilized, that is.

A deep shadow fell over Sungchul's face.

Bertelgia instantly noticed that Sungchul was experiencing an immense internal conflict.

Why is he like this? Could there be a reason I'm unaware of?

Bertelgia was not only quick-witted but also deeply understanding. She decided that pressing Sungchul any further would not be wise.

“Okay, fine. We can go next time." Bertelgia moved back.

The shadow that had been cast over Sungchul's face completely disappeared.

"Really, Bertelgia?" He had never imagined that she would back down so easily.

"But there's a condition."

"A condition?" Sungchul's eyes sparkled.

"Do you remember a promise you made to me?”

"A promise?"

"To grant me one wish."

Sungchul's expression changed again. He had completely forgotten.

“I only said that to remind you that that promise exists. The condition I want to propose is something different.”

Bertelgia burrowed into Sungchul's embrace and then spread the lapel of his coat. This caused the Diamond Broach hidden within to be exposed, sending glamourous light to spread out in all directions.

“Uwah!”

No one reacted to the light save Paparupa, who alone shielded his eyes in response to the brooch.

Bertelgia delicately scratched the edge of the book covers against the physical manifestation of Sungchul's pride itself, the brooch, and spoke again.

"I want collateral. Just in case you break your promise."

"Co… Collateral?"

"Yes, collateral."

Bertelgia's firm demeanor caused Sungchul to feel a cold sweat run down his spine as he bowed his head and stared at his brooch.

"You don't mean to tell me to put up my treasured brooch as collateral, do you?"

"That's exactly what I mean. I want the brooch as collateral."

Sungchul's eyes greatly trembled.

"What’s wrong? I've generously agreed to compromise. Shouldn't you man up too? Aren’t you the guy who threw away even Fal Garaz without hesitation? Why are you being so petty over the brooch?”

"Be... Bertelgia. This... this brooch… How should I say… it's somehow different from Fal Garaz." Sungchul's hands began to tremble.

Beside him, Dragoman tipped his glass and murmured, "Even the mighty Destroyer has a natural predator above him."

At this moment, there was no trace of the man who had stood fearlessly against the Barbarians and the Lesser God.

Finally, Bertelgia relented a second time.

She sighed and spun around once, then spoke in a somewhat deflated tone.

"If you can't hand over the brooch, try offering something else."

In response, Sungchul pulled out Krumbui from the soul storage. "How about this?"

“Never!”

Immediately rejected, Krumbui had no chance to speak before it was shoved back into the soul storage once again.

Next, Sungchul brought out something Bertelgia might like, a ring called the Fog Guide.

"How about this?"

"Hmm." This time, Bertelgia seemed to be somewhat contemplative, unlike with Krumbui.

After all, traveling through the dreams of others was a hobby she enjoyed.

However, Bertelgia was not satisfied with just that.

"This is good, but I think that would be better."

"That?"

"The key of the vault keeper of Troimea."

"That key?"

It was a mythic item obtained after defeating Horneko. It possessed an uncanny ability to open the Soul Storage of others without their permission.

"If you break your promise, I'll clean out your entire vault. But still, you’d prefer that over the brooch, right?”

"Hmm." Sungchul seemed to be in a bit of a conflict as well. However, he was neither a thief nor a slave to material desires like Marakia. For him, having just Fal Garaz alone was enough.

"Alright. Let's do that." Sungchul took out an old, rugged key from the storeroom and handed it to Bertelgia.

Bertelgia opened her book, seemingly swallowed the key, and then closed it.

"Good. Collateral received!"

With that, the immediate crisis was averted.

For now, Bertelgia would not pressure him to undertake the potentially fatal quest of the Creationist class.

It was the best outcome considering the situation.

Now Sungchul would be able to devote himself wholeheartedly to the resolution of the Calamities with much less worry in his heart.

The wind blew from the south the day after the banquet, and unexpected guests came to visit Sungchul.

They were envoys sent from the Horsan and Mura Sects.

Guided by Tigon Bosborot, they stood before Sungchul and delivered shocking news.

"We announce the excommunication of Emperor William Quinton Marlboro of the Human Empire by both major orders. And at the same time, we hereby cancel the excommunication previously placed on Sungchul Kim, the former Imperial Commander in Chief and current chairman of the World Parliament."

Their declaration succinctly revealed the current state of the world's affairs.

Sungchul, having drawn even the dwarf kingdom into his fold, now firmly stood as the de facto leader of the newly established World Parliament, completely replacing the old World Parliament.

In contrast, Emperor William of the Human Empire, having lost all alliances and even glory, was now isolated in a narrow city.

The control over the affairs of the world, once monopolized by the Human Empire, was now firmly in the hands of Sungchul.

The voluntary defection of the two major religious orders to Sungchul’s side was merely an incidental result of the already existing state of world affairs.

Amidst blessings, Sungchul shook off an ancient curse and led the elite forces of the new World Parliament in a surprise attack against the northern barbarians.

The result was a resounding success.

The barbarians, who had completely had their guard down, could not mount a proper resistance against the surprise attack led from the vanguard by Sungchul and crumbled.

The barbarians' standard, adorned with eyeballs, was snapped, and their leader's head was crushed by Sungchul's hammer.

With a single surprise offensive, Sungchul had managed to annihilate the forces threatening not only the dwarf kingdom but also the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms.

But the afterglow of victory was brief, as one of the liberated prisoners brought troubling news. “The main body of the army has long since began their southern advance.”

It had been a considerable time since the Barbarians revealed themselves in this land.

Though they remained a terrible enemy to behold, thanks to the sacrifices and ceaseless efforts of spies and scouts, the depth of information known about these barbarians was incomparably improved compared to before.

It was already known that there were two major barbarian tribes that had invaded the land. And the spies had successfully discovered the names of these tribes.

The tribe that used an eyeball as its symbol was called Kersh.

The tribe that used intestines as its symbol was called Amandash.

The two tribes each took up camp north of the dwarven and elven borders and had been laying siege independently of each other.

Sungchul monitored the movements of the barbarians closely.

Their tribes, each stationed strategically toward the elven-dwarven kingdoms and the northern reaches of the continent, had waged their individual campaigns with relentless aggression.

However, recent intelligence indicated a significant shift in the barbarians' tactics.

The two divided tribes had merged into one.

Once stagnant, they now formed a massive, united force, resuming their advance with unstoppable momentum.

Their target was the heart of the continent.

The Human Empire.

The land where the last crown remained.




Thank you for reading.

To get the next book in the series. Click Here

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] Onomatopoeia for Thumbs Up.


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
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