
        
            
                
            
        

    
Main Character hides his Strength

Book 6: Prophecy of the End 

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 – Faith

Chapter 2 – Standing at the Crossroads of Decision

Chapter 3 – Those who Impersonate God

Chapter 4 –  Unwelcome Guest in an Empty House

Chapter 5 – Tool, and also Human

Chapter 6 - A Man’s Promise

Chapter 7 – Return of the Warrior

Chapter 8 – Counterattack

Chapter 9 – Overseer

Chapter 10 – Collapse

Chapter 11 – Floating Archipelago

Chapter 12 – Pursuit

Chapter 13 – Trap

Chapter 14 – Stairway to God

Chapter 15 – Bertelgia

Chapter 16 – Destroyer

Chapter 17 – Epilogue

Translator’s Thoughts

Other Works by Oppatranslations

Connect with Us

LitRPG/Gamelit Communities


Chapter 1 – Faith

Capital City of La Grange

Above the once-grand capital of the former Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, a massive, swirling black storm cloud had taken residence for some time. This ever-growing cloud poured down relentless rain, plunging the city into perpetual darkness and dampness, causing many of its inhabitants to flee.

Particularly, the wealthy and those who could afford to move were the first to join the exodus.

Despite the departure of many elites, the city’s population didn’t decrease. In fact, it increased.

In these turbulent times, many sought the safety of the city walls, especially from the east and north. Hoping for refuge from the impending doom, many flocked to La Grange to seek shelter.

The refugees, who had no idea what was happening in the high city of La Grange, were confronted with peculiar, never-before-seen statues erected all over the so-called eternal city. These grotesque and eerie statues, made of glistening black crystal, stood amid the relentless rain pouring down. Though refugees had no way of knowing the true nature of these figures, there was a small group of shadowy forms lurking and working in the back alleys, whispering among themselves that the statues were idols of evil gods, defeated long ago by the gods.

Emperor William Quinton Marlboro stood on the terrace of the floating palace above the capital city, staring down at the gloomy garden drenched in rain.

Once filled with vibrant flowers, the garden now boasted only dead grass and withered trees.

An officer trudged through the sodden garden, splashing mud as he approached and knelt before the emperor.

“The Barbarians have begun their advance southward. From our analysis of their route, it appears their target is here—La Grange.”

The emperor, hands clasped behind his back, asked in a low voice, “What of the whereabouts of Kromgard?”

“The location of the Wandering King is unknown. He has not been spotted since attending the session of the World Parliament presided over by Sungchul Kim.”

“Is that so?” The emperor nodded his head and waved his hand, dismissing the officer.

There was naught but the endless sound of the downpour echoing on the terrace for a while. Standing alone in the rain, the emperor gazed toward the distant north.

“They are finally coming.”

The Barbarians, each said to possess strength rivaling that of the members of the Thirteen Champions of the Continent. Such monsters, numbering over a hundred thousand, were now heading straight to La Grange.

No king, no matter how stout-hearted, could possibly remain calm in the face of such news. Yet the emperor felt an odd sense of welcome toward their incoming invasion, for the unusual behavior of the Barbarians only deepened his conviction.

The emperor surveyed an area on the outskirts of the city, encircled like an island by high walls: the Old Town of La Grange. On paper, it was land where no one lived, and in reality, not even ants wandered its dead streets. But beneath the urban core lay secrets of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, passed down through the ages.

The emperor gazed at a towering spire in the Old Town. At first glance, it appeared to be nothing more than an old and unremarkable tower. However, what flowed from its peak was an infinite and vast stream of pure magical power. Below the spire, beneath a massive magical circle, magicians stood, manipulating the power radiating from the tower to create the giant thundercloud that enveloped the city.

The emperor’s gaze moved beyond the spire, finally settling on the thundercloud that covered the entirety of La Grange.

“He will eventually show himself here.” His eyes, full of certainty, shone in the darkness. “But it won’t go as you think.”

***

The fleets of the Ancient Kingdom and the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms appeared on the eastern border of the Human Empire.

Dozens of ships lingered under the sky. Meanwhile, on the ground, the dwarves’ mobile fortresses had completed their long-distance teleportation, revealing their massive presence.

The sight of the moving sky fortress and the land fortress gathered in one place was quite the spectacle to behold.

In the center of it all, aboard the red airship, the Sylphid, Sungchul Kim, the commander of all those forces, sat at the command seat, overseeing the entire situation.

“Large military forces have been spotted approaching from the east.” A cheerful cleric, who had more or less become a regular crew member of the Sylphid at some point, reported to Sungchul.

Through a crystal sphere attached to the command seat, Sungchul could identify the approaching army. At the forefront was a beautiful woman with flowing red hair, McRaed, the leader of the Eastern Coalition.

“We’re all here now.” Marakia, who was growing taller every day, straightened his elongated neck and grumbled.

He was right.

Currently, nearly all the available forces left in the world had gathered on the eastern side of La Grange.

The reason the ever-stubborn, arrogant, power-hungry leaders willingly lent their armies was to tackle a greater Calamity.

The third Calamity as prophesied by the Scrolls of Calamity.

The unification of all crowns under a single king.

The last crown, a golden crown descending from the ancient Kingdom of Rutheginea, was currently in the possession of the Emperor of the Human Empire.

And Sungchul had summoned the full combined forces of the continent to rein in the final crown.

The emperor had turned away every envoy sent by Sungchul and showed no willingness to engage in dialogue.

In the midst of it all, the Barbarians marched south toward La Grange.

If left unchecked, the lives of a million gathered in La Grange would be lost, along with the emperor.

Sungchul didn’t wish for such a thing to come to pass.

In most nations, including the Dwarf Kingdom, there was overwhelming support for immediately joining forces with the armies of the Wandering King deployed around the outskirts of La Grange to forcibly seize the city and establish a single ruler to oppose the massive Barbarian threat.

As a result, tens of thousands of troops had gathered on the eastern plains of La Grange, and their numbers were swelling by the moment.

As Chairman of the World Parliament, Sungchul couldn’t oppose this dominant opinion. He had tried to negotiate several times, but each attempt had been thwarted, leading only to wasted time.

The Barbarians surged southward with unstoppable momentum, capturing and burning numerous cities between La Grange and the north. According to the scouts’ reports, the Barbarians held festivals of blood each time they conquered a city, carrying out massacres that bordered on extermination until they were exhausted.

Although unconfirmed, some scouts reported hearing an overpowering voice and laughter echoing during the Barbarians’ blood rituals.

Either way, the news was undoubtedly chilling.

While the army set up camp, Sungchul and the leaders of the World Parliament gathered on the Sylphid for a strategic meeting.

“There’s need for mercy, right? Let us launch a surprise attack on La Grange, capture the city, and drag out the emperor.” Daincraft, who had transformed from Sungchul’s worst enemy to his most fervent supporter, began the talks.

“It seems to me that the emperor is no better than a child who doesn’t want to let go of his toys.” Arcanite expressed his thoughts in his usual sarcastic tone.

McRaed offered an even more radical opinion. “The emperor deserves to be executed. It’s not directly his fault that the East was destroyed, but it’s true that he and Aquiroa, as key figures of the old World Parliament, chose to intentionally neglect the eastern regions and abandon them to their fate.”

She was clearly already contemplating what was to come for the emperor.

Though their perspectives and opinions varied, their goal was clear: to begin the siege of La Grange.

According to rumors, the vanguard of the Barbarians had already reached the Golden City, a week’s march from La Grange, and taken it. There was no time left to waste.

It was imperative the internal conflict between the nations of the world be resolved before the main invasion of the Barbarians took place.

However, Sungchul still hesitated to launch the attack, even now, for his faith in the emperor had not yet shaken, despite the dire circumstances.

Had it not been for the meeting at the Tower of Recluse, Sungchul might have already issued the command to attack La Grange without a second thought.

But that meeting had left Sungchul with doubts, had stirred something in him. The sensation of a chronic ache being relieved effortlessly in warm water…

The sensation he had felt had been genuine.

William. Just what are you thinking?

The emperor he knew had once been a man Sungchul could truly believe in and entrust his life to. Although he had changed into a disappointing figure over time, the last time Sungchul had met the emperor, William had regained the appearance of who he had once been, someone Sungchul deeply trusted and could rely on.

Such a person must have valid reasoning for devising a horrific scheme that even the Order of Extinction was worried about.

This hesitation caused Sungchul to delay his decision.

“We must end this in some form or another soon,” Daincraft urged Sungchul again.

Though the other lords didn’t speak, their eyes and attitudes firmly supported Daincraft.

“Um...”

Bertelgia sensed the surrounding air wasn’t pleasant, assessing Sungchul’s mood. His heartbeat was normal, though a thick cloud similar to what hung over La Grange loomed in his mind.

He was conflicted between duty and faith.

“Let’s take a rest for today. The soldiers are tired, and we have not yet joined forces with the Wandering King’s army.”

Ultimately, Sungchul couldn’t reach a conclusion. Alone in his cabin, he spent the night restless, drinking a glass of strong liquor.

Bertelgia played with the keys to the vault of the Troimea while gazing intently at Sungchul. His face was expressionless as always, but she knew his internal struggles were ongoing, with no end in sight.

Alcohol would not offer him solace. There was only one answer to end Sungchul’s torment: to make a choice.

“What do you want to do?” Bertelgia asked Sungchul, whose eyes were drunk and unfocused, staring into a void in space.

“…I intend to send an envoy once more.” It was the last consideration Sungchul could afford the emperor. Beyond that, the kings would not wait. Refusing to take action could lead to a total collapse of the hard-earned unity in an instant.

But Sungchul was well aware he had already sent numerous envoys. It was highly unlikely that sending another at this point would be any different.

So, for now, he could do nothing but drown himself in alcohol to soothe the disappointment of unreciprocated faith.

The bottle tipped, pouring the amber liquid into the glass.

Sungchul stared at the glass with unsteady eyes before downing it in one gulp. Feeling the powerful sting of the alcohol rising from his stomach, he squeezed his eyes shut before letting out a sigh.

Observing this, Bertelgia suddenly tucked the key away before speaking up. “Why don’t you go there in person?”

Hearing this, Sungchul’s eyes trembled.

“You’ve snuck in there once before. How about going in person again and meeting him?”

“But, Bertelgia, my position then and now are different. Back then, I was the Enemy of the World, but now I’m responsible for the World Parliament…”

“What do you mean things are different?” Bertelgia cut him off. “You are still you.” She fluttered her pages and flew up, the edge of the book tapping against Sungchul’s heart. “You could get there and back in less than an hour, couldn’t you?”

The fog of intoxication clouding Sungchul’s eyes began to clear like mist under the morning sun.

Bertelgia looked at Sungchul again and said, “Who could possibly stop you?”

Hearing this, Sungchul closed his eyes and let out a chuckle. A smile finally appeared on his face, which had been rigid for a long time.

“You’re right.” Still smiling, he gazed out the dark window. Occasionally, thunder rumbled in the western sky, where clouds loomed above the massive city walls of the largest city.

Sungchul poured one last drink into his glass and downed it in one gulp. But this one wasn’t to soothe his troubles. It was to steel his resolve.

“William.”

***

2nd District of La Grange

Living in Sector Two of La Grange signified the attainment of the highest rank in society and the associated wealth.

At least, it used to, until now.

Since the emperor had become isolated and the statues of Lesser Gods were installed in La Grange, the wealthy and privileged classes had all left the city, resulting in empty houses throughout Sector Four and up.

Nevertheless, residing in the upper sectors of La Grange was still a sign of being special, despite the city overflowing with the poor and refugees.

“Wow! Look at this bed! Grandpa! It’s really fluffy.”

Clarice dove into the luxurious bed topped with goose-down comforters, savoring the softness with her whole body.

For Clarice, who had briefly lived in La Grange once upon a time, residing in a mansion in District Two was a luxury beyond her wildest dreams.

Clarice had worked as a factory worker in the industrial zone of District Seven during that time. All she could do was gaze longingly at the twinkling mansions of the upper districts, bathed in the dawn’s starlight. But she was now living in one of the mansions she had only dreamed of. Waiting for her by her doors were countless maids and servants with their heads bowed.

“Money really is the best,” she declared.

But her grandfather, Kruut Assam, seemed to be in a sour mood, perhaps due to the relentless rain and dreary weather. He stood silently by the window, not uttering a word.

“What’s the matter, Grandpa? On such a fine day?” Clarice asked bluntly.

“I’m just not feeling very well,” Kruut responded, his voice trembling as he wrapped himself tighter, shivering.

***

I shall be back before the next sunrise. After scribbling a short note, Sungchul blew out the candle with his breath and then stood up in the darkness. Silently, he ascended to the deck and inspected the glowing lights on the ground before selecting a dark spot to land.

Laughter from dwarves could be heard not far off.

Concealed in the darkness, Sungchul quietly advanced toward the Eternal City of La Grange. As he neared the wall, he was met by a continuous rain that had reportedly not stopped for months.

He had donned a raincoat and boots made from the skin of a merfolk, pulled from his Soul Storage, to protect himself and Bertelgia from the rain.

The imperial defenses were formidable. The fleet of imperial airships, boasting the title of being the strongest on the continent, patrolled the capital city to maintain a strict watch.

Despite the pouring rain, a significant number of patrol guards diligently watched over the area near La Grange, not lowering their guard for a moment.

However, Sungchul already knew a way in: the entrance to the main sewer, a place where all the sewage of La Grange mixed and flowed out. He planned to infiltrate La Grange through there.

But upon reaching the entrance of the main sewer, Sungchul discovered that things weren’t as he last remembered. Where there once had been a small river clogged with sewage and trash, now a large river and waterfall roared fiercely, flowing with great intensity.

The cause of such transformation was simple: the black raincloud that lingered over La Grange. The relentless rain had accumulated a tremendous amount of water, altering the landscape itself.

The village surrounding the outlet was now deep underwater, and no sign of people or their habitations could be found. Instead, Sungchul discovered non-human, grotesque beings writhing on the shores.

“Urolorong.”

“Urolorong.”

A mournful yet hollow cry.

They were artificial soldiers, Soldiers of Salvation, created in the Floating Archipelago. These monsters wandered the riverbank, emitting their distinctive cries.

Originally, they had dwelled in the underground sewers of La Grange.

Could they have been washed out here from the great sewers?

There was no other explanation for why monsters that were considered urban legends should be found out in the open world. Yet another testament to how severe the torrents pouring from the great sewers were.

“Dang. I doubt even someone like you could make it through that, right?”

“It would be tough but not impossible if I had no other choice.”

Though he said that, when he got close to the entrance of the large sewer, the desire to swim through the sewage completely evaporated. He couldn’t bring himself to willingly jump into water that was half waste, half fecal matter.

Sungchul strongly considered brute-forcing his way in.

Should I just jump the wall?

He could do it. But that would change his plans quite a bit, and it could inadvertently lead to a loss of life and potentially cause the emperor to go into hiding.

Sungchul stood silently, lost in thought for a moment.

“Look, there’s someone coming.” Bertelgia shook her body to warn him of potential danger.

The Soldiers of Salvation had spotted Sungchul and were approaching, hostility clear in their seemingly randomly placed eyes.

Feeling annoyed, Sungchul reluctantly pulled out Fal Garaz.

With a couple of strikes, the thuds absorbed by the torrential rain, the merciless hammer turned the Soldiers of Salvation into bloody pancakes.

However, it seemed as though there were more than a few Soldiers of Salvation that had washed out of the sewers in the area.

Having just dispatched the two, he turned to find numerous abominations emerging from the darkness like zombies.

“Urororong...”

Amid the heavy downpour, another Soldier of Salvation shook off the mud, its eyes flickering to life.

Sungchul felt a peculiar emotion. “What an unexpected waste of my time.” No matter how many Soldiers of Salvation there were, it wouldn’t take long. A faint current crackled at Sungchul’s fingertips.

“Come at me.” He glared at the gathering Soldiers of Salvation, speaking in a small but firm tone.

Just before the battle commenced, a sinister voice echoed from behind one of the soldiers. “Stop. My children.”

It was a voice that didn’t quite sound human, yet was unmistakably so.

The Soldiers of Salvation flinched at the voice and soon gave way to a staggering figure approaching from the dark.

Sungchul soon saw the face of the mysterious figure.

An undead?

Underneath an old mortician’s hood was a withered skull. Beyond the hollow eye sockets, a cold yellow light flickered ominously. It had the unmistakable form of a lich.

Sungchul felt a formidable magical aura emanating from the strange being before him as he watched with a cold stare to see what the lich would do.

The lich acted first. It bowed its head respectfully toward Sungchul and then spoke in a polite yet eerie tone, characteristic of the undead.

“Excuse me, but are you perhaps Sungchul Kim, the Destroyer?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Though the world boasts many strong beings, only one in all the land is capable of so easily massacring my children with a glistening silver hammer.”

The hollow sockets of the lich’s eyes flickered once more, and Sungchul felt a visceral discomfort as he replied in a sincere tone, “Who are you?”

“I am Supervisor of the Imperial Sewers.”

An unexpected answer. Sungchul’s eyes flickered with curiosity, which had been sharp with vigilance throughout the conversation until now.

Supervisor, huh.

He recalled that the last time he had infiltrated La Grange via the sewage system, he had seen an eerie sign painted with red paint, hung on iron doors on one side of the sewers: [No Entry Permitted Except for Imperial Sewer Management Personnel].

Beyond the iron door, a sinister and bizarre wailing had faintly echoed back to him.

A Supervisor of the Imperial Sewers, he mused. By title alone, it seemed like a trivial position. However, no lich in command of hundreds of Soldiers of Salvation could be considered someone of triviality.

“To clarify any misunderstandings, I must tell you that I am not in the employ of the emperor. I am but a servant of the Wandering King, as he is called by the common folk,” the Supervisor of the Imperial Sewers explained.

Sungchul glared at him and spoke curtly. “Give me your name, Lich.”

At Sungchul’s command, a defiant spark flickered in the Lich’s eyes. However, what came from his hollow maw was a respectful voice. “Akun Ghadarva. A long-time servant of King Kromgard.”

When Sungchul heard the name, he thought to himself, Ghadarva. Isn’t that the surname of an old noble family from Rutheginea?

He asked Akun Ghadarva, “How is it that a retainer of the Wandering King is managing the empire’s underground?”

“Though there are several reasons, the most important is that the emperor himself agreed to this arrangement. After all, there are things squirming beneath La Grange that ordinary armies cannot handle.”

Sungchul mused over his reply, knowing it to be the truth.

Akun asked, “That being said, why has the Imperial Commander in Chief come to this filthy, foul-smelling place alone? As far as I know, you are currently the leader of the coalition forces of the World Parliament.”

Sungchul looked at the lich with a cold gaze and commented, “For someone who’s been stuck underground, you’re surprisingly well informed.”

“I regularly exchange information with the lords serving the King of Kromgard,” Akun Ghadarva replied, subtly turning his head toward the entrance of the great sewer. “It seems you are looking for a way to enter the Capital City, but it won’t be easy.”

“What do you mean?” Sungchul asked.

Pointing at the sewer’s entrance, where water gushed out, the lich replied, “The empire is currently in the middle of purifying the sewers. That water is filled with extremely lethal toxins.” He moved his finger, indicating the veritable river pouring out of the sewer as he continued his explanation. “Look and see if there is even a single living creature in the water. Even those who once dwelled in the nearby land have already departed.”

“Isn’t it you who drove them away?” Sungchul sharply accused, to which Akun Ghadarva responded with a sinister laugh and shook his head.

“By the time I led my children here to escape, this place was already long abandoned, save for a few dead and dying.”

Sungchul stared down at the sewer and the area below it. A faint odor that reminded him of gunpowder emanated from the water.

He picked up a basket left abandoned nearby, filled it with water, and sprinkled it over the weeds that had sprung up nearby. Surprisingly, the weeds withered and died almost immediately.

“Perhaps the emperor summoned those clouds to drive my children and me out of the sewers without trouble.” Akun Ghadarva stared at the thick, crimson clouds that enveloped La Grange. Like a tower built by the gods, the dense clouds continuously poured heavy rain across La Grange without end.

“Are you perhaps looking for a way into the city?” Akun Ghadarva asked, his eyes sparkling.

He was untrustworthy. And creepy.

Though the Wandering King was officially an ally, a substantial part of his character was still shrouded in mystery. The other allies also seemed to maintain a certain distance from the Wandering King.

However, at present, there was no other option. With the entrance to the main waterway effectively blocked, the only course of action available to Sungchul was to resort to brute force to gain entry. And he was fully aware of what risks came with such a route.

“It seems you know of a different way into the city, then,” Sungchul said to Akun Ghadarva, who immediately nodded his gaunt head.

“I am the Imperial Supervisor of Sewers. The surface belongs to the emperor, but the ground beneath the city belongs to me. If you wish, I can personally guide you into the capital city. You are an ally of my lord. Assisting my lord’s ally is no different from assisting my lord himself.”

“Lead on, Lich,” Sungchul answered calmly, which caused the Lich’s eyes to flash with a fierce yellow light once more.

“Please, come this way.”

The Lich began to walk along the nearly overflowing river, heading in the opposite direction of the main sewer. He guided Sungchul along the riverbank for about ten minutes, then up a gentle slope to an area enclosed by an iron fence.

In the fog that carried a musty smell, Sungchul could see a blurred tombstone.

A communal graveyard.

Below a large pit filled with rainwater, Sungchul could see several bodies wrapped in cloth, rotting in the water.

“It is this way, sir.” Akun Ghadarva felt an old tombstone with his gaunt hands. As magical energy touched the stone, the sarcophagus beneath it began to open. Inside, a staircase led underground.

Akun Ghadarva cast the Fairy Light spell, and a sphere of green light began to orbit around him, illuminating the darkness.

Seeing this, Sungchul immediately commanded his soul stone. Three Fairy Lights hovered around him, spinning in the air.

Akun Ghadarva’s eyes flickered once. “You possess remarkable skills.”

As they walked down the hidden passage, it was evident it had been constructed centuries ago.

This is at least several hundreds of years old.

There were hardly any signs of it having been used by people. It was clear that the passage had been abandoned for a long time. It’s likely that even the official Master of the Imperial Capital, the emperor himself, is unaware such a passage exists, Sungchul thought to himself as he walked the long, dark path.

“This path is very long, sir,” Akun Ghadarva finally broke the long silence.

“Can’t we go any faster?”

“Unfortunately, my undead body is not in good condition. You may go ahead without this old man, but I worry you might lose your way on the dark, labyrinthine path.”

Sungchul doubted that.

“However, patience shall not go unrewarded. This path shall directly lead you to the area beneath Sector One, under the Floating Palace.”

It was a great boon to be able to reach all the way to Sector One without the empire noticing. It didn’t matter how many guards or protective barriers were set up where they were to emerge from. Sector One was close enough for Sungchul to reach the Floating Palace in a literal single leap.

“I suppose there’s no helping it then,” Sungchul murmured, nodding as he observed the lingering trails of the fairy lights orbiting him.

The tedious march continued. In the darkness, only the rustling of insects, the cries of bats, and the occasional sound of water from beyond the walls filled the air.

How boring.

Walking through a narrow passage with nothing but darkness and moss-covered ancient walls was hardly good for one’s mental health.

“It’s rather dull, isn’t it?” Akun Ghadarva broke the long silence once again.

Do liches also experience boredom? Sungchul’s question was answered by the recollection of Sarasa Xero’s existence.

Becoming a lich didn’t change a person’s core personality. It only affected their form.

“Would it be alright if this old man told a story from the past?” Akun Ghadarva asked again in a gloomy voice.

“It would be, as long as it isn’t a dull one.”

“It should prove interesting for you.” Akun blinked and chuckled softly. As his laughter subsided, he began his tale. “In a time long forgotten, there existed a witch who lived forever.”

A thought struck him. Is this the story of Adelwight? Sungchul recalled the image of the witch from the haunted forest who had cursed him.

Ghadarva’s story continued. “This witch took on many forms over the ages. Once, she appeared as a lizardman, another time as a Nahak. There are also tales of her living under the sea as a mermaid. Thus, her appearance always matched the dominant species of the era she lived in.”

Sungchul stared at the back of Akun Ghadarva, who led the way, wondering why this lich who walked so slowly had brought up such a story.

Despite his doubts, the story continued.

“However, the thriving races she imitated eventually were annihilated or declined nearly to extinction due to Calamities sent by the heavens to test them. Many races went extinct during the Calamities, but the eternal witch alone remained in the ancient forest, leading a leisurely life, maintaining her role as the observer of all time.”

Three diverging paths appeared in front of Sungchul and Akun Ghadarva. At the crossroads, a moss-covered golem stood guard. When Akun Ghadarva muttered some incomprehensible words, the golem stepped aside, solidifying like a statue.

Akun Ghadarva chose the right of the three diverging roads. Upon entering the path, he resumed the story.

“So, the witch, who had been enjoying an eternal life, one day met a young man lost in the forest. Just an ordinary young man, you ask? That wouldn’t make for much of a story, would it? This young man was remarkably beautiful, intelligent, and possessed a noble spirit that shone like a gem. The witch, living through eternity, found this perfect human shocking enough to shake her very being.”

No particular figure came to mind. According to what Sungchul knew, there was no mortal who had ever overcome the Calamities before the Seven Heroes. Therefore, it must have been that the Seven Heroes were the most exceptional among humans. Yet the characters of the Seven Heroes were woefully lacking from Sungchul’s experience.

“Was he a human?” Sungchul asked.

Akun Ghadarva let out a sinister laugh and nodded. “It was human. You seem interested in the story, even asking questions.”

Sungchul let the comment go, wondering at the lich’s point.

“Anyway, despite her untold thousands of years of life, the witch became interested in the young man. The young man was also drawn to the mysterious charm of the witch. It didn’t take long for their mutual interest and fascination to turn into love. However, a harsh fate of a destined farewell awaited the two lovers.”

“Is it about the Calamity?” Sungchul asked in a calm tone.

A single droplet fell nearby, producing a clear sound.

“Yes. The mortals of that era could not withstand the trials of the gods. Thus, the only fate awaiting them was extinction. The shadow of death was to be cast upon that young man as well. For the first time in her life, the witch would experience a heartache so intense it felt like her heart was being torn asunder. It’s a strange thing indeed. A heart that didn’t flinch at the death of millions of her own kind found such chilling pain over the death of just one person.”

“And the conclusion is?” Though he didn’t want to admit it, Sungchul found himself interested in the lich’s story. However, he was a difficult audience. He had the terrible habit of flipping ahead to check the ending in books or comics once he found interest in them.

Bertelgia shivered and warned Sungchul, “Hey, why are you like this? It’s just starting to get interesting. What do you gain by skipping straight to the ending, anyway?”

“No, it’s just that...” Sungchul started to make an excuse but then closed his mouth.

Akun Ghadarva chuckled ominously and waited for quiet before resuming. “Though the witch was clearly a privileged being, she could not defy the will of the gods. The young man had to die. However, the witch did not wish to lose him. Thus, she made a decision.”

A gleam flashed in Akun Ghadarva’s eyes. At the same time, a clearing appeared before them: a dark, empty room.

However, as Akun Ghadarva snapped his gaunt fingers, fire erupted from the center of the space, creating a river of flames that followed a small corridor along the floor’s edge and soon ignited lamps that brightened the entire room.

It was literally a light in the midst of darkness.

Beneath the space filled with light, Sungchul could see a statue of a young man and woman. A beautiful woman embraced a dying young man with both arms.

That face, I don’t recognize it. It’s certainly not Adelwight.

The man’s face was also unknown to him.

Akun’s voice continued. “She decided to share her secret.”

“Her secret?” Sungchul’s eyes lit up with interest.

“Yes. The secret of immortality. The method behind her eternal life across the ages.”

“And that is...?”

“The transference of souls.”

Astonishment flashed through Sungchul’s blood. Transference of souls? Is such a thing even possible? I’ve seen a few returners, but never have I heard of a soul being transferred to a different entity entirely.

As Sungchul stood engrossed in thought, the ghastly voice of the lich crept into his ears. “The witch, who possesses the dark art of destroying a person’s soul and transferring another into the vacant body, has lived through many ages by repeatedly transferring her soul into her disciples’ bodies, all under the tacit consent of the gods.”

While listening to this tale, Sungchul momentarily caught sight of a statue in the center, which briefly distracted him.

At the sight of the dying young man, a sinister hypothesis flashed through Sungchul’s mind. Could it be? Is the figure depicted in this statue…?

At that moment, a shiver ran through Sungchul’s body as Akun Ghadarva spoke with a smug tone. “She ended up sharing her secret with the hero who would later come to establish a nation by the name Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.”

“Surely that man isn’t Kromgard?” Sungchul asked in a voice still trembling from the aftermath.

“There have been many kings in the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, but strictly speaking, there was only ever one true king. The rest were merely shells with different names and bodies.” The Supervisor of the Imperial Sewers spoke with an unsettling calm of a shocking secret about the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.

From the founder to the current era, a nation that had only ever had one king. This was the truth behind the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.

Regardless of whether his words were true, the story alone spawned thousands of questions and assumptions. Sungchul felt an endless proliferation of doubts in his mind as he stared down at the gaunt lich standing before him under the statue.

“What do you wish to gain by telling me this?” Sungchul chose to try to figure out the intentions of the speaker rather than become mired in confusion and an endless rabbit hole of questions.

“It is to reveal the truth to you. The true purpose of the King of Kromgard and the truth of this distorted world.”

“A distorted world?”

At Sungchul’s question, the Supervisor of the Imperial Sewers let out a hollow laugh and countered, “Don’t you already know? A hero of your caliber should already be aware that the beings currently called gods in this world are in fact nothing but impostors borrowing the name of the true God.”

Sungchul felt a chill at this revelation. What Akun Ghadarva said was very close to what Sungchul had already suspected for quite some time.

“The beings who now call themselves gods are traitors who betrayed the divine being that had bestowed powers upon them, stabbing God in the back. Despite not being gods, they usurped the title and have reshaped this world made by the true God to suit their tastes. That is the reality of our world today, maintained through the ritual known as the Calamity.”

After revealing this, Akun Ghadarva turned and walked on, leaving behind the world filled with light.

As Sungchul watched him go, he pondered where Akun could have acquired such knowledge.

The answer came to him quickly. Adelwight wouldn’t have told him. She was a being who seldom shared. Surely, it must have been through the gods’ Letters that Kromgard had come across this knowledge. And most importantly, through her…!

At the thought, the mischievous smile of a woman he knew flashed before his eyes.

Ryze Himerr.

She was a member of the White Serpent, alternatively known as the Divine Dragon Tribe—a tribe of those who possessed a curious ability called “Lector,” or “those who read.”

Kromgard seemed to have sought to access the truths of this world through her and appeared to have established his own thoughts on the matter.

The Supervisor of the Imperial Sewers likely repeated what he’d heard of Kromgard’s conclusions about the world.

“King Kromgard sought to end this distorted system for an immeasurable span of time. With utmost gravity. On the surface, while this world seemed driven merely by human desires, it began to move with a clear purpose. The founding of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea was also part of that grand task. And the collapse of the Holy Kingdom was part of his plans as well.”

“The fall of Rutheginea was a part of his plan?” Sungchul felt a mix of humiliation and light excitement. However, deep inside, he had already accepted it. The true power of the Wandering King and the disparity in strength versus the rebels had been clear back then.

“The emperor had already heard this explanation from King Kromgard personally and had come to know the secrets of this world, understanding that his role as the hero and savior of this world was nothing more than an act prepared for him to play on a stage long since prepared by the true king. And in the midst of self-loathing and despair, he came to accept King Kromgard’s deal.”

Just then, a faint light shone ahead.

Simultaneously, Sungchul felt a breeze laden with fresh air coming from ahead.

The exit was getting closer.

“Why did Kromgard abandon his own kingdom?” Sungchul asked. Akun Ghadarva stared into the approaching twilight, his voice low, as if reciting something. “False gods began to take notice of the King of Kromgard. Monstrous beings shaped like books started appearing around La Grange, surveilling the king.”

Upon hearing this, images of books resembling Bertelgia but possessing distinct personalities surfaced in Sungchul’s mind.

“Out of necessity, the King of Kromgard had to find the worthiest among humans to take up his mantle in the meantime, eventually choosing the current emperor. However, the king had overlooked one detail—the pettiness of the emperor, no, William Quinton Marlboro.”

At that moment, another crossroads appeared. Two paths lay ahead.

Akun pointed toward the right. “If you were to go to the right, you can witness the efforts of King Kromgard for yourself.”

“Where does the road lead?”

“It leads to the Old City.”

“The Old City.”

After the fall of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, it had become the last remaining territory on paper belonging to the Wandering King.

Even during the height of the Human Empire, the area had been firmly sealed off, denying access to anyone—even to Sungchul, who held the second-highest title in the empire as the Imperial Commander in Chief.

“Did you know that beneath the Old City, King Kromgard has been preparing a secret operation for thousands of years to dismantle the order of false gods? Would you like to see it?”

“…Lead the way.” Sungchul wanted to know.

Akun chanted a spell in a low voice that resulted in a barrier that nullified noise. “Please, follow me.”

The path was dark and long. It would take a considerable amount of time. Yet Sungchul didn’t resent the time spent; in fact, he barely noticed its passing.

The emperor knew all of this. Why, then, had he not spoken a single word of it?

If Sungchul had known the secrets of the world, he would have understood everything and been ready to assist the emperor. Even if it meant breaking his promise to Ryze Himerr, he would have followed the emperor’s command.

However, the emperor hadn’t shared anything with him.

Silence enveloped them, and Sungchul’s faith in the emperor began to waver in the darkness.


Chapter 2 – Standing at the Crossroads of Decision

Sungchul and the aged lich stood before an entrance without a door. Beyond it, a dimly lit space could be seen.

After asking Sungchul’s permission, Akun Gandharva cast another barrier that made them invisible.

Within this double layer of protection, Sungchul moved forward silently.

Beyond the entrance was a small, terrace-like space with an old railing. To the naked eye, the structure seemed ordinary, but Sungchul’s Soul Contract Eye of Truth detected high-level illusion magic cast over the entire terrace. It was likely a device designed to prevent outsiders from finding this place.

Nevertheless, the fact that Akun Gandharva cast multilayer barriers to hide their whereabouts only went to show just how cautious a character he was.

Sungchul advanced onto the terrace, examining the area in front and above. The front was a brick wall, and above was made of solid rock.

The main attraction could be seen below.

“What…?” Sungchul immediately doubted his eyes the moment he looked down.

Beneath his feet, a vast array of equipment illuminated the darkness, their fiery operation casting an eerie glow. It looked less like a factory and more akin to a weapons depot. Yet, amidst it all, one object was more conspicuous than the rest.

A colossal heart, resembling that of a human but crafted from metal and crystal, stood majestically at the center of the space, its overwhelming presence dominating the surroundings.

Pipes and hoses stretched across the walls, connecting to the giant heart, supplying it with energy.

“What is that?” Sungchul asked.

“That is the Heart of the Ancient God.”

“The Heart of the Ancient God?”

The Ancient God was one of the five major gods of this world, placed alongside the gods of order and neutrality whom humanity worshiped.

Sungchul thought to himself, It can’t really be the heart of an Ancient God. It must be a name given to something with power worthy of a god’s name.

However, his prediction had spectacularly missed the mark.

“This is quite literally the heart of the Ancient God.” Akun Gandharva spoke with pride in his voice.

“Why is the heart of an Ancient God in such a place?”

“Well, I don’t really know why it is here.” Akun Gandharva let out a sinister laugh, leaving a lingering feeling before speaking again. “It’s a matter of sequence. The city of La Grange was deliberately built over the heart.”

The shocking truth about the city of La Grange flowed nonchalantly from the lips of the aged lich.

Sungchul felt his mind go white and numb with so many shocking revelations one after another in short succession.

Is there anything I understood properly at all?

Being the foremost person confronting the Calamities, Sungchul had thought himself closest to the so-called “truth” that humans of the present were oblivious to. Indeed, there were many beings he had encountered who were the stuff of legends or myths. After all, with his own eyes, he had personally beheld the foremost principal god of this world, the God of Order.

Yet Sungchul’s understanding of the world was being shattered into pieces in the underground of La Grange.

“...Is this also something Kromgard arranged?” Sungchul steadied his emotions and managed to maintain a calm tone.

“Yes. He saw the heart of the Ancient God as the only means to dismantle the distorted order of this world. It is because the heart possesses unfathomable powers capable of such feats.”

Sungchul stared down at the massive heart beneath the railing. A heart that did not beat. Apart from its enormous size, he could feel no other power emanating from it. Though it was possible that he might see something if he got closer, his transcendental sensest didn’t react to this heart for now.

“What did your lord plan to do with the Ancient God’s heart?”

At Sungchul’s question, the lich shook his head. “I am but a humble servant; such knowledge is beyond my station. All I know is that the heart of the Ancient God has passed into the emperor’s hands, and the emperor plans to use it for something.”

Around the heart, there was an immense presence of guards. Imperial officers and knights filled the area, while mages bustled about, engaged in all sorts of operations around the heart.

Sungchul silently watched their activities from the terrace for a while.

Soon, a booming voice came from below. “Initiate the trial run!”

“We are initiating the trial run!”

“Everyone, brace for impact.”

The workers began to move about rapidly.

The knights guarding the area also put quite a distance between themselves and the heart.

Something was about to happen, and Sungchul watched anxiously from above.

Through the pipes and hoses connected to it, a black form of energy was being supplied to the heart.

“Begin the operation!”

Soon, the colossal heart beat once, with a deep, reverberating thump.

Sungchul’s vision momentarily darkened and blurred. It was a strange experience. It felt as though another entity’s heart was beating, but it caused his own heart to respond in kind.

What in the world…

In the midst of shock, the Transcendent Senses revealed to him a vision of some gigantic dying figure lying prostrate, with two figures standing behind it like ghosts.

One of them spoke.

“Foolish Aleiokgos. You have been ensnared by sweet temptation and found yourself in ruins. Let me tell you something. Your friend has abandoned you and your follower, fleeing to the side of a dead god.”

It was a voice holy and indescribable, as if a million bells were ringing in unison inside his head.

The dying colossus began to crumble slowly.

In its final moments, it mustered all its remaining strength to punch a hole in the wall of the Transcendent World, hurling the last of its debris into the realm of humans.

The last remnants, blazing like a comet across the sky, fell into a primeval forest where no one lived.

Eons had passed since then.

The spot where the debris had buried itself was now covered with soil brought by the wind, and trees had taken root and borne fruit upon it. Countless fruits ripened and fell, thousands of times.

A man appeared in the uninhabited primeval forest. He dug through the soil layered with dead fruit and fallen leaves until he unearthed the sky-fallen debris once more, exposing it to the world.

The man, whom Sungchul didn’t recognize, smiled upon unearthing the debris. It was a smile soaked in bone-chilling, cruel delight.

The vision from the Transcendent Senses ended.

Is this the story of how the heart of the Ancient God came to be?

As Sungchul regained his senses, he noticed the grotesque lich thrusting its hideous face before him.

“What the fuck! Shit.” Sungchul stepped back, spitting out a curse.

Akun Gandharva bowed his head. “Ah, my apologies. You hadn’t said anything for a while.”

“...Lead me to the exit.”

Thanks to that slight bit of shock, Sungchul was able to gather his thoughts.

What he needed now wasn’t reflection or conjecture; it was confirmation.

He needed to meet the emperor right away to question him. If he didn’t, Sungchul might lose himself in the echo chamber of doubts and questions reverberating in his heart.

However, Akun Gandharva’s steps were far too slow.

Sungchul thought he had grown accustomed to it, but the undead’s sluggish pace only intensified his frustration.

“Hey, lich. Is the way to Sector One the path where that light was shining earlier?” Sungchul asked, unable to hold back.

“That is correct.” Akun Gandharva’s eyes sparkled as he nodded.

“Thanks for the guidance. I’ll go on my own from here.”

Finally overtaking Akun Gandharva, Sungchul moved ahead. His light steps soon exploded into a full-on dash, moving him like a powerful gust of wind toward the exit.

The darkness lifted, revealing a view previously obstructed by oppressive walls. The bright outside world came into view before him, where a sticky rain fell on the ashen landscape.

Everywhere, there were bizarre and twisted statues that had not been seen before.

A pervasive aura of heresy wafted from every direction.

The Transcendent Senses filled Sungchul with an overwhelming feeling of nausea and revulsion.

Amidst the revolting sight, Sungchul saw the massive floating island above him.

The Floating Palace.

The emperor would be there.

Sungchul silently made his way toward the palace. No one seemed to notice his arrival, save for one persistently tailing him.

In the gap between reality and the Transcendent World, a woman clutched her chest that felt like it might burst as she held her breath while following him.

Soojin Lee. Also known as Ahmuge.

She had been watching, doubting everything about the very events of the past she had experienced.

***

A destined, hopeless future.

Gifted with a natural talent for covert operations, she had been sent as a spy on behalf of the imperial guild to the gold city occupied by the Enemy of the World.

She remembered the appearance of the Enemy of the World. He was a huge figure covered in muscles, with a shadow over his face that never lifted. At that time, the Enemy of the World had not fully transformed into a complete black giant, and some semblance of personality had remained.

This was why he had been able to take time to enjoy partaking in the games of blood and slaughter instead of indiscriminately killing and destroying everything in sight, as he would later be known to do.

By the time she’d arrived in the golden city, there hadn’t been a single person to be found. Only a few spiritless undead roamed the streets, looking for the flesh of whatever human remains were left.

This had been the work of one of the seven weapons of Calamities: the cursed plague of undeath, Shiculea.

Soojin had dodged the undead, sniffing the air for her scent, and searched for traces of the people in the city. Tracking the footsteps of tens of thousands of people wasn’t a difficult task. The trail left by the long procession, along with a few decaying corpses, had stretched southward.

Their destination had been the Summoning Plaza. Upon arriving there, she’d witnessed a scene so horrifying it was hard to believe, even with her own eyes.

The Enemy of the World had sat upon a throne, exacting revenge for the deadly trials he had once endured, repaying them to the residents of this world, especially to the administrators of the Summoning Plaza.

The four squares, named Azure, Crimson, Blanche, and Scarlet, had already been covered with mountains of corpses and overflowing blood.

And it hadn’t just been the plazas.

The walls surrounding the Summoning Plaza had been adorned with those who defied his will, impaled alive on spikes and bound with the chains of another weapon of Calamity, Agony, trapped helplessly between life and death.

Monstrous birds from the Demon Realm had roamed the skies above the plaza, then settled on the walls to tear at the still-living bodies, which writhed horribly, unable to die.

It had been an absolute manifestation of hell, of never-ending cycles of pain and suffering.

Seated upon his throne, the Enemy of the World, Sungchul, had poured wine into a goblet made from a skull that still had flesh. And with a voice like thunder, he’d addressed the plaza, echoing with the screams of those who were unable to die. “Do not resent me. All is the result of your collective sins and wrongdoing.” Sungchul had spoken again. “I am merely a tool to punish you on behalf of the gods.”

Someone had hastily escaped from the scene.

When she’d heard that no one had survived the Summoning Plaza, she had simply accepted it without question.

After all, that man, the Enemy of the World, had already been too far gone in his corruption and irredeemable manifestation of pure evil.

Later, when the great Calamity of La Grange took place, which came to be known as the beginning of the end of the world in earnest, she had also accepted without question that it must have been by Sungchul’s actions.

“It’s Sungchul’s doing,” the main forces fighting against the black Colossus had unanimously declared.

All things leading to the end had been Sungchul’s doing alone.

Having lost everything to Sungchul’s hands, she had gradually accepted this as an absolute truth, without a hint of doubt in her mind.

Eliminating Sungchul alone would singlehandedly save the world from destruction.

However, as hidden truths gradually came to light, the Ahmuge finally began to piece together what it was that fate had in store for her.

It was about making a choice.

In the midst of indecision, she had to find the one path that would save her and the world.

It was no easy task. The world was rife with deceit and deception.

Now, the entity that had destroyed her world descended into the Garden of the Floating Palace. There, a guest was waiting for Sungchul. It was a general from the emperor’s faction, whom Ahmuge only vaguely remembered by his face.

“This is unexpected. We were waiting for someone else, not you.”

The general and Sungchul seemed to know each other.

Sungchul replied, “Step aside, Doron. I have only come to speak with the emperor.”

“I can’t do that.” The general stood boldly, blocking Sungchul’s path.

“Even if it’s you, I won’t forgive you if you get in my way,” Sungchul warned.

The general was not at all afraid; instead, he even showed a relaxed smile. “That’s my line, former Imperial Commander in Chief.” The general drew his sword.

The next moment, both Sungchul and the general could hear it. A deep, reverberating thump. The sound of the giant heart beating.

With vision growing dark, a supernatural event took place.

The figure standing in Sungchul’s path suddenly transformed.

It morphed into a grotesque being, draped in armor composed solely of square plate metal, wearing four masks. This figure closely resembled the profane statues scattered throughout the Capital City.

With his Transcendent Senses, Sungchul could see it more clearly.

[Immortal Kukumbus]

[Troimea’s Terrible Cook and Rapist]

[And the Exiled, so-called Evil God]

An evil god had appeared.

But that wasn’t the main problem. Transcendental Senses were telling Sungchul that the presence of this evil god in the world was not due to someone’s sacrifice but due to environmental factors.

With tremors vibrating through him, the thump, thump of the heart of an Ancient God, buried underground, continued to beat.

This beat was making an impossible and unforgivable sacrilegious heresy manifest upon the world. A profane heresy beyond anyone’s imagination. The boundary between reality and the Transcendent World was becoming blurred.

However, no matter the reason, Sungchul could not be stopped. He brandished not the black weapons of Calamities but his beloved silver hammer.

“…Come.”

God-like strength flowed through Sungchul’s body.

A giant with four faces, wielding weapons resembling circular saws, struck down toward Sungchul with a crashing boom.

The ground split with the force of the mighty blow.

Sungchul stepped back and drew forth his new armor, the Hand of the Ascendent.

Emerging from the Soul Storage, the armor made of black carapace moved on its own, wrapping around Sungchul’s left hand.

Feeling a heavy weight in his left hand, Sungchul stepped to the side, hammer ready, closely observing the movements of his enemy.

Visually, the enemy’s defenses seemed incredibly sturdy. Particularly, the full plate armor appeared to be coated with a high-grade sorcery enhancement.

Seeing this, Sungchul thought to himself, He wants to fight using only the strength of arms? What a compatible immortal for Doron.

Doron, a general of the Human Empire, had very little contact with Sungchul. He wasn’t from the rebel forces and had joined the emperor after the establishment of the Human Empire. He was new blood in the military leadership. Yet he had been a famous swordsman and meticulous soldier even before Sungchul became famous.

Alongside Sungchul, as the Imperial Commander in Chief, he had navigated the tumultuous early days of the empire, resolving numerous rebellions and conflicts that could have shaken the empire to its core.

Some considered Doron superior to Sungchul, as Sungchul’s accomplishments were often attributed to having been born of Sungchul’s position as Commander in Chief and his connection to the emperor rather than Sungchul’s own ability and merit.

And, in actuality, Doron was a Swordmaster from the Ancient Kingdom, renowned for his considerable skills and reputation with the sword.

In terms of swordsmanship alone, he was head and shoulders above Sungchul.

However, what Sungchul valued more than Doron’s skill with the blade was his noble and chivalrous character.

Although he wasn’t nearly as driven as Sungchul, who had directly opposed the emperor when the emperor showed tepid responses to handling the Calamity, Doron, in his own way, had decided to do the best he could in his position.

How strange that such a man would choose to become an evil god.

The Doron he knew was nothing like the power-drunk princes of the Nimbus Kingdom.

But reality didn’t always follow one’s expectations.

Doron, now transformed into an evil god, swung his massive sword at Sungchul once again. The three-meter-long sword hurtled toward Sungchul like the wind.

In the blink of an eye, Fal Garaz and the great sword with a circular saw clashed multiple times, sparking flames.

After a brief exchange, the two warriors stepped back and eyed each other warily.

“Be careful. That rapist is one of the most skilled swordsmen among the evil gods,” an unknown voice echoed within.

Indeed, the power of the evil god was real. The echo of the evil god’s sword strike still resonated in Fal Garaz, producing a clear sound.

Sungchul felt a slight fatigue in his arm despite the god-like power he possessed.

The brief pause in the battle ended in another clash of swords. But in the tense moment, the evil god suddenly took a step back.

“It’s not too late to withdraw now, Imperial Commander in Chief. You are free to leave. You were not the one invited.”

Doron spoke in a voice not much different from his human one. He was a being of noble spirit through and through. Even while borrowing the power of the evil god, he was not consumed by the evil god’s corruption.

He was an enemy that deserved respect and honor. But nevertheless, one Sungchul had to overcome.

“When have I ever been invited anywhere?” Sungchul said as he mentally simulated how the evil god’s sword might swing in his head.

I cannot afford to waste time here. I must deal with him as quickly as possible.

To swiftly dismantle a formidable enemy, relying solely on brute force was not good enough. It was necessary for him to force the opponent to cooperate unwittingly with his plans. But to do so, he had to gamble and take on some risks.

As long as the enemy wasn’t some mindless fool, they were bound to think things through and act according to what they perceived as the best course of action. The clash of warriors of equal might often boiled down to mind games and feints.

Sungchul decided to trust the defensive capabilities of his newly acquired armor, the Hand of the Ascendent. However, relying solely on an unproven method could greatly increase the risk of defeat.

Sungchul once again tried to predict the potential path of the sword of the evil god as he charged forward, this time wielding Fal Garaz first.

Their hammers and swords clashed in the air once more, metal screeching in the fury of the ongoing downpour, and a fierce exchange followed.

The stone vineyard under the feet of the evil god and Sungchul shattered and burst from the intensity of their battle.

In the breathtaking combat, Sungchul noticed that the sword of the evil god had a consistent directionality. However, the opponent was beginning to notice Sungchul’s pattern of movement as well. The evil god, too, began to attack, trying to exploit those gaps.

Slicing through the air with astonishing speed, the giant, serrated blade of the circular saw grazed dangerously close to Sungchul’s hair.

It was a narrow escape. Sungchul almost had his head split in two before he could execute his plan. But he remained unfazed. He had already spent many years on the battlefield fighting for his life. The evil god’s sharp attack into his vulnerable weak point did catch him off guard, but it wasn’t enough to shake him on a fundamental level.

It was Sungchul’s turn.

He prepared to respond to any potential counterattack the evil god might make as he charged headfirst toward his opponent.

The square plates of armor worn by the Lesser God clanged against each other, producing a bizarre sound, like the creak of a rusty mill.

The evil god tried to nullify Sungchul’s charge with a stab.

It was the same answer Sungchul had seen Doron use, one that made use of the advantage in reach.

And just like before, Sungchul knocked away the circular saw sword with his hammer and charged forth even deeper.

The eight eyes of the four faces of the evil god glistened in unison as it used all of its strength to deflect Sungchul away.

Sungchul was lifted up into the air. But instead of blocking head-on with the hammer, he let it slide across the sword of the evil god as he deflected the blade away. Using the momentum, he spun like a top midair before landing on the ground.

The impact of the landing shattered another cluster of tiles, sending fragments flying everywhere and crushing the dried-up trees and flower branches of the Floating Palace’s muddy garden.

“Whew.” Sungchul took a deep breath.

The moisture-laden air around him turned white as it was sucked into his nostrils and exhaled as steam through his mouth. Despite the torrential rain soaking his body, steam rose off him like that from a boiling pot due to the heat of the battle.

The Lesser God’s plate armor still clanked, making a sound similar to the cry of insects.

Things had been going just as he’d predicted thus far, the same pattern of battle repeating over and over. However, things wouldn’t go the way the evil god expected for much longer.

Sungchul had predicted at least one more counterattack would come his way. Sure enough, a giant foot, reminiscent of the Colossus’s, hidden within the evil god’s plate armor, revealed itself.

The evil god kicked a puddle of water that had pooled on the ground.

Muddy water, mud, and fragments splattered toward Sungchul. Kicking dirt to exploit an opponent’s sight was a common tactic among swordsmen.

However, the force of the Lesser God’s kick sent a landslide-like mass of earth hurtling toward Sungchul.

Sungchul’s vision was instantly blocked by the flying dirt. Just before his sight was completely obscured, Sungchul caught a glimpse of a flashing light in the upper right corner of his vision.

A simultaneous attack. The intention was clear: to step forward with the kick that sent the earth flying and slice through Sungchul along with the dirt.

The evil god had thrown a challenging move to defend against.

To such a challenge, Sungchul responded with a counter-challenge. He reflected on the philosophy he had established long ago, back when he had to fight dirty in the mud while considering all the possible moves available to him.

There was one move he could use. A move that could simultaneously protect him from the impact of the oncoming mud baptism as well as finally put his secret plan into action.

Magical symbols began to appear on Sungchul’s body.

Simultaneously, his loyal soul stones also began their casting of magic in unison.

1st Soul Stone Wind Shield

2nd Soul Stone Wind Shield

3rd Soul Stone Wind Shield

4th Soul Stone Wind Shield

5th Soul Stone Wind Shield

6th Soul Stone Wind Shield

7th Soul Stone Wind Shield

8th Soul Stone Chain Lightning

The beauty of defensive magic lay in the speed at which it could be prepared.

The instant they were ready, the shots of magical wind awaited their deployment in their respective stones.

The shower of mud carrying the strength of the evil god came, enveloping Sungchul.

With a startled cry, Bertelgia shuddered as she burrowed deeper into his pocket.

Sungchul threw Fal Garaz upward while pulling out Krumbui from the Soul Storage. Simultaneously, he chanted the activation words, unleashing all the magic loaded into the soul stones.

“Wind Shield.”

Nine barriers made of wind unfolded in front of Sungchul, with clashing booms announcing them. The turbulence was more akin to explosions than mere wind.

This formidable barrier pushed back the flying dirt, boring a hole through the obscured view in front of him.

From the upper right, the distinct shape of the evil god’s blade came flying at an angle.

A strike mustering the full might of the evil god.

Sungchul looked beyond the mud at the large feet that had kicked up the debris but had not yet been brought back down upon the earth. He threw Krumbui, which had just emerged from the Soul Storage.

Even in that fleeting moment, the blade of the evil deity advanced, casting a shadow over Sungchul’s upper body.

With a resounding click, Fal Garaz, briefly tossed into the air, landed back in Sungchul’s hand at just the right moment.

“Phew.” God-like power surged through his body, and amid the pouring rain, steam began to rise more vigorously from his form.

The next moment, a fierce clash ensued, with a clamor that shook the air as the full force of sword and hammer collided.

It held tremendous power and momentum.

His feet, which had been planted like the roots of a tree, were forced back.

If Sungchul had blocked using Krumbui, that strike would have shattered it.

He’s strong.

The god-like strength flowing through Sungchul’s body began to deplete. Fortunately, the power of the evil god was also diminishing, and the Krumbui thrown just before had pierced part of the giant foot of the Lesser God before the plate armor could cover it.

The evil god Kukumbus flinched, but the wound was light and soon completely shielded by the extended skirt of the plate armor as it was once again brought back to the ground.

The momentum of the Lesser God resumed suddenly. With his left hand, which had been idle until now, the evil god pressed his greatsword down on Sungchul, pinning him forcefully.

As Sungchul stepped on the rain-softened ground, his foot sank up to his knee. The Lesser God intended to crush him right there.

Though Sungchul’s strength was on par with that of the gods, the ground supporting him was not. His opponent was making use of this fact to gain a tactical advantage.

The Lesser God’s plate armor made intermittent clanking sounds as it shook. He exerted all his strength, intending to completely overwhelm Sungchul, launching an attack that was hard to evade while Sungchul was still embedded in the ground.

Sungchul knew he was in mortal danger. But even amid the chaos, one of Sungchul’s soul stones was completing the incantation of a spell that took considerably longer to cast than the others.

The soul of the Carbuncle within the soul stone conveyed the completion of the Chain Lightning spell through emotions.

Well done, Carbuncaca.

Massive amounts of vapor billowed from Sungchul like steam as his eyes glistened intensely.

His left hand, adorned with the Hand of the Ascendent, tightly gripped the circular saw blade.

The evil god didn’t react but exerted more force, confident in its superiority and choosing not to respond to every little trick.

But his opponent was Sungchul.

Sungchul’s gaze was fixed on the Lesser God’s foot, where Krumbui was embedded, covered by the skirt.

The Hand of the Ascendent, clutching the serrated blade of the circular saw, pointed precisely at that spot.

“Chain Lightning.”

Electricity burst from the tips of Sungchul’s fingers, aimed in the general direction of the armored skirt.

The Lesser God merely smiled, confident in the powerful magic-resistant protection coating every piece of his armor, which could stop most forms of magic.

However, Sungchul wasn’t targeting the skirt. His focus was on the soft formation underneath it, a puddle that had formed from the ongoing rain.

With a deafening crackle, the chain lightning struck the puddle.

The current traveled through the water, sneaking into the gaps of the skirt and reaching down to where the Lesser God’s foot stood, right at the spot where Krumbui was deeply rooted.

“Kraaaa!”

This was not the scream of the evil god. The shrieks of Krumbui emanated from within the folds of his skirt. Yet the Lesser God, too, was shaken, and the force pressing down upon Sungchul weakened slightly.

For a moment, the Hand of the Ascendent, which had momentarily strayed, now firmly grasped the circular saw once more.

God-like strength flowed once again through Sungchul’s body, and as a result, Fal Garaz fell away.

In the momentary decrease in power caused by the impact of Chain Lightning upon the evil god, Sungchul could hold back the circular saw blade with only the Hand of the Ascendent.

“Ido Jenka!” For the first time, the evil god shouted. It must have been alarmed by what it saw.

Sungchul leapt from the mud, blade in hand, before the evil god Kukumbus could fully recover his stance.

Desperately, the evil god channeled his strength into the blade once more. Each tooth of the cogwheel-shaped blade of the circular saw was imbued with a powerful spell, enhancing its cutting power.

As it bore down, screeches filling the air, scratches began to form on the surface of the mythic-tier armor of the Hand of the Ascendent.

At this rate, the armor and his hands would be cut through. But he couldn’t stop.

Sungchul ignored the pain building in his arm as he continued to press forward. But with a sickening crack, his fingers were cut off along with a portion of the Hand of the Ascendent, causing hair-raising pain to shoot throughout his body.

However, by that point, Sungchul had finally advanced right up to the evil god.

At this distance, he could finally start hitting the evil god with his hammer.

Fal Garaz rose high and crashed down with a thunderous strike.

“Argh!”

The massive frame of the Lesser God staggered.

Sungchul took his blood-drenched left hand off the god’s circular saw and struck again.

Within the flurry of blows, the Lesser God struggled desperately but could no longer withstand the assault.

The links of his armor broke, and the mask that covered his face was crushed, scattering blue blood everywhere.

The evil god finally knelt. But Sungchul didn’t stop his attack, hammering down again and again. Emitting steam from his body and ceaselessly bleeding rivers of red from his severed fingers, he continued his relentless assault.

“Ku... Kuuuu...”

The evil god finally collapsed, an unrecognizable corpse, before beginning to fade away.

“Imperial Commander in Chief... it has been an honor... to fight against you...”

With his last words, Doron vanished.

The Transcendent Senses signaled the end of the battle.

“Please trust the emperor. He is faltering…” Carried by a wind tinged with the scent of rain, the last faint words of the imperial general echoed in the air.

Sungchul picked up his severed fingers, still encased in the gauntlet, and fitted them back into place before pulling out an elixir to heal the wound. Fortunately, the fingers attached properly, and the severed fragment of the Ascender’s hand also reattached itself, regaining its original form.

Sungchul flexed his hand, testing it. There remained a foreign sensation and a mind-numbing pain. But he couldn’t stop, because a man had appeared on the terrace of the imperial palace.

William Quinton Marlboro.

The emperor of the Human Empire, clad in golden armor, had appeared. But he was not looking at Sungchul. His attention was elsewhere.

Sungchul turned his head as he finally sensed another presence.

Hidden under a helmet that obscured his face and clad in armor decorated with beast skins, a man stood in the pouring rain.

The Wandering King.

No, it was Kromgard, the only king to have ever ruled the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, forming one vertex of a triangle with the emperor and Sungchul.

A king with the Last Crown and two crownless kings.

They had all gathered together… amidst the irregular beating of the heart of an Ancient God.

***

A crackling boom broke the silence as lightning from the black thunderclouds struck the lightning rod atop the Floating Palace.

The flashing light temporarily blinded the three men who had taken the stage. A heavy silence followed and persisted amidst the pouring rain.

It was the emperor who broke it.

“It seems uninvited guests are making a mess of my garden.” His voice carried its usual authority, but there was a hint of weariness.

The Wandering King responded immediately. He lifted his head toward the emperor, his tone arrogant and tinged with displeasure. “La Grange is my city, one I have planned and built. Thus, this garden is mine as well. William Quinton Marlboro, you have no right to claim this place as your own.”

The emperor merely responded with a bitter sneer.

The Wandering King and the emperor. The intangible clash between the two men caused invisible sparks to fly between them.

Sungchul watched the confrontation between the two kings from a bystander’s perspective, still undecided about his own part in this conflict.

Then the moment came.

“The sword is in your hands. The time to make your choice has arrived.” An irresistible voice echoed within Sungchul. Suddenly, he felt a dizzying vertigo. His senses faded—sound, sight, and even touch.

What is this sensation?

Within the numbness, only a tingling tightness around his heart could be distinctly felt. The strange sign was first sensed by Bertelgia, who was closest to his heart.

“Are you okay?”

At her worried question, Sungchul felt his senses, which had momentarily drifted away, returning as he shook his head from side to side.

“…There’s no problem.”

Still feeling a foreign sensation, Sungchul clenched and unclenched his hand as he caught sight of the emperor and the Wandering King.

The rain intensified.

The first to move was the emperor.

“Kromgard. It’s time to put an end to this wretched relationship.”

Whether out of deliberate intention or burning with fierce anger, the emperor was fixated solely on the Wandering King, not sparing Sungchul a single glance, as if he weren’t present at all.

Such behavior from the emperor was enough to stir unpleasant feelings in Sungchul. While his faith in the emperor gradually waned, Sungchul saw the opaque helmet turn toward him.

The Wandering King said to Sungchul, “Do you see, Destroyer? The pathetic sight of someone incapable of living with shame and embarrassment, who lives solely to take revenge against me out of spite and hatred in his heart and mind.”

This utterance was enough to force Sungchul, an unwilling participant and observer, to the forefront of the rainy stage.

The emperor, who had been solely fixated on the Wanderer King, finally turned his head to gaze upon Sungchul with an indifferent expression.

Due to the distance, Sungchul couldn’t discern exactly what the emperor was thinking. However, one thing was clear. The emperor was wary of him at the moment.

The emperor’s interest, as the Wanderer King had said, was solely in Kromgard alone.

After briefly glancing at Sungchul, he tilted his head back to glare at the Wanderer King. “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself, Kromgard? Trying to involve a third party who has nothing to do with the issue between us?”

Kromgard merely snorted in response, then continued speaking while looking at Sungchul. “Then try asking Destroyer yourself to leave us alone here.”

Again, a deep, reverberating thump was heard as the heartbeat of the Ancient God resonated in everyone’s ears.

A flicker of anger appeared and then vanished from the emperor’s face. Then he turned his head to Sungchul. “Will you not step aside, my friend? This is a matter between me and Kromgard.” With that, the emperor had nothing more to say.

There was no explanation, no reason given. Apart from the polite tone, it was no different from a simple command.

Sungchul’s already wavering faith began to break down even more.

Why won’t you tell me anything?

The reason Sungchul left behind the coalition forces he had gathered with such great difficulty was to come here to gain an explanation from the emperor about what was going on.

However, even now, the emperor wanted him to know nothing.

Despite Sungchul’s sincere gaze, the emperor ignored him utterly.

Thinking about it logically, ever since the day the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea surrendered, the emperor hadn’t shared any information of value with Sungchul.

That was fine. But in the final days of Sungchul’s tenure as the Imperial Commander in Chief, when the daily clashes and arguments about the oncoming calamity were driving them apart, the emperor could have told Sungchul. Even a bare minimum of information necessary to understand the current situation and the reason for delaying the resolution of the Calamities would have sufficed.

But in the end, the emperor simply refused to share any information with Sungchul, and thus he was forced to live in utter isolation as the Enemy of the World.

The real irony occurred afterward.

While Sungchul had been running all over the world fighting the Demon Army, subjugating the Seven Heroes, and bringing an end to the first and second Calamities, the leaders of the world had doubled down on keeping everything a secret while plotting a ridiculous game of backstabbing and betrayals in the background.

The sound of the Ancient God’s heart was unbearably loud in his ears.

What shall I choose?

A deep sigh escaped from Sungchul’s nose and mouth. White breath rose into the sky and dispersed. After a brief, heavy silence, he finally opened his mouth to speak.

“I will stay here.” In Sungchul’s hand appeared Fal Garaz, speckled with the blue blood of the evil god. The downpour soon washed the evidence from the weapon into the mud.

Without warning, the storm clouds erupted with another flash of lightning and boom of thunder, illuminating the three figures.

The center of confrontation shifted from an emperor and a wandering king to the emperor and Sungchul. It was a situation on the verge of explosion.

A weak clap penetrated the tense silence, echoing emotionlessly as the Wandering King gave exaggerated applause.

The intense gazes of Sungchul and the emperor shifted back to the Wandering King.

“What is there to gain from us humans of the old era fighting among ourselves? The humans of the new era are on their way to come destroy us all as we speak.” The voice of the Wandering King had changed. Gone was the weary and faint mumbling of a king of inaction; now, from within his opaque helmet, flowed a powerful, clear, and persuasive voice, even hinting at the charisma of an orator. “I have a proposal, Emperor,” said the Wandering King. “I will return your empire to you.”

A faint change crossed the emperor’s face.

The Wandering King continued, “And I don’t mean only on paper. The lords who are loyal to me shall follow me to the Floating Archipelago. Whom you appoint as the new lords in the empty lands is a problem for you to figure out.”

The emperor remained silent, merely listening as the Wandering King continued to speak.

“I will depart to spend the rest of my remaining days there.”

“For what in return?” the emperor asked sharply, his voice tense.

The Wandering King paused for a moment before answering solemnly, “You must give up two things.”

“And those two things are?”

“One is the crown above your head.”

The emperor snorted in derision, waiting for the next words.

“The other is this city.”

“What an unreasonable demand, Kromgard,” the emperor sneered. “Can’t you see that I am the one who has stirred the heart of the Ancient God? Why should I hand it over to someone like you, harboring such dark ambitions?” Wrath was evident in the emperor’s voice as he grew agitated, which was a rare sight to behold.

“It’s not about handing it over to me.” The Wandering King raised his voice as he spoke, then raised his hand and pointed at Sungchul. “The heart of the Ancient God lies dormant in this city of La Grange. A city worthy of becoming the capital city of the Chairman of the New World Parliament and future king, don’t you think?”

The Wandering King was saying that Sungchul should be selected as the One King as the Calamity demands and that control of the city of La Grange should be relinquished to him.

Sungchul wasn’t part of any faction and had long been walking the heroic path, focused solely on the resolution of the Calamities. Leaving the control and management of such a dangerous city to him was a rather logical choice, and in some ways, ideal.

“The heart of the Ancient God is a dangerous object, to both you and to me. Only the Destroyer has the right to control and manage it,” declared the Wandering King in a clear and compelling voice.

It was now up to the emperor and Sungchul to respond.

Although Sungchul had no intention of becoming a king, he believed that the responsibility of managing the dangerous heart of the Ancient God was something that should be left to his discretion and control as well.

The emperor began to look anxious and defeated. He seemed to be aware that he was being pushed into a corner.

“He cannot be forgiven,” the emperor suddenly said to Sungchul in a trembling voice. A hollow echo.

Sungchul looked at the emperor with an indifferent expression.

The emperor continued, “Did you know that he is the leader of the Order of Extinction?”

“The Wandering King?”

“Yes. He is the leader of the Order of Extinction, who desires the destruction of the world!”

At this, the Wandering King burst into derisive laughter. “How unsightly. Do you even have a basis for your claims?”

“No basis is needed. The truth speaks for itself.”

At that moment, another roll of thunder shook the heavens and the earth. From the downtown below, updrafts twisted the rain into spirals as they soared into the sky.

“You are free to believe whatever you wish. But oh, dear emperor, do you not think you are shameless?” the Wandering King replied mockingly. “To start with known facts, the Order of Extinction originated right here in La Grange and rapidly expanded its influence, centered around the empire. This brings me to an inevitable question. How could a baseless cult with no tradition or history become popular in this city, which is divided into districts under iron-fisted rule and home to the inquisitorial headquarters of both the Horasan and Mura Orders, tasked with monitoring and eradicating heresy?” the Wandering King accused the emperor with a nonchalant demeanor.

But the emperor was no easy opponent. He stood still, like a statue, and countered with a dignified voice.

“Your sophistry is plausible, Kromgard. But the underground levels of this city are not under my control, are they?”

“Below, there are but a few Soldiers of Salvation and a single servant of mine. What could these soldiers, with intelligence lesser than that of monkeys, possibly achieve? Unless they can convert others, they are but creatures that cannot even distinguish between a follower and food. Their purpose is solely to protect the heart of the Ancient God.”

The argument seemed like it could drag on. Sungchul began to feel stifled and bored.

It was clear that the emperor was at a disadvantage. His words were baseless, weak, and flailing.

The Wandering King continued his accusations. “Do not muddy the point. Our most critical objective right now is the resolution of the Calamity itself. Answer me, Emperor. Are you willing to relinquish your crown willingly and hand over this city to the One King?” The Wandering King was gradually backing the emperor into a corner.

Sungchul could see it in the emperor’s eyes. He had no intention of giving up the crown, nor of handing over the city.

With his lips tightly sealed, the emperor’s stubborn demeanor was typical of those in seats of power, like the other kings, such as Daincraft and Arcanite, and even selfish individuals like Martin Breggas.

Emperor. Why do you...

It was then that the sound of a horn could be heard from afar. The terrible, echoing sound of a war horn carried far and wide across the open fields.

It was the horn of the Barbarians.

Sungchul immediately turned his head northward.

The Barbarians were coming.

Their forces, last reported to be three days’ march away, had covered the vast distance in just one day and were now within view of the capital city.

Seeing the Barbarian forces, the Wandering King mockingly stated, “The heartbeats of the Ancient God have drawn them here. Their false god must have commanded them to destroy this city and shatter the heart immediately.”

There was no time left. It was time to end this boring story.

Sungchul heard a voice the moment he stepped forward.

“Now, make your choice. Either will lead to a hopeless future, for you are but a mere tool that must now choose.”

It was a voice that he couldn’t quite defy. Though it was strange and quite impossible for him to hear such a voice, at the moment he heard it, Sungchul found that he was compelled to think the voice was natural and to accept its presence.

When had he first become aware of this voice?

Sungchul suddenly began to question what was going on inside him. Was it when he became the Enemy of the World? When he first stood on the stairway to God? When he defeated the Demon King and the Seven Heroes? Or when he gained Transcendent Senses?

None of these seemed right.

Amidst the myriad echoes of the past that brushed past him, Sungchul recalled the steel wheel spinning atop his palm.

Is it the Steel Heart? Or perhaps it’s due to heightened willpower?

It was impossible to guess the exact moment it had first occurred. But for reasons unknown, he had become able to hear an inner voice. A vile voice that moved him without his awareness.

But astonishingly, any doubts he had about the voice evaporated as quickly as ethanol.

Why was that?

Perhaps it was a waste of time for him to be thinking about it at this moment. The important thing was that there was some will trying to move him, and Sungchul strongly disliked it.

He closed his eyes, then took a step back and assessed the situation.

The last admonition of a dying warrior suddenly flashed through his mind.

***

Three kings were discussing the fate of the world, and behind them, an uninvited guest watched the scene with a pounding heart.

Ahmuge flipped through the last pages of notes she had on former history, which was becoming increasingly impossible to trust.

The Great Calamity of La Grange. According to the records, the emperor and the Enemy of the World conspired behind the scenes to bring about this disaster.

The emperor who desired the end.

Sungchul, the bringer of the end.

Their collusion was considered an obvious truth.

Sure enough, Sungchul walked toward the emperor and stood directly before him.

Though they had shared life and death as comrades and had been close friends for decades, it was only now that they were finally facing each other face to face.

Sungchul’s steadfast gaze seemed to penetrate the wavering eyes of the emperor.

It was an unimaginable turn of events.

Though a close friend, the emperor was Sungchul’s spiritual pillar and the only sovereign he truly acknowledged.

Yet now, the situation seemed reversed.

The emperor, taller and clad in gleaming armor with a ceremonial headdress, appeared smaller than Sungchul.

At least, that’s what Ahmuge thought.

No words were exchanged between them. There was no magical interaction either. Moments passed as if they lasted an eternity.

“You have the same face as back then.” A bitter smile appeared on Sungchul’s lips.

The emperor paused and asked, “Back then?”

Turning around, Sungchul replied with a lighter tone, “I’ll leave it up to your imagination as to what I mean.” He turned away from the emperor and walked to the midpoint between the two opposing forces, the emperor and the Wandering King, then declared, “I will now announce my decision.”

The moment to determine the fate of the world had arrived.

Ahmuge held her breath and watched him intently.

Finally, Sungchul began. “My decision is to not make a decision.”

Ahmuge doubted her ears. Not make a decision? What nonsense was this?

Sungchul continued, “Instead, as the chairman of the World Parliament… no, as the One King, I command thee, the Emperor of the Human Empire and the King of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. You two are hereby to end your feud and come join under my banner.”

Sungchul motioned strongly toward the north, where the Barbarians stormed across the barren plains.

“I will make my decision after they are defeated. And I will not permit any excuses or arguments to the contrary, though you are free to go ahead and try if you so please.” Fal Garaz appeared in his hands. “That is, if you wish to make an enemy of me.”

Sungchul’s choice was not to choose.

It was not a matter of indecision but a decision that could change the course of the world’s fate.

How could such a significant decision be made based solely on fragmented information and momentary emotions?

It was true that this could directly cause some problems down the line. However, that, too, was simply another item to address among a long list of problems to solve anyhow.

There was an order of priority in which things must be resolved. And the current order of business was to band together to overcome the immediate threat before them.

Choosing one side or another was a matter to decide at a later time. That was Sungchul’s true intention.

“You are a mere tool. You should know your place.” He could hear an inner voice cursing him as he walked forward, onward toward the battlefield that awaited him.

The emperor stepped back and gestured to his subordinates, who had been silently lurking in the palace. “Prepare for battle. The full power of the Human Empire’s Imperial Army shall be mobilized to assist the Chairman of the World Parliament in defeating the Barbarians of the north.”

The emperor had now placed himself under Sungchul’s military command.

What remained was the Wandering King.

He stood silent, observing, his face hidden and unseen behind a helmet that revealed nothing inside.

However, Ahmuge could still hear it—the faint sigh emanating from within the helmet.

Behind the Wandering King, black smoke rose, and a ghastly lich draped in tattered robes appeared. “Your Majesty, what is your decision?”

To this, the Wandering King replied in his original, weary and exhausted voice, “Lead the Soldiers of Salvation under that man’s banner. I will also join with the fleet of the Floating Archipelago.”

“Understood, Your Majesty.” Akun Gandharva bowed respectfully, then vanished with the black smoke. The Wandering King also disappeared after watching Sungchul for a while longer.

A long silence followed. Then the gloomy city, covered in dark clouds, was suddenly filled with the resounding blast of a trumpet for the first time in a while.

The fleet of the empire, long hidden within the clouds, finally revealed its grandeur.

Ahmuge gazed at the back of the man standing at the edge of the Floating Palace. He was the one who had created it. He had unified humans who could never be united. Although it was temporary and influenced by external factors, Sungchul, who had achieved this, was truly worthy of being called the One King.

A slight movement occurred inside the pocket of the man’s shirt. It was Bertelgia.

“Hey, when you said ‘that time,’ what exactly were you referring to?” she suddenly asked.

Sungchul cast Fly, plummeting below the Floating Palace.

“Ah? That? When was it?”

Balancing in midair, Sungchul scratched his head. Soon, a vision of an unrepeatable past flashed before his eyes. “It was then, during our starving days in the rebellion, when he couldn’t bear his hunger and got caught red-handed stealing a sweet potato.”

“What? I thought you were referring to something grand. It was just that?” Bertelgia shivered.

Sungchul’s eyes suddenly sparkled as he remembered something else. “There’s another time.”

“When? When he couldn’t stand the hunger and stole another potato?”

“No.”

Sungchul shook his head. “Before the final battle in front of this city, Emperor William had that same expression.”

“Hmm?”

“He’s bad at lying.”

“Really?”

“Just like me.”

“That’s not true.”

Feeling a pleasant breeze brushing through his wet hair, Sungchul wore a faint smile.

The clouds that had long shrouded La Grange were starting to clear.

Finally, the rains over La Grange had stopped pouring.

***

Upon returning to his camp, Sungchul immediately ordered his entire army to march for La Grange.

The many kings and their representatives were stunned by the development of events. The Human Empire, which had closed its borders for so long in isolation, suddenly joined the anti-barbarian coalition.

The Imperial Armada, which used to rule the skies of the continent, despite all sorts of rumors surrounding its state, seemed intact and took up one portion of the battle line with all of its glorious battleships.

Furthermore, the hidden armies of the Wandering King finally revealed themselves to the world for the first time under the banner of the World Parliament.

The bizarre figures of the misshapen Soldiers of Salvation finally left the realm of rumors and myths and stepped into the light of day, bringing great shock and surprise to the many people who saw them for the first time.

The expeditionary fleet from the mysterious Floating Archipelago was no less awe-inspiring than the Soldiers of Salvation. Though they didn’t have nearly as many ships as the Imperial Armada, the airships of the Floating Archipelago were made with some unknown construction and technology. Their characteristic swan-like forms greatly boosted allied morale with their glorious appearance.

This was the moment when the splintered forces of humanity finally gathered together under one banner and one mission.

Though the One King was not yet officially chosen, the armies of the old generation of humans had higher morale than ever before.

Despite some still casting skeptical and critical eyes toward the Human Empire, the emperor volunteered to take the front lines himself, striving to dispel the surrounding distrust.

At the heart of it all, Sungchul could feel the hope of the people rising. Win this battle and crown someone as the One King.

Sungchul wasn’t merely preparing for battle; he was relying on McRaed to uncover the identity of the leader of the Order of Extinction. He had recently discovered that messengers from the Order of Extinction had visited not only the dwarven kingdom but also the Elven Confederation of Kingdoms, the Ancient Kingdom, and all other major states outside the empire.

The prince, who attended as the commander of the elven forces in place of their king, honestly admitted that they had intended to negotiate with the Order of Extinction. However, the conditions set by the Order of Extinction inevitably required the consumption and sacrifice of the most outstanding and noble talents in the kingdom, so they were refused.

Arcanite of the Ancient Kingdom had initially denied any dealings with the Order of Extinction until he finally admitted to the same story as the elven prince.

“Once you get to my age, you can start to tell the difference between those who are offering help to take advantage of you and those who are not.”

Sungchul came to know that among the representatives of the Order of Extinction were not only Sarasa Xero but also Althugius Xero, the teacher who had taught Sungchul the magic of Cosmomancy.

So even a man of such caliber was lured into their fold. Just what is the Order of Extinction?

The emperor and the Wandering King each accused the other of being the leader of the Order of Extinction.

The truth was not yet clear, but Sungchul was hopeful that there was a way to verify the truth of the matter.

“Schnellmerker, the vice leader of the Order of Extinction, has been spotted hiding near the border of the Ancient Kingdom.”

Arcanite had made a significant discovery. He was someone with a cunning and cautious character and had been thoroughly wary of the Order of Extinction from the start. Yet he had pretended to cooperate without revealing his true intentions, managing to gather various pieces of concrete information.

The vice leader of the Order of Extinction, Schnellmerker.

If Schnellmerker could be captured, then it might be possible to determine the identity of the leader of the Order of Extinction.

The emperor and the Wandering King.

He didn’t have to pick either one until after he found out who was the leader of the Order.

Sungchul ended his thoughts there and prepared for battle.

The scouts reported on the seemingly endless reinforcements of the Barbarian forces. With each report, the estimated number of enemies on the status board sharply increased.

Three days after the horn of the Barbarians first echoed over the walls of La Grange, their numbers had swelled to thirty thousand. Facing them were nearly one hundred thousand troops of the Human Coalition forces. Though this number was woefully insufficient to face the Barbarians directly, the humans’ arsenal of war machines, mobile fortresses, and Soldiers of Salvation were expected to balance the scales of power.

And most importantly, among the coalition forces stood a warrior wielding a silver hammer.

Positioned at the forefront under the Human Empire’s war airship, Sungchul held aloft his symbol, Fal Garaz, standing tall.

This battle will decide the future of humanity.

The merciless and brutal Barbarians were such a threat to the continued existence of humanity that it forced the emperor and the Wandering King, who were like oil and water, to stand together under one banner.

Sungchul was the Enemy of the World, but the Barbarians were the Enemy of Humanity.

The Barbarians were now mustering every last available force at their disposal to strike at the heart of the Human Empire, La Grange. If they were defeated here, everything would have been for naught. If humanity were to lose this battle, the Barbarians would likely spread to the rest of the world, bringing the hammer of wrath from their gods down upon the human survivors, to the last person.

Which was why they couldn’t lose here.

Fortunately, the location of what was presumably the leader of the Barbarians had been identified. Experience had shown that the Barbarian forces’ cohesion rapidly unraveled once their leader was defeated. If the leader could be eliminated while most of the Barbarians in the world were gathered here, then not only could La Grange be protected from the onslaught, but it could also give the coalition forces a chance to wipe out most of the Barbarians in return.

And that would result in the salvation of mankind.

Pausing in that thought, Sungchul didn’t typically pray to the gods or pray for good fortune before battle. But today was different. Today, he gripped Fal Garaz and closed his eyes as if lost in prayer.

But Sungchul was trying to brainwash himself.

I am no tool.

He opened his eyes to the sound of war drums erupting from all sides, and God-like strength flowed through his body.


Chapter 3 – Those who Impersonate God

“You are merely a tool.”

After descending from the Sky Palace, the frequency of the voices had increased. Sungchul dismissed them as mere hallucinations, not worth his attention. Their fleeting nature meant he barely remembered them before they faded away anyway.

Instead, Sungchul focused on the movements of the Barbarians, who were now prepared for battle. Their formation was crudely assembled. It seemed they did their best to try and imitate humanity in creating the right and left wing and the center. But to an experienced leader like him, their arrangement seemed merely for show.

He thought to himself, The enemy commander has probably never handled a large-scale battle before.

However, considering the overwhelming force they possessed, tactics and strategy might truly be a pointless thing entirely for them. Each of the Barbarians was powerful enough to take on dozens of elite soldiers alone. A mediocre foe would simply be crushed by their brute strength.

But not anymore.

They would soon realize there existed enemies that couldn’t be conquered by mere physical strength and courage alone.

A messenger hurriedly approached Sungchul and reported, “The Wandering King’s troops are changing their formation.”

Sungchul turned to observe the Wandering King’s forces, stationed on the right flank.

Composed of Soldiers of Salvation, frontline soldiers, and mages, the legion had shifted unexpectedly from their original position to move further to the right. This movement created a significant gap between the central army and the right wing.

“Is it fine to let them be?” one of the staff officers asked worriedly to Sungchul.

Sungchul wasn’t particularly concerned. Instead, he highly rated the movements of the Wandering King.

He must understand the quality of the enemy leadership from the disorderly ranks of the enemy. With that kind of a frontline, an organized penetration of the frontline or an envelopment should be impossible. By intentionally creating a gap like that, the battleships on the right wing are able to hit a larger bombardment area.

Although there was no known record of the Wandering King’s military prowess, assuming that Kromgard stood at the heart of the history that had once conquered the continent during the early days of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea, his strategic acumen was likely extraordinary.

Before the battle began, the Barbarians sent an envoy to Sungchul. The man had been so abused and tortured he barely looked human anymore. With his lips torn off and all his teeth extracted, he breathed out repulsive, ragged breaths and conveyed the Barbarians’ demands in an almost unintelligible slur.

“Surrender the city and disband your army. Otherwise, we will show you what true pain is.”

The officers of the Human Empire looked upon the ghastly appearance of the envoy and suggested he remain in their camp. However, despite the abuse he had suffered, the envoy intended to return to the Barbarians’ camp. Standing at a distance, he glanced briefly at Sungchul and said with a strained voice, “These Barbarians are a race chosen by the gods. You cannot oppose them. Thus, joining your side would only lead to a miserable death, and I would rather live as a dog among the Barbarians.”

Ultimately, the envoy returned to the Barbarians.

Yet, upon his return, the Barbarians tore him apart alive in front of everyone. They then immediately used his spilled intestines for divination.

An ecstatic roar erupted from the Barbarians’ camp. Apparently, the divination from the intestines was quite favorable.

The eerie sound of a bone-chilling horn echoed from the midst of the Barbarian army.

It was the signal to attack.

The first wave of Barbarians began to move. Initially, they walked stealthily, but soon they broke into a jog. Finally, like enraged beasts, they charged. The kicking of thousands of Barbarian feet created a muddy sea behind them, covering their legs in filth. Though the downpour had abated, the ground was sodden and slippery.

In response, the Imperial Armada of the Human Empire at the vanguard began a terrifying barrage of magical bombardment. Flames soared into the air, and explosions loud enough to burst eardrums covered the ground.

Barbarians were knocked down and burned to death en masse. It was a spectacle that vividly demonstrated why the empire’s fleet had once been considered the strongest military force on the continent.

Standing on the ground, Sungchul observed the empire’s fleet’s precise shelling and focus of firepower, contemplating internally.

The emperor hasn’t lost his touch.

The efficient and deadly bombing by the Imperial Fleet left the first wave of Barbarians in a near-death state, obliterating them even before they reached the defensive barriers.

The number of Barbarians that reached the sturdy defensive lines of earthwork and log were few, and the ones that did were already halfway out of their minds, easily picked off one by one by the defending soldiers.

Although there weren’t nearly as many enemies rushing toward the right flank, the right wing of the army under the command of the Wandering King likewise disintegrated the first wave of the Barbarian invaders with relative ease.

As the Wandering King likely predicted, the Barbarians were unable to take advantage of the gap between the right wing and the main army of the defending Coalition forces. They didn’t know which way to run, hesitating between which army to attack before they were disintegrated by the focused artillery barrage by the air fleet of the Floating Archipelago.

Though this was but the opening move in the war, it was an overwhelming victory for the coalition forces.

This is favoring us greatly. If it continues, there might be no need for me to step in at all.

Sungchul gazed at the wyvern knights circling in the distant sky. They were aerial scouts in real-time communication with the mages on the ground, searching for the leader of the Barbarians. Once the leader could be identified and located, Sungchul planned to lead the army standing at ready to charge forward to take out the leadership.

Meanwhile, from the muddy sea by the first wave, the sound of a second horn pierced the air.

The second wave was coming.

What will the Barbarians try next? Sungchul thought, his eyes sharply focusing through the dust cloud.

Something burst from the muddy battlefield at a breakneck speed, and Sungchul instantly realized that it was literally the Barbarians.

An unknown force had launched the living Barbarians into the sky like cannonballs.

With terrifying speed, the Barbarians ascended high enough to look down upon the Imperial fleet, then eventually stabilized their posture in midair and descended toward the fleet’s decks.

“Uaaaaaaaah!”

While a few Barbarians missed the decks and plummeted into the abyss below, a significant number of warriors smashed onto the deck of the Imperial airships, landing with a shattering impact.

Fear flickered in the eyes of the crewmen of the Human Empire’s Imperial armada.

“Benagu! Ino!” The Barbarians, grinning wickedly, advanced toward the crewmen of the Imperial airships, who had brutally killed their comrades. “Ssacklechenji!”

Soon after, an Imperial airship was engulfed in flames and crashed.

Amidst the cloud of dust, Barbarians erupted into the air like cannonballs, targeting other Imperial airships.

Sungchul instructed the aerial reconnaissance team to find out how the Barbarians were launching themselves into the air without any magic.

The answer came back quickly.

“It’s through catapult, sir. The Barbarians are using primitive catapults to launch themselves.”

Upon hearing those words, Sungchul couldn’t help but let out a laugh of disbelief. However, upon reflection, the Barbarians were simply making the most efficient use of their overwhelming abilities, given their clear technological and tactical disadvantage.

Although it might seem comical at first, the Barbarians were indeed making the best use of what they had.

Several warships were either abandoned or crashed to the ground following an explosion due to the Barbarians’ aerial assault.

Soon, a message arrived from the Imperial Armada.

Due to the Barbarians’ aerial assault, the fleet will reposition to a safer location. Expect supporting fire to weaken. May fortune smile upon your men.

Upon receiving the message, Sungchul instantly recognized that it was personally written and sent by the emperor himself.

Meanwhile, he watched a Barbarian who had misjudged his direction in the air come crashing down to the ground near him.

Though the Barbarian that missed the ships died instantly, the overall assault was successful.

They had managed to strike a powerful blow to the Imperial fleet’s formidable aerial warships, forcing them to retreat to a more defensive position away from the front lines.

As the ferocity of the first wave settled, Sungchul could observe the next movements of the Barbarians.

Murmurs arose among the soldiers as monstrous shapes that had not previously been visible now appeared within the ranks of the Barbarians.

There existed many creatures and monsters in this world, but even for Sungchul, with his vast experience and knowledge, had never seen these before.

In the midst of feeling at a loss, Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses activated.

[Divine Beast]

Sungchul’s eyes widened in surprise. A divine beast?

“Krrrrrrrrrrraa!” The third wave of the Barbarians began with roars of monsters that had never been seen in this world before.

Urgent messages from the aerial reconnaissance team soon came through.

The Barbarians are summoning monsters through a strange ritual!

From the rear, a message read, A large number of new Barbarian reinforcements have appeared, and their numbers... it’s an impossible number!

The Barbarians are creating a giant magic formation in the center of their army. The purpose is unknown.

The Barbarians had begun to mobilize in earnest.

Upon hearing of the scale of the newly arrived Barbarian reinforcements, Sungchul rescinded his previous statement that the enemy leader was incompetent.

While they might lack in tactical nuances, their capability to strategize on a grand scale was in no way inferior to humans.

Perhaps in some ways, it even surpassed the humans.

They deceived their numbers.

From the rear, a horde of roughly thirty thousand strong was approaching. This was the same number of enemies as those in front of them in formation on the plains.

That horde couldn’t have simply sprouted out from the ground. They must have remained hidden from the aerial reconnaissance all this time, biding their time to make an appearance at the right moment in order to trick the opponent into coming out to face them in a decisive battle after underestimating the Barbarians’ true numbers.

Just as Sungchul had wanted to eliminate the majority of all the Barbarians in one go, the Barbarian leadership, too, must have sought to eliminate humanity’s capacity to resist in one go.

Sungchul flew into the air to take a look at the horde of Barbarians charging toward them from the distant horizon.

At that speed, they should be able to reunite with the main army within two hours.

Sungchul had to finish the fight before then. Before the two unstoppable waves merged and overran everything in their way.

He glared at the third wave of Barbarians charging toward them as he shouted at the recons for an update. “Have we still not located the enemy commander?”

The roar of the Imperial fleet’s cannons filled the air, igniting several columns of fire and explosions across the front lines.

Although the firepower of the Imperial fleet remained formidable, their increased altitude and position closer to the rear compromised their accuracy.

Several divine beasts and Barbarians had fallen, but the main force was still intact and closing in rapidly.

They were only moments away from disaster.

Just then, a piece of invaluable news reached Sungchul.

“The location of the enemy’s leader has been identified. The Wyvern Knight who discovered the leader will soon send us a signal light.”

One Wyvern Knight held up a luminous stone in the air to indicate their location.

Sungchul recognized the face.

“Hmm? That woman. Isn’t she the one who was named after food… the one who’s kind of an airhead?”

Bertelgia also recognized her and quivered. “Was it Stew? It must have been Stew. It would be strange for a girl to be named Steak, after all.”

“They’re both weird names for a girl!”

Even the clumsy girl they’d met at the Tower of Recluse seemed to have joined this battle. That must mean that the airship captain he had met briefly along with her must be present somewhere on the battlefield as well.

It was always greatly motivating to fight alongside those you knew.

Sungchul looked up at the red airship, which stood out prominently amidst the fleet of gray, imperial airships.

It was his airship, the Sylphid.

“Relay my orders to Marakia to clear the path for me to advance.”

His order was immediately conveyed to Marakia, who was on the bridge of the Sylphid.

“Kekeke. Finally, it’s time to show these inferior humans the true extent of my power!”

Marakia hopped onto the rails of the ship to begin chanting the secret yet powerful magic of his Avian people.

At the same time, Sungchul began to make his way forward toward the thousands of Barbarians and Divine Beasts.

Without a single reinforcement, alone.

“Kraaaeee!”

Bizarre divine beasts with long legs like an ostrich, large heads, and beaks, unable to fly with their small flapping wings, spotted Sungchul and charged toward him.

But before the monsters could reach him, a shockwave from the red airship struck down the divine beasts, shattering them into pieces.

“Huhuhu. How mediocre, those flightless birds. It is yet more proof that we Nahak stand as the most powerful of all winged beings!”

It had been a while since Marakia was able to laugh so arrogantly while flaunting his black feathers. He spun his magic wand that gave off smoke.

The Inquisitor Taigon Bosborot, who had somehow become a regular member of the Sylphid before anyone knew it, shouted out in glee at witnessing such a clean and powerful strike. “That’s perfect, Penguin! Those accursed children of Calamity! Give them what they deserve!”

With the help of Marakia’s supporting magical barrage, Sungchul was able to push through the vanguards of the third wave of the Barbarian offensive and reached the defensive lines.

Thrumming filled the air as a volley of arrows, each packed with lethal force, fervently greeted him.

He spun Fal Garaz around like a windmill, knocking away the arrows. In his left hand, he wore the Hand of the Ascendant, protecting his heart and Bertelgia, who stayed closest to it.

“Ugh. I’m getting a bad feeling about this.” Bertelgia’s body shivered slightly as she spoke.

It seemed that despite being somewhat used to the situation, the nature of their opponent still made Bertelgia feel uneasy.

“Don’t worry. Everything will turn out fine,” Sungchul responded with a gentle tone.

At that moment, an unknown voice echoed from within him.

“Yes, move forward. Everything will turn out fine.”

“A predetermined fate awaits you.”

“Fulfill your duty, you who have voluntarily forsaken your humanity to become a tool.”

The mysterious voice was clearly mocking Sungchul.

“What’s wrong all of a sudden?” Bertelgia asked, noticing something off about Sungchul. “Your heartbeat sounds weird all of a sudden.”

“It’s nothing.” Sungchul refocused his temporarily shaken mind before swinging Fal Garaz into the beak of an attacking Divine Beast.

With a single strike, the creature’s beak shattered along with its skull, sending fragments flying toward the Barbarians.

“It’s there! Over there!” a familiar voice came from above.

The Wyvern Knight Stew was flying in a figure-eight pattern, desperately signaling the enemy leader’s position with a glowing stone.

Soon, her intentions were conveyed to Sungchul. He could finally see now.

Beyond the forest of spears, a glamorous feather of an unknown bird fluttered in the wind, wrapped in intestines, decorating the top of a profane heretical flag.

It was highly likely that somewhere in that gathering was the enemy commander.

Sungchul decided to break through that defensive line.

He dodged out of the way of the Barbarians and Divine Beasts that came charging at him and moved toward the flank of the enemy, using Stew’s signals to try and gauge where the Barbarian leader might be standing.

Meanwhile, inside his coat, he began to multicast spells in preparation for the fight.

All eight soul stones simultaneously began preparing to cast Starlight. The soul stones communicated with Sungchul via emotions that it’d been a while since they’d used the primordial lights.

“Kraaaeee!”

A particularly quick divine beast caught up with Sungchul and attempted to peck him with a beak the size of a man’s head.

At the same time, another divine beast approached Sungchul from the front. They were attacking perfectly in sync with each other, as if choreographed.

However, despite having “Divine” in their name, they weren’t all that strong.

A split second after he had the thought, a sharp voice came echoing from within him.

“That is a lesser divine beast. It’s meant for hunting, not combat.”

He paused internally at the response to his thoughts, but his attack didn’t waver. Sungchul swung Fal Garaz, smashing the beak of the divine beast attacking from behind, while narrowly catching another sharp beak coming from the opposite side with the Hand of the Ascendant.

In the fleeting moment one divine beast bled and fell, Sungchul channeled god-like power through his feet, standing as firm as a mountain as he grasped the beak of the Divine Beast in front of him and smashed its head against the ground.

As the beast struggled and wriggled its head, Sungchul’s boot crushed it, obliterating the creature’s skull.

“Brins Arnolt!”

“Brins Arnolt! Zenka!”

Watching Sungchul effortlessly destroy the divine beast’s attack, the Barbarians began to murmur in an incomprehensible language.

Sungchul saw another divine beast rushing toward him from the corner of his eye while remaining focused on the probable location of the Barbarian leader’s position.

Is it still not ready?

The Soul Gems conveyed that they still needed a bit more time. The casting time of Starlight was fairly lengthy.

Sungchul was beginning to miss the short windup time of Chain Lightning. However, what he needed now was the raw penetrative power of Starlight.

He continued to move toward the flank, dragging along the Barbarians and Divine Beasts to buy time.

The soul stones soon conveyed that Starlight was ready.

He kept in mind the position of the mob of Barbarians swarming around him as well as the probable location of the Barbarian leader as he changed direction and moved the other way, aiming to line up as many Barbarians as possible in his line of fire.

Now!

Sungchul’s eyes sparkled.

As his coat fluttered open, the diamond brooch of the ultimate MasterChef glistened above the eight Soul Gems, which each had magic formations floating above them like a luminous bouquet of fully blossomed flowers.

Sungchul took out the black staff of Ryze Himerr from his Soul Storage as he glared down at his many enemies that were about to be exposed to his primordial light.

To the Barbarians, it would have appeared that Sungchul was casting powerful magic without any incantation or preparations.

With a brilliant and blinding flash, an uncountable number of Barbarians were suddenly exposed to an unexpectedly high-powered magic spell and were disintegrated.

Gathering his god-like strength into his legs, Sungchul sprinted at full speed toward the path burned open by Starlight.

Barbarians from either side moved to block his path.

There are still seven shots remaining.

Nothing could deter him. Another pillar of light pierced through the hastily formed shield wall.

Several divine beasts were hot on Sungchul’s heels, attempting to attack him from behind. But just then, Marakia’s artillery support smashed the beasts to the ground.

“Krrraaaaahhh!” As the enraged roar of the divine beasts echoed, another burst of light tore a hole through the Barbarians’ front lines.

For those watching the scene unfolding below from the airships above, what was happening seemed impossible. A single man was slicing through the front lines as easily as a hot knife through butter.

“I expect that there will be no further complaints about my decision not to turn that man into an enemy of ours.”

The human emperor looked around, sounding impressed himself as he spoke aloud his thoughts.

The King of Rutheginea remained silent. However, he watched Sungchul closely without taking his eyes off him. Those familiar with Kromgard would understand how intently he was observing Sungchul’s actions.

Among the many subordinates standing next to Kromgard, Ryze Himerr was also present. No longer needing to invoke the name of Aquiroa, she stood unmasked. With complex emotions in her eyes, she watched the man fighting with her staff. Indescribable feelings blossomed and faded in her heart repeatedly.

Meanwhile, for ordinary people like Stew, witnessing Sungchul’s unstoppable charge forward was like the single ray of light shining through the thick storm clouds called the Calamities.

Beginning with the Curse of Extinction, the ever-growing threat of the Calamities had increasingly suffocated the people of the world. For those who had lived under this constant suffocating threat, this one rather quiet warrior was blowing away all of their frustrations and worries with such ease.

Sungchul Kim.

He was the light of humanity, their source of hope.

“Two shots remaining!” Bertelgia informed him cheerfully.

“No need for two.”

Using the last two soul stones, Sungchul fired the Starlight all at once, breaking through the final defense line and advancing to the location of the enemy leader.

A massive magic circle had been drawn there. A repulsive magic circle painted with the blood and bodies of prisoners. It almost resembled a ritual of demons.

Is this the magic circle reported by the scouts?

Sungchul saw a muscular warrior standing in the center of the magic circle. He wore a helmet adorned with feathers and sat mounted atop a giant reindeer.

An extraordinary aura was felt emanating from that warrior.

This had to be the leader of the Barbarians.

It wouldn’t take long to finish this.

Sungchul clenched Fal Garaz tighter in his grasp and charged toward the chieftain of the Barbarians.

Upon seeing Sungchul, the Barbarian chieftain began chanting a strange spell. Immediately, an immensely unholy aura began to emanate from the giant blood magic circle situated in the center of the Barbarians’ camp.

Sungchul sensed the danger and hopped back.

A faint song brushed past his ears. It was the song of the Barbarians.

Barbarian women led a group of their children and began to sing a mournful tune before plunging daggers into the children’s bodies.

Sungchul’s brow furrowed deeply.

W… why?!

Women, having slain their own children and drawn blood, next plunged knives into their own necks.

They intentionally had their blood flow into a magic circle, which was giving off a supremely sinister energy.

This sudden act of human sacrifice swallowed up hundreds of Barbarian women and their children in the blink of an eye.

Amidst the chaos and shock, a voice resonated within him.

“This is the ways of those who impersonate the gods.”

From between the magic circles, bizarre cries could be heard. The mixed wails of babies killed by their own mothers and the delirious shouts of multitudes of people created a haunting chorus that was enough to muddle the minds of everyone on the battlefield.

In the center of the magic circle, Sungchul watched as a muscular Lesser God with the head of a panther was summoned.

This was not like how the Order of Extinction transformed willing sacrifices into taking on the temporary form of the Lesser Gods. It was a true advent of the Lesser God itself, much like how Sidmia had been brought into the world.

The Transcendent Senses reacted.

[Brutalus, the Fastest Immortal]

[Kire’s Fisherman, Scoundrel, Lucky Fellow]

A pain throbbed in Sungchul’s chest. There was no mistake about it.

It was him.

The Lesser God who had pierced both himself and Bertelgia using the body of the assassin Kaz Almeira had now advanced into the world.

“Who do we have here? Aren’t you the weakling I met last time I answered the calls of the pathetic humans?” The immortal with the head of a panther sneered mockingly. “So, you are the Tool of God? I wish I knew that at the time. I would have killed you when I had the chance.”

The immortal Brutalus bared his feline teeth, pulling out a spear. A simple, undecorated stretch of metal.

The Lesser God pointed the tip of the spear at Sungchul.

“Sidmia was so unlucky. To die by such a pathetic creature. But rejoice, o Tool of God! For you will be dead before you realize it!”

The immortal one was certain of his victory before the fight.

Sungchul could see clearly.

That beyond the glistening cruel eyes of the panther was an uncontrollable, uncontainable arrogance.

Sungchul felt a slight bit of anger building within him as he lifted his hammer toward the gigantic form of the Lesser God.

He thought of the speed at which Kaz Almeira’s dagger had stabbed at him. It had pierced him before he could even react.

And that blade had cut through Bertelgia and had dug deep, almost reaching his heart.

Recalling the sensation from before, Sungchul glared at the Lesser God. There was no need to think about it. The enemy would come attacking in the same way.

Trusting his own skill, accuracy, and speed, he would target Sungchul’s heart and Bertelgia.

I won’t be beaten the same way twice.

Sungchul felt the weight of Bertelgia, who was covering his heart as if protecting it, and focused all his attention on the Lesser God.

The Lesser God smirked.

At that moment, his figure disappeared.

It was the same as before. It was difficult to respond to the Lesser God’s speed.

But if he knew where the Lesser God was aiming for, then it was possible to come up with countermeasures.

His hand wearing the Hand of the Ascendant was put before his heart, in a posture as if he were getting ready to catch something.

Even before his eyes could see it, he felt an impact through his left hand. And in that moment, Sungchul grasped the spear that had been traveling at the speed of light with his god-like strength.

Friction between the Ascendant’s hand and the spear shaft let out sparks. However, Sungchul’s strength was one step above the Lesser God’s, whose main advantage was speed.

Brutalus’s spear could not reach Sungchul’s heart, let alone Bertelgia. It was caught and unable to move in the grasp of the Hand of the Ascendant.

“Oh my.”

The arrogance that had previously dominated Brutalus’s eyes was finally erased. But the surprise in them lasted mere moments before the eyes of the panther were filled with indescribable wrath.

The panther roared as he shouted, “There are fangs in the mouth of the panther!”

Brutalus advanced, spear in hand, aiming to bite Sungchul.

However, Sungchul twisted his body to the side in response, forcefully pulling the spear and its user closer.

The growling immortal was dragged by the spear toward Sungchul. Even as his balance crumbled, the immortal bared his sharp teeth, attempting to bite Sungchul.

Before the teeth could sink into Sungchul’s neck, a blunt silver-colored hammer struck the immortal’s head with a sickening thud.

“Ugh!”

The exposed sharp teeth shattered like icicles under the merciless strike of the hammer.

Sungchul looked into the empty mouth of the now toothless immortal and said calmly, “Not anymore.”

As the immortal lay without his teeth, Sungchul raised Fal Garaz high above.

“Stop... stop it!” The immortal begged Sungchul for his life. His sudden change in demeanor was rightfully the fastest in all of the world, Sungchul thought, as he brought the hammer down, putting an end to his private vendetta.

He stepped on the horribly crushed and shattered corpse of the Immortal, glaring at the leader of the Barbarians, who stood beyond, looking back at him with fearful eyes.

“Now it’s your turn.”

That was when it happened.

“No, it’s my turn.” A voice from within spoke to him.

In that moment, Sungchul recalled the shape of the Cross of the Covenant embedded in his heart.

Next, something unexpected happened.

The heart of the Ancient God, fallen on the battlefield, throbbed once.

“What is this?”

“Who activated the heart?”

“No one ordered this. The magic pipelines are currently sealed!”

In the underground of La Grange, in the old city, Imperial mages and engineers who were tasked with managing the ancient god’s heart witnessed its throbbing pulse, independent of their will.

The heart’s beats quickened, starting to pulse like that of a living person, resonating with the massive magic circle painted in blood by the Barbarians outside the city walls.

In one moment, all those present experienced all their senses had become abnormal, something akin to suddenly waking up from a dream.

It was an indicator that there was a collapse of the boundary between the present world and the Transcendent World.

And then it became visible to everyone.

Beyond the magic formation echoing with the beating heart of the Ancient God, an unimaginably large being was born into the world.

A brilliant and glorious light enveloped the battlefield.

Upon seeing this light, everyone stopped fighting and simply stared, dazed, at the radiant being enveloped in luminance.

Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted.

[God of Order]

Sungchul knelt, feeling an overwhelming tingling sensation in his heart. In the midst of the severe pain, he saw something.

The term God of Order disintegrated like sand, revealing yet another name.

[No, Enkiadusa, the Godslayer]

A cruel laugh echoed faintly within his fading consciousness.

***

A god whose life was nearing its end crossed over from another world and created a new one.

He believed in human potential more than anyone and hoped that in this new world he created, everyone would be free to pursue their dreams based on their own efforts and talents.

In this world, there were no classes, discrimination, or distinctions, and it originally had a given name.

That was, until it had been erased by those who falsely called themselves gods.

“You’ve fallen for my trap, Aleokgos. Did you think I watched you drop your fragments upon the world for no reason? It, too, was merely a part of my plan.”

The being known as the God of Order spoke.

His words were a gospel in themselves.

The meaning of the words was not important. The sanctity, holiness, and wonder imbued in his voice convinced every mortal that the colossal figure extending far into the heavens was unquestionably indeed a divine being.

The followers of the God of Order were the first to kneel.

The priests serving the God of Order, led by Tigon Bosborot and his clergy, rushed onto the deck, racing each other for the chance to kneel before the immense figure that had appeared on the battlefield, blessing his manifestation into the world.

Next, ordinary soldiers knelt before the God of Order. They couldn’t explain why, but the sight of the sacred enormity made them kneel involuntarily, swept up in the atmosphere.

While staunch troublemakers like Dragoman remained upright, even the kings willingly showed their respect for the advent of the god.

The citizens of La Grange were next in line to witness the spectacle. The impoverished people who climbed up to the city walls, and the wealthy from the comfort of their homes in the upper districts, could see some colossal, holy being emerging from the faraway battlefield.

In the midst of thick, dry clouds that covered much of the sky, there were rays of light shining through the darkness only where the form of the god was standing. Beyond the glamorous light, a flock of birds flew toward the east.

“It’s a god. The God of Order has appeared!”

“He has finally made an appearance in the world to save us all!”

The priests of the Horsan sect were shouting themselves hoarse. Their exuberant voices were infectious.

In the midst of the worst of all recorded Calamities to date, as the capital city of the world was under siege by the Barbarians and the final battle to determine the fate of the world was underway, the god they believed in personally made an appearance on the battlefield.

What else could this be if not a sign of salvation?

However, only one person, Clarice Assam, trembled slightly at the sight of the god.

“No… no, that’s not it.”

She wasn’t a believer. Instead, she was an atheist who cursed both god and fate, which perhaps allowed her to see the situation more objectively. Maybe the multiple Calamities she had experienced had given her a certain intuition on the matter.

“That... That’s not here to save us...!” She hurriedly ran outside and dashed toward her mansion. “Gramps! Grab all the money and jewels! We have to leave now!”

“No, Clarice. Why are you doing this again? Think about how much we spent to get this house!” Kruut Assam looked puzzled by his granddaughter’s actions. “I don’t want to be on the run anymore.” Kruut Assam leaned back deeply into his armchair and turned his head away meekly.

“Gramps!”

Despite Clarice’s urging, Kruut Assam didn’t turn around. After some time, a self-satisfied smile appeared on his lips. “If I am to die, I might as well die here. When will I ever live in a place like this again?”

Kruut Assam handed something to Clarice. It was a sparkling cube crafted from blue sapphire.

The cube passed from hand to hand.

“This is the rumored ticket to the Floating Archipelago.”

“Gramps...”

“It was hard to obtain.” Kruut Assam’s wrinkled hand enveloped Clarice’s smooth one. But there was only one ticket.

Clarice blinked and asked, “You don’t have one for yourself?”

“The Floating Archipelago doesn’t take in old men like me. It seems only the young and beautiful are allowed to go,” Kruut Assam said, and then gave his granddaughter a warm smile.

It was at that moment that Clarice’s body slightly trembled.

Outside, a cry of despair filled the air.

People on the city walls looked toward the God of Order with eyes filled with horror.

The subject of their surprise and fear was what the Barbarians were doing. They were kneeling in unison before the God of Order, showing their respect.

This could only mean one thing.

That the God of Order was the guardian deity of more than just humanity.

The God of Order hadn’t responded to the prayers of mankind but to those of the Barbarians.

The colossal hand that could rightfully be called a fortress waved to accept the worship of the Barbarians. This brief gesture was enough to shatter any short-lived hopes in people’s hearts.

“Crowning of the One King. For those of you who cannot complete such an easy task, how dare you hope to rely on others? Even these animalistic beastly creatures are willing to put aside factions and personal gain and gather as one for the sake of their future. You should know shame,” the god spoke.

His voice resonated not only across the battlefield but also clearly beyond the walls of La Grange.

The God of Order gazed down.

The Barbarians were so far below that their prostrating forms were like that of ants. But one kneeling man was looking back up at the god.

“You must be the Tool of God. What an unordinary object. Even though Brutalus was originally a useless scoundrel and a thug, he was an immortal. Difficult to believe you have slain him so effortlessly.”

Now, the voice of the God of Order was heard by Sungchul alone.

There was an undeniable power in the voice, compelling obedience.

Sungchul thought it sounded familiar.

There’s no mistake. This voice…

Just then, as if it had been waiting, a voice boomed from within, “Behold, the monster that impersonates God. That thing has betrayed God and stole the world, the world that was meant to be shared equally among all. The true enemy of the world.”

Sungchul could tell that though they were not the same entity, they were of the same caliber.

The voice he had been hearing from within him was of the same level of a being as the God of Order.

For a moment, he briefly recalled bits and fragments of his memories of climbing the Stairway to God, before they vanished once more.

Just what did I do back then?

He could not recall no matter how much he tried.

Only the word “Tool” echoed in his mind.

And suddenly, a dry, echoing voice filled his mind, “I’ll do anything. Even if it means becoming nothing but a mere tool. Anything to rid this deeply rooted sense of helplessness.”

The owner of the voice in this unfamiliar memory was his own.

Suddenly the memory was unlocked. He could recall the figure of the True God beyond the stairway. And the servant of God standing close by. And the exhausted man kneeling before them.

Sungchul’s eyes began to tremble greatly.

Despair blossomed in his heart like a sudden fog.

“I… just what was I…”

At that moment, the one who brought Sungchul back to reality was Bertelgia. “What are you doing? Snap out of it!” She didn’t stop at shaking her body as strongly as she could, she even stabbed the corners of her book at Sungchul to try and get his attention. “Get a grip! What are you doing in front of your enemies?”

Even before the God of Order, who had everyone kneeling, Bertelgia wasn’t affected in the slightest.

Thanks to her insistent effort, Sungchul was able to return to reality.

“…I must have been lost in some meaningless delusions.”

But nothing changed.

The God of Order was still standing before Sungchul.

“Templar knight Sidmia, and now Brutalus, I have seen your prowess. You possess power worthy of being called the Tool of God. But such a weak tool of the dead god cannot bend the Order I established,” the God of Order said.

In the shadow of the colossal figure, not even the great Colossi could compare, countless swords emerged midair. Each and every one of these swords had beautiful and reflective mirror-like blades. They hovered in the air for a moment before beginning their freefall toward Sungchul like rain.

“I shall kill you, the Tool of God, and break the last remaining hope of those who dream of destroying the world in its entirety. This is the purpose behind my descent into the world.”

Sungchul thought to himself that this wasn’t a battle. It was a judgment. From the impostor of God.

He muttered to himself as he quietly watched the swords descend upon him.

“Bertelgia.” As always, his voice was calm.

However, Bertelgia knew what Sungchul was about to do.

He removed the Hand of the Ascendent from his left hand and wrapped Bertelgia in it. The Hand of the Ascendent morphed to fit Bertelgia perfectly and covered her in her entirety.

“I…I don’t want this.” Bertelgia struggled violently and protested with a pitiful, desperate tone.

Sungchul hugged Bertelgia with both arms before gazing upon her with a faint but warm smile.

“You. You should survive.”

“Stop! I don’t want this!”

Sungchul focused his god-like strength into his arms and threw Bertelgia as hard as he could toward the Human encampment.

“No…!”

Bertelgia’s pitiful cry faded into the distance. Then, in its place, a relentless downpour of swords created by the God of Order began.

Sungchul stood against the attack of the God of Order, holding Fal Garaz in one hand and Krumbui in the other.

“Looks like we’re supposed to die here today?” Krumbui remarked as he watched the dire situation unfold.

Sungchul smirked and gripped Krumbui tightly. “I thought it would be lonely to go alone.”

“Always a nuisance to the very end, my master. Well, since it’s come to this, let’s give it a go. Along with that damned god’s swords!”

In the pouring judgment raining down upon him, Sungchul put up a fight to the best of his ability.

He knocked away countless falling swords and forced his way to the feet of the God of Order to try and land a hit on the divine body of the god.

Every mortal present watched without a word as one man desperately fought against a being known as a god.

No one could even think to intervene.

Not the Barbarians, nor Sungchul’s allies.

Such was the nature of divine retribution.

However, amidst the relentless storm of swords and the rays of light, Sungchul began to wither away as blades hissed through the air and his body was repeatedly cut by numerous swords, leaving wounds both big and small. And this rain that was sapping his strength was also beginning to drain him of his will to fight.

“Starlight!”

Sungchul summoned all his strength to emit his own light, but it was absorbed and vanished into the brighter light enveloping the body of the God of Order.

He was beginning to lose hope.

“You shall know shame! You will pay for the blasphemy of daring to try and harm me, the manifestation of order itself!”

The flow of the falling blades changed.

The swords that once only fell from top to bottom began to move wildly before they started flying toward Sungchul from every direction.

He did his very best to try and protect himself until the end, but he finally hit his limit.

Then a blade pierced him through the torso.

And at that moment, he could hear cruel laughter burst from within his mind.

He gasped painfully as red blood gushed from his mouth. But this was only the beginning.

Dozens of swords pierced through Sungchul’s body one after another.

One of his Soul Contracts was triggered, causing his body to swell temporarily. But all it accomplished was to create a larger surface area for the swords to pierce through.

He cried out weakly as each wound was inflicted.

His vision began to darken.

Death was approaching.

“It is the end. The Tool of God.”

In a blurry consciousness, Sungchul saw a pale figure holding a sword within the light.

Is that the true body of the God of Order…?

If only he had known beforehand, he might have been able to come up with a countermeasure.

That was Sungchul’s final thought.

Even to the end, he was a warrior who thought only of how to win a battle.

It was when the God of Order was about to deliver the final blow that the god’s pale form flinched.

He stood still, sword in hand.

“This cannot be.”

The God of Order finally realized that black energy was leaking from Sungchul’s bloody and dying body.

The black light of annihilation was threatening to devour all of creation, consuming even the holy radiance emanating from the God of Order’s body.

The colossal form of the God of Order shuddered.

“Is this the power of the dead god? Could it be that this was the true function of the Tool of God?”

The black aura still writhed around Sungchul’s wounds.

The pale form of the God of Order frantically waved its hands, shamefully so, and the dozens of swords that had pierced Sungchul were instantly pulled out.

Sungchul’s body writhed as a massive amount of blood spewed from where the swords had been drawn.

Then a light of healing enveloped Sungchul. The wounds that should have been fatal were perfectly healing and recovering at an unbelievable rate. The dark aura that had been emanating from his body gradually retreated and was sealed within once again.

Only then could the God of Order let out a sigh of relief.

“God of Chaos Kunkido! You evil snake. How dare you try and have me, the god of this world, open that box of apocalypse! Had I been any more careless, I would have destroyed this world by my own hands!”

Meanwhile, the heart of the Ancient God was weakening once more. The temporarily blurred boundary between the present world and the Transcendent World was returning.

The God of Order glared at Sungchul’s collapsed body before speaking in a low tone of voice. “My loyal dogs. Capture this dangerous tool! You mustn’t harm it in any way! Capture it and do not let it escape. I shall find a way to deal with this tool and give you instructions another day.”

The God of Order then turned and walked into the void.

The holy light that had illuminated the battlefield disappeared, and the colossal deity vanished as if it had never been present.

What was left on the battlefield in the wake of the god’s departure were the god’s chosen ones and the ones abandoned by the god they had so fervently believed in.


Chapter 4 – Unwelcome Guest in an Empty House

The first to move were the god’s chosen ones.

“Brins Arnolt! Ssackle! Ssackle chenjui!”

“Ino! Benagu!”

“Dom! Dom!”

The Barbarians, speaking in a bizarre language incomprehensible to outsiders, swarmed like clouds toward the fallen Sungchul.

The humans who had been abandoned by their god watched on with heavy hearts.

“The Imperial Commander in Chief is in danger. What are your orders?” The emperor’s adjunct saw Sungchul’s crisis through the magic mirror and turned to the emperor for directions.

Deep furrows carved themselves into the emperor’s forehead.

Sungchul. He was our only hope.

The emperor wanted to save him. And, in fact, there was a way.

The emperor turned to his adjunct. “Can the heart be activated?”

After a brief moment, the emperor received the reply that the heart of the Ancient God could not be activated.

But even without it, Sungchul, his only friend, could be saved. However, without the aid of the heart of the Ancient God, a tremendous sacrifice would be required.

The most probable outcome was the loss of most of his fleet as well as his precious soldiers. Was the life of one friend truly worth such a staggering loss of life?

“We must save the Imperial Commander in Chief.” A man approached the hesitating emperor, speaking in a polite yet firm tone.

He was the captain of the ship. I think his name is Colonel Brev?

The emperor was informed that this was a man who had fought alongside Sungchul at the Tower of Recluse. Which was why, after the colonel’s ship was lost, he had been reassigned as Captain of the Imperial Flagship.

“We are ready to pay any price.”

The emperor had initially thought that this was a personal sentiment on the part of Colonel Brev. However, the emperor quickly found out this was not the case. Every airship and every unit commander on the field was sending optical signals with lights.

This unchoreographed and spontaneous chorus of light signals could mean only one thing.

[Requesting permission to attempt the rescue of the Imperial Commander in Chief.]

[Willing and able to pay any price necessary]

Among these, there must have been a mix of soldiers who had fought with Sungchul in the past and those who had not.

But all those who were abandoned by the god were painfully aware of one fact. That in the darkest times that were about to come, the only one they could place their hopes in for a future was Sungchul, who had dared to stand against the god and fight to his bitter end.

The emperor stood in stunned silence for a moment and was quickly swayed by all that he saw.

Just as the emperor made up his mind and was about to issue the command, a short report came through.

“The Wandering King is preparing to withdraw from battle.”

The moment the emperor heard this, he snapped awake as if he had been asleep.

“Show me.”

One magician brought a magic mirror to show the activity in the Wandering King’s camp.

The reports were accurate.

Though the retreat hadn’t been started in earnest, the men were ferrying all the supplies onto the ships and preparing to abandon camp at any moment.

The emperor wavered once more.

If he were to commit most of his army to Sungchul’s rescue, he would not only lose the majority of his army, but the Wandering King would have an opportunity to launch a surprise attack onto La Grange itself.

The emperor had invested so much into driving out the Wandering King’s Soldiers of Salvation from La Grange. And most importantly, there was something in La Grange that he could never allow to fall into the hands of the Wandering King.

The Heart of the Ancient God.

The emperor placed his hands over his heart. Piercing his beating heart was the Vow of the Covenant. The only thing the Vow of the Covenant protected was but a single secret.

The ambitions of the Wandering King.

This was the only condition the Wandering King had in return for temporarily relinquishing control over his kingdom to the emperor.

At the time, the emperor hadn’t believed such a fantastical and absurd dream could ever be realized. But now, circumstances had changed.

He’d learned that the heart of the Ancient God possessed enough power to turn the Wandering King’s ludicrous dreams into reality.

And that had to be stopped by any means necessary.

Among the myriad magic mirrors displayed before the emperor, the still figure of his one dear friend, fallen amidst the Barbarians, was still visible to him.

After a moment of contemplation, the emperor finally made up his mind. He gazed upon Sungchul’s image in the mirror with great sorrow, before turning his head.

…I am sorry, dear friend.

A sigh filled with regret escaped from the emperor’s lips. And finally, the command was issued.

“All units, withdraw.”

Grave disappointment appeared on the faces of all the men who had been preparing to put down their lives in anticipation of a command for an all-out attack.

Captain Brev, commander of the flagship, let out a shallow sigh and ordered in an emotionless voice to turn the bow.

The front lines began to shift.

The land forces and the imperial fleet of the empire turned to withdraw from the battle, back to the city of La Grange, where the heart of the Ancient God had stopped beating once more.

The Wandering King’s forces that had begun their preparations for a retreat before even the emperor also quickly began their withdrawal with all due haste.

In mere moments, nearly half of the coalition forces left the battlefield.

With the remaining forces, any attempt to rescue Sungchul would be impossible, as well as holding the line against an enemy attack.

“What? Our only hope is about to be captured by the Barbarians. You’re telling us to just watch it happen right under our noses and do nothing?”

Daincraft and other loyalists strongly advocated for attempting the rescue of Sungchul with their fragmented forces no matter the difference in power, but this was too reckless and unrealistic.

“You ungrateful monkeys! You all really do deserve to go extinct! What are you doing? Move your armies!” The black-feathered Marakia declared that he would lead the charge at the vanguard aboard the Sylphid, but it wasn’t possible for just the Sylphid alone to turn the situation around.

In fact, in their moment of hesitation, the Barbarians came charging forth for a counterattack, placing the remaining forces of the Coalition in great peril.

The attack focused primarily on the Sylphid, which flew at the forefront of the coalition front lines.

“We have no other choice.” Tigon, who had withered like a mummy, advised Marakia to withdraw as well.

Marakia had no choice but to turn the ship around.

The Barbarians, whose morale was now rising uncontrollably, were now beginning to tear apart the front lines.

It was only then that the remaining kings realized something important they had been forgetting all this time.

That the Barbarians were not an enemy they could fight and win against to begin with.

Even escape was impossible.

The Barbarians began pursuit after the retreating coalition forces. At this rate, they would at minimum lose over half their forces, or perhaps even be wiped out completely.

However, a miracle happened at this time.

All along the crumbling front lines, black-robed individuals appeared, along with smoke, to serve as rearguard and protect the retreat.

They were the Order of Extinction.

“We, the Order of Extinction, shall protect your retreat.”

The man widely known as the second in command of the Order of Extinction, Schnellmerker, appeared like the wind and brought hundreds of fellow cultists with him. They raised their weapons against the Barbarians.

All along the chaotic battlefront, black flames erupted, signaling multiple Lesser God transformations.

“Wait, why would you protect us?” Daincraft shouted at Schnellmerker with complicated feelings evident in his voice.

To this, Schnellmerker simply smiled as he responded, “The Barbarians are the enemies of all humanity. The enemies of all mankind, race, religion, or faction. Everything else is meaningless details. How can you argue about trivialities like personal interest or gains in the face of the end of the world? Please leave this place to us and preserve your armies.”

But even the Lesser Gods could not stem the flow of the Barbarians, who were now fully in battle frenzy.

The three Lesser Gods cut down the Barbarians with immense effectiveness, but the Barbarians continued to pour forward like a flood.

However, thanks to the efforts of the Order of Extinction, the remnants of the Human Coalition forces were able to safely withdraw from the battlefield… though at the cost of abandoning the best candidate to become the One King among humanity.

Sungchul, who was all alone, was completely surrounded by the Barbarians.

Though he was unconscious, the Barbarians couldn’t easily approach him. They were still afraid of him.

They vividly recalled the sight of him one-sidedly destroying and bisecting the Barbarian formation with his hammer.

“Hurai! Hurai!”

The most courageous among the Barbarians slowly approached Sungchul. One had a stick and tried poking at him. There was no response.

And just as they were about to let down their guard and walk up to him…

“Stop it, you bastards!” Suddenly, something fluttered down from the sky.

A book clad in something resembling a black carapace.

Bertelgia landed atop Sungchul, desperately fluttering and growling at the approaching Barbarians.

“Get lost! Unless you want to die!”

Startled by the sudden appearance of Bertelgia, the Barbarians reeled back, thinking it might have something to do with the terrifying warrior.

As the Barbarians hesitated and floundered, one of them, his face smeared with blood, pushed through the others and said in a growling voice,

“Radiye! Ita!”

At that call, the other Barbarians seemed to regain their senses, their eyes snapping open as they stared at Bertelgia.

It was merely a Living Book.

While the black carapace it wore looked somewhat concerning, it was normally something they could vanquish by breathing slightly strongly.

A Barbarian boy, watching the adults, picked up a stone and hurled it at Bertelgia.

Though it was only a child, the stone still carried the strength of a Barbarian, landing with a thud.

“Ouch!” Bertelgia, who had been growling at the Barbarians to stop them from getting to Sungchul, was hit in the back and nearly knocked out of the air. Fortunately, thanks to the Hand of the Ascendant acting as sturdy armor, she suffered no damage.

However, there was a grave consequence of being hit by the child’s stone.

This time, the adults picked up stones as well.

“Zenka!”

A stone, filled with terrifying power, impacted Bertelgia. “Ack!” The blow was on a different scale from when the child threw it, so powerful that it smashed and embedded Bertelgia into the ground along with the stone.

If it hadn’t been for the mythic-grade protection from the Hand of the Ascendant, Bertelgia would probably have been torn to shreds and disintegrated.

However, she did not back down.

She dusted off the dirt and rose again, blocking the path to Sungchul.

“D… Don’t touch him! I won’t show any mercy if you come any closer!” Bertelgia growled ferociously like a cornered predator. However, she had no strength to back up her threats.

Another stone came flying at her, and Bertelgia was once again knocked to the ground, a torrent of stones following the first.

“Ack! Ah!”

Even the mighty Hand of the Ascendant couldn’t nullify all damage.

In the midst of the endless torrent of stones, Bertelgia felt herself losing her consciousness. But despite the dizzying stoning that was quickly robbing her of consciousness, Bertelgia desperately looked toward Sungchul, who hadn’t stirred.

W… Wake up! Wake up already!

The stoning stopped.

Barely conscious, Bertelgia managed to stand herself back up.

A dark shadow was cast by someone standing over her. A Barbarian. With an axe.

The glistening blade of the weapon was pointed at Bertelgia.

“Ino!”

Bertelgia thought about death. And for a moment, something akin to a painted image of a blonde girl looking back at home flashed across her mind.

She wondered what that was about for a moment. Is this... how it ends?

Just when she thought this was the end of the road, Bertelgia noticed something.

A book floating above, encircled by a magic formation.

T… that’s…

It was unmistakable. Another Living Book, identical to herself.

Unit 49.

Unit 49 took the full brunt of the axe swung by the Barbarian.

Just as the weapon, with the full might of the Barbarian, reached the book, a magic formation manifested itself and nullified the swing of the axe.

“Stand back, you moths of the realm,” Unit 49 said.

She wasn’t all talk and no bite like Bertelgia.

Black spheres appeared around the book, floating up for a moment before smashing into and knocking the nearby Barbarians away.

“…This way,” Unit 49 said.

Bertelgia struggled to get up and fly toward Unit 49. “And him?”

She was more worried about Sungchul than her own safety.

Unit 49 shook lightly before responding coldly, “Calm down, you imitation. I’ll help you bring him to a safe place.”

As soon as she finished speaking, a spherical magic formation large enough to envelop Sungchul and both Living Books appeared around them.

The Barbarians that were temporarily stunned into inaction at Unit 49’s sudden appearance now snapped awake at the sight of the magic formation and flooded toward them like an angry swarm of bees.

But the defensive magic formation put up by Unit 49 was impervious to the Barbarian attacks.

Within the impenetrable defense, Unit 49 was calmly preparing to teleport them to a previously designated safe zone.

Once the teleportation magic was just about finished, Unit 49 took a look around at herself, Bertelgia, and the fallen body of Sungchul. There were three beings within the protective barrier, but for some inexplicable reason, it felt to Unit 49 that there was yet another being in the sphere with them. It was standing hesitantly before Sungchul, who lay on the ground.

But it soon concealed its presence and could no longer be detected.

What was that? Could it be someone with abilities on par with me?

It was concerning. But there was no time to think.

The defensive magic formation was beginning to form cracks under the ferocious attacks by the Barbarians.

The inner sphere of the magic formation around Unit 49 briefly glowed blue. By the time the lights were gone, nothing remained in its place.

The Barbarians rushed into the resulting empty space with looks of despair before bellowing incomprehensible words.

The battle of La Grange, which would decide the fate of mankind, ended just like that.

The total loss suffered by the coalition of humanity’s forces was miraculously small, but the relationships they’d worked so hard to forge and an irreplaceable hero were lost that day.

History would record today’s battle as a defeat for humanity. But no one would bat an eye at such a trivial truth.

Because it was obvious to everyone in the world that there wasn’t much history left for them to live through.

***

From a distance, the dull sound of siege engines pounding the city walls could be heard since twilight.

However, that noise faded away when another deeper, resonant sound echoed from beneath the city—the heartbeat of an Ancient God.

Surrounding the entire city was a defensive barrier powered by the heart of the Ancient God.

Nothing was permitted to cross this barrier. Only authorized airships could make use of a small window during the darkness to escape beyond the city boundaries.

There were a great number of people gathered at the harbors.

The high-born nobles of prestigious families, as well as their followers who once pushed others out to rule over the upper districts of La Grange, were now standing in the rain that had started up again, in line for the airships leaving the city.

They looked on at the lucky few who managed to get onto airships, with eyes full of envy and seething jealousy.

“Me too, please bring me too!” One man clung onto the rails of the ship that was taking off, shouting desperately.

The crewman spat on the ground before picking up an axe. He raised the axe up high and brought it down upon the hand of the man clinging onto the rails of the ship.

“Ahhhh!” The man who had put everything on the line to try and stow away fell to the ground.

Clarice stood on the deck, watching the falling man, then the Capital City that quickly grew distant.

“Grandfather…”

The old man, left all alone in the mansion, waved contentedly as he watched the airship depart from the Capital City. “Have a good life, Clarice. Make this worthless old man proud.”

A month had passed since the warrior, who had once been called the Enemy of the World but was now hailed as the defender of mankind, had been defeated by the God of Order.

The situation was hopeless.

The Coalition forces had long since abandoned the city and retreated far away, leaving La Grange surrounded by a Barbarian horde sixty thousand strong.

If it weren’t for the Heart of the Ancient God, the city would have already fallen to the Barbarians and been sacked.

However, even La Grange was reaching its limits.

The city was running out of food to support hundreds of thousands of citizens and refugees, and the soldiers defending the city were increasingly being depleted in battle.

Meanwhile, in the east, the rumored Miasma of Death had finally made landfall. Though only a part of it was visible, the citizens of La Grange witnessed the terrifying sight of the entire eastern horizon turning blood-red in the morning with the rising sun.

While all the forces of destruction were pushing the world closer and closer to annihilation, there was a place where a day went on as normal, as if mere Calamities or things like the end of the world were irrelevant.

It was one of the abandoned homes in the upper districts of La Grange.

It had been uninhabited long since before even the war and was rumored to be haunted, so no one dared approach it.

But this house definitely had a master.

It was a book, which commanded a few small golems that guarded the vicinity of the house.

Meanwhile, inside the house, there was another book. Bertelgia.

“Stay put. I’ll check the situation outside. Don’t do anything,” Unit 49 coldly said to Bertelgia.

Bertelgia remained leaning against the wall, not responding.

“Answer!”

It was only after Unit 49 shouted angrily that Bertelgia shivered and replied, “I understand. Uuhohhnuuii.”

“Un… what? Speak clearly!” Unit 49 shouted sharply once again.

Bertelgia sagged to the floor as she answered, “I understand. Un… unnie!” Bertelgia seemed upset having to say the word unnie, judging by how she trembled upon finishing her response.

“Alright. Watch the house. I might be gone for a while this time, you knock-off.” With those insulting words, Unit 49 disappeared.

Likely, it wouldn’t be back for about a week. And no one but Unit 49 would know where to.

Bertelgia stared at the direction Unit 49 had disappeared for a long while before muttering to herself, “Who are you calling a knock-off! You’re the knock-off! Just because you know how to fight a bit…!”

In the hallway outside the room, creaking sounds were made by the miniature golems going by.

Bertelgia let out a sigh before turning around.

Sungchul Kim lay in bed with his eyes closed.

It had been a month since he had received critical damage from the God of Order and had been unable to wake up.

“Iyup!”

Bertelgia struggled to lift up and tilt a jar of water.

The water in the jug wet the cotton swab prepared below.

She delicately lifted a cotton swab with the covers of her book and moved toward Sungchul, who lay still and pallid on the bed.

Bertelgia carefully brought the moistened tip of the cotton swab to the area around Sungchul’s lips, letting water trickle into his mouth.

A droplet of water slid from the edge of his lips, down his cheek, soaking the pillow. Seeing this, Bertelgia sighed and said, “Why can’t you wake up? You’re breathing, your body is warm, and there are no wounds! Hurry up and wake up to scold that knock-off who’s calling me a knock-off!”

Bertelgia lightly slapped Sungchul’s cheek with her covers. He showed no response. Shaking him and even poking with the corner of the book cover did nothing. He remained utterly still.

“Wake up already! How long are you going to sleep?”

Bertelgia gave up, shrank, and slipped back into the pocket she always stayed in.

The reason she specifically chose that spot was because it was warm and the only space that could prove to her that he was still alive.

The strong, familiar beat of his heart reached her.

But today, the heartbeat was different from usual.

“Ugh... ugh....” Sungchul grimaced, letting out a faint moan. Was he having a nightmare again? He had been having them frequently lately. Each time, Bertelgia felt utterly powerless, unable to do anything.

But today’s nightmare seemed far more terrible than usual. The heartbeat changed, shifting back to the one Bertelgia recognized.

“This is bad. Unit 49, unnie! Where are you? If you’re there, please reveal yourself!” Bertelgia cried out in a pitiful voice as she leapt out of the pocket, searching for Unit 49. However, her calls went unanswered.

“It’s really dangerous this time! Please just show up already and do something! Unit 49, unnie! You knock-off!”

No matter how much she screamed, Unit 49 didn’t appear.

We’re in trouble. We have to do something!

At that moment, Sungchul was at the crossroads of fate.

***

Loneliness was a desert. Prolonged solitude desiccated the heart.

Only the strong could survive the desert-like desolation called isolation. However, Sungchul wasn’t strong. He was not as great or as admirable as he thought.

Those who he considered his closest friends mocked him, and even those he’d never met cursed his name.

In the barren lands of ice and fire, in the middle of the demon realm, Sungchul began to wither away.

Though he had experienced a small amount of achievement and satisfaction when he’d managed to obtain several powerful Soul Contracts, thanks to the letters Ryze Himerr had left behind, it couldn’t serve as the cure that was eating away and drying out his heart in earnest.

Years passed, one after another. In the unchanging, barren landscape, Sungchul found himself wondering when the last time was that he had spoken to another human being.

After a while, he began to talk to himself more and more frequently, especially while cooking, when he became quite verbose. But as his monologue increased, he felt an increasingly powerful urge growing within him.

The desire to just give up and leave.

Sungchul had always insisted again and again that he was no hero. It wasn’t a statement born of frivolous lip service or humility. After painful, soul-wrecking experiences, Sungchul had come to realize that he was just another ordinary person in the end.

His miserable daily life, his appearance, his intentional effort to build walls to push people out of his heart merely created an image of a lone wolf. But more than anyone else in the world, he craved interactions with others.

But there was nowhere for his loneliness to be relieved. And that ended up forcing his hand, which had brought him to that place in the steep, cliff-like mountains in the west, at the hidden Stairway to God.

As he rose the steps, Sungchul had seen a great many things.

He had thought many of them mere hallucinations. Then he thought them to be ghosts.

Especially once he reached the halfway point up the stairs, he saw his former comrade from the arena as well as the man who had stolen his lover, Kreigfreid, and Sungchul had wondered if this was a place where the souls of the dead came to linger.

“Oy, friend. Have you come to die too?”

Sungchul was glad to be spoken to, even by the dead. He tried to speak back to him, but Kreigfreid seemed unable to hear. After staring at Sungchul for a while, Kreigfreid returned into the void from whence he came.

Sungchul resumed his climb.

As he ascended the stairs, he saw countless figures greeting him and then vanishing before his eyes. Among them were the faces of his parents, who had passed away long ago, from Sungchul’s home world. Though he had missed them, unbearably so, the memory of their faces was so faded that it was difficult to even recall what they looked like.

Sungchul moved past these visions and finally reached the top of the staircase.

Beyond the stairways at the top, he was met with a vast, endless field of stars and galaxies. In the expanse that seemed to suck him in, Sungchul felt strongly that his meaningless, worthless life was fine to give up, to just die.

That was when he heard the soft and pleasant, but somehow savage and malicious, voice echoing from his side.

“How desolate your heart, you poor, pitiful human with nothing left. For what have you come seeking this place?”

That was when Sungchul finally saw an overwhelming presence next to him in the infinite space, and he shivered and trembled.

But it was only after that he noticed something next to this strange figure, that could only be seen if intentionally trying to see, that Sungchul knew.

This was God.

After that, there was a brief conversation between Sungchul and the being standing next to God. The content was of no consequence. What was important was what came after.

“Mortal facing Adversity. You have chosen a fate unbefitting your vessel and are suffering, crushed by its suffocating weight. I can see it all. The future in which you are betrayed, isolated, and abandoned by all, fated to wander alone with no hope of rescue or salvation.”

The being next to God mocked Sungchul as it showed him a vision of the terrible future that awaited him.

Sungchul grasped his head as he fell to his knees and bawled his eyes out. The overwhelming wailing and sorrow filled the place of God for a long while.

“You are not capable of carrying the weight of your destiny alone as a human. And even if you were to somehow obtain the power to do so, you will still be crushed by the weight of the world and come to bring harm upon yourself. But, Sungchul Kim, there is yet but a way still,” the one next to God had told him.

Sungchul’s eyes were bloodshot as he shouted out desperately, “What is it, that way you speak of?”

And that was when the one next to Sungchul smiled—or at least it seemed to Sungchul—as it answered.

“A tool need not think or decide for oneself. It exists solely to carry out a purpose. Like the clothes you wear or the weapon you wield. Likewise, there exist tools for God’s use.”

The one next to God turned to look at the majestic body of God, that had fallen into deep slumber.

“The God and your objectives cannot be the same. But what if they were to share the smallest of likeness? What say you, the unfortunate wanderer from another world. Is it not worth the gamble?”

There was no reason to refuse.

Sungchul nodded.

And immediately, he felt something escaping from within him.

“Luck and Charisma. Stats that are meaningless for a tool. In return, you shall obtain enough strength to single-handedly conquer the mortal plane. Is that not fair?”

Sungchul felt it. Incredible power flowing through his body that he had never felt before.

Something worthy of being described as god-like.

But that strength soon vanished.

The one next to God spoke.

“There is nothing free in the world. If you would like to receive the unlimited power you just experienced, you must accept one condition.”

It offered Sungchul a Cross of the Covenant.

“Yes, you are to accept this into your heart, regardless of the content of the vow.”

Sungchul accepted the cross as if possessed by another will.

Several messages appeared before his eyes, but he didn’t so much as glance at them. Instead, he was about to pierce his own heart without hesitation.

But before the cross could, his body stopped on its own.

Something lingered before Sungchul’s eyes. It was a rotating steel wheel floating in midair. It was an unexpected symbol that popped out of nowhere without any prompt. But the moment Sungchul saw the wheel, he realized that he was looking at an illusion. Somewhere far away in his consciousness, he heard a sinister voice echo.

“Soul of Steel. What an annoying toy you’ve found. But Soul of Steel will not be enough to escape from the fate you are given. As the brand seared into your heart proves, you have chosen by your own hands to become a tool. All that’s left to do with a broken tool is to fix it once more.”

Sungchul’s consciousness faded away.

Once he opened his eyes again, he was standing in the desolate wasteland all by himself.

The same dream was about to repeat itself. But enduring any more of this was impossible. His endurance and will were reaching their limit in the endlessly repeating nightmares.

In the midst of agony and pain, Sungchul could feel the black giant slowly open its eyes.

I don’t care who. Please help me. I’ll do anything to get me out of this hell…!

But he already knew that there was no help coming.

He was all alone as always, abandoned by all.

But even he couldn’t help but cling to hope. Whether that hope could be substantiated, only time would tell.

***

“It’s here?”

Ahmuge was a meticulous tracker. She was standing in front of an abandoned building in the second district.

“Enemy of the World, Sungchul Kim. I finally found you.”

Once Sungchul had fallen and the book called Unit 49 appeared, Ahmuge secretly left a mark on Sungchul’s body without anyone noticing before slipping away.

It was of great surprise to her that Unit 49 decided to take Sungchul to the nearby city of La Grange of all places.

Once the Barbarians surrounded the city and began the siege, Ahmuge began combing the city for the mark she had left, going from district to district and street to street. After painstaking effort, she finally arrived at this empty house in the upper districts.

He had been difficult to find even with the mark on him.

The place was well hidden behind layers of highly sophisticated alarms and concealment barriers.

Just who could have made all this? The emperor? Or perhaps the Wandering King? Ahmuge’s imagination ran wild as she infiltrated the house. The security of the interior of the building was rather unremarkable in comparison.

Once she slipped past the miniature golem defending the hallway and an alarm magic, she finally arrived before the closed door that hid the mark.

She could hear someone groaning in pain from beyond the door.

It was unmistakably Sungchul.

From between the boundary of the mortal plane and the Transcendent World, Ahmuge phased through the door to enter the room. On the bed was the Enemy of the World, struggling for breath.

The only one defending him was a single book. Ahmuge exercised caution and patience to observe this book.

There were two books, she knew.

There was one with combat capabilities potent enough to neutralize any number of Barbarians at a whim, and one book with no ability to fight that Sungchul always brought around with him.

This one looked to be the one without the capacity to fight.

Ahmuge double-checked and triple-checked before she was satisfied and finally drew her hands from under her clothes.

She felt the rough handle of her dagger as she approached Sungchul.

Though this man had been feared throughout the years as the Enemy of the World, at least for the moment, he was nothing but an unconscious patient lying in bed.

With this, the world will be saved.

But for some reason, she was filled with memories of the ruling elites of this world—of their terrible, irredeemable character.

After being reminded of their inability to give up personal interests and watching them sacrifice others again and again for their own personal gain, Ahmuge revised her thoughts slightly.

No. At the very least, we might be able to avoid the predestined extinction we face.

This time, she would not hesitate or have regrets. Even if the world was a living hell, it was preferable to utter destruction and extinction.

The hand gripping the dagger flexed.

Her terrifying gaze glistened from underneath the hood worn over her head.

“Oy! You there!” The book that was shaking on top of Sungchul’s chest noticed Ahmuge and turned around.

Ahmuge jumped back in surprise. Could it be a trap?! She readied herself to disappear at any moment as she observed the book.

This large, worn-out tome suddenly flew toward her and grasped her left hand that was on the dagger, then pulled Ahmuge forward.

“I don’t know who you are, but thank goodness you’re here! Help me! Now!”

Bertelgia didn’t know who Ahmuge was or why she had come, pulling on Ahmuge’s arm with only the thought of wanting to save Sungchul in her mind, asking help from the person who had an unwavering vow to kill and take revenge on him.

“W… Wait!” Ahmuge was completely caught off guard and found herself dragged to Sungchul’s side by Bertelgia. Right next to him, she finally broke free of Bertelgia. “What do you think you’re doing?” Ahmuge shouted sharply and took out a scroll of noise-canceling magic.

“There’s no time to explain! If we don’t do something, terrible things will happen!” Bertelgia urgently repeated in a desperate voice.

“Terrible things?” Ahmuge raised an eyebrow as she parroted what Bertelgia said.

Lying flat on Sungchul’s chest and listening to his heartbeat, Bertelgia responded in a dark tone, “If we leave him as he is, he will transform into the Black Giant!”

“B… Black Giant?!” Ahmuge staggered back. This reaction caused the hood to slip off her head.

It was then that Bertelgia could finally see the face of the uninvited guest.

Wait… this person…? From then?

Bertelgia knew that she had not come here with good intentions. For this woman was a longtime enemy of Sungchul.

But still, there was no other way.

“Ugh… Ugh…” Sungchul groaned, gripped with grave pain.

Things really were going to be over if they continued to sit around and do nothing.

Bertelgia suddenly opened up her pages and took out something. It was an extremely old-looking key. “There’s no time! Quick, take this key!” she commanded Ahmuge.

Ahmuge found herself relenting and doing as Bertelgia said.

There was something extraordinary about the key. Even the briefest glance and appraisal of the item proved such a hunch to be true. ‘W…What? This is a mythic-tier item? This thing?’

Even before Ahmuge had a chance to read the details of the item, Bertelgia used her book covers to pull Ahmuge forward once more as she shouted, “Quickly, open that poopy head’s Soul Storage!”

Ahmuge didn’t understand why, but she found herself obeying Bertelgia once more, feeling like the voice sounded familiar somehow.

“How are you supposed to do that with this? No, to begin with, how can Soul Storage even be opened? Don’t be ridiculous,” Ahmuge protested.

“You CAN open it! Just try twisting it in the air!”

Ahmuge stared at Bertelgia with a look of doubt before turning toward Sungchul and pushing the key forward.

I don’t know what you’re up to, but I guess I’ll just try it once at least.

Ahmuge didn’t think too much and did as she was told.

Something touched the tip of the key, and a click sounded.

Ahmuge’s eyes grew wide with surprise.

Wha… What was that just now?

Ahmuge felt a sense of awe as she turned the key.

She could distinctly feel something akin to a door opening. And finally, a clack sounded as, next to Sungchul, from thin air, an empty bottle fell to the ground.

It was just an ordinary empty bottle of alcohol, but Ahmuge couldn’t believe her eyes.

She had opened it. Someone else’s Soul Storage.

“Quick, put your hand in the Soul Storage and look for that.”

“That?”

“The Fog Guide!”

“Fog Guide?”

“It’s a ring. A ring that lets you enter the dream of others!”

“What do you want to do with such a thing?” Ahmuge asked with a tinge of anger in her voice, realizing that she was allowing herself to be excessively manipulated by this living book.

“We have to wake up that dummy before he turns into the Black Giant!”

That landed, and Ahmuge clenched her mouth before glaring down at Sungchul with hateful eyes.

I can kill him. I could cut the dagger across his throat, or drive it through his heart like a stake. I can definitely kill him now. But what’s this?

There was nothing stopping her from doing so. Even if the Living Book were to try and stop her, it could easily be brushed aside.

Sungchul’s fate lay entirely in her hands.

How long had she awaited this moment?

Her soul ached for the possible future that could have been, of the many terrible atrocities a being bearing the name Sungchul Kim had committed.

He had gone across the continent, wielding his seven weapons of Calamities, personally killing all those who he came across. Ahmuge had lost many comrades to this monster, including someone she had been falling in love with.

…My love. What should I do?

Her lover had been a no-name swordsman. As the skies fell and half the continent turned into an inhospitable land of skeletons and death, she had met someone who had considered his own safety and well-being to be of utmost importance. A man who was infinitely selfish and self-serving.

Everyone hated him, Ahmuge included.

But through what should have been a trivial matter, the two of them began to grow close and get to know one another, and Ahmuge had learned a great deal from that man.

In his last moments, that selfish, self-serving man went up against Sungchul, who launched a surprise attack into the survivor camp where the two of them were staying, to protect Ahmuge, and sacrificed himself.

The Black Giant had a habit of not allowing those who put up a fight to die peacefully.

The swordsman had been put under unspeakable torture for three days and nights and was killed in the most horrendous ways possible.

Ahmuge, who had hidden nearby throughout this ordeal, still vividly recalled the tortured screams of her lover.

By the time she had gone to recover his remains, it was so severely deteriorated that it was no longer even recognizable as a human body.

Now, her teeth ground together.

The flames of her rage, which had momentarily cooled, flared up fiercely once more. She pulled a dagger hidden within her clothes. The glistening blade scattered sinister light in all directions.

“What are you doing! Are you planning on peeling an apple with such a dangerous thing or something?”

Bertelgia blocked the way toward Sungchul.

“Move.”

Ahmuge was an assassin.

I just need to kill him. It’ll be all over once he’s dead. The next world? Who gives a shit.

She moved Bertelgia out of the way with one hand as she stepped closer to Sungchul.

His pain must have subsided for now, as he’d returned to sleeping peacefully.

“It doesn’t matter what kind of a man he is. His existence itself is too dangerous, so he must die.”

Soojin Lee raised her dagger up high. The method of execution she chose was the most reliable: to pierce his heart.

I’ll end it in one go.

But Bertelgia resisted with everything she had, flying and laying herself flat over his heart.

“Fine, do it then! If you want to kill him, kill us both!”

“Move.”

Ahmuge grabbed Bertelgia and threw her aside.

But Bertelgia righted herself in midair and flew back to obstruct Ahmuge.

“I said if you want to kill him, you’re going to have to kill me too. Why, hmm? You can’t do that?”

Ahmuge found Bertelgia to be difficult to ignore.

Why? It’s just a living book.

All she had to do was cut down the book and kill Sungchul. By all means, it should be so simple.

But Bertelgia’s voice made Ahmuge hesitate. It was then that she realized that Bertelgia’s voice sounded similar to someone she knew well.

She had only heard the voice once before, but Ahmuge had a faint recollection of it.

“Go and kick that dummy’s butt for me.”

It was the being who bid her farewell at the Well of Regression, moments before she threw herself down. She who possessed radiant blonde hair and the bluest of eyes, called goddess by the people.

As the world had been reaching its death throes, she’d appeared like a miracle to guide and protect the remaining survivors with her overwhelming knowledge and magic.

The very same person who had helped Ahmuge regress back in time.

Bertelgia’s voice was identical to the goddess.

Could it be? It’s impossible. It can’t be. This book is the goddess?

Her resolve began to shake once more, the tip of her dagger trembling.

Bertelgia used this brief moment of weakness to go and cover herself in the Hand of the Ascendent that was left sitting in the corner of the room.

The Hand of the Ascendent that had already once accepted her completely covered her once more.

“Hmph! I dare you try again! I’ll distract you until Unit 49 can return! In fact, come at me! He might wake up if you end up stabbing him somewhere inappropriate!”

Bertelgia confidently shouted now that she was perfectly protected.

Meanwhile, Ahmuge was still internally torn and confused as to what to do.

That was when something fell from the void with a loud clack.

The Soul Storage must have still been open all this time.

Ahmuge’s attention instantly and unconsciously snapped toward the item, and her eyes opened wide in surprise.

Is that a case of side dishes?

A completely ordinary object wholly unrelated to the end of the world slipped out of the Soul Storage.

Ahmuge was so taken aback by the unexpected and sheer pedestrian nature of what appeared that she approached Sungchul’s Soul Storage almost as if possessed and reached into it with her hands.

She extracted a box. Ahmuge opened it and squinted her eyes.

Inside were not weapons nor magical tools but spices.

“What are you doing! You thief! Robber!” Bertelgia shouted from the side, but Ahmuge ignored her and continued to take things out of the Soul Storage.

Clinks and thuds filled the room as more and more items were taken out.

Faded clothes, a stuffed teddy bear, old letters.

Ahmuge picked up one of the letters and opened it up.

Mister, thank you for the birthday present. I’ll cherish it. – Craiya

It was written in cute handwriting.

What is this?

Ahmuge found that everything she extracted betrayed her expectations again and again.

She was certain beyond doubt that Sungchul Kim’s Soul Storage must be filled to the brim with nothing but terrifying weapons and tools of slaughter and torture. But what she actually found was exactly the opposite: objects of daily life.

They were nothing but reminders that Sungchul, too, was another human being.

Ahmuge continued to drag things out of the Soul Storage, feeling annoyed and frustrated. And this time, something metallic fell.

Finally. A sinister tool.

Ahmuge’s gaze went down. But her expectations were once again betrayed and left her disappointed.

What was lying at her feet was a needlessly adorable golden ducky.

“What are you looking for?”

Bertelgia asked without moving away from Sungchul.

“This isn’t it,” Ahmuge muttered. “This isn’t it!”

It was then that Sungchul let out a shout and trembled.

“Oh no, it’s bad!” Bertelgia listened to his heartbeat for a moment before hopping back up. “I don’t care what kind of grudge you have with him, it doesn’t matter!”

She flew to Ahmuge and snatched away the key, then flew to the Soul Storage to take something from within, bringing it to Ahmuge.

“Use this to go into his dream now!”

“Why should I?”

Once Ahmuge asked, Bertelgia moved slightly off to the side so that Ahmuge could see Sungchul.

Ahmuge’s eyes trembled. That’s…? A black aura began to gather around the edge of Sungchul’s body. She pushed Bertelgia aside and tried to stab Sungchul in the chest with her dagger. But it was useless. The black aura effortlessly reflected Ahmuge’s dagger.

“There’s no other way! Hurry and put on that ring and put it on his body!” Bertelgia flew into Ahmuge’s chest and shouted.

The darkness surrounding Sungchul grew dramatically darker.

The world was about to end.

Ahmuge closed her eyes. Fuck it!

Wearing Fog Guide and hugging Bertelgia, Ahmuge reached out with her hands toward her sworn nemesis.

The darkness surrounding them all rushed toward her. A scream was buried in the darkness.

Soon, Ahmuge discovered that she was in a different place. A void. There was no other way to describe the desolate place.


Chapter 5 – Tool, and also Human

The darkest moment in the day was the twilight before dawn. The entire world was covered in such darkness.

But Ahmuge soon came to know that the most terrifying thing about this place was not the blinding darkness but the suffocating silence that dominated this enormous land.

Within the eternal darkness and utter silence, Ahmuge intentionally raised her voice to speak.

“And this is…?”

She was afraid that she would be swept away, swallowed by the void and leaving nothing behind.

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s his dream,” a familiar voice came from behind.

Ahmuge was so glad to hear something and turned around.

Behind her was an unbelievably adorable little girl looking up at her with round eyes.

This face? Could it be the goddess? No, she’s far too young to be the goddess.

Seeing Ahmuge’s shocked expression, Bertelgia gave a smug grin as she pointed at herself with her thumb and proclaimed proudly, “I am the book you were hugging. This is my original form. Well, I understand how shocked you must be to see how beautiful I am. Queen bee isn’t a title just anyone can get, after all.”

Ahmuge realized now that this must be the book that had guided her into this world.

What’s wrong with her. Acting so smug in this situation?

Ahmuge stood still, processing information, so Bertelgia reached out to grab her hand and looked around the desolation with a frown, putting a crease on her soft features.

“There’s no time to be spaced out. We have to quickly get that guy out of here. Or the world will end.”

It was a calmness and presence of mind difficult to believe a girl of such stature could possess.

Even Ahmuge, who had struggled through and overcome all sorts of hellish nightmares, was stunned and uncertain as to what to do when faced with such an absolute void and emptiness.

Bertelgia maintained her grip on Ahmuge’s hands as she dragged her forward.

“Where are you going?” Ahmuge asked in a quiet voice while allowing herself to be led forward.

“Anywhere else!” Bertelgia hadn’t the faintest idea where to go. “Anywhere’s better than here, no?” Bertelgia recklessly moved forward. She had no idea what she should be doing or for what reason or where to go. But she moved forward with the conviction that she had to do something—anything, to struggle and to not give up. Anything other than to stay still and do nothing.

After an indeterminate amount of walking, Bertelgia noticed some ruins off in the distance in the dark.

“Over there! There’s something there!”

They picked up their pace.

The two of them arrived in front of a house of sorts.

The house was more familiar to Ahmuge than Bertelgia.

An old, two-story Western-style house?

The house had the appearance of one typical not of this world but of the original world Ahmuge had come from in Korea.

“Hmm. What a strange house. I’ve never seen anything like it. It doesn’t seem to have any merit other than looking somewhat sturdy. What a strange building,” Bertelgia shared her perspective.

“This is a house from another world. A very old one at that,” Ahmuge answered as she glanced over at the nameplate next to the front gates.

She couldn’t read the Hanja (Chinese) characters, so she only recognized that the last name was Kim.

House of Kim John doe. I guess this might be Sungchul’s former residence.

Ahmuge walked up to the gates and pushed them to open, but they were firmly locked.

She felt stuck. In this dream world, Ahmuge was no different from any other typical woman. She was unable to phase through the walls or jump the fence like she was used to.

While Ahmuge was at a loss, she noticed something that raised her spirits.

It was a doorbell.

While Bertelgia watched on with wide, sparkly eyes, she pressed the button of the doorbell.

An embarrassingly old-fashioned electronic bell rang.

“Uwah!” Bertelgia shouted out in surprise. “What was that?”

“That’s called a doorbell.”

“A doorbell? How does it work? Magic? Alchemy?”

“It uses a technology from our world.”

While they were conversing, the door made a clanking sound. It was now open, which meant someone was home.

Sungchul must be inside.

Ahmuge quickly entered the now-opened gates.

A small and narrow concrete courtyard revealed itself, with a messy arrangement of a washbasin made of red tiles, a faucet connected directly to piping emerging out of the ground with an attached cut hose, and various miscellaneous items, like an old, rusted bench press.

Bertelgia noticed something rather familiar among all this. A rubber ducky made of cheap synthetic resins.

“Did an orc make this? What terrible quality.”

Ahmuge stood at the center of the courtyard and took a look around at the house.

90s? No, this looks like a house straight out of the 80s.

Ahmuge and Bertelgia walked past the courtyard and stood before the main doors of the house itself. Thankfully, they were unlocked.

Once the doors were pushed open, the two guests were greeted by an old, musty smell and a faded interior.

There was a human form in the small, narrow hallway.

It was a shadow of a human being.

The moment Bertelgia saw this, she instantly recognized Sungchul Kim, who she was so desperately searching for. She walked forward toward the shadow while waving her hand and speaking in a bright, cheery voice.

“Oy, fella! What are you doing there? You shouldn’t have gone so far back in age!”

The shadow heard Bertelgia and turned its head. But when Bertelgia and Ahmuge saw its face, they both froze.

Where the face should have been on the boy was nothing. The faceless form only glanced at the uninvited guests before walking into a room in the narrow hallway.

“What should we do?” Ahmuge asked, sounding like she was already done with the place.

“Chase after it, what else?” Bertelgia gritted her teeth and walked forward, arriving at the doorway before turning around and glaring at Ahmuge, who stood far away. “What are you doing, not following already?”

“There’s no reason for me to go, is there?”

“No, you definitely have to come too!”

Ahmuge let out a sigh at Bertelgia’s insistent attitude before standing before the door by Bertelgia’s side.

What meaning is there for us to do this?

While Ahmuge was lost in thought, Bertelgia grabbed the handle and opened the door.

It creaked open ominously, but the inside was just an ordinary living room. However, the various knickknacks present in the room were from previous generations and far older than anything Ahmuge was used to.

A CRT television? Looks like something that belongs in a museum.

Ahmuge soon discovered the small figure of the faceless boy, crouched before the TV and staring at the broadcast.

What could he be watching?

She became curious and turned her attention to the TV screen.

Playing on the Analogue screen was a news broadcast. A tragic report of a traffic accident involving a married couple whose car slipped off the road due to rain, and both died.

But this news replayed on repeat endlessly. There was no other content on the TV.

The news reporter who repeatedly relayed the news of someone else’s death and the view of this small, faceless boy watching without moving or reacting gave Ahmuge the chills.

What a terrible place this is.

She wanted to quickly leave. She felt like staying would somehow infect her with some kind of nightmare as well.

“Hey. Living book.” Ahmuge was just about to speak again, when the small girl hushed her.

“Shh!” Bertelgia used her finger to press against her lips as she used her other hand to stop Ahmuge.

The faceless boy stood up after watching the news. Where could he be going?

The boy passed by Bertelgia and Ahmuge to the hallway.

Bertelgia and Ahmuge exchanged nods before following him.

Outside the door was a different scenery entirely.

It was a scene of a funeral.

While the place where the picture of the deceased was displayed and the incense burning was quiet and dreary, the mortuary facing the picture was quite lively, with some even laughing boisterously without restraint.

It was a completely opposing atmosphere.

The faceless boy was sitting all alone by the picture of the deceased, watching the people drinking and conversing jovially at the mortuary.

The faceless monsters suddenly stopped speaking with one another and simultaneously came walking toward the boy.

The uncomfortable shadows they cast reached the boy’s feet.

The boy stood up and tried to escape from them.

Bertelgia grabbed Ahmuge’s arm and began to run.

“Quickly!”

Behind them, the monsters with long shadows chased slowly after the boy.

Even while running, Ahmuge was able to hear the bone-chilling voices of the monsters chasing them.

“Hey, Sungchul. Come live with uncle. Uncle will take good care of you.”

“No way. You should come to aunt’s house. Our little Sungchul loves the tonkatsu I make, don’t you?”

It was voices filled with nothing but malice and greed.

Ahmuge felt chills going down her spine.

What the hell. Just what kind of life did he live?

Outside the funeral home, the environment changed once more.

It was a worn-down school.

A gathering of schoolboys with short hair surrounded the now much taller faceless boy.

“You motherless, fatherless garbage!”

“Get out of our class!”

The boys were shouting unspeakable slurs and insults at him. The disrespect was beyond intolerable.

Bertelgia watched the boys’ transformation with cold, slightly closed eyes.

From within the boy who listened to all this abuse with his head down, a bright red flame began to burn.

An inferno born of despair and hatred.

The unnerving flames born of the heart quickly spread throughout the boy’s body and completely enveloped his entire being.

The boy burning in inferno waved his hands, which caused the other boys to evaporate, and at the same time, the scene at the school changed once more.

The environment was now the interior of a factory full of industrial machines. A rusty, metallic smell singed the nose. And even there, the faceless boy continued to quietly operate a press machine whilst still burning in flames.

A few people approached him with their hands in their pockets.

“I found something that might make good money. Could you lend me some? We’re friends, right? We’ve known each other for quite a while now. Please help me out, won’t you, hmm?”

The man who had been begging with a servile voice suddenly became covered in white flames before turning to ash and disintegrating.

The remaining flames became absorbed by the young boy, causing the fire around the boy to grow ever larger.

Similar people showed up one by one and disintegrated, adding to the flames. All of them were using morals or bonds to demand something of the boy.

Bertelgia watched this repeat again and again as she thought to herself. He’s showing us what kind of life he lived.

For the man who had lived his whole life having his hatred fanned by others, what awaited him was a predictable tragedy.

The lifespan of a candle was determined by the length of the string at the core.

No matter how much wax a candle has, if it were to run out of the string that was supposed to endure the heat of the flames, the flames couldn’t continue to burn.

The faceless boy’s life ended suddenly.

At the end of his life, he lost everything in a lavish red-light district and died alone in isolation, lost in the masses.

That was the life Sungchul had lived before being transmigrated to the Other World.

“…How bleak,” was Ahmuge’s brief assessment.

She had seen many tragedies from the Summoning Palace, but she had never seen anyone be so utterly pushed to isolation and die such a miserably wretched death.

He had been betrayed, abandoned many times over and over again.

Bertelgia felt like she could begin to understand a bit more about him now.

About why Sungchul felt more like a mechanical being, like a golem rather than a human being.

Once again, a narrow hallway appeared before Ahmuge and Bertelgia.

Unlike before, this hallway extended forward endlessly.

The two followed the hallway without a word. There were many doors on either side. Bertelgia opened one just to check. Beyond the door was an arena.

Sungchul was injured from head to toe as multiple enemies approached him while grinning viciously, as tens of thousands of onlookers demanded his death.

Bertelgia quickly closed the door. Though it was not her own memory, she could vividly feel Sungchul’s terror, despair, and absolute sense of isolation.

But immediately after closing the door, Bertelgia looked rather resolute. She walked forward briskly without hesitation, and Ahmuge had no choice but to hurry along to catch up.

The narrow hallway of many doors was a storage place of what little memory Sungchul had.

And there were almost no good memories, for even those few exceptions ended in betrayals.

In the cleanest and newest-looking door, Bertelgia saw a faceless man watching Ryze Himerr and Craiya enjoying their happy family life without a word.

The faceless man noticed Bertelgia and turned around. Though he couldn’t speak, he seemed to be saying, For what reason have I been living?

In the endless sense of nihilism, the man finally succumbed to the white flames and turned to ashes.

A collection of miserable, wretched, pitiful memories.

But for that reason, Bertelgia became even more determined.

You’ve managed to endure it all this time. Despite being trapped in these terrible memories.

Bertelgia balled up her tiny fists. Her heart overflowed with the desire to save this man of grave misfortune and misery.

Even this seemingly endless hallway came to an end. And there, Bertelgia noticed a door that was clearly distinct from all others.

This door was locked behind many chains and padlocks.

What could it be hiding?

This was the first time they had found a door that was inaccessible in this long hallway.

Though Bertelgia was greatly curious about the secrets of this door, she heard noises coming from further down the hallway.

And the voices she heard were difficult to ignore indeed.

***

“Now, answer, Sungchul Kim. What is your answer?”

And soon, she heard yet another voice in the halls.

“…I shall become the tool of God.”

Bertelgia felt her heart sink to the pit of her stomach.

The voice from beyond the stairway. It was Sungchul.

Bertelgia ran forward with all her might. Once at the end of the hallway, bright lights came piercing into her eyes. She grimaced as she shielded her eyes from the blinding light as she continued.

There was a stair that extended endlessly into the sky, beyond what she could see, surrounded by the scene of the universe expanding forever, into infinity.

And at the edge of the stairs was Sungchul, looking forward.

Bertelgia turned to find what he was looking at, for he seemed to be staring at something, but all she could see was a faint form of something to the side of where he was looking.

“Good, Sungchul. You’ve chosen to turn yourself into a God’s Tool. But before that, there’s something you must answer.”

Bertelgia realized that this was the same voice she had heard earlier in the hallway, meaning this faint figure of something was the owner.

What’s going on here?

To Bertelgia, it looked like Sungchul was staring off into the void as he conversed with some fuzzy form of something.

Ahmuge, who had been running after Bertelgia in a panic, finally arrived and stood by Bertelgia’s side.

“Where is this? What’s going on?”

Bertelgia put her finger on her lips and shushed her before watching Sungchul’s actions with a rigid expression.

“What do you wish to accomplish as the Tool of God?”

Though Bertelgia couldn’t see its face, she could tell that it was laughing. It was engrossed in disgusting delight and twisted hatred that expressed itself as a smile.

That thing… that’s the bad guy! Bertelgia trembled. Her habit of trembling when faced with psychopaths didn’t change even in her human form.

“What I want is the resolution of the Calamities,” Sungchul answered without showing any emotions.

That’s… that’s not his usual self. Bertelgia knew Sungchul better than anyone and could tell instantly that he was in an altered state. He was being dominated. The man who didn’t bow to anyone or anything was beaten by that transparent, barely visible, unidentified monster.

He wasn’t in his right state of mind.

Her thoughts were cut short as the barely visible being’s smile seemed to spread more intensely.

It began again.

“But that’s not the end of it, is it, Sungchul? There’s something more, isn’t there? Do you mean to say that you intend to do nothing to the world that made you like this?”

Sungchul didn’t answer immediately.

But he was hesitating. Was he having an internal conflict?

That was when Ahmuge pointed toward something above Sungchul’s head.

“What’s that?”

It was only after being pointed out that Bertelgia finally noticed a spinning steel wagon wheel above Sungchul’s head.

What is that?

She had no knowledge of the Steel Soul. But she could at least tell that it was the only thing keeping this man together from falling apart.

Bertelgia rolled up her sleeves. “Oy! Hey! You!”

But her voice couldn’t be heard by Sungchul. His mouth was slightly ajar, muttering something as if talking in his sleep.

The only thing that responded to Bertelgia’s voice was the unseen being.

“Hoh? It seems we have some uninvited guests in this world of dreams. How rare. The Fog Guide should have been in possession of the Dragon Tribe as of now.”

The difficult-to-see being turned toward Bertelgia and Ahmuge.

Immediately, Bertelgia experienced fear on a cellular level.

But this wasn’t the first time she had been exposed to a being that could cause such terror with just a stare.

That made her think. When was the last time she felt like this? It was a relatively recent experience. And thanks to that, Bertelgia was able to bring a word to her lips.

“You are… the God of Order?”

And to this, the hidden being released the terrifying gaze and laughed out loud. “How ridiculous. Woe is the short-sightedness of such inferior creatures. To see me, someone with the attributes farthest from order, to be comparable with such a traitor and a hypocrite. But I shall admit you were not entirely off the mark, as you at least recognized my divinity.”

As Bertelgia heard the arrogant and seemingly random pitch in the voice of this faint being, she was reminded of muddy water, or water muddied with mixtures of many shades of paint.

What is this guy? Not the God of Order. But he seems to be of equivalent power. What does that make him? The God of Neutrality? No, not even close. And it doesn’t seem like the Ancient God, either. That means…?

And as soon as Bertelgia’s thoughts reached this point, she had the sensation that some suspicious gaze was searching every inch of her body. It was almost as if her entire being had just been seen in its entirety by this being.

And thus, the formless being spoke. “You’ve done well, Living Book. I am one of the Principal gods, one of the five all-fathers that ought to be rid from the world. The God of Chaos.”

And with that, they were met with a powerful gust of wind.

Bertelgia’s body was rocked, and Ahmuge fell to her knees.

Of the two, Ahmuge was the one who was more affected by this revelation.

“What? Just what’s going on? How did things get like this?”

She was already starting to lose her mind.

The initial shock of the terrifying gaze, as well as the revelation of the name of this being, finally brought her to her knees.

Ahmuge was not a strong person.

The self-proclaimed God of Chaos saw her, grinned, and began to mock her. “An insect unworthy of becoming even a tool.”

The God of Chaos looked to Bertelgia next. “After all, most humans aren’t even good enough to be used as tools. Isn’t that funny?”

And with that, the God of Chaos was done with them.

It turned its attention back to Sungchul.

The rotational speed of the wheel above Sungchul’s head was slowly going down.

The moment the individual spokes could be easily counted by the eye, the God of Chaos whispered to Sungchul softly, “Now, go ahead and tell me. What did you tell me? What you truly want isn’t the resolution of the Calamities, is it? That’s just an excuse. Go ahead and tell me your true ambition.”

The eyes of the God of Chaos glistened.

“The end of all things.”

It was trying to compel him. To say it with his own mouth.

Sungchul, who was hesitating with blank stares like a doll, was about to say something.

It was then that Bertelgia called out to Sungchul once more.

“Hey!”

Sungchul didn’t respond.

The God of Chaos let out a laugh. “No matter what you say, the God’s Tool shall not turn to look at you. With so much modification from me, this tool no longer has the capacity for thought.”

And just like the God of Chaos said, it seemed that Sungchul’s mind and body already belonged to the God.

Bertelgia didn’t give up. She searched within herself for something she could say to try and wake Sungchul up. And that was when there was a miraculous glistening from within Sungchul’s coat.

It was the brooch of the Master Chef.

For the first time, Bertelgia felt thankful for that brooch as she squeezed all the power in her small body and screamed out with all of her strength.

“Hey! You mediocre cook!”

This seemed to echo throughout the void, even beyond the stairway.

After a moment, there was a slight change in Sungchul’s behavior.

His eyebrows wiggled. “Mediocre… cook…?!” Sungchul responded.

Bertelgia saw hope as she shouted even louder, “Yes, you chef wannabe! Your food sucks!”

“What did you say?!” Sungchul kept responding.

Bertelgia pressed on. “I’d rather stuff my face full of Lizardmen’s Mealworm Special than eat your disgusting, terrible food!”

“Impossible! How dare you mock my food!” Sungchul shouted back. An uncharacteristically transparent expression of his feelings.

Life was returning to his previously unfocused eyes.

Seeing this, Bertelgia felt her eyes begin to water. You’ve finally snapped out of it, you dummy!

Sungchul felt that he woke up from a dream that had lasted too long, one that he couldn’t escape.

His prayers were finally answered.

But all Bertelgia’s presence had achieved was to briefly pause the nightmares.

The emotional baggage Sungchul carried with him didn’t decrease in the slightest, and he was still trapped in the world of dreams.

Bertelgia.

Sungchul’s eyes briefly revealed the depth of sadness and fear before being clouded over once more.

After a short period, he said, “Bertelgia. Sorry, but I won’t be able to walk the path of the Creationist with you any longer.” Sungchul’s heart began to fall into darkness once more. “I don’t have much time left. Abandon me and run. And if you can, go find Adelwight. You shall be able to live comfortably in the Fae World.”

The name of the darkness that clouded Sungchul’s face was resignation. It wasn’t a darkness compelled upon him by anyone else. It was darkness he created for himself.

Bertelgia couldn’t understand why Sungchul was acting this way even after snapping out of it. But she soon found out why.

The God of Chaos let out a dry laugh as he summoned a giant mirror to show Bertelgia what was happening.

A thump resounded in the space of the void.

The venerable heartbeat could be felt from beyond the mirror, and Bertelgia saw something familiar at the center of the reflection.

The faintly beating heart of the Ancient God.

This was the most heavily guarded area in the underground of the capital city of La Grange.

The emperor, adorned in golden armor, was standing by the heart, looking concerned.

“Oy, Sungchul. There’s not much time left. Your friend is about to do something horrendous!”

And soon, the emperor’s voice could be heard from beyond the mirror.

“…If I cause the heart to rampage, I can call forth several Evil Gods at once. And with that, I shall be able to defend my capital and support my empire. That’s the only way to stop Kromgard’s plans.”

The emperor in the mirror no longer had any shred of the dignity of a ruler who fought for the good of his people. He was biting the nail of his thumb, talking to himself, nothing more than a nervous wreck of an anxious, petty man.

Sungchul’s eyes twitched.

Bertelgia finally understood how the Chaos God was keeping Sungchul here.

The Chaos God let out disheveled laughter as he created another mirror next to the one showing the emperor.

In this mirror was the image of Daincraft, Arcanite, and other kings gathered in one large tent.

One man entered the tent.

Sungchul’s eyes twitched once more.

Schnellmerker? How did he get into the Coalition tent?

Sungchul didn’t know that the Order of Extinction had defended the Coalition’s retreat after the defeat. Either way, the vice leader of the Order of Extinction spoke softly and in a logical tone of voice.

“Now that the emperor has turned traitor and the Commander in Chief has fallen, the only hope remaining to us is to crown the One King.”

Schnellmerker glanced over at Kromgard after speaking, who remained sitting with his mouth shut.

The God of Chaos filled the void with his laughter.

“Look, Sungchul, at the disgusting pettiness of these humans. Do you think anything will change even if you were to wake up?”

Sungchul remained frozen, his eyes on the mirror.

“And even if they do, it doesn’t change the fact that the God of Order and his idiot brother, the God of Neutrality, are after your life.”

Sungchul let his head drop upon hearing this.

There was an absolute difference in strength. One that even the god-like power residing in his body couldn’t help overcome.

The shadow cast over Sungchul’s face grew ever deeper, and meanwhile, the eyes in the God of Chaos’s face became even more filled with madness, followed by his excited, enthusiastic voice.

“Accept the truth and become the tool. The true Tool of God. Only then will you be able to unlock the true potential of the power hidden in your body.”

“The power hidden in my body…!” Sungchul squeezed his eyes shut.

“Yes. Strength powerful enough to devour even the one who impersonates God.”

The faint black aura began to cover his body.

The spinning wheel above his head stopped spinning.

As Bertelgia watched Sungchul begin to succumb to the black aura upon the wheel halting, she noticed an ominous Cross of the Covenant pierced through Sungchul’s heart.

Sungchul noticed Bertelgia’s stare and turned around.

“Go, Bertelgia. I am no longer your master. How can a tool own a tool?” Sungchul said with his eyes closed. There was no strength behind his voice.

Bertelgia could tell that nothing would get through to him no matter what she said.

The God of Chaos said to Bertelgia, “I shall let you know one thing, Tool. You have one critical flaw. And that flaw has pushed that human into a corner despite your efforts.”

Sungchul’s voice interrupted the God of Chaos. “Don’t say anything unnecessary.” His voice seemed on edge.

The God of Chaos grinned as it turned its head.

Meanwhile, what the god had said had already caused its intended effect.

“My… flaw?” That was when Bertelgia realized something. An unsettling possibility she had been subconsciously aware of finally crossed her mind. Bertelgia was reminded of a scene in her mind. Of the hallway before the stairs, of the only door among countless others that had been sealed and locked behind chains and padlocked.

Could it be that?

Sungchul’s reaction revealed all she needed to know.

Bertelgia was filled with certainty. Her blue eyes glistened. She stopped watching Sungchul become enveloped in darkness and turned around to run.

Ahmuge, who had fallen to her knees in shock, finally snapped out of it and chased after Bertelgia.

The hallway was no longer lit, and so the narrow space looked drearier and nearly consumed by the darkness.

Bertelgia ran to the locked door, chained up and sealed behind a padlock. She grabbed the chains covering the door with her small hands.

The secret door Sungchul wanted to keep hidden was about to be opened.

The chains looked sturdy, but the moment Bertelgia touched them, they fell apart like rope made of sand.

“I want to get out of here.” Ahmuge, who was still gripped in terror, ached to search for an exit.

“Not yet.” Bertelgia grabbed Ahmuge’s hands and shook her head. “If you want to leave, I have to leave with you. And if we do that, we will forever lose our chance.”

The entire length of the hallway of doors was beginning to burn. The flames were still weak, but the fire would soon consume everything in the hallways.

“There’s no time.”

Bertelgia took her eyes off Ahmuge and grabbed the door handle. And as soon as her hands touched it, she could feel the emotions hidden beyond this door.

This is sadness…? No. This is fear! Where did this fear come from?

It comes from loss.

But for those who have nothing to lose, there is no fear.

For Sungchul, who had nothing else to lose, the source of his fear was hiding beyond this door.

Bertelgia turned the handle with a rigid expression.

Beyond the doorway was a circular space surrounded by a castle wall.

The Scroll of Calamity that existed at the center looked down upon Bertelgia and Ahmuge without expression.

Bertelgia felt a peculiar sensation upon seeing the Scroll of Calamity.

What is this? This…

She had never felt anything like it before.

That might have been because this place not only recreated Sungchul’s memories but also emulated the emotions he felt.

“Isn’t this the storage room of the Scroll of Calamity in the Tower of Recluse?” Ahmuge said after recognizing their location.

Soon, Bertelgia and Ahmuge discovered Sungchul standing on the other side of the Scroll of Calamity.

He, who still had no face, was looking at something.

Bertelgia walked slightly to the side to see who Sungchul was looking at.

It was a book.

Bertelgia’s eyes trembled greatly.

Unit 49? No. There’s something different.

And soon, an identical but entirely different, cold voice filled the circular hall.

“I am Bertelgia, Unit 55.”

It was the first time Bertelgia saw her.

She remembered that she had not been present here. She had felt strange. A powerful compulsion that she mustn’t enter the Tower of Recluse.

The faceless Sungchul and Bertelgia Unit 55 exchanged words for a while. The conversation seemed to revolve around Ryze Hymerr or the Dragon God clan and the like.

But that alone could not explain why this passage to the past was locked up behind chains.

Just as Bertelgia was wondering why this conversation was so secret, a heavy voice echoed from afar.

“…I remember seeing someone like you.”

It was Sungchul’s voice.

Ahmuge glanced at Bertelgia from the corner of her eyes. This child…

Bertelgia gripped the edge of her skirt with both hands and glared at Sungchul and the book conversing without so much as blinking.

“Who are you talking about?” Unit 55 asked with her characteristically empty voice devoid of any emotion.

Sungchul let out a sigh and opened his mouth. “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 a child? Was she stoic? Like a machine?”

To this, Sungchul nodded.

“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. But I don’t like that child all that much.”

“Why is that?”

To this, Unit 55 didn’t so much as move as she gave a short reply. “She’s jaded. She was in the Human world for too long.”

Though the voice contained no emotions, Bertelgia could feel subtle contempt in Unit 55’s voice.

“Is the one from the Summoning Palace also your sister?” Sungchul asked.

Bertelgia felt her heart sink to the pit of her stomach when she heard this. Sungchul was asking about Bertelgia’s background.

Bertelgia’s blue eyes grew even wider.

Ahmuge watched Bertelgia from the side without an expression.

Unit 55’s voice continued. “Summoning Palace? Ah, the kids placed around the tutorial courses? The thing outside right now?”

Sungchul’s eyes trembled when he heard this.

There was no malice in Unit 55’s voice, but he could tell how Unit 55 felt about Bertelgia.

“At least, even those are considered sisters, yes.”

“At least…?”

“Even if they are considered sisters, those children are mass-produced and therefore have no abilities to speak of.”

“Mass-produced…?” Sungchul asked with a trembling voice.

Anyone who knew Sungchul’s character would have been shocked to see this. It was extremely rare to see him show so much depth of emotion.

But Sungchul seemed to be deeply and gravely shaken by what he was told.

“Bertelgia is the name of the daughter of our father, yes. But that woman has followed her mother and abandoned father long ago. And in the absence of her presence, we Bertelgia types have filled her place. We are tools that exist for the sake of our great father, who sacrificed everything for the sake of the world.”

Bertelgia couldn’t help but cover her mouth with both hands. Even so, a faint sound of her screaming in shock leaked out.

Ahmuge closed her eyes. A tool created for the sake of convenience. So that is the truth behind this child’s identity.

Even amidst the whirlwind of confusion, Unit 55 continued to speak. “There are many types of Bertelgias. Unit 1 through 7 are pilot units for the Colossi. 8 through 30 are acolytes for managing artificial souls. Unit 31 through 54 are combat specialists. And Unit 55 and onward are fully integrated autonomous models with free will. The ultimate evolution of the Bertelgia series.”

Endless unconcealable pride could be felt emanating from Unit 55’s voice, exuding the confidence that she was part of the best model.

Bertelgia felt a chill seeping into every part of her body.

Sungchul replied a moment later. “Bertelgia. What model is Bertelgia who is waiting outside?” Sungchul was clearly desperately hoping that, even among the mass-produced Bertelgia models meant to serve Eckheart, she would be of the highest tier.

But the reality was cruel.

“Ah, that child? She’s not the same model as me. To make it clear, she was created earlier than me, but she’s far less complete than our model.”

“B… Bertelgia, what unit number is she?”

“The mass-produced Bertelgia serial numbers begin at 100. She’s probably Unit hundred-something. If I wanted to know for sure, I would have to meet her directly, but there’s no way to know for now. Not to mention, it is pointless.”

“I… Is that so?”

Unit 55 answered mercilessly in her cold voice to Sungchul’s questions. “There’s no way free ‘items’ meant to be distributed to newly arrived Summoned in the tutorial course would be of the highest quality, you know. Those kids are fated to disappear if their masters are killed, after all.”

The reality was harsh.

To Bertelgia and to Sungchul.

But once the doorway to the truth was opened, it didn’t pause, as it continued to come on like a hurricane.

“Even though those kids also carry the name Bertelgia, those of us with proper numbering don’t consider them true sisters. It’s the same reason I sent a mental signal for her to be unable to come here.”

“Is… that so? Is Bertelgia not the daughter of Eckheart?”

“Isn’t that obvious? Did she tell you that? That she’s the daughter of our father?”

Sungchul didn’t answer, deep sadness clear on his face.

“Unbelievable. Well, it’s fine if she wants to believe that. Either way, she’s only an object. A tool to bring the woman who abandoned father after he devoted himself into the Realms back out into the world. Something like that. It would be best for you to find out for yourself if you want to know more about it.”

“I see.”

“It seems you have grown fond of that child. Either way, if you would like for your present life to continue for a bit longer, then it is best for you to give up following the path of the Creationist. For you and for that child.”

“What do you mean by that…?”

The environment was growing darker.

Even through her shock, Bertelgia could tell that the recollection was coming to an end.

In the room that was becoming enveloped in darkness, only Unit 55’s voice remained clear and unbroken.

“A machine that completes its purpose will cease to function.”

This was the memory Sungchul wanted to keep hidden.

His fear.

And by the time the room was completely overtaken by darkness, Bertelgia and Ahmuge were back in the burning, narrow hallway.

The inferno was incomparably larger than before.

Bertelgia had dropped her head without a word. She was no doubt experiencing a great deal of shock. Even Ahmuge, who knew very little, could tell that the reality for Bertelgia was unbelievably grim.

This child who moves and acts like a human was just a one-time-use item. Anyone would be shocked to find that out about themselves.

More importantly, this was no time to be standing in place.

Even as they stood in silence, the flames were consuming more and more of the hallway.

Soon, the world was going to collapse.

“Um. Bertelgia.” Ahmuge called Bertelgia’s name for the first time.

Bertelgia heard her and looked up. The blue eyes that had always been glistening and shining were now moistened by gem-like tears. The tears finally followed her rosy, flushed cheeks before falling on the burning ground.

It was then that a small miracle occurred.

Ahmuge watched a flower of miracle bloom in the midst of all this despair.

“…I am not a tool,” Bertelgia said, balling up her fists and gritting her teeth. “I am not just a mere tool!”

Ahmuge thought that this was a meaningless outburst. But at the same time, she could see that there was passion and will burning in Bertelgia’s tiny flame that could put the inferno consuming the hallway to shame.

“A tool is something that becomes manipulated and used by someone else without thought or resistance. I think and act and move according to my own will.” Bertelgia looked at Ahmuge. “It doesn’t matter what fate has in store for me. At least until I see for myself, I am not just a tool.”

“…Bertelgia.” Ahmuge felt something moving her heart.

Bertelgia suddenly spread out her arms and spun around like she was dancing, then looked behind her.

“Look. In this world of dreams, I have such a pretty face and a beating heart. How can you call me a tool? What a ridiculous thing to say. Don’t you agree, guys?”

As Bertelgia looked around, eight cute and tiny critters appeared.

The carbuncles.

These Soul Gems that were in contact with Sungchul’s body came to answer their true master’s calling and appeared before Bertelgia.

“Kyun?”

Bertelgia knelt and reached out with her hand. The fist-sized carbuncles hopped onto Bertelgia’s hands and ran up her arms in a line, filling up the space on her shoulders and atop her head.

But Bertelgia was too tiny for all of them to fit, so one of them had nowhere to go.

Bertelgia picked the last one up with both hands and handed it to Ahmuge.

“Cabungbung. I’m sorry, but let this unnie carry you instead.”

“Kyu…”

The carbuncle didn’t conceal its disappointment in the slightest.

Even though Ahmuge felt anger for reasons no one could guess, she accepted the carbuncle Bertelgia handed her.

As soon as she did, she felt something warm flowing into her.

In this world of nothing but suffering and despair, it was a familiar sensation she so desperately craved and missed.

It was the feelings between Bertelgia and Sungchul. The warm feelings were transferred to Ahmuge through the carbuncle, which possessed the ability to connect the hearts and minds of others.

It’s so warm. Is this how the Enemy of the World and Bertelgia feel about each other?

Ahmuge’s view of Bertelgia changed.

First it was doubt, caution, then pity. But now Ahmuge’s eyes slowly revealed compassion and understanding toward the small girl.

“Let’s go, unnie.”

Bertelgia’s voice was much gentler than before. Ahmuge could tell that this voice contained some power that was even more difficult to disobey than even the voice of the God of Chaos by the stairway.

Ahmuge’s face finally showed a faint smile for the first time in truly a long while, in this place being torn apart by black flames of destruction, no less.

***

Long, long ago, God, who had been abandoned by their followers, escaped the world and created a new world.

The god, who had seen not only their followers succumb to heresy but had to watch the remaining followers be pushed to extermination, desperately wished to make this world different.

He believed in the potential of mankind.

A world where, with hard work and trust in the possibility of success, anyone could rise to the top. That was the world God wanted.

He didn’t outright believe that human organizations were evil, but he believed that the systems of organization themselves that led humans to suppress other humans were the cause of the corruption of the human spirit.

Therefore, he created ways for superhumans to emerge that could right the wrongs of the organized majority.

The framework of the world that revolved around the nine core statuses was thus born. And from the god’s delicate consideration and care, humans thrived as they made use of their abilities and talents to live in this dream-like world to the max.

But one day, the god realized that it was nearing the end of its power and began to search for a successor to take its place.

First, the Immortals, then the Lesser Gods came to exist.

Nine sages took it upon themselves to become examiners to determine who had the qualifications to rise above mankind, to determine who could ascend as the Lesser Gods.

At first, only the most excellent of all mankind could be selected to try to become a Lesser God, and even they did not possess unlimited life.

They took it upon themselves to oversee the world on behalf of the exhausted God, and under the infinite authority of God, they sacrificed themselves for the good of the world.

But there is an end to all things.

Troimea and Kire. There were two cities.

The two largest cities of mankind often competed with or cooperated with each other to lead humanity toward a better future.

But after a long period of time, the nature of the two cities became a schism that transformed their cooperation into hatred and competition into war.

The god who watched their fall from grace realized that humans would never learn and lost interest in them.

Instead, God sought to find a replacement that would dominate the world on God’s behalf.

The nine sages of the God’s Dungeons all refused that position, because all of them understood how grave a responsibility such a position—becoming God’s replacement—would be.

So instead, four candidates were found among mankind.

And these were Kire’s Enkiadusa and Dirgo, and Troimea’s Aleokgos and Kunkido—the most excellent figures of the two competing cities.

Kire’s head priest Enkiadusa became the God of Order, and his younger brother Dirgo became the God of Neutrality.

Meanwhile, Troimea’s oldest man, known as the sage Aleokgos, became the Ancient God, and the young and free-spirited genius Kunkido received the name God of Chaos.

At first, the four of them seemed to do a good enough job managing the world on God’s behalf.

But Troimea and Kire’s competition did not end upon these four becoming immortals.

Enkiadusa, ever the man of ambition, was the first to cause disaster.

Making use of when God was not paying attention, he planted his followers in a God’s Dungeon and had unworthy humans receive unbelievable gains in status and forcefully ascended them as Immortals.

The number of Immortals directly translated to the power of one’s faction.

Realizing this slightly later, Troimea’s All-fathers also followed in mass-producing Immortals.

Though at first only the most excellent candidates of humanity could become Immortals, now anyone and everyone could become one, no matter their character or flaws.

Yesterday’s rapists, thieves, and scam artists could regularly be found ascending as Immortals every day.

God came to find out about this and became enraged.

He thought that a fifth All-father would be needed to create yet another faction to keep the other four gods in check—to act as an overseer to the four All-fathers who had failed to fulfill their roles.

And after finding this out, the God of Order and the God of Neutrality schemed to harm God, who had created this world.

God, who was attacked by his own creation, closed his eyes, and the world began to die.

Though they were called gods, in truth, they had none of the privileges, authority, or power that the true God possessed, so the God of Order began to search for any way the world might be able to be maintained.

Calamities.

A cruel and evil system beyond comparison that would use future generations of humans as fuel to continue their own happiness and lives into perpetuity.

That was the truth of this world.

Sungchul had an inkling that this might be the case.

But the truth behind this world, which he heard directly from the God of Chaos, was dirty and messed up beyond imagination.

Sungchul remembered. Moments before he had been about to be summoned into the Summoning Palace—the final moments he had in his home world. He had collapsed in an alleyway in the red-light district in sub-zero weather, awaiting his death.

And to him, one man approached.

He asked Sungchul, “Do you wish for a paradise?”

A question without any explanation.

Sungchul’s answer had been obvious.

But the true identity of this paradise was a meticulously created hell.

A burning flame of hatred took root in Sungchul’s eyes.

“…Does such a world deserve salvation?”

Uncomfortable memories once forgotten surfaced in his mind one by one.

For he who had given up everything and put everything on the line to save the world—how did the world treat him back? Had it offered him so much as a glass of water?

With certainty, Sungchul could answer no. Never. Not once.

Everyone had mocked Sungchul and feared him.

How about the ruling elites of this world? When Sungchul had fallen in battle, had even one of them moved forward to save him? No. He had been thoroughly abandoned.

Even by his most trusted friend in this world.

There was no hope in the humans of this world any longer.

The steel wheels of the wagon no longer spun, because his wrath was born from within.

The God of Chaos simply reminded Sungchul of his own rage.

It was slightly after this that Bertelgia and Ahmuge reappeared at the scene by the stairs.

They arrived slightly too late and saw that Sungchul was already becoming consumed by black flames.

He was transforming into the Black Giant that would destroy the world.

Luckily, the black flames only covered his left side.

The God of Chaos rang out loud, “You are too late, Living Book. My tool is already filled to the brim with hatred. What he wants is nothing but the destruction of this world. And as a tool, his objective already aligns with that of God.”

Beyond the stairs was Sungchul, covered in flames.

Bertelgia and Ahmuge stood staring in horror.

Sungchul’s eyes reflected unparalleled nihilism and hatred.

The God of Chaos glared at Bertelgia.

Bertelgia balled up her hands into fists when she felt the disgusting sensation of being seen all over by a snake, before she heard the God of Chaos speak to her with a mocking tone of voice.

“It seems you went to go check the truth this man was trying to hide. How foolish. Are you here to say farewell, Living Book?”

Hearing this, Sungchul turned to look at Bertelgia.

“Bertelgia,” he said with a trembling voice. “Get out of here. With Soojin Lee.”

His voice was already not that of a human.

He was becoming integrated into the Black Giant within him.

It was a voice of depth and darkness befitting a world where all possibilities were crushed and there was nothing but despair.

But even before his voice could fade, it was overpowered by a clear and pure, high-pitched voice.

“I saw it all. The thing you were hiding from me,” Bertelgia said.

Sungchul didn’t respond, but there was a slight bit of movement.

Bertelgia didn’t let go of what this could indicate and continued in her cheerful tone of voice. “It was Unit 55, right?”

Her words certainly had an effect.

The right side of his body that was still human didn’t show any change, but the eyes on the blackened and burning left side opened wide.

Bertelgia continued, “Apparently, I’m a tool? An unimpressive, mass-produced kind?”

“…Bertelgia.”

From the unblackened side of him that still remained human, a sigh filled with regret was let out.

How hard had he worked to try to keep that secret from her? Even if he were to become hated by her, he had intended to keep this a secret no matter what.

But Bertelgia found out the truth anyway.

Let alone being Eckheart’s daughter, even among the many books that served Eckheart, she was an inferior being that the other books considered nothing more than an object and a tool.

It was the one thing I wanted to keep from you.

The flames consuming Sungchul grew even thicker.

His consciousness was beginning to fade.

And lost in his familiar sense of ennui, Sungchul realized that his right side was about to be consumed as well.

Feeling helpless and tired, he let his consciousness fade without resistance.

But that was when Bertelgia suddenly awoke him.

“But, so what?”

Sungchul’s body trembled slightly.

So what?

While Sungchul was trying to figure out what she could mean, Bertelgia’s youthful voice came piercing through his muddled mind and found its way into his awareness like a dagger.

“I am me. Bertelgia. No matter what anyone says, I am a beautiful, cute, lovable, smart, talented, knowledgeable, master of alchemy, the queen bee of Kodia Village, Bertelgia!”

An excessive level of self-love.

But that was what was needed to bring rejuvenating winds to Sungchul’s dying heart.

Sungchul’s remaining half stopped mid-transformation.

Bertelgia noticed this small success and continued, “Just like how your Sameong is to dedicate your life to the solution of the Calamities, I also have my own Sameong, and that is to lead you to the path of the Creationist!” Bertelgia was shouting.

Sungchul discovered himself being shaken by the words of this little girl. The black flames were shaking.

The face of the God of Chaos became twisted. It felt threatened. The being carrying the title of God was threatened by a mere Living Book.

“You dare, you cheap tool?”

It was just when he was about to reach out to Bertelgia that Sungchul raised his hand, burning with black flames. As if the flames had a life of their own, they extended forward and created a wall of fire, blocking the God of Chaos.

The God of Chaos was unable to do anything in this space.

With the distractions isolated, Bertelgia returned her gaze resolutely back to Sungchul and began to speak.

“Humans are beings that die after their short lives, right? But I have lived much longer than most humans. In terms of age, I’ve lived longer than your grandma’s grandma’s grandma. Just like how there’s something called a lifespan, I also have something similar to a lifespan. And that’s my Sameong.”

“Sameong,” Sungchul repeated the word as if lingering on it.

The black flames covering him shook greatly.

Bertelgia knelt and lowered her arms. The Carbuncles hanging onto her body walked down the length of her arms in lines and stood by her feet. She crossed her arms and hugged herself as she spoke.

“Whether it be duty, fate, or dream, it doesn’t matter. As long as I complete what I chose to do, what I want to do, I am not a tool. And even if at the end of it there’s death awaiting me, I will accept it. Just like how humans, with their limited lives, accept that there is an end to their own lives as well.” Bertelgia lifted her arms, like Mother Earth, ready to embrace all.

“Bertelgia,” Sungchul said.

But Bertelgia continued, “And you aren’t some lowly tool. You are a person. Just like how someone who was born a tool like me isn’t a tool either.”

The black flames paused for a moment.

And from beyond the wall of flames, the God of Chaos’s insidious voice filled the air once more.

“If you do not obtain this hidden strength, then you’ll be put to death by the God of Order.”

Sungchul hesitated upon hearing about the Hidden Strength.

To this, Bertelgia smiled and spoke with a soft tone. “You already have hidden strength. Not one that’s sinister and scary like this one, but the one hidden within you already.”

“Hidden strength?” Sungchul replied with his changed, original voice.

Bertelgia let out a bright, radiant smile and nodded. “One not even you realize you have.”

And as soon as he heard this, Sungchul felt the fog muddying his consciousness lift. In the absence of the fog was a childlike curiosity about what this hidden strength could be.

And thus, Sungchul finally woke up from the seemingly never-ending sleep.

The steel wheels above him began to spin rapidly once more.

The God of Chaos’s schemes were defeated, and Sungchul seemed to have recovered.

But the God of Chaos remained confident. “Your body already accepted the dark attributes of the dead god. No matter how much you talk and steel yourself, you cannot stop the wrath of the murdered god.” The God of Chaos let out a laugh before disappearing into the void.

It was just as he said. The flames covering half of Sungchul seemed to stop for a moment, but they picked up pace once more to swallow the rest of him.

“It’s all hopeless. The Black Giant is going to appear again like this!” Ahmuge uttered with a pale face.

Damn it.

He finally had the answer, but cruelly, the flames refused to go out and instead burned even brighter to consume him faster.

The black flames seemed like they could obey his orders, but he didn’t know how to rein them back.

Please, don’t let it end like this.

Beyond his fading sight were Bertelgia and Ahmuge.

Like this, he would inevitably turn into the Black Giant of Ahmuge’s memories. And rather than allow that to happen, it might be better to end his own life now.

Sungchul made up his mind and placed his right hand over his heart. God-like power flowed into his hand.

The moment the Cross of the Covenant was pulled out, the flames of another contract would consume him and destroy him.

Sungchul turned to Bertelgia for the last time and gave her a smile. One carrying his resolve to die.

“Be good.”

But just before Sungchul was about to carve out his own heart, a sound could be heard. Sungchul and Bertelgia, and any other being that existed in this space, turned toward the infinite stairs, toward the endless expanse of the universe, toward where the sound had come from.

And they could tell that something big was about to happen.

It didn’t need any explanations or thought. The moment the voice was heard, it was without a doubt the voice of the true god.

“A human who chose to become a tool.”

“A tool that wants to become human.”

As the voice that could only be described as majestic filled the air, the black flames taking over Sungchul’s body began to retreat.

They didn’t simply disappear.

As if absorbed, they returned into his heart.

Sungchul returned to his original form.

The inferno consuming the narrow hallway of this wretched world was also put out.

“I shall see how things play out from here on out.”

The god had spoken.


Chapter 6 - A Man’s Promise

A God’s Dungeon rose straight out of the golden ocean.

In the ruins of the city where the residents were wiped out, adventurers who had a keen ear for rumors came flocking to its surroundings to set up base camp for the God’s Dungeon.

There was an unfamiliar man in this campsite. He wore rather ordinary adventurer’s garb. But he was a good but tired-looking man, with an ethereal quality about him.

The adventurers saw him emerge from the God’s Dungeon and whispered amongst themselves.

The women seemed to rate him highly, but the men determined that such a dreary-looking man would not survive many trials.

Because the man didn’t look all that strong.

Though not a single person in the Adventurer’s camp knew the man’s face or name, his name and face had once been known throughout the world.

The last king of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.

Kromgard Rutheginea.

He was in Aege.

“…Status Screen. Stats.”

He entered into a secluded forest and leaned against a stone as he brought up his status window.

[Stats]
Strength700Dexterity700 
Vitality701Magic Power699
Intuition699Magic Resistance 703
Resilience 698Charisma692 
Luck695


It was an extraordinary level of stats.

But his status points were suspiciously close to 700, as if they had been forcefully arranged that way.

And the reason was written in a new message floating below the Status Screen.

[Only a little further until Ascension is possible!]

Kromgard let out a laugh once he saw that.

And even before he finished letting out a sound, there was a shuffle. Footsteps coming from the grass.

Kromgard’s eyes lit up with bloodlust for a moment, but it quickly faded away, because it was someone he knew. A woman who seemed completely at odds with the forest, who looked like she belonged in a painting. A human, yet somehow not quite.

Kromgard’s cold and malicious eyes greatly softened upon seeing her, and soon, he let out his voice to call out her name.

“Adelwight.”

The mysterious woman who suddenly appeared before Kromgard was none other than the witch of the haunted forests, living throughout perpetuity, Adelwight.

Adelwight pointed toward the God’s Dungeon standing in the distance as she opened her mouth. “Why don’t you just go and ascend already? If it’s for you, you should be able to ascend simply by entering the dungeon.”

Kromgard let out a bitter laugh in response. In his rather exhausted expression, his eyes glistened like the last lonely star in the twilight hour before dawn.

The moment Adelwight saw his uncompromising, steadfast eyes, she recalled events from an era no one else could possibly remember.

Kromgard.

The man who had shown her the faintest ray of light in the midst of inescapable eternal darkness.

If not for him, Adelwight would have still been living out her eternal life, no different from the trees or stone, doing nothing of value.

“I have come to speak with you,” Adelwight said.

Kromgard looked surprised. “It has been a while since you’ve approached me first to talk to me about something. I suppose it’s the first since the time with the White Snake tribe?”

Unlike Kromgard, who looked cheerful, Adelwight remained grim for a moment longer. After a brief silence, she finally spoke up.

“I have decided to help you.”

“Hoh? What winds of whimsy is this?”

“Enkiadusa. After seeing he who holds the title and duty as the God of Order break the primordial Order of this world and directly intervene in the material world, I was able to finally make up my mind.”

Adelwight’s brilliant and fair eyes became deeply dyed with the colors of hatred and disgust.

“…I can’t sit by and watch any longer as he continues to call himself God and use his omnipotence to dominate the world with tyranny and abuse. Even after he maneuvered and compelled others to shoulder the burden of guilt for all eternity for having committed massacres.”

Adelwight closed her eyes and let out a deep sigh. Her long eyelashes were trembling with seething rage.

Kromgard approached this eternal witch and gave her a soft embrace. “Adelwight.”

Adelwight said nothing as she leaned against him.

The man and woman remained still without moving for a long time. In the minds of the two were memories of literal eternities they had spent together that flowed through their streams of consciousness like a river.

They were discovered by adventurers passing by, who pointed fingers at them and mocked them.

“Oy, look at that!”

“Mmm? Oh, that? What a nice view! Kekeke!”

These thoughtless utterances ended Adelwight and Kromgard’s reminiscences.

Kromgard’s eyes showed his murderous rage. “You worthless insects.”

He was about to move toward them when he was stopped by Adelwight. She looked into the eyes of Kromgard as she spoke in a low voice. “…I saw a terrible dream.”

“A terrible dream?”

“About a book. I’ve had the same dream for several days now.” Adelwight trembled for a moment as she remembered the form of the book that had been pressing down upon her for the past several months.

“…I have to go.”

“What are you going to do?” Kromgard asked, sounding disappointed at their time cut short.

Adelwight gave a smile full of sorrow as she turned to look at the beautiful golden ocean and the God’s Dungeon that rose out of the sea.

“I will save this world with you.”

“…Adelwight.” Kromgard’s figure became rigid.

Adelwight walked slowly away from him. “Please save this world. So that it can once again reclaim its lost original name.”

She raised her hands, and from her fingertips, purple pollen-like material came flowing out. The pollen followed the winds and arrived at the Adventurers’ camp before the God’s Dungeon.

At the campsite, the adventurers were sitting in a circle chatting amongst themselves.

At the center was the man responsible for interrupting Adelwight and Kromgard’s moment together.

“That freakishly pale fellow, you know? What a mad lad. He brought a woman with him to this accursed land, where hundreds of thousands of people were killed overnight, having a cozy romantic rendezvous in the forest.”

While his mocking voice stirred the air, the soft lavender pollen surrounded the entire campsite.

One woman noticed this subtle change and sniffed the air. “Huh? What’s this?” Suddenly, the woman’s face became crumpled. “U… ugh…!” She couldn’t breathe and grasped at her torso with both hands as she began to convulse violently.

The man who had been excitedly speaking at the center of the adventurers noticed the woman’s sudden change.

“Oy, what’s wrong with you suddenly?”

Very soon, he also felt it too. That he could no longer breathe. Unspeakable pain and agony soon followed. “Kraagh…!”

In mere moments, his entire life came crumbling apart. He watched all of his friends and comrades, who only moments before were listening to him speak, suddenly be gripped by the same unbearable suffering as he was and writhe to death in their final moments.

Using the last bit of his remaining strength, he wanted to know why he and everyone he knew was dying.

The purple pollen.

It was flying toward them from afar.

His eyes naturally followed the trail of where the pollen was coming from, and that was when he discovered their source. The lady who was watching him and everyone else die with the most cold, uncaring look.

And in the last dying moments of the man’s life, the name of the legendary witch crossed his mind.

Could it be the witch of death feared even by the gods… Adelwight?

His thoughts could not continue any longer. The blood pouring from his eye sockets covered his sight and put an end to his ability to think.

Adelwight looked on at the campsite of death for a moment longer before quietly turning around.

Before the purple pollen was dispersed by the ocean breeze, she had completely disappeared from view.

***

It felt like he woke up from a deep slumber.

Sungchul opened his eyes and saw an unfamiliar ceiling, before he looked down at the messy room he had never seen before.

“Ugh… my head…”

Next to him was Soojin Lee, who was groaning while holding her head, and tucked into her side was Bertelgia, wriggling to try and free herself from Ahmuge’s armpit.

“Ey!”

Sungchul raised himself from the bed. Though his head hurt with prickling pain, he tried to organize his thoughts about what he had just witnessed. Then his eyes flew wide open.

I see.

There was no real memory left for him, but one thing was clear despite his fuzzy memories. That he had heard the voice of God.

Sungchul’s eyes, which had been glazed over for so long, finally glistened brightly with clear light.

Cracks resounded in the room as he massaged his neck and shoulders that had been still for so long before putting his feet down on the floor next to the bed.

But there was something on the carpet.

The crack of glass told him something broke.

“Hmm?!”

Sungchul’s eyes widened in horror as he realized his heavy boots had stepped on something and broken it.

And of all things… one of the few things he truly cherished had been crushed: the neck of the golden ducky.

“Nooo…!”

He bent down to gingerly pick up the two pieces of his precious golden ducky and lifted them up with his palms facing upward.

“Who’s responsible for this?!”

He immediately took a look around him.

Next to him were still Soojin, who was struggling to get a grip, and Bertelgia next to her.

Sungchul discovered Ahmuge holding the Golden Key of Troimea in her hands.

This woman…!

It wasn’t just the golden ducky rolling around the floor of the room, but the doll that he had once gifted Criya, his side dishes, his box of spices that were worth far more than mere gold by weight—all were rolling about the floor in disarray.

Sungchul barely restrained himself from grabbing her by the collar and lifting her up by her neck, instead settling for pushing her head slightly with his finger.

“Kyaah!”

Ahmuge screamed out loud before falling backward with Bertelgia in her embrace. She hit the floor with the back of her head, but the warriors of this world had sturdy bodies.

“Ugyah!” Bertelgia was also surprisingly sturdy herself. She was originally fairly durable already, but she was wrapped in the Hand of the Ascendent, which nullified all damage to her.

Sungchul stood over the fallen Ahmuge with the atmosphere of the Grim Reaper.

“Why are you here? Explain yourself.” Sungchul spoke calmly, but he didn’t contain his anger in his tone.

Ahmuge raised herself while rubbing the back of her head and noticed Sungchul glaring down upon her after the fact.

Even though she now understood this man a bit better, she had always been afraid of him her whole life.

Ahmuge completely froze up.

Just before his expression would have crushed her any further, the book in Ahmuge’s embrace escaped from her grasp and rose up like a phoenix.

“Wait! Let’s not have misunderstandings here!” Bertelgia wiggled out of the Hand of the Ascendent as she flew toward Sungchul. “If not for this unnie, you would have been done for. Don’t you remember?”

Sungchul crossed his arms and fell into thought. He seemed to be having trouble remembering. But he soon recalled most of it.

Especially the part where Bertelgia showed up right before his transformation into the Black Giant and saved him. He couldn’t help but call out her name.

“Bertelgia.”

She was now someone irreplaceable to him.

There was a bright and honest, undiluted smile on his lips.

“Hmm. It seems you finally recognize the greatness of I, Bertelgia,” Bertelgia declared with the utmost confidence before she picked up some of the items off the floor and handed them to him. “You know better than anyone that there’s no time to waste, right?”

“You’re right.” Sungchul quickly got to work recovering his items Ahmuge had dropped onto the floor and put them back in his Soul Storage.

But he paused once he picked up the pieces of the golden ducky and stared at them for a moment. He put them away in his pocket instead.

I should repair them later.

By the time he finished cleaning up, Ahmuge had recovered enough of her wits to be functional again.

Sungchul and Ahmuge now stared at each other with completely different ideas about each other.

“…I decided to trust you,” Ahmuge said before giving Bertelgia a wink.

“Oh my!” Bertelgia exaggerated her response for fun.

“I am grateful that you would place your trust in me,” Sungchul replied to Ahmuge in his characteristically calm tone. His attitude or tone of voice had not changed in the slightest since they had first met in the Summoning Palace, but now Ahmuge was able to tell that Sungchul, who had been living like a tool back then, was a completely different person from the Sungchul who was standing before her now.

“I’ll stick around the vicinity for the foreseeable future, so call for me if you need help with something.” Ahmuge handed Sungchul a whistle made of beautiful coral but roughly cut.

Ahmuge let out a beaming smile as Sungchul accepted the whistle. “I am fairly confident in my abilities in stealth and assassination.”

“I recognize at least your skill in stealth,” Sungchul grinned as he placed the whistle around his neck.

What seemed like an impossible wall around his heart cracked with so little resistance.

Now there was something Sungchul must do. He could feel it.

The heartbeat of the Ancient God echoing from afar, which he could feel even before he opened his eyes.

“…William.”

It was time to go meet the emperor.

No, it was time to give him a good whack.

“The emperor is currently completely alone with no hope of aid. The warlords of the Coalition have all turned their backs on him, and even his most loyal officers are starting to desert him one by one. If you don’t quickly go back, he really might do something drastic like you saw in your dream,” Ahmuge summarized the emperor’s situation quickly.

Sungchul’s eyes glistened, and he opened his Soul Storage to seek out his divine artifact to reaffirm his resolve.

But it wasn’t there. His artifact, Fal Garaz.

“Mmm? Where’s my hammer?”

Sungchul, who had wanted to use his god-like power on the hammer, asked.

“That… it’s been lost.” Bertelgia shook and answered bluntly.

“What…?” Sungchul’s eyes trembled.

“Fal Garaz is being kept by the Coalition forces,” Ahmuge answered from the side.

Sungchul looked at her in surprise.

Ahmuge continued, “Fal Garaz was recovered by Marakia-nim and is being kept at the main camp of the Coalition forces.”

“Marakia?”

Upon Sungchul’s defeat, Fal Garaz had returned to the form as was seen at the Audience Chamber of the dwarven palace.

Back to the original shape of the hammer, contained within the impenetrable casing made of the fragments of the Sky.

The Barbarians abandoned the unusable Fal Garaz and instead took with them the rather impressive-looking and sentient Krumbui to present to their king.

Fal Garaz, meanwhile, was met with a terrible fate.

The Barbarians dug a latrine pit and threw Fal Garaz down it.

Fal Garaz became buried in the smelly waste of the Barbarians and mocked horribly.

Once Marakia found out about it, he had Taigon bring the Sylphid close to the enemy in secret and snuck the weapon out from their camp.

You Barbarians.

Sungchul grit his teeth. His eyes burst forth with wrath. But his rage quickly subsided. The Barbarians were already fated to be exterminated by his hands soon anyway.

But something else caught his attention, meanwhile.

“You’ve met Marakia before?”

Ahmuge mentioned Marakia as if she knew who he was in the past. Sungchul was interested in how she viewed him. Of Marakia in the future.

“Of course.” Ahmuge’s expression softened greatly.

It seemed as though Marakia was viewed unexpectedly favorably. Sungchul asked the follow-up question, “What kind of guy was he?”

“He was an amazing person. His strength and beauty transcended all racial and species boundaries, as all were charmed by him. How should I say—Idol of the battlefield? Something like that.”

“What the heck? That adolescent chicken is an… Idol of the Battlefield?!” Bertelgia was so shocked by what she just heard that she interrupted the conversation with an uncharacteristically unclear pronunciation.

“It’s simply my impression of him,” Ahmuge concluded her reminiscence with a smile.

The important thing was that they knew that Fal Garaz was safe.

At least for now, Sungchul felt gratitude toward Marakia.

“…Even he sometimes knows how to earn his meal.”

And there was yet more good news awaiting them.

The Coalition forces that had retreated from the fields of La Grange had set up encampment not too far away and were monitoring the situation closely.

Fal Garaz was located quite close.

Ahmuge picked up her things. It seemed as though she was going to leave now. “But the situation there isn’t that great either.”

“In what way is it not good?”

“The Order of Extinction contributed greatly during the retreat, and the Order is backing the Wandering King.”

“The Order of Extinction is backing the Wandering King?”

“Although we won’t know much more unless we look into it, it’s probably best to resolve things with the emperor first,” Ahmuge said before she erased her presence with her own Soul Contract—Vanish.

“If you need me, use the whistle. I’ll be close by.”

Ahmuge could no longer be detected.

It was only after she was gone that Sungchul realized just how much time had passed. For him, it felt like he had closed his eyes and opened them, and yet there had been so many changes. Not only in himself but in the world as well.

“It has been a month since you fell unconscious,” Bertelgia answered as she dug into his pocket.

But there was something already in the pocket. It was the golden ducky.

Bertelgia struggled and twisted around like a cuckoo chick to push the golden ducky fragments out.

“Ack! So uncomfortable!”

Sungchul retrieved the fragments and put them in different pockets as he nodded.

“A month, you say?”

It was quite a long time.

And especially during times of desperation and peril like the present, the weight of one month was likely heavier than ever before.

There were so many things to do.

Sungchul was once again made aware of the weight he carried on his shoulders as he made his way to the door.

His large and rough hands were placed on top of the handle, and his characteristically calm tone filled the room. “Let’s go, Bertelgia. It’s time to earn our meal.”

When he opened the doors, there was nothing in the hallways.

“Eh? Where are all the golems?” Bertelgia poked a bit out of the pocket and muttered to herself.

“Golem?”

There were no traces of golems anywhere. But this was not that important at the moment.

Sungchul passed the empty hallways and left the house, plunging the entire place into a deathly silence.

Who knew how long it had been?

In the darkness, one figure slowly revealed itself. A book. An artificial lifeform in the shape of a book, Bertelgia Unit 49.

Beyond the closed door, she could hear the laughter and joyous voice of Bertelgia.

“I keep telling you, but I don’t eat!”

Unit 49 stared at the door for a long while before trembling and turning around. “…Lucky.”

***

La Grange was once again cast under thick shadows of rain clouds. Raindrops as thick as marbles drenched the streets of the Capital City.

Sungchul turned his gaze to look afar. Everywhere outside the city wall was nothing but the encampments of the besieging Barbarians.

The barbaric, caveman-like camps and tents stretched endlessly from horizon to horizon.

And at the center of the main camp of the Barbarians was the gigantic magic formation that could only be seen properly from above. The profane magic formation that could summon the God of Order.

Sungchul kept in mind the general location of this magic formation. It looked closer to him.

The people defending the walls of La Grange were not only the soldiers but every man and woman, and child—everyone who could hold a weapon and move—were on the walls to defend their city.

Sungchul looked up at the sky from where the thick raindrops came. At the center of the swirling cyclone of a cumulonimbus was the Floating Palace, looking quite vulnerable.

But the emperor wouldn’t be found there.

His head turned as the Barbarians’ terrifying war horns could be heard from outside the city walls.

Several hundred siege engines erected all along the outside of the city wall unleashed their payload toward the city in unison.

Sungchul noticed that the projectiles looked humanoid in shape.

Are they shooting warriors at the wall like before?

Sungchul quickly took back his thoughts.

There was no motion in the body that was free-falling toward the city, as it rag-dolled down.

Because it was a corpse and not living. A heavily rotten corpse filled with disease.

The Barbarians were throwing dead slaves and prisoners that had succumbed to prolonged and excruciating torture.

The heartbeat of the Ancient God could be felt below their feet with a thrumming thump.

The heart of the Ancient God that could make the impossible possible created a defensive barrier all around the city.

The maggot-infested corpses ran into the invisible walls as if running into glass and slid down, releasing all sorts of rotting, putrid fluids, to land in a heap of other corpses forming a mountain at the base of the outer wall.

The moat surrounding the city had been filled and turned into a mountain long ago.

Thump. Thump.

The barrage from the Barbarians continued for a while, and the heart of the Ancient God continued to beat for a good while in response.

“…Where is the emperor?” Sungchul looked up at the Floating Palace and asked in a low tone.

“He’s underground. At the most secure location not even I can sneak into,” Ahmuge’s voice could be heard from beyond the void.

“Next to the heart of the Ancient God, I suppose.”

Then there was the perfect passageway for him to go. The passageway created by the Wandering King.

Sungchul retraced his memories and headed toward the ancient fountain. Below the broken and heavily weathered fountain was the tunnel leading to the underground.

The way was thoroughly blocked.

But Sungchul possessed god-like might.

He pressed the Hand of the Ascendent into his right hand and pressed upon the stones with his god-like power.

A crack and crunch sounded in the wet air as the thick wall of stone crumbled under his might and revealed a dark stairway headed underground.

The secret passageway only Kromgard, who had been around since the planning of the city, and his innermost circle knew of.

Sungchul looked around before heading into the stairway without hesitation.

“There was a passageway here?” Ahmuge sounded surprised from beyond the void.

“Didn’t you stalk me before?” Sungchul replied.

“I noted that you met up with that suspicious lich and went into a suspicious tunnel before heading directly toward the Floating Palace.”

“Why’s that?”

“As a rule, I avoid narrow places with few options for escape in case it is a trap. I already knew that your final destination was the Floating Palace, so I just headed there first to wait for you.”

“Wise.”

As they exchanged words, the two people and a book arrived at the passageway at the bottom of the stairs.

But there was something in here. The Soldiers of Salvation.

The soldiers, who had been strewn about in the darkness, noticed Sungchul’s presence and rose up like corpses, their seemingly randomly placed eyes giving off a blue glow.

Sungchul had no more weapons to use. Though he did have Weapons of Calamities, it would be best to avoid using them from now on.

But Sungchul was also a skilled martial artist. And he also had his magic, and the most reliable god-like strength.

“I haven’t been feeling well for a while. This is perfect. How considerate for them to provide free sandbags for me. I guess even the Foolish Idle King has some redeeming qualities to him.”

The dark tunnels became lit up with countless blue glows. The entire tunnel was filled with Soldiers of Salvation.

Sungchul’s feet were filled with god-like power, and the stairway he was standing on was destroyed as it propelled him forward like a cannon.

As if he had transformed into a bullet, he penetrated through dozens of Soldiers of Salvation in a single charge.

Even before the crumbled and deformed Soldiers of Salvation were ripped to shreds and could fall to the ground, the right hand with the Hand of the Ascendent spun around like a windmill to utterly destroy any and all Soldiers of Salvation in his way indiscriminately.

Afterward, a shovel appeared in his hand, and the head of the diamond shovel smashed into the head of one soldier with a thunk.

“As I thought, it feels best to whack something when you fight.”

Using Unstoppable Force, before his fist and shovel, the tunnel might as well have been empty for all the difference it made.

After leaving behind countless corpses of the Soldiers of Salvation, a pale figure appeared before him. The Imperial Sewer Manager, Akun Gandharva.

“What’s going on?” He didn’t seem to have realized what was happening, as Sungchul’s assault forward was too quick.

He had simply come to investigate why a large number of Soldiers of Salvation had been lost all of a sudden.

Akun realized one step late that Sungchul was barreling down the tunnel and quickly tried to block the tunnel.

A thick steel wall blocked the passageway between Akun and Sungchul, and a resonating boom rang through the hallway filled with carnage, stopping his forward progress.

Sungchul looked up at the giant steel wall that blocked his way.

I miss Fal Garaz.

Of course, it wasn’t like he couldn’t pass through here without Fal Garaz, either.

The Hand of the Ascendent was forced below the igneous stone floor to allow him to grasp the edge of the steel wall. After god-like strength passed through his body, the immense steel wall was simply lifted out of the way.

A result of unfathomable strength.

Sungchul glared at Akun, who looked petrified by the sight, and charged forward.

“I… Imperial Commander in Chief, sir!”

Akun attempted to speak to Sungchul, but Sungchul’s fist had already landed on his head before he could finish.

“Ack!” The Imperial Sewer Manager, who had been present since the construction of La Grange, met a meaningless death.

But I was so close to revival and immortality…?!

The body that lost its head grasped at the air as it collapsed on the cold floor.

It was only after Akun died that the Soldiers of Salvation showed fear toward Sungchul and shuffled away.

With all the obstacles out of the way, the tunnel was completely empty. Sungchul walked its length toward the place where the heartbeat of the Ancient God could be heard.

And soon, there was the terrace where the Ancient God’s heart could be seen.

Sungchul stood at the edge and looked down.

The Emperor of the Human Empire, William Quinton Marlboro, was squatting next to the faintly beating heart.

He looked exhausted and desperate. There was no one by his side.

There were a few servants standing far away, unsure what to do as they loitered around within earshot of him.

His many followers and supporters were all gone.

I should have saved Sungchul. The emperor was regretting his decision. Even if I would have lost the empire, I should have saved him.

Though he preserved his army by abandoning Sungchul, that was all it achieved.

In the ensuing siege, his citizens and soldiers, as precious to him as his own soul, had been whittled away and lost.

And as a result, the empire was wasting away. And the emperor was just about to attempt a last-ditch gamble—with his nation and its people as the price.

Ahmuge watched the emperor’s suffering from above as she spoke. “I’ve heard rumors that after you fell in battle, the emperor began to act strangely and caused his most important backers, the military, to turn from him. I guess it was all true.” She sounded sad.

She had been a part of his faction at one point and had watched from his side during the time when the emperor had been the most regal and emperor-like.

But now, he had not a shred of his glorious image left in him.

Next to the heart of the Ancient God, he looked like nothing more than a powerless, abandoned, lonely, middle-aged man.

“Sire, all the preparations are complete.” His strategists could be heard from afar.

“Knights and generals who are to transform into Evil Gods are in position and are awaiting your orders.”

“The remnants of the fleet have completed their preparations for a sortie.”

The emperor remained squatting as he turned only his head toward the magician and asked in an exhausted tone, “Is the heart ready to be set to rampage?”

To this, the magician gave an audible gulp before answering, “It should be ready in theory. But the magicians who are to contain the heart are reporting that symptom.”

“They can hear the voice of the Ancient God?” The emperor’s eyes opened wide.

The magician nodded as he watched the emperor with fear in his eyes.

The emperor waved irritably. “The Ancient God has died long ago. Are the Imperial Mages so weak as to succumb to hallucinations? Order them to stand their ground and await my order!”

Although the emperor had spoken with a rather dignified voice, Sungchul could tell that even the emperor, who should be leading by example, was crumbling from within.

He couldn’t be left alone like this.

“It seems I have come here right on time.”

Though Sungchul was someone far from being described as fortunate, he felt that he was quite fortunate in this moment.

He felt layers upon layers of protective or detection magic activate.

“Intruder detected!”

“They’re coming from above!”

There was sharp shouting from mages who detected him.

Guards who had been standing by the heart all pulled out their weapons and dashed to their emperor’s side.

Everyone present looked up with apprehension.

And everyone could see the appearance of a man wearing a heavily worn-out coat, descending upon them as if sent by God.

With a boom to rival the beating of the god’s heart, Sungchul landed right in front of the emperor, who was still crouched.

The emperor’s guards were about to run toward Sungchul, but they froze once they recognized who he was.

The emperor, who had been looking at nothing in silence, slowly looked up. And there, he found a face he had been so desperately wanting to see.

“How undignified, William,” Sungchul said to him.

***

Twenty-six years ago. Summoning Palace.

What took place there was not too different from what was going on in the present.

Huge crowds of Summoned were brought there suddenly and met gruesome deaths on the cold stone floors of this world.

Plenty of people couldn’t withstand the shock and lost their minds.

For those who lived in a place where tomorrow was essentially guaranteed, this place was quite the literal hell.

But a very small percentage of Summoned adapted quickly to this extreme environment. Especially those who had not a shred of hope or chance in their home world. They found it easier to accept their fate in this world and even actively make something of this second life they had been given.

Sungchul was one of those people.

It was in the Summoning Palace that he came to realize that he was more competent and helpful to others than he had realized before.

He always stood at the forefront of every battle and did his best to save anyone he could.

There was nothing he wanted in return. He simply wanted to save for the sake of it, and perhaps even hear a word of gratitude here and there.

But even he became close with someone there. A young woman who had shouted for them to band together and cooperate, even in the terrifying first days of being Summoned, when no one knew what to think or do.

Sungchul was brought to her side and team by strings of fate and, for the first time, experienced something akin to love.

That was until that one event.

Pacman Rule.

It was an event where the Summoned were considered victorious if a certain number of Summoned were killed or, by some miracle, the Summoned managed to kill the monster.

The woman Sungchul was relying on was trampled by a monster with twelve horse hooves and killed that day.

Sungchul had survived the battle somehow, but he was closer to a dead man in the aftermath.

The one who extended a hand toward Sungchul had been William Quinton Marlboro. The man who would later become emperor.

“How undignified.”

Sungchul had stopped even trying to eat and was awaiting his death when William spoke to him.

Sungchul had looked up at William with hollow eyes.

Dozens of years later, it was a similar circumstance, though their roles were reversed.

The one speaking while standing was not William but Sungchul, and the one squatting on the floor with hollow, soulless eyes staring off into nothing was William.

Sungchul recalled the conversation from long ago and recited it back to him.

Back then, William had told him, “There’s a saying in England.” He’d waited for Sungchul to slowly turn his head to look at him before speaking loudly. “Even without music, those with hope shall dance.”

Sungchul intentionally recreated that moment.

“There’s a saying in Korea.”

The emperor—no, William’s eyes opened ever so slightly. This moment of déjà vu gave him a new kind of shock, as well as reliving the first memory of meeting a lifelong friend.

“…It sucks to watch your cousin buy land.”

In that moment, Sungchul knew that he’d messed up. And his intuition became certainty when followed by Bertelgia’s strong shaking.

What are you doing?! After you built up the moment like that!

Sungchul let out a fake cough as he tried to buy himself some time to think of a different saying to use as a replacement. But nothing in particular came to mind.

I should have read more books in school.

While Sungchul was struggling to find the right words, a subtle smile spread across William’s face.

It didn’t matter what the message of the saying was. The important thing was the feeling Sungchul was trying to get across.

Sungchul watched life return to William’s previously empty eyes and reached out with his hands.

The two powerful men gripped each other’s hands, and Sungchul raised the emperor back to his feet by controlling his strength.

“You survived.” The emperor finally opened his mouth. His voice was heavily weighed down by a mix of both joy and guilt.

Sungchul felt an awkward grin spread across his face as he replied in his calm tone, “I found out I survived when I woke up.”

The emperor felt his nose sting as he closed his eyes, and everyone who witnessed this moment felt a strong premonition that something was about to happen.

That an unbelievable, unprecedented event would take place that might go down in history.

And soon, everyone’s premonition came to pass.

The emperor knelt to the man who used to follow him, who was once cast out and called the Enemy of the World.

“I am sorry,” the emperor said honestly, letting go of all pretenses and appearances, sounding frail and strained, “that I couldn’t save you.”

Sungchul reached out and grabbed his arm to force him to stand instead of grabbing him by the hand.

“There’s nothing to apologize for. All you’ve done is make the decision that would best serve the empire and its people,” Sungchul said as he looked the emperor in the eyes.

And from up close, the emperor could see that the man squatting in the corner of the Summoning Palace he had met all those years ago had long since surpassed him and had already arrived at a place he himself couldn’t fathom attempting to reach.

It was not simply a question of might.

At least, that’s what it felt like.

“Just make me one promise.” Sungchul turned slightly to look past the emperor to glare at the heart of the Ancient God that was beating subtly. And the moment he looked at it, he felt something like a voice of hallucination echo in his mind.

“Food… hunger… always… together…”

“End of the world… that is the will of God…”

But the voice scattered like a wave hitting a seawall. It didn’t continue.

Is it its lingering regrets? How persistent, Sungchul thought to himself before erasing what he’d heard from his mind.

It wasn’t strong enough to affect him. For he who had survived the maze of dreams woven by the God of Chaos himself was no longer someone a mere Ancient God could influence.

Sungchul continued to speak while glaring at the Heart of the Ancient God. “Stop relying on this heretical thing.”

“…But!” The emperor’s eyes shook greatly.

Without the Heart of the Ancient God, La Grange would be conquered and wiped out by the Barbarians within the day.

“In return, I shall make one promise to you.” Sungchul turned away from the Heart of the Ancient God and looked up. Although there was nothing but stone and brick walls above them, Sungchul’s gaze lay beyond them.

“In one week, I shall bring reinforcements to relieve La Grange.”

“Reinforcements?”

Sungchul nodded at the emperor’s surprise.

Although it wasn’t much, the emperor felt a large degree of trust from Sungchul in him.

But the emperor’s face soon grew grim. This would not be easy.

The emperor already knew. He was aware that among the retreated Coalition forces, something terrible was taking place.

In Sungchul’s absence, the Wandering King was rising as the most likely candidate and receiving support to become the One King by the other warlords.

But it was Sungchul’s promise. He didn’t make promises lightly.

“It’s one week. Within one week, I shall unify the coalition forces in the east and return to La Grange,” Sungchul declared before turning around.

Beyond the worn-out coat, a comforting, calm voice could be heard. “Now, the Miasma of Death will not be the only thing you can expect approaching from the east.”

Sungchul walked forth.

The emperor’s guards, who had been watching with bated breath, moved out of the way without orders from the emperor to allow Sungchul through.

The emperor watched Sungchul walk forward before calling to him, “Sungchul Kim.”

Sungchul paused.

The emperor grasped at his heart. I must tell him the truth. What happened the last night before the fall of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.

The terrible plans Kromgard had shared with him.

The emperor wanted to reveal the truth. But the moment he did, the Cross of the Covenant in his heart would incinerate him to death.

The emperor was stuck at a crossroads.

So many thoughts crossed his mind as Sungchul turned to the side and awaited the emperor to say what he wanted to say.

The emperor squeezed his eyes shut. He felt strength leave his body, but he forced himself to remain standing. After a pause, the emperor finally opened his mouth and spoke without energy. “…Take care of yourself.”

Sungchul nodded before using Fly to rise up to the terrace he had come from.

In the end, I couldn’t tell him.

Once Sungchul was out of sight, the emperor’s body staggered, and his guards quickly ran to support him.

Intense burning shame and guilt made him turn pale. Just what was he so afraid of? Death? No, that wasn’t it. It was similar, but it wasn’t it.

The emperor thought about it while being held up by his men. And soon, he discovered a bitter truth. What he feared most was the loss of the crown.

Before he knew it, he had become no different from any other ruling elite he had once hated so deeply.

As he was stewing in his self-loathing and disgust, Emperor William Quinton Marlboro could hear a voice.

“Did you think that you could use a god like me as a tool? As a mere worthless human?”

A disgusting and sticky, dark voice seemed to be crawling out of the abyss.

The hallucinations of the Ancient God’s voice that the magicians were reporting rang inside the emperor’s mind.


Chapter 7 – Return of the Warrior

The lid of a sarcophagus in the midst of the dreary grave slid off. From within, two individuals and a book emerged.

Sungchul, Ahmuge, and Bertelgia.

The sound of running water could be heard from nearby, coming from the outlet of the grand sewers of La Grange that expelled the sum total of all the rainfall that befell the great city.

Ahmuge gazed at the water as she spoke in a low tone of voice. “After the crushing defeat a month ago, the World Parliament Coalition forces retreated all the way to the fortress in the east and have dug in there.”

Something fell to the floor. A carefully folded white cloth. On it was drawn a magic formation using hard-to-erase ink.

“It’s a portable teleportation formation.”

The use of Teleportation Formations to travel long distances was a trademark of the elves.

But the use of portable Teleportation Formations was not something they did.

Sungchul recalled the face of someone from long ago he had not thought about in a while. “It’s the method of the Assassin’s Guild.”

“It’s something I learned directly from your other comrade, Shamal Rajput.” Ahmuge carefully unfolded the cloth and secured the four corners down before scattering magic stones around the vicinity of the magic formation that was to act as its power source.

“What is he doing nowadays?” Sungchul asked while watching Ahmuge work.

“I don’t know. You should already know this as well, but it’s impossible to tell what he’s thinking.”

“You’re right. He’s always been that way.”

One of the members of the Thirteen Champions, Shamal Rajput, in the prolonged whirlwind of chaos that followed the onset of the Calamities, had long kept to himself in secrecy.

But it was unthinkable that he wouldn’t get involved at some point before the end. Shamal Rajput was the most patient and methodical person Sungchul had ever met.

When the time came for him to make his move, the Sacred Order of Assassins would once again make their appearance on the forefront of the world.

Or so Sungchul thought as he turned to speak to Ahmuge.

“Where is this teleportation formation connected to?”

“Behind the Star Fortress. The exit is separated from the castle, where the World Parliament is going to take place, by a single wall you can jump.”

“Isn’t that too conspicuous?”

Ahmuge finished preparing the portable magic formation and stood up to shake her head. “There’s suitable cover on the other side to hide the Teleportation Formation,” she said before glancing over at Bertelgia. “But now that I think of it, it’s not that great a place for children.”

“In what way?”

Ahmuge moved forward at Sungchul’s question to whisper to him. “It’s next to a dumping site for corpses.”

“…Then there’s no issue.”

“Or you could wait here until the evening and go all at once. The World Parliament isn’t going to convene until the evening, and as I already told you, it’s going to be one hop over the wall away. It sounds like there’s a large number of people who won’t take your return kindly, so showing up at a suitably late moment might serve you better.”

“People who won’t take my return kindly…”

Order of Extinction.

Sungchul didn’t know what they were up to, but those people were originally supposed to be a target of extermination for the World Parliament. Now, they were blatantly participating and exerting a large amount of influence over the World Parliament as if they were a core constituent.

Sungchul couldn’t tell quite yet if the Order of Extinction was on the emperor’s side or the Wandering King’s side. Judging by how things had played out so far, it seemed more likely that the Order of Extinction was backing the Wandering King, but as with all things, the situation shouldn’t be judged by appearances alone. There was always the possibility that the show of support for the Wandering King was a ruse.

What should I do?

If it was for the sake of the emperor, who was being tormented on a daily basis by the siege of the Barbarian Horde, then heading as soon as possible into the main camp of the World Parliament Coalition forces would be the right call. Because only then could he begin working toward bringing the emperor the reinforcements he so desperately needed.

However, this was also an opportunity. It was the perfect time to be able to clearly tell who were true allies or enemies in hiding.

It would not be easy to read people’s motives from the position of the Chairman of the World Parliament. Because for as long as Sungchul held the authority and influence, groups possessing sinister and malicious intent were never going to show their hands.

But now that it was believed that Sungchul was either dead or missing, the enemies from within should be freely exposing their ambitions and showing their true faces.

The one month of absence was a terrible loss for sure, but in some ways, it was a source of an unexpected opportunity that he wouldn’t have had otherwise.

Because time had a way of lessening most forms of caution.

Sungchul finished his thoughts before turning to Ahmuge to ask a sudden question. “Are there any good materials around for disguising myself?”

***

There was a weak flame started on the edge of the cloth, a method used by the assassins to leave no trace of their teleportation magic formations.
The magic formation flickered. Ahmuge used it first to go ahead to the exit on the other side.

It was Sungchul’s turn next. But his appearance was different from usual. Though he was sometimes limp and fatigued, Sungchul typically held his head high and radiated confidence. But now he truly looked like a beggar in abject poverty.

His normally straight back was bent like a shrimp, and his face, which was usually dignified and masked by his emotionless expression, was covered in warts and blisters that made it painful to even gaze upon him.

Sungchul used his Soul Contract Deceiver’s Veil as well as a dark robe to cover himself from head to toe to finish his disguise.

“Move quickly! The magic formation is going to burn up soon!”

Sungchul moved hastily in response to Bertelgia’s warning and shifted his body into the portal. The chaotic gap between dimensions passed by like the wind before revealing the dark interior of a tent.

Ahmuge’s figure was visible in what little light was available, standing at the entrance of the tent with her eyes squinted, checking the surroundings.

“The World Parliament usually convenes in the evening around sundown. It might be best for us to wait here meanwhile.” Mid-speech, her eyes opened wide in surprise.

Sungchul had changed in appearance so drastically that not even she could recognize him by sight.

“Impressive,” Ahmuge said with her eyebrows raised.

“…I am quite familiar with disguising or hiding my strength,” Sungchul answered with a croaky voice befitting his wretched form as he left the tent.

A spicy, ashen smoke pierced his nose. He saw a large field of burning corpses. “Now, shall we go?”

It was time to begin the infiltration.

***

It was not difficult to find the group of cultists from the Order of Extinction in the Coalition main camp.

Though the color was the same as the robes Sungchul wore, the cultists of the Order of Extinction wore much more luxurious and stylish black robes, spread out across the tents of the Coalition forces.

Sungchul limped along the chaotic streets filled with refugees and soldiers, with his back bent.

“You’re really good at that,” Bertelgia commented, praise mixed in her voice.

“Well, there’s a reason why.” Sungchul had a recollection about his past. He had been on a bus at the time, passing by a large crowd of people lined up in front of a movie theater. While Sungchul was wondering if there was a famous movie that had just been released, a man who was also on the bus suddenly opened the windows and shouted toward the crowd.

“The culprit is the limping man!”

At that moment, Sungchul had simply passed him off as a crazy man. But it wasn’t until much later that he realized just how purely malicious and sinister that man had truly been in that moment.

Whatever the case may be, the memory of that man on the bus was a big reason why Sungchul was pretending to have a limp. Because he wanted to try it out himself, to play the role of the limper who had first introduced Sungchul to the concept of a plot twist.

Thanks to Sungchul’s dedicated acting, he was able to roam wherever he pleased around the fortress city. But to be fair, not many would have recognized him anyway, even if he had done nothing more than wear different clothes and keep his face hidden. Because the fortress town was embroiled in complete chaos at the moment.

The people had lost all faith in the leadership, and the morale of the soldiers was all but nonexistent.

The entire camp was stewing in an inescapable feeling of defeat.

Sungchul, who had been roaming the dreary camps, heard Ahmuge’s voice suddenly like the wind close to his ears.

“I found Marakia-nim.”

“That was quick. Where is he?”

“He’s next to the airship mooring. Walk straight east until you reach a place where the hot air balloons are arranged.”

“You have my thanks.”

Ahmuge didn’t reply and simply vanished once more. She was definitely a helpful one to have around.

Sungchul walked east along the road, overhearing drunken dwarves complaining.

“That accursed Kromgard. He might really become the One King at this rate.”

“How can that be? Our king and the elven prince are both against it. It won’t be easy.”

“No, that might not be true. The elves seem to be reevaluating things. To change their stance.”

“What a whole race of ingrates! The Ancient Kingdom I get, but the elves who were able to preserve their race thanks to the Imperial Commander-in-Chief can’t be doing this to him!”

It was only a glimpse into the current situation, but it was enough for Sungchul to get the gist of what must be going on in the World Parliament.

As the rumors claimed, it seemed Kromgard was quickly rising in prominence in Sungchul’s absence.

Sungchul’s eyes quickly grew cold.

It didn’t take long for him to arrive at the moorings where the airships were docked, serviced by hot air balloons. A group of people was gathered there.

Sungchul pushed his way between them and soon saw someone familiar.

It was the black-feathered Marakia, who had once again undergone considerable growth in their time apart, standing confidently before the crowd.

Next to Marakia, and making Sungchul’s heart race, was a dear friend whom Sungchul missed so very much.

Fal Garaz.

It had abandoned its role as a weapon when it left his hand and reverted back to its form as a decoration.

This divine artifact that had been dumped into the septic ditch of the Barbarians must have been washed and cleaned meticulously, as there was no flaw or blemish to be seen anywhere.

Standing before Marakia were nobles who appeared to be from the Floating Archipelago, demanding something of Marakia.

“Sir Marakia. Please give us back Fal Garaz.”

“Fal Garaz was once an artifact of the dwarven kingdom. It is now the symbol of the World Parliament. It is not something for you to keep personally.”

To this, Marakia scratched his beak without a care in the world as he spoke bluntly to the nobles of the Floating Archipelago.

“I guess you don’t know, but there’s a contract between that troglodyte and myself.”

“A contract?”

The nobles glanced at each other, looking confused.

Sungchul was just as surprised as everyone else.

That birdbrain dares call me a troglodyte? And what’s this bullshit about a contract?

There was no such thing between them.

With everyone watching, Marakia became incredibly arrogant and haughty as he continued. “A will of sorts. A contract of succession, where I, the great Marakia-nim, will inherit everything of his should that ape be killed somehow!”

“A contract of succession?!”

Marakia spread his still-growing wings. It must have been quite the sight, as there was an exclamation of awe from the crowd.

“You think I followed around that trash cook of an arthropod for no reason?”

Sungchul ground his teeth.

Bertelgia trembled as hard as she could to try and calm him down.

“Don’t. Be nice.”

Marakia continued to speak arrogantly to the crowd, not realizing that Sungchul was there.

“Now that the troglodyte is dead, that ape’s possessions are all mine. The Sylphid over there, the furniture and possessions contained within, and Fal Garaz. All of it is my possessions.”

Marakia folded his wings and made a wide grin.

“They’re. All. Mine.”

The nobles were shocked by Marakia’s attitude and took a step back.

It was enough to make even Sungchul take the smallest step backward.

He dares?

In Sungchul’s case, he was taken aback by just the sheer audacity of Marakia’s bold-faced lie.

Marakia sneered as he used his wings and hands to gesture for the nobles to disperse.

“If you understand the situation, then stop bothering me and go away. Consider it your lucky day that this King of Nahak doesn’t have his old personality.”

The nobles of the Floating Archipelago were dissatisfied but couldn’t do anything. Though the black monster bird was tiny, it was already well known that he could take on the Thirteen champions of the continent with ease.

“This isn’t the end of it, Sir Marakia!”

The nobles of the Floating Archipelago left, leaving behind trite words.

While the crowd was murmuring about what they had just seen, Sungchul was about to reveal himself.

He felt a strong compulsion to reach out to grab Fal Garaz.

But then a cold hand reached out from behind to grasp his shoulder.

Ahmuge.

Sungchul stopped and thought to himself, This woman. She sure has a talent for surprising people.

He heard Ahmuge’s whisper from behind. “There’s a hidden reason behind Marakia-nim’s refusal to relinquish the hammer.”

“A hidden reason?”

“The dwarven king made a condition that until Fal Garaz is returned to its rightful place, the dwarven king will not support anyone.”

“The dwarven king?”

Ahmuge looked around as she nodded.

Sungchul’s eyes grew wide in surprise. “…He’s being stubborn.”

It was a good kind.

If that was the case, then there was no reason not to reciprocate.

Sungchul gave up the thought of giving Marakia a good whack and retrieving Fal Garaz, before melting back into the crowd.

***

In the corner of a tent that had been modified into a tavern, Sungchul and Ahmuge held their secret meeting.

Ahmuge calmly relayed the information she’d gathered. The main topic was what the leaders of the Coalitions were doing immediately after the defeat.

Once Sungchul was gone, the World Parliament had lost all direction and had been meandering. Therefore, it became the utmost priority to find a replacement to act as the de facto leader.

The King of the Ancient Kingdom, Arcanite, had initially been selected as a candidate for chairman. But Arcanite refused this opportunity because he was already well aware that the position of the One King was full of nothing but demerits and responsibilities.

As a result, the one who benefited the most had been Kromgard.

His contributions to the Coalition had been the most prominent after the defeat of the Coalition forces. Kromgard’s supply ships that regularly arrived through dimensional gates were single-handedly feeding the army of one hundred thousand Coalition soldiers, and three times as many refugees. Meanwhile, his Soldiers of Salvation were on guard at all hours of the day, preventing any and all ambushes from the Barbarians.

Without his assistance, the Coalition forces would have been defeated and scattered long ago.

Meanwhile, even the Order of Extinction had come to support his becoming the One King.

Bread and sword—Kromgard, who had come to obtain both, had all but guaranteed his position.

Of course, the Emperor of the Human Empire was completely left out of all this. The other members of the World Parliament had considered him a traitor, and the priests who were driven out of La Grange were busy praying for his death and demise.

That was the situation unfolding at the World Parliament until now.

“For now, with the exception of one person, all other warlords have made the unspoken agreement to support Kromgard.”

“Even McRaed supports him?” Sungchul asked, a bitter taste filling his mouth.

Ahmuge nodded. “She has no choice. The one responsible for feeding almost three hundred thousand of her refugees is Kromgard. Without his assistance, her people will simply starve to death.”

“I see.”

His one and only true friend and ally had already been forced to back Kromgard.

That left only one obstacle to cementing his power. The dwarven king, Daincraft.

If he were to agree, Kromgard would become the new Chair of the World Parliament and a successor to Sungchul as the primary candidate for the One King.

The remnant of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea that the entire continent had gone to war to destroy dozens of years ago was about to be revived following legitimate procedures.

Sungchul swallowed a bit of his dark lager before he asked Ahmuge, “How did you get all this information?”

Even if Ahmuge was able to go anywhere and everywhere she pleased, this level of information this quickly could only mean that she had help—informants.

Ahmuge sipped her beer before relinquishing the answer quite readily. “I have some friends in the Assassin’s Guild.”

“Assassin’s Guild? You mean guys like Kaz Almeira?” Sungchul looked disgusted by this.

“The Assassin’s Guild isn’t filled with nothing but malicious and evil people. Although there are clans like the Almeira family that won’t hesitate to do anything and everything necessary to get the job done, there are those who only kill when necessary to survive.”

Ahmuge’s secret weapon was her connections in the Assassin’s Guild. She, unlike all the other Summoned who had just graduated from the Summoning Palace, hadn’t headed to the Golden City. Instead, she chose to sneak into the palace of the Secret Order of Assassins and show herself before the leader, Shamal Rajput, to create her own path.

There, she shared information with him that he would be interested in and gave him an unspeakable advantage.

Despite being a Summoned, she had been hired for important jobs and even granted an imperial position with Shamal’s personal recommendation.

“To be clear, it’s tit for tat. We traded information.”

“You must have given them some new information, then.”

Sungchul’s eyes had a strange glint to them.

Ahmuge nodded. “Yes. Very important information indeed.”

To this, Sungchul gave a faint smile as he spoke. “Is it about me being alive?”

Ahmuge nodded again. “If not for information of that importance, no matter how close I was to the members of the Assassin’s Guild, I wouldn’t have been able to get such detailed information about the inner workings of the World Parliament so easily.” Ahmuge warned, staring at Sungchul, “But soon, this news will reach all the kings.”

She was urging him to quickly reveal himself and exert influence over the World Parliament once more.

In other words, she wanted him to stop playing around with disguises. Because once information got out about Sungchul’s survival, Kromgard or his supporting faction might hasten their plans, or worse yet, go back into hiding, never to be discovered again.

Sungchul understood most of what Ahmuge was saying, but he had no plans to change his course of action.

If I reveal myself now, I forever lose the opportunity to find out who the enemies hiding in our midst are.

There was nothing more troublesome than an enemy at your back. Sungchul wanted to use this opportunity to find out once and for all just what kind of man Kromgard truly was—and what he was up to. If Kromgard was nothing more than bait, he wanted to know the true enemy that must be hiding behind him.

“Is there any way to sneak into the World Parliament?” Sungchul asked, his eyes sparkling.

Deceiver’s Veil and perfect disguise. With these two things, it would be quite simple to fool the eyes of his enemies.

But Ahmuge shook her head decisively. “After the Floating Archipelago faction came into the picture and took on the security detail and procedures for the World Parliament, the level of security rose dramatically—enough that no one can get in without an invitation.”

“Is that so?” Sungchul wasn’t a man who gave up easily.

Despite Ahmuge’s insistence otherwise, he roamed the main castle fortress where the World Parliament was to take place, looking for vulnerabilities. But it turned out that Ahmuge was right.

What the fuck?

The security for the World Parliament was strict beyond any precedent. Even a small hole large enough for a dog to pass through had a pair of guards, along with a Soldier of Salvation escort, standing watch.

The detection spells and Observer’s Eyes laid all over the place went without saying.

In fact, soldiers of the Floating Archipelago were sent to investigate Sungchul, who was found loitering around the perimeter by an Observer’s Eye.

“Who are you? Why are you loitering around here?” a well-dressed soldier shouted angrily at Sungchul.

Sungchul lowered his head and gave an excuse. “I’m so hungry. I was looking to see if there was any work for me.”

The soldiers laughed and mocked Sungchul’s disgusting and dirty appearance and his messy speech pattern, but Sungchul knew that someone out of sight was checking his stats.

“You’re free to go.”

After receiving their orders, the soldiers allowed Sungchul to leave.

“Mmm. Like that unnie said, it looks like it will be impossible to sneak in,” Bertelgia said bluntly after watching everything unfold.

Sungchul was also just about giving up on the idea of infiltrating the meeting place. But that was when a voice from the gates reignited his dying flames of hope.

“We are seeking a painter to capture a moment of the World Parliament in session.”

Before the guards, a veritable crowd of people seeking work gathered like a cloud before the speaker. The speaker spoke up once again.

“Those who are confident in drawing people are encouraged to apply. Those who are chosen as painters will be granted great rewards, and should the kings and their retinue be pleased with your work, it may earn you a ticket to the Floating Archipelago.”

After the magical phrase mentioning the idyllic floating islands of everyone’s dreams was uttered, the crowd went wild.

Hundreds of hands shot up into the air.

“Me! Pick me! I am confident in drawing!”

“I used to be an imperial painter! I am a top-class artist!”

Everyone’s desire to live a more comfortable life drove hundreds to raise their hands. In response, the recruiter grinned and shouted loudly, “There will be a test. If you fail to provide decent work, we shall throw you into pits where Barbarian prisoners are kept.”

That was enough to completely kill all enthusiasm in the crowd. All those self-proclaimed genius artists suddenly vanished.

Everyone was afraid.

The fake artists went without saying, but even the truly skilled artists hesitated, for the punishment awaiting them in case of failure to impress was terrifying beyond reason.

In the midst of all the hesitation and fear, one man raised his hand.

Scruffy in appearance. Disgusting face. Not to mention the limp.

“Wait, what are you doing? You’re terrible at drawing!” Bertelgia squirmed in his pocket.

“What could a mere Barbarian hope to do against me?” Sungchul answered confidently.

“You know that’s not the problem!”

To this, Sungchul made a confident smile as he looked down at the pocket where Bertelgia was nestled.

“Bertelgia. Time to earn your meal.”

***

Thirty or so brave artists applied to take the test. They were led to a room that was filling up with dust from neglect and were informed to draw anything they pleased.

As for their tools, they were provided worn-out paper and a piece of charcoal. For an eraser, they were provided a piece of bread.

Sungchul quietly observed his competition. They were largely divided into three types.

The first type was those who were experienced artisans. They were mostly dressed in fancy, flamboyant clothing and opted to use their own materials and tools rather than the crude charcoal provided for free. Whether it was their expressions or behavior, they reeked of confidence.

Meanwhile, the second group consisted of those who were colluding with the organizers from the Floating Archipelago.

Sungchul saw a few of the participants speaking secretly with the staff at the back of the hallway and even saw money exchanged.

Sungchul saw this and remembered the Preselected in the Summoning Palace.

I suppose a few people will be selected via bribery. I guess that makes sense. Being able to leave this hell and go to the Floating Archipelago would be a welcoming opportunity worth giving up your life savings for.

And the remaining type of people in this place were rough-looking people like Sungchul.

The organizers from the Floating Archipelago intentionally placed them at the back of the test hall. They smelled bad and looked like they had no chance of passing.

Once things settled down, a rather high-ranking officer showed up as the judge. Someone Sungchul was familiar with.

Is that…

It was Genghis Aaron of the Ancient Kingdom. He who was once a superior officer of Sungchul had once more been brought to meet Sungchul by the whims of fate.

Of course, there was no way for him to know that Sungchul was present. He didn’t so much as glance at Sungchul, who had a grotesque appearance at the moment.

“You have one hour. You’re allowed to draw whatever you want. We’re going to pick a sizable group to pass, so draw whatever pleases you.” Genghis Aaron didn’t make any attempt to hide his irritation. “Ah, and one last thing. Do put in some effort. If you turn in scribbles, I shall throw you into pits of starving Barbarians.”

Genghis Aaron yawned and stood up. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

Just as he stood up to leave, one painter raised his hand suddenly.

“What are the criteria for receiving high marks?” Judging by his appearance, he looked like someone who drew professionally for a living. His appearance and behavior seemed to show confidence.

There was undistilled anger on Genghis Aaron’s face.

The painter who raised his hand saw this and quickly lowered his gaze in panic.

Genghis Aaron glared at the painter in reply and, with a murderous tone, said, “Think, if you have a head. Why would we pick parasites like you?”

He left without another word.

Once he was gone, there was a bit of a ruckus in the exam hall.

“What should we draw?”

“Telling us to draw anything without so much as a topic. What is this?”

The reason the artists were in panic was simple. It was difficult to tell what they needed to do to get high marks. Some thought the main point was the display of novel and expressive composition, while others thought the key to success lay in a detailed depiction of the crowd in the background. Yet another complained about how an hour was far too little time to complete the assignment.

“Do they think a piece of art can be produced mechanically out of thin air? A true piece of art can only be born of careful, creative deliberation and keen insight!”

While the artists were busy venting their views and opinions, Sungchul slipped off to the back and snuck Bertelgia out of his pocket.

“Bertelgia. It’s time to earn your meal.”

“Dude, what do you want from me?” Bertelgia replied irritably but quietly.

Sungchul took out a pencil from his Soul Storage to use instead of the piece of charcoal and replied calmly, “Draw Vestiare.”

“Vestiare? Why, all of a sudden?”

“Trust me and draw Vestiare. That’ll guarantee a pass,” Sungchul said confidently. There was a reason behind his confidence. He had spent a long time with the inner circle of the ruling elites, and against his will, he had become intimately familiar with their preferences, mindsets, and habits. From his myriad of experiences, he had learned that the most important factor in art was to draw the person much more beautiful and amazing than in real life.

It didn’t matter if they looked like a fallen piece of tofu in real life. At least in portrait, the rulers had to look absolutely amazing.

“Mmm.” Bertelgia relented and grabbed the pencil before rapidly drawing a portrait of Vestiare like a printer.

The beautiful portrait of Vestiare, who was once given the nickname the Goddess of Beauty, was drawn onto a worn-out piece of paper.

“I did as you told me for now, but what do we do if there’s someone who knows who she is?”

“There’s almost no one in the world who knows how she looks, especially among the members of the World Parliament.”

“But you never know, right?” Bertelgia still sounded nervous, so Sungchul grabbed the pencil from her and erased a mole under one eye from Vestiare’s portrait.

“…Now no one will know.”

Bertelgia trembled and let out a sigh. “I don’t think…”

It was finally time for the final assessment.

Genghis Aaron only glanced halfheartedly at the delicately drawn pieces of art and quickly made his judgments in quick succession.

“Pass. Fail. Drop this one into the Barbarian pits.”

As expected, a few of the skilled artists, as well as a small number of those who engaged in bribery, were selected. And a few of those who gambled with their lives on the line paid the greatest price.

“Why! Why can’t you understand my artistry?” As one man was dragged off to the Barbarian pits, Sungchul’s turn came.

Genghis Aaron didn’t even look at Sungchul’s piece. He only glanced at Sungchul’s grotesque appearance before immediately pulling the trigger.

“Off to the Barbarian pi—” It was then that Genghis Aaron glanced down at Sungchul’s piece on the most fleeting whim.

Genghis Aaron’s eyes flew wide open. “Wait! How can such a beautiful piece of art exist?!”

The outcome was clear as day.

“Pass!”

Sungchul was hired as an artisan in the employ of the World Parliament.

The total number of selectees was twenty. And those artists were finally told the topic of the art they were to draw.

“You will be made to draw a moment in history where the One King will be born.”

The One King.

His name.

“The Wandering King Kromgard.”

Sungchul’s eyes glistened.

***

The artisans were provided colorful, eye-catching clothes to wear.

The supervisor in charge of the artists brought them to the conference room where the World Parliament was to take place.

“We shall grant you access to this place for you to start your preparations to draw. Familiarize yourself with the conference room. The crowning ceremony of the One King will likely take place there.”

As soon as the supervisor left, the artists began competing for the best location.

There was even an artist who began to sketch the general view of the conference room on paper. If the selection test was just a tryout stage, this was the main event for the artists.

Of course, Sungchul had no interest in their competition. He waited for a moment for a good time to leave the conference room and roam around, to begin his own battle.

Sungchul could easily tell that the majority of the soldiers defending the conference of the World Parliament belonged to leaders from the various provinces of the Human Empire who had abandoned their emperor and vowed their allegiance to the Wandering King and the Floating Archipelago.

Though there were dwarven, elven, and even Ancient Kingdom soldiers, their numbers were small and typically gathered around their own kings and nobles to serve as personal guards and retinue.

Meanwhile, the members of the Order of Extinction weren’t readily visible in the hallways, as they had lodging in areas that were strictly guarded by soldiers. Sungchul couldn’t access these areas.

On the way back to the conference room, Sungchul even came across someone he knew. Demitri Medioff. A well-known favored vessel of the empire, as well as a trusted advisor to the emperor, was walking around the hallways of the World Parliament shamelessly and confidently. He even had dozens of servants attending to him, no less.

His arrogance was no different from when he was last seen in the Golden City.

How strange that a vessel of a thoroughly isolated and currently influence-less emperor and leader of a conquered city could walk so confidently and proudly around the World Parliament.

Once it was dinnertime, the supervisor of the artists showed up once more to lead them back out of the fortress to an old building that looked like a former resource warehouse.

“We are unfortunately unable to provide you lodging within the castle. Instead, we have prepared this meager lodging for you to spend the night. Of course, if you have alternatives and prefer to stay elsewhere, that is also fine. Just remember that you must return to this lodging by tomorrow morning.”

Most artists took a quick glance around the lodging before unhesitatingly returning to their own places to stay. The so-called lodging for the artists was merely a stable with a haystack, minus the livestock.

Sungchul entered and set down his things. Two other artists aside from him also decided to make use of the space they were granted.

Sungchul took off the robe of the artisan and left to go where people were gathered, to garner more information. There, he was able to hear that a large number of officers and nobles from the emperor’s faction had slowly left his side due to the prolonged siege of the Barbarians, the emperor’s inexplicable heresy, and self-inflicted isolation.

And especially, Dimetri Medioff, who had once been known as the emperor’s right hand, had convinced the commanders of three flotillas—which was more than half of the remnants of the Imperial Fleet—to switch sides and join Kromgard’s faction.

Sungchul was able to find ships of the Imperial Fleet at the corner of the airship docks, covered by tarps and canvas.

This was the conclusive proof that even the military was turning turncoat against the emperor.

Sungchul found a secluded place where he could blow on the coral whistle, which made no noise even when blown into. But the sound it created was conveyed without issue to one person in particular.

Soon, Ahmuge appeared behind Sungchul. “You sure managed to find a way into the castle,” Ahmuge said, sounding impressed. She must have been watching, even the moment Sungchul was selected as an official artisan of the World Parliament.

Sungchul cut all the small talk and went straight into the meat of the issue. “It seems Dimetri Medioff and the Imperial Fleet have betrayed the emperor. But what a funny thing. The military doesn’t like Dimetri, last I remember.”

Though Dimetri was the leader of the 1st Flotilla, he wasn’t a traditional military commander. He was closer to an administrator, a civil servant.

To this, Ahmuge replied in her characteristically bright voice, “A good portion of the military turned their back on the emperor when he ordered the retreat instead of coming to your rescue. Dimetri only capitalized on their frustrations against the emperor.”

“So, is Dimetri on the Wandering King’s side now?”

Ahmuge nodded. “That’s not all. Nobles and leaders from all ranks have been convinced to support the Wandering King as their leader. The old man Hieroporus behind the elven prince is one of them.”

“Why is the Order of Extinction supporting the Wandering King?”

“…I don’t know.”

Sungchul remembered the standoff between Ryze Himerr’s forces from the Floating Archipelago and Sarasa Xero’s cultists from the Order of Extinction in the dwarven king’s palace.

Judging by that event alone, it would seem that the two factions were not on the same side at all. But it could have been a ruse prepared by the Wandering King.

And even the emperor had said that they served the same master, meaning they were both a part of the Wandering King’s faction.

There was no way to confirm the truth of the emperor’s claims. There was circumstantial evidence but nothing conclusive.

“Shh!” Ahmuge suddenly looked around with a serious expression. Soon, she glanced up at the sky.

There was a gryphon flying above with a magician. Sungchul could see with his Eyes of Horus that the magician was using some sort of sound-related magic as he rode atop the gryphon.

He was scouting around for information.

If one were to speak badly toward the World Parliament without noticing this, they would soon be harshly punished by soldiers coming after them.

After the gryphon with the suspicious magician had passed, Ahmuge resumed speaking. “More importantly, I have something to show you.” She moved like a cat as she walked through the darkness without making a sound.

Sungchul followed after her without asking why.

Soon, she led them to a stone building slightly far away from the castle fortress. It was a support annex.

Though numerous guards were defending this place, it wasn’t nearly as heavily defended as the main castle fortress. The two superhumans were able to easily slip past the guards and reach the interior.

Sungchul caught the smell of death even from the entrance.

“Where is this?” he asked.

“You’ll see.” Ahmuge was busy undoing an alarm barrier. It was a skill unique to the thief class that Sungchul could never replicate. Once the barrier was undone, Ahmuge led the way into the darkness. The stairway into the shadows extended endlessly.

As they descended, the smell of death became more and more intense, now accompanied by sounds of suffering and pain.

Is it a torture chamber?

It was a familiar sight.

Sungchul gently stroked Bertelgia as he said to her, “You might see some disturbing things, so keep your eyes closed.”

“Uh… okay.”

As expected, the large building itself was just a large torture chamber and execution ground.

The rooms underground were filled to the brim with people who were being slowly tortured to death in the most horrific ways possible, and there were many heaps of corpses piled up throughout the hallways.

“Thousands of people are locked up here. Every day, more than two hundred people die. But almost no one knows of this place,” Ahmuge said, her eyes glistening in the darkness.

“Who is responsible for this?” Sungchul asked. His voice was steeped in anger.

“It was done in the name of the World Parliament,” Ahmuge answered.

Sungchul looked greatly displeased. “I have never ordered anything like this to be done.”

“You remember that Kromgard’s faction took control in your absence? This is the result.”

It was just as she said. Torturers, guards, and the supporting magicians—they were all from the former Human Empire. No, the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.

“Why are they doing this?” Sungchul was becoming deeply enraged by what he was seeing.

“The official crime they are pronounced guilty of is collusion with the enemy. But if you dig even slightly deeper, the actual crime they all committed is the same.”

He waited for her reveal, seething.

“It’s the crime of speaking against the Wandering King.”

Sungchul’s face became rigid.

“But that’s not all.” Ahmuge passed the torture chambers and headed even deeper into the annex building. She still had something left to show, it seemed. “The true purpose of this building isn’t to simply punish the dissidents.”

A blue light emanating from a pair of eyes shone in the dark.

It was a Soldier of Salvation. A pair of them were making rounds and standing guard.

“I’ll go distract them. Once those monsters move out of the way, move forward. I’ll catch up with you.”

Ahmuge used her ability to meld out of existence to move further in and intentionally made noise to attract the Soldiers of Salvation’s attention.

Sungchul quickly moved past the guard point while the soldiers were busy trying to catch Ahmuge.

Ahmuge rapidly caught up with Sungchul. “It’s this way.”

There was a half-open iron gate. Beyond it, there was a horrifically intense, putrid smell of rotting corpses.

Sungchul opened the iron gate without a word, though the hinges creaked in protest.

The room was filled with terribly mutilated corpses.

In the room overflowing with the suffocating smell of blood, Sungchul could see it. The golems made of corpses.

They were submerged in bluish water in tubs containing black fragments, and Sungchul instantly realized the purpose of this building.

It was where they were mass-producing Soldiers of Salvation.

The corpse golems made out of limbs and body parts were transformed into Soldiers of Salvation.

Ahmuge opened her mouth while glaring at the atrocities of this room. “Kromgard is transforming dissenters into his most loyal soldiers.”

“…What a typical Rutheginean method.” It had certainly been a while since Sungchul had felt such rage at the sheer evil of an empire by the name of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea.

The feelings against them had been dulled by the long passage of time, but they had originally been this type of people.

Humans didn’t change easily.

Ahmuge and Sungchul left the terrible place and escaped.

Once they were standing under the moonlit night sky once more, Ahmuge spoke again. “In the history that I’ve learned, the Wandering King was recorded as being a great man. A man who fought against the Calamities until the end. And that’s what I believed as well. But it seems the real history is different from what I’ve known.” Glancing at Sungchul, she broke into a grin. “Well. Of course, you’re the one chosen to change the flow of history.”

“Chosen, you say…” Sungchul recalled something she had said to him long ago. He looked up at the pale moon as he asked, “Are you talking about that choice you said I would be having to make?”

Ahmuge nodded without any energy. “Of course, you ended up making a choice of not choosing.” She let out a sigh.

Sungchul, for a moment, wanted to ask what his other self had chosen, but decided not to. The future this returnee had seen would never come to pass. Because the future that was to come would be made by his own hands and choices.

“…But I will have to make a choice sooner or later,” Sungchul answered in a low voice.

There wasn’t much time left. The time to make a choice had come.

Sorry, but please endure for one more day.

With a heavy heart, Sungchul left the vicinity of the building filled with pain, suffering, and death.

***

The next morning, the artisans were hastily gathered. The reason was simple.

“Now, you will be tasked to draw one piece of art. Do your best and bring out every bit of talent and effort in drawing the most idyllic One King! As we have stated before, the person to draw the best art will be granted the right to go live at the Floating Archipelago.”

A bit more than a dozen artists were brought to the conference room. Sungchul limped among them as he took in the sight of the space. Arcanite, the elven prince, Daincraft, and Dimetri were sitting at their respective seats, attended to by their various servants.

Dimetri was attending the conference using the title of ‘Leader of the Imperial Government in Exile.’

In the corner of the conference room was a dark-robed group, looking quite grim. The Order of Extinction.

Sungchul recognized someone among them.

Schnellmerker.

The Second in Command of the Order of Extinction. The man he had been searching for all this time had finally shown up before him.

***

The session of the World Parliament began after a rather imposing sound of trumpets in the background.

Arcanite served as the chairman of the session, but he made no effort to hide his displeasure at having to do so.

“And now, we shall begin a session for designating the One King,” he spoke in a monotonous tone as if reading from a book. And to this, all those who were of Kromgard’s faction made obvious reactions. Whether in silence or quietly, they all expressed displeasure at Arcanite’s disrespectful attitude.

Dimetri Medioff, who claimed to represent the Human Empire, even raised his hand to indirectly attack Arcanite. “You seem rather unwell. If it is too much for you, how about you take it easy today? I can take over for you.”

Arcanite glared at Dimetri as if he were about to eat him alive. But the one holding the power of the World Parliament was not him.

He let his anger dissipate slightly and moved to another seat. “You’re right. You already usurped the role of your king. Why wouldn’t you be able to take over my role as well? Do as you please. I shall watch from behind.”

The Floating Archipelago faction protested loudly at Arcanite’s extremely aggressive, thorned statement, but Dimetri, who was the recipient of such a statement, wore a peaceful smile on his face as he stood up to take the seat Arcanite had conceded.

Now the seat of the Chairman of the World Parliament was taken not by a king or any of his representatives but a traitor to his master.

Sungchul looked over to the man standing at the center of the conference room, wearing an opaque helmet that didn’t allow one to peer within. He stood silently without doing or saying anything. There was no need for him to speak up. His fervent supporters would more than represent him and his interests on his behalf without him stepping up.

But not everyone supported Kromgard. Arcanite, who had moved from the highest seat to the lowest glanced at Daincraft, who had his eyes narrowed to a slit, his mouth firmly shut, before speaking to Dimetri Medioff.

“But from what I recall, the World Parliament decisions have to be made by a unanimous consensus according to tradition?”

Dimetri nodded.

To this, Daincraft simply let out a ‘humph’ and crossed his arms. The stubbornness to never compromise seemed to be pouring out from every pore of his body.

“I have said this already, but I shall take no action until Fal Garaz is returned to me!” Daincraft replied in a voice that made him seem like an ancient oak.

Members of the audience let out a sigh of frustration. Especially Kromgard’s faction, which glared at Daincraft with the coldest of looks.

Meanwhile, original members of the new World Parliament, like McRaed, Hesserdein, and Arcanite, didn’t express anything explicitly, but they seemed to be sympathizing with the dwarven king.

“Sire, people are watching.” An old elf standing by the elven prince Hesserdein noticed the prince’s expression and quickly whispered to him.

Hesserdein squeezed his eyes shut before returning to a neutral expression.

In McRaed’s case, she seemed to have a dedicated supervisor attached to her. A man standing in the corner looked only at McRaed and giving her silent threats. A man who wasn’t even a king or his representative but a mere civil servant was repressing someone who had position comparable to a master of a crown.

Arcanite’s contributions or national power was strong enough that he could maintain his cynical retaliatory stance like the veteran statesmen that he was, but he understood that he didn’t have enough power to completely stand against the flow of things.

And for the minor powers and states, it went without saying what their position was.

Already, it was practically set in stone that Kromgard would become the One King.

That was, if he could only get the support of the dwarven king.

Sungchul suppressed his urge to reveal himself and continued to watch things develop.

A long line of magicians of the Floating Archipelago, wearing masks similar to one Aquiroa had once worn, walked into the conference room. While everyone was murmuring, they began to draw a magic formation on a table at the front of the conference room in everyone’s view.

“What’s going on?” Arcanite asked, sounding irritated.

Dimetri Medioff sneered as he answered, “It’s a show to fulfill the wishes of the dwarven king. Please just wait a moment.”

Sungchul noticed that Dimetri had taken on the role of what Aquiroa had been doing in the past.

Aquiroa, no Ryze Himerr, was not visible. Though many people wore masks similar to what Aquiroa had worn, their faces and bodies were covered and disguised by masks and robes, so it was difficult to tell them apart.

The magicians quickly finished drawing the magic formation before backing off. One of them glanced at the former right hand of the emperor.

Dimetri looked to Kromgard. Once Kromgard nodded, Dimetri also nodded.

The magicians all began an incantation in unison.

The magic formation seemed to glow bright before something appeared at the center.

The humanoid with black feathers of a bird. And a hammer contained within an inexplicably impenetrable display case.

Marakia and Fal Garaz.

The magicians of the Floating Archipelago had summoned them both as a whole.

Marakia had surrounded himself with shields and barriers of his own making. Sungchul realized that Marakia must have been attacked before having arrived here. And as if to prove that point, Marakia looked around at the sudden change in his environment before laughing out loud and speaking.

“I was wondering why you went as far as to summon a Lesser God to attack me. So this was what you were up to.”

The magicians of the Floating Archipelago instantly covered Marakia from all sides with a barrier. And behind them, the cultists of the Order of Extinction were prepared to transform into Lesser Gods at any time just in case.

Marakia was currently a bird in a cage.

“What are you doing? Draw this moment, you artists! It shall become a great piece of art.” The supervisors of the artists urged them on from behind them.

Sungchul ducked his head and pretended to sketch.

But what he drew on the page was just a bean with eyes and a beak.

A supervisor saw Sungchul’s sketch and trembled greatly. “If you continue to draw something like this, you’ll be sentenced to the Barbarian pits, so stop messing around and get serious.”

Dimetri stood up and scoffed, “Hey, Avian. I won’t beat around the bush. Obediently surrender and return Fal Garaz to its rightful owner, Daincraft.”

Marakia flapped his wings, turned his neck, which had a much higher angle of turn than a human, and scratched the armpits of his wings with his beak as he replied. “I don’t listen to orders of inferior humans who are weaker than me.”

Dimetri’s grin was broken.

A woman stepped forward. The face was covered by a cloth and her body by a gaudy robe, but Sungchul instantly recognized who this was.

Ryze Himerr.

She was here as well.

She walked forward and bowed to show respect to the kings and their representatives before speaking to Marakia in a clear, sonorous voice. “O’ Black feathered King of Nahak,” Ryze Himerr said.

Marakia looked greatly surprised. “Hoh. So, you know of the Nahak race. I didn’t realize that there was a competent primate among the troglodytes.”

The atmosphere of the conference room transformed with Ryze’s appearance and Marakia’s subsequent reaction.

The audience whispered amongst themselves as they looked at Ryze.

“Nahak? What’s that?”

“I’ve never heard it before.”

There was no way for them to know, but Ryze was privy to many things no one knew. She glared at Marakia as she continued to speak clearly, “How about listening to our offer first? I believe it is one that the King of Nahak will be greatly interested in hearing out.”

“What is it, the offer?” Marakia asked with a cold tone.

To this, Ryze Himerr gave a bit of pause to amplify his expectations before resuming to speak with her clear voice. “If you hand over the hammer, we shall lead you to where your people still live.”

“My people?” Marakia tilted his head. He thought of the north, the Avian Kingdom under the stone mountain under the control of the Barbarians.

But the place Ryze was offering to take him was somewhere else entirely.

“Outside of the continent, at the Floating Archipelago, the descendants of the Nahak live on.”

“Lies,” Marakia immediately denied this.

As if expecting his reaction, Ryze lifted up her hands, and soon, a group of soldiers from the Floating Archipelago showed up, carrying a large bird cage covered in black cloth into the conference room.

Marakia’s eyes steadily grew wider.

The bird cage was brought right before Marakia’s barriers.

The air of the conference room seemed to freeze over.

In the midst of silence, Ryze grasped the black cloth and lifted it up.

“Piii?!” A bird scream escaped Marakia’s beaks.

Inside the bird cage was a white feathered avianoid.

The Avian looked at the black feathered Marakia and was shocked. Its eyes grew wide, and it grasped at the bars of the bird cage with both hands. The wings flapped with no regard to the owner’s will as it created wind.

“Black Feathers? The legendary King of Nahak?” the Avian said.

Marakia couldn’t find words to speak.

He couldn’t even imagine that conscious members of his species still lived somewhere in the world.

Sungchul saw a tear form in Marakia’s eyes. The first tear he had ever shown.

Sungchul felt like he could understand Marakia’s feelings at this moment. He was always alone. In some ways, it was quite amazing for him to shoulder the burden of his entire race and still be able to live on as if nothing was wrong.

Marakia stared at his fellow Nahak with emotions that couldn’t be expressed in words. His defenses were visibly becoming weakened.

But this moment didn’t last forever.

Ryze Himerr ordered her subordinates to cover the bird cage in black cloth once more and carry the cage out of the conference room.

The emotional wall that was becoming softened quickly returned to normal.

“Now, o’ King of Nahak. As you can see, your people still live on. They are at the Floating Archipelago.”

“Floating Archipelago, huh?” Marakia parroted.

“If you return Fal Garaz to the dwarven king, we shall lead you to the Floating Archipelago and deliver you safely to the place where your people still live.”

To meet the members of his own species that he had believed extinct was a difficult offer to refuse indeed.

Sungchul decided to not blame Marakia should he agree to this.

Marakia closed his beak and didn’t speak for a great while. He was obviously embroiled in internal conflict.

“Marakia…” Bertelgia whispered quietly.

Soon, the barriers surrounding him disappeared. He released them on his own. Marakia walked up to Fal Garaz and glared at the humans surrounding him. “I understand what you want to do. It was certainly an attractive offer.” Being the center of everyone’s attention once more, Marakia opened his mouth again. “I shall return Fal Garaz to you.”

Dimetri, as well as the rest of Kromgard’s faction, smiled all at once.

Sungchul didn’t fail to catch Schnellmerker make his characteristic self-assured smile and joke with his subordinates.

But it was important to hear a man out to the end.

Even if that person was a bird.

Marakia began again. “Only if someone appears that Fal Garaz deems worthy.”

The smile on Dimetri disappeared entirely.

Marakia was saying that he would only return the hammer if someone could once again combine the hammer with its carrying case into one. The only person who was known to be capable of such a feat so far was only Sungchul.

“Now, you primitive apes. What are you doing? Come here and prove you are worthy. If even one person is recognized by the hammer as worthy, I shall relinquish this hammer without hesitation.”

Marakia glared at the dwarven king first.

“You there, you stubby and round-bearded monkey. You keep insisting this hammer is yours, come show me your worth.”

It was a clear provocation.

But the dwarven king didn’t look even a little put off by this, even giving off a wide grin as he willingly walked up to Marakia.

He placed his large stubby hands on the case of Fal Garaz. It didn’t respond to him,

“Oh my, it seems I am deemed unworthy!” He let out a loud, booming, boisterous laughter as he returned to his seat before glaring at the audience and shouting with a completely different, angry tone of voice. “So, I beseech thee, heroes gathered in this hall, bring me back my hammer. I don’t care who. He who returns the hammer back to the dwarven kingdom shall be recognized as our benefactor.”

With this, it had become clear. Marakia and the dwarven king were colluding together.

Kromgard’s faction was greatly displeased with this.

“As the esteemed king of the sword masters, how about King Arcanite also test yourself with Fal Garaz?” Daincraft shouted loudly.

Arcanite walked up to Fal Garaz with everyone watching and returned without any change occurring.

“Oh my. It seems I am not worthy either.” Arcanite now glared directly at Kromgard. “How about the candidate for the ascension to the One King go and give it a try?”

He was provoking them. Kromgard and his entire faction of backers.

Dimetri’s face grew bright red. “If you want the Enemy of the World’s position, you should be able to prove you are at least worth that much, shouldn’t you?”

Arcanite’s words carried the old age and treachery worthy of a king. And to this, Kromgard seemed to flinch a little.

And the moment Sungchul saw this, he had the sudden suspicion that this might not be Kromgard after all.

And then an unexpected person intervened.

Schnellmerker and the Order of Extinction stepped forward.

To this, Sungchul felt he had conclusive proof. They definitely have something deep going on.

One of the cultists became covered in black flames. He had sacrificed himself to cast Lesser God Transformation. The shadow of the man covered in black flames reached out and merged with Kromgard’s own.

Kromgard stood up with his body covered in black shadow. He was overflowing with overwhelming power.

He must have somehow been transferred power from a cultist who had used Lesser God Transformation.

Then Kromgard, surrounded by black flames, slowly walked up to Fal Garaz.

Everyone in the room watched this historic moment.

Kromgard reached out to Fal Garaz without a word with his blackened hand. But Fal Garaz did not show any reaction.

“It seems you are an unworthy, King,” Marakia mocked him.

The situation suddenly changed.

“Kill that bird and retrieve Fal Garaz!” Dimetri pointed and shouted a command loudly.

At his command, the cultists of the Order of Extinction moved forward in unison. Their bodies burning with black flames.

They were going to summon three Lesser Gods at once.

For Marakia, who could barely fend off one, this was nothing short of a death sentence.

But Marakia didn’t bend his stubbornness.

He ignored the Order of Extinction who were threatening his life and shouted toward the crowd who was watching.

“Are there no others who can prove their worth as a warrior? I don’t care who, as long as you possess the heart of the warrior!”

No one answered back to this.

For one thing, no one was worthy, and the other, they couldn’t hope to win against the combined power of the Order of Extinction and the Floating Archipelago.

The entire area became submerged in a cold silence.

The Order of Extinction moved forward to threaten Marakia even further.

It was just when everything seemed to be over that one man suddenly stood up. “Please, give me a chance as well!”

A horribly disfigured, limping artist. At his feet was a terribly scribbled drawings of a bird in the shape of a bean with eyes and beak.

With everyone watching, he limped toward Fal Garaz.

Dimetri was going to stop him, but Schnellmerker got in the way.

“Let’s just watch. What this ‘true warrior’ will do,” he said, glaring contemptuously at the kings and their representatives in the hall, having nothing but scorn and disdain in his voice.

This filth, who all deserve to die.

He only left the limping man alone to mock the World Parliament. Under his protection, the limping man was allowed to stand before Fal Garaz.

The hand, blackened by charcoal, touched Fal Garaz.

Nothing happened.

Disgusting smiles appeared on the lips of Dimetri and Schnellmerker.

Then a miracle occurred.

With a rhythmic clacking, the fragments of the sky surrounding Fal Garaz began to combine into one. The incredibly complex but harmonious movement soon combined the hammer with its casing, to complete the hammer back to its true form.

The rowdy conference room was plunged back into silence.

And in this veil of silence, the man holding the hammer threw away the hood and the mask he wore.

And finally, people could see that it was true; the warrior who they had thought been judged and executed by the god they believed in was alive.

“Pigii…” Marakia looked at the man with tears in his eyes.

Sungchul gave him a gentle smile before looking back at the audience, especially toward Kromgard’s faction, before speaking calmly but with gravitas.

“…No one shall leave.”

The warrior was back.


Chapter 8 – Counterattack

“Hey, I know him! He and I were both Summoned at the Palace!” one Who could have dared so much as imagine his return? Everyone present fell silent, not knowing what to do about this man who had suddenly appeared.

In the midst of this stunned silence, the first ones to respond were the members of the Order of Extinction. The cultists, who were already preparing to use Lesser God Transformation, were just about to take out a heretical scroll to call upon forbidden power.

But Sungchul had been watching the entire conference take place from where the artists were gathered, where everything was visible.

He reached out with his hands.

“Chain Lightning.”

The enraged current cooked the mass of cultists alive even before they could call upon the Lesser God.

Only one cultist remained who could attempt the transformation. Sungchul charged forward to kill him personally with Fal Garaz. Not even a Lesser God that personally advanced into the world could survive such a hit. Therefore, it was unthinkable that someone merely borrowing their power could hope to withstand a strike.

“Kek!” The man covered in black flames became embedded into the floor like a nail upon being struck by the hammer and died instantly.

All of this took less than ten seconds since the unexpected return of Sungchul.

It was much too sudden for anyone to do anything about it.

The convener of the World Parliament made the conference room his in mere moments.

“Destroyer!” Marakia came flying in and hugged Sungchul’s legs with his wings and arms.

He must have been having a tough time.

Sungchul, however, shook him off and said calmly, “Keep your eyes on the Order of Extinction.”

“Ah… alright!”

It wasn’t just Marakia. Sungchul had the various kings who had secretly supported him in spite of everything send out their units to keep an eye on the forces from the Floating Archipelago, the traitors of the Human Empire, and the Order of Extinction.

If there was an exception, it was the elvan prince Hesserdein, who hesitated because of the old elf standing behind him. But once Sungchul showed himself, simply glancing at him was enough to turn him back to Sungchul’s side.

Hesserdein answered Sungchul’s expectations of him. “Please step back, teacher. I am your master, not your servant. I shall make my own decisions from here on out.”

The old elf who had been influencing and manipulating the prince bowed and backed off.

Hesserdein, who finally broke free of his teacher’s influence, ordered the elven archers to move and keep an eye on Kromgard’s faction.

And just like that, Kromgard’s faction, which had been in control until just a moment ago, found itself cornered.

Flowing through his movements, a short spear appeared in Sungchul’s hand. The Weapon of Calamity, Oom Brook.

Sungchul threw it at Schnellmerker without hesitation.

“Ack!” The spear pierced through Schnellmerker.

And with this, Sungchul managed to accomplish most of what he wanted to do by disguising himself.

If I had simply shown up at the World Parliament without a disguise, it would have been all but impossible to catch this sly raccoon.

Now that Schnellmerker was essentially a prisoner, he would obediently tell all he knew. Schnellmerker was a man who moved not by ideals or lofty goals, but rather by personal gain and interests.

Now all that was left to deal with was Kromgard.

To address the issue, Sungchul walked up to the main tables of the conference room and stood before Dimetri.

Dimetri looked blue in the face and was sweating profusely.

“Get off,” Sungchul said calmly.

Dimetri stood up and yielded the seat of the chairman to Sungchul. He kept his head down and walked into the crowd of the audience, blushing all the way up to his ears with shame.

“I said no one is allowed to leave,”

Sungchul said to Dimetri, who was just about to exit the conference room.

Dimetri had no choice but to stay. He remained standing awkwardly in the corner of the conference room as an unwilling audience member while enduring embarrassment with his head down.

Now that the obstacles were removed, Sungchul looked toward the man sitting across from him, wearing a helmet that did not allow one to peer within.

“Take off your helmet,” Sungchul said.

Kromgard paused.

Sungchul could feel subtle tremors from under the table. He was trembling. The man known as the Third Champion of the Continent, the Wandering King Kromgard.

As I thought. He must be fake, Sungchul thought to himself as he once again spoke to the man in the helmet, this time with a malicious tone.

“I will not repeat myself a second time.”

There was no one here who could defy Sungchul.

“You cannot take off the helmet!” a high-ranking general whispered to Kromgard as if to command him. But a single ray of light extended from Sungchul’s fingers and pierced through the man’s forehead.

Glare. It was the first offensive magic Sungchul had ever learned. It was a spell he seldom used due to how powerful his enemies had become, but it was the most efficient spell for moments like this.

The general from the Floating Archipelago spewed fountains of blood from the newly formed hole in his head as he knelt over the table and slowly slid off to the floor.

“Hiiiii!” Kromgard, no, the man who was pretending to be Kromgard, quickly took off the helmet. And as expected, there was someone entirely different within.

The various kings gathered at the table let out exclamations when they saw the face.

“Oh my.”

“How can this be? To think of sending a body double to impersonate himself at the sacred sessions of the World Parliament.”

“Who are you? You don’t look like King Kromgard from my memories.”

The fake Kromgard trembled as he hastily stood up from the chair and left the table on his own while all the kings watched.

Sungchul glared at the representatives of the Floating Archipelago as he chastised them as well.

“Where is your king?”

No one answered him.

Sungchul asked once more. “I asked where your king is?” He increased his grip on Fal Garaz.

The people of the Floating Archipelago were afraid. But despite knowing what the consequence of silence could be, they did not speak up until the end.

Sungchul once again felt that their fanatical loyalty was quite similar to that of the Order of Extinction.

“Alright.”

Sungchul walked toward the representatives of the Floating Archipelago. His eyes revealed the intensely dense bloodlust he carried. Right before the moment of no return, one woman removed her mask and stepped forward.

“He’s at Aege.” It was Ryze Himerr.

Those who recognized her were shocked.

“The princess of Rutheginea? She is still alive?”

“Unbelievable. I thought she died long ago.”

Those who recognized Ryze also knew what her relationship with Sungchul was, but they could not say it out loud. It was unthinkable for anyone to say something that could rub Sungchul the wrong way in this moment.

But Sungchul didn’t seem the least bit surprised by her appearance.

“Aege? Why is he at Aege?” Sungchul replied as if he were talking to a complete stranger.

“It is because that’s where a God’s Dungeon is.” Ryze Himerr also reacted as if Sungchul’s attitude toward her presence was normal and responded naturally. She pointed toward Schnellmerker standing off in the distance as well. “The Order of Extinction is also a servant of Kromgard. They…”

As she was trying to explain, the members of the Floating Archipelago pulled out their swords to silence her. “Traitor!”

But their efforts were nullified by Arcanite, Daincraft, and Hesserdein’s direct intervention.

The kings’ swords, axes, and arrows stopped the blades of those who tried to interfere and cut them down.

Ryze Himerr continued to speak as if nothing was happening behind her and as if it had nothing to do with her, maintaining her carefree attitude. “The Order of Extinction is a private army set up by Kromgard. Their true objective is to unleash the God’s Dungeons to help their High Priest, Kromgard, obtain greater power and ascend as an immortal. That’s the purpose of their existence and the true Sa-Meong.”

Ryze was revealing all the secrets she had been hiding as if she had been planning this for a while.

Sungchul could glimpse her rage toward Kromgard through her eyes. He was now aware of her cruel fate, having lived half her life as a slave after losing her family and all other blood relatives.

Sungchul remembered when they had left the great sewers together. She couldn’t escape Kromgard’s influence back then, but now the situation had changed.

“…Take this woman someplace safe.” Sungchul used his authority to separate Ryze from the forces of the Floating Archipelago and Kromgard.

The representatives of the Floating Archipelago glared at her back and cursed her, but that was the extent of what they were able to do.

Sungchul didn’t take a break as he moved on to the next item on the agenda. This was a far more important topic than the issue with Ryze. It was the reorganization of the army.

It went without saying that Daincraft’s or Arcanite’s armies would willingly follow Sungchul’s orders without question. But the Coalition forces currently had multiple armies that would not.

The armies that belonged to the Floating Archipelago and the former Rutheginean nobles, as well as the traitor fleet of the empire.

The leaders of the traitors were locked up following Sungchul’s orders. He had no plans of throwing away this valuable army. The enemies were tens of thousands of Barbarians. He needed every man he could get. Even if it was just one more, even if they had to be compelled, they would be sent to stand in formation. Only then could they defeat the Barbarian armies and rescue La Grange.

“I shall begin the interviews now.”

Sungchul remained seated in the seat of the Chairman of the World Parliament as he indicated for Dimetri to come sit across from him.

The former loyal servant of the empire sat before Sungchul.

Sungchul glared at him as he asked, “Whose command shall the Imperial Fleet follow from here on out?”

To this, Dimetri answered with a croaking voice while looking quite ill. There were two choices available to him. Live and cooperate with Sungchul, or die and have his army taken away anyway.

The former right hand of the emperor understood Sungchul very well. He made a smile and answered with great difficulty. “…The Commander in chief.”

Sungchul, who obtained the power of the traitor fleet now had the next person sit across from him.

He was an imperial lord and a previous Rutheginean noble.

Sungchul asked the same question as the previous traitor.

“Whose command shall your army follow from here on out?”

There was only one possible answer.

***

Sungchul, who was thought to be dead, not only managed to regain his seat in one go, he also managed to force armies of opposing factions to follow his orders.

There was almost no loss in army strength or infighting.

Although a few of the ships from the Floating Archipelago escaped, that was the extent of it. Through threats and appeasements, Sungchul even managed to get the right to directly command the armies of the Floating Archipelago.

Now that the coalition forces were reunited and the World Parliament set straight, the kings wanted to throw a banquet in Sungchul’s honor.

But Sungchul completely shut down their request. There was far too much left to do.

He quickly had soldiers go assault the torture chamber and the Soldier of Salvation production facilities built by Kromgard’s faction and release all the innocent people jailed there. He ordered colluders and leaders who were responsible be given punishment equal to their crime.

Next, Sungchul went to visit the underground prison.

Captured in one of the dark cells underground was his former adjunct Schnellmerker.

“Have you been well?” Sungchul asked calmly.

Schnellmerker, who was pierced by Oom Brook, wiped cold sweat off his brows as he replied, “…I’ve lost.” He admitted his defeat right away. But he had no choice. The power of the God of Order or Sungchul’s potential as the true god’s tool was not something a human could fathom or hope to understand.

Schnellmerker had worked with the assumption that Sungchul had completely died and had acted accordingly.

His several layers of fail-safes and backup plans were meant to deal with Marakia and uncooperative kings. It had not taken into consideration the possibility of Sungchul’s appearance.

Sungchul asked a few questions to his former subordinate.

As Ryze and the emperor had claimed, the true cult leader of the Order of Extinction was Kromgard himself. And the members of the Order of Extinction, the people of the Floating Archipelago, and the former nobles of Rutheginea were organizationally kept separate from each other so completely that no one aside from the highest ranking members of each group knew that they all served the same leader at the top.

“It’s a terrifying ability. No other king can come close to the sheer organizational prowess of King Kromgard,” Schnellmerker said, sounding quite awestruck.

Sungchul thought that this was more than possible, because Kromgard had lived through thousands of years, having existed together side by side with essentially the entire history of the continent.

Had he put his mind to it, he was more than capable of doing much more.

Meanwhile, Schnellmerker explained that the true objective of the Order of Extinction was not all that different from what Ryze had claimed. It was the unveiling of the God’s Dungeons.

According to him, two additional dungeons had been unearthed, aside from the one located at Aege, in the east, which were now covered in the Miasma of Death. And in the case of the dwarven kingdom, the Order of Extinction had hired dwarven outlaws to dig toward the entrance.

That meant, until now, four God’s Dungeons were accessible.

“Kromgard is going to try and obtain ultimate power through each of the dungeons,” Schnellmerker said with a trembling voice.

Sungchul could understand him to an extent. But there was a common flaw in both Schnellmerker and Ryze’s statement.

“Someone at the level of Kromgard wouldn’t need all dungeons unearthed. Does he need them at all? He should be able to ascend with just two of them at most.”

In this world, once someone went above a certain threshold of abilities, they were unable to remain in the mortal realm and were automatically sent to the Transcendent World.

This was called Ascension.

Sungchul had once heard from the emperor about Kromgard’s abilities. According to him, all of Kromgard’s stats were suspiciously close to 700, as if it had intentionally been set up that way.

It wasn’t clear what the exact requirements for an Ascension was, but it shouldn’t be difficult to accomplish through God’s Dungeon.

According to what the God of Chaos had said, many could be made to ascend from a single God’s Dungeon, so it might even be possible for an immortal to be born by raising even a single stat.

It would be well aligned with the true god’s intentions for humans, who have pursued one path to the absolute pinnacle and reached some superhuman heights, to become Lesser Gods.

“I do not know for what reason he wishes to do such a thing. For he did not share all there is to know with me, either.” Schnellmerker began to breathe heavily, as if his pain was getting worse.

Sungchul watched his former adjunct as he asked in a low voice, “For what reason did you agree to work for Kromgard?”

Schnellmerker managed to smile despite his suffering and made an effort to answer. “Do you remember what the guide who led us to this world told us?”

All those who become transmigrated into this world were guided here by an unknown man. And the guide had called this world by a certain word.

“Paradise.”

But such a word was immediately and utterly erased in the Summoning Palace.

“Kromgard has promised us true paradise. In the idyllic world he would create called the Realm.”

Realm.

It was a miniature world that could be created by the Lesser Gods of the Transcendent World. And at least in the Realm, the Lesser Gods would play the role of the true creator God.

So that’s it.

He understood the situation better now. The desire for the cultists of the Order of Extinction to go to Paradise. Even the fact that the more specific and possible Paradise was, the stronger its allure became.

“I shall give you a chance,” Sungchul said to Schnellmerker calmly. “Help me and lead the Order of Extinction into the fight against the Barbarians. If you do so, I shall grant you freedom.”

“Truly?” Schnellmerker, who had been drowning in a mire of pain and agony suddenly brightened up with the small ray of hope.

Sungchul nodded before continuing, “I shall entrust the most dangerous work with you. If that’s acceptable, I shall allow you to join my banner.”

Schnellmerker, pierced by Oom Brook, had no other choice.

It was the moment when Sungchul finally had access to a powerful weapon by the name of Lesser God Transformation.

But Sungchul didn’t stop there. He took out the silent coral whistle and blew it.

Ahmuge appeared from the darkness.

Sungchul turned to look at her as he said in a low voice.

“I have something for you to do.”

***

It had been several months since the Barbarians from the Demon Realm invaded the world.

As time passed, the weakness and the truth behind the Barbarians that were initially believed to be undefeatable came to the surface.

Though his qualities as a human being were questionable, Schnellmerker had few peers when it came to his competence as a strategist. As the leader of the Order of Extinction, he had been meticulously gathering intel and scouting the enemies to understand the unknown that was the Barbarian threat and discover the weakness of this brand new foe.

According to him, the overwhelming power of the Barbarians was not something they achieved on their own.

In other words, their powers were granted to them by an outside power.

What Schnellmerker found was that the various chiefs of the Barbarians not only served as their leaders, they also served as some conduit from which the blessings from the gods would be distributed to the followers.

It was a well-established fact that the Barbarians turned and fled upon the loss of their leaders. Sungchul himself had seen this time and time again on the battlefield. But he had not gone as far as to think that this might not have been simply a matter of bad morale, but that they literally became physically weaker as a direct result of the loss of their leader.

“The Barbarians are spiritually connected to each other on a tribal level. Each individual tribal member is connected to their lesser chieftains, and the lesser tribes are connected to the larger clans. And at the highest level, the main clans seem to be directly linked to the God of Order we used to worship.”

As a proof, Schnellmerker brought two Barbarian prisoners to compare their strength. One had lost his chieftain, and the other had not.

The Barbarian who had lost his Chieftain was weak and unremarkable. Weak enough for an ordinary knight to face him alone.

Sungchul, who worked with Schnellmerker for the first time in twenty years, couldn’t help but acknowledge his former Adjunct’s skill.

His talents are much too valuable to lose to the enemy.

Schnellmerker suggested a plan based on the information he had gathered thus far.

Sungchul could already predict what the plan might be even before Schnellmerker suggested it. And his premonition turned out to be true.

“And so, we should cut off the head of the snake.”

The plan Schnellmerker so proudly suggested was to launch a single, devastating ambush to annihilate the enemy leadership.

The Barbarians were surrounding La Grange in a large circle, which made them particularly vulnerable to an attack from the outside.

Not to mention that the Barbarians were highly undisciplined after sieging for more than a month.

Their daily routine consisted of torturing their prisoners all throughout the day, catapulting the city walls whenever they got bored, and finishing the night by partying on plundered livestock and alcohol.

The plan seemed feasible.

The problem was the giant magic formation at the center of the Barbarian encampment.

Schnellmerker and the leadership of the World Parliament were well aware that it was a magic formation capable of calling forth the God of Order. It could force the Heart of the Ancient God in La Grange to activate, force it to cooperate in enabling forbidden, impossible things to occur in the world.

An ambush was one thing, but that magic formation had to be destroyed somehow before it could be activated.

If not, the battle would become nothing but a reenactment of the previous defeat, with another advent of the God of Order.

Thus, the coalition forces of humanity under the command of Sungchul had two primary objectives. One was to destroy the giant magic formation of the enemy. The other was to kill the enemy leadership. These two objectives had to be accomplished quickly, before the Barbarians could react.

It was no easy task.

Schnellmerker suggested one possible solution. To use La Grange itself as bait. Any predator was bound to be the most off guard after a successful hunt. The Barbarians were bound to be the most vulnerable after they successfully conquered La Grange and gotten their hands on a vast number of prisoners and spoils of war, was Schnellmerker’s thought.

And so, he recommended the ambush to take place after the fall of La Grange. Schnellmerker calculated that La Grange wouldn’t last more than three months. Even with the Heart of the Ancient God to protect it, the military and the food to sustain and protect the inhabitants were already reaching their limits.

Most of the kings and their representatives were supportive of such a plan. Especially the nobles of the Floating Archipelago and the former nobles of the Kingdom of Rutheginea. For they desired the downfall of the emperor above all else, even more than the downfall of Sungchul.

Sungchul also thought that Schnellmerker’s suggestion was the most logical. At least from the point of view of the coalition forces.

But he had made a promise with the emperor that he would bring relief forces within the week.

Sungchul was not a man who made promises lightly.

But a man who was shouldering the weight of humanity could not act recklessly and thoughtlessly in the name of fulfilling promises.

The moment he was defeated, the emperor as well as the rest of humanity were fated to become hunted down and cleansed from the world.

He had to think.

In the observation post, where the wind tainted with miasma was flowing, Sungchul was drinking alone while watching the moonlight in the east that turned blood red.

To keep a promise or abandon his promise in return for a more favorable timing.

This was a difficult problem to resolve. He understood how difficult it was to try and catch two rabbits at the same time. It meant trying to get everything could cause him to lose everything instead.

The fate of humanity versus one man’s friendship. It was obvious which was more important. But Sungchul’s emotions made it difficult to give up on either one of those things.

Sungchul poured himself another glass and downed it in one go.

It was the sweet and strong elvish wine he so enjoyed, but it was not enough to relieve him of his heavy heart.

A weighted sigh escaped his lips.

He felt someone’s presence behind him.

A light footstep was headed his way, directly toward him.

Sungchul looked behind him.

“I came to say goodbye.”

The uninvited guest was Ryze Himerr.

Sungchul had decided to send her off to the Fae World and had prepared a letter of invitation to Adelwight as well as escorts.

Marakia and Bertelgia thought that due to how much trouble she had caused Sungchul until now, perhaps she needed to suffer a bit more before sending her off, but Sungchul, who simply wanted to move on from the past, did not agree. In fact, he felt sorry for Craiya, who he had all but abandoned in the Fae World.

Though he had his reasons for being disappointed, it was unadult-like for him to treat a child like that.

If he could reunite the child with her mother, it would greatly relieve the burden in his heart.

“…Did you not say you’ll leave right away?” Sungchul returned his gaze back out beyond the wall as he answered calmly.

Ryze walked forward slowly as she rested her arm on the parapet of the observation post, looking out at the same direction as Sungchul.

It was a dark night. There were no stars, and only the eastern moon shining bloody red by the miasma lit up the sky.

Ryze let out a sigh while looking out at the crimson boundary approaching from the east. “I wanted to say my farewells before I leave. Since a lot has happened between you and me, and there’s so much to apologize for.”

There was nothing to say to her. Sungchul chose not to even reply. The time passed by under the cold veil of silence.

A weak smile appeared on Ryze’s face. She felt just how much their relationship had changed due to the passage of time.

Sungchul’s calm voice suddenly pierced the silence. “Go, and take good care of Craiya.”

She was no longer someone special to Sungchul, so there was no longer a reason to get an apology from her. She was no different from any other past that had already passed by.

That was the truth.

She lowered her arm that was resting on the parapet and turned around. Footsteps much heavier than when she first appeared could be heard.

Sungchul continued to drink from his cup as he looked up without much thought at the distant sky.

The footsteps stopped not too far from him.

“Hey, I heard the rumors,” Ryze said.

Sungchul didn’t turn around, but it didn’t discourage her from continuing.

“You’re having trouble figuring out what to do about helping out the leader of the rebellion?”

To this, Sungchul turned slightly to look back. It was the first reaction he’d had to her. Ryze, who became emboldened by this sight, breathed in deep before gathering her hands to make a cone in front of her mouth and shouted loudly, “Who cares if it works or not, just do it anyway! It’s your way of doing things, isn’t it?”

For some reason, Sungchul felt wide awake after hearing this.

Ryze saw Sungchul’s side view before turning back around. She disappeared back toward the wide open exit of the observation post.

Sungchul was left alone, thinking to himself while swirling his drink.

My way of doing things…

It was what Ryze had said. There was no reason to give it any importance. Although it was greatly diminished by time, he still held a bit of a grudge toward her. It would be best to let her words enter through one ear and out the other. But on the other hand, he had this thought as well. If the words were meaningful to him, did it matter who said it? There was a need to listen to words of even the most ordinary of people. Not to mention, she was someone who understood him well. And to her, Sungchul must have been acting quite beside himself.

Now that he had a moment to cool down and reflect, he had so much to think about. Was it because the weight he shouldered was too heavy? He had already wasted four days on deliberation. There was only two more days until the deadline for his promise with the emperor.

Perhaps there was a part of him that wanted to pass time and accidentally or intentionally miss his appointed time to fulfill his promise with the emperor.

It was a cowardly way to escape from his responsibility. It was quite unlike himself to do things this way. And now that he thought of it, he had always simply brute-forced his way through whatever problem he faced.

When he decided to help create the rebellion to stop the continental threat of the Kingdom of Rutheginea, when he tried to escape the arenas with Ryze Himerr, when he chose to leave the World Parliament, Sungchul had not worried about consequences of such actions.

Whether or not his actions were the right thing to do had room for debate, but at the very least, Sungchul had no regrets about making those choices at the time.

“That woman… truth be told, I don’t like her, but I think the last thing she said is worth listening to,” Bertelgia said quietly from the pocket. “You’re not acting like yourself right now.”

“Is that so? Sungchul let out a sigh and rested against the parapet. The winds blowing from afar passed through his hair and coat pleasantly.

“My way of doing things.”

There was nothing that came to mind except to break things and force his way through. His sense of urgency suddenly gave way to a moment of inspiration.

Sungchul’s eyes that long remained dead and despondent lit up.

There had been a similar battle in the past. A pillaging unit of Rutheginea had the village Sungchul was defending surrounded, and the small forces led by the emperor had to come rescue Sungchul. Of course, the scale of the armies or the strength of its combatants was incomparable, but the overall strategic circumstance was similar enough. At that time, Sungchul and William had decided to sacrifice a bit of their forces as bait in order to defeat the enemy.

What if they were to use a similar tactic now?

Of course, it could lead to total defeat, or at least cause massive losses. But this was far better alternative to doing nothing and coming to regret it.

This was the mindset that Ryze reminded Sungchul of.

“…Shall I just go ahead and do it?” A faint grin appeared on Sungchul’s lips. He sometimes became greedy.

Promise with the emperor. The salvation of the human race. It was difficult to get both. But he wanted both anyway. Not because someone asked him to but out of his own will.

Sungchul downed the rest of the remaining alcohol and hurried to his office. He immediately had the fastest messenger send out the following orders.

[In two days, stop the heart once the sun sets. I shall come with the light.]

Once he verified the wyvern carrying the message rose up into the night sky, Sungchul ordered all forces to muster.

The last army of mankind obeyed his command and stood at formation on the wide open plains.

***

As the morning rising sun lit up the night sky with the bloody-red color of the Miasma of Death, the grand army began its march.

Standing at the vanguard were the Order of Extinction and the armies of the Floating Archipelago. For having the crime of being Kromgard’s servants, they had the duty to prove their sincerity from the front lines.

Behind them were the armies of the dwarven king and King Arcanite, leading them forward at spear point, keeping a close watch on them.

Unlike the armies of the Floating Archipelago and the Order of Extinction, former nobles of the Kingdom of Rutheginea had much weaker armies, so they were taken apart piece by piece and spread out across between gaps of other coalition armies.

Likewise, individual ships of the Floating Archipelago were absorbed into other flotillas of the coalition fleet.

And Schnellmerker, who had a position equivalent to the leader of Kromgard’s faction was brought aboard Sungchul’s ship the Sylphid.

He who was still pierced by Oom Brook had to take on the role of commanding the Order of Extinction that boasted the highest firepower in the coalition army.

And thus, the preparations to make use of Kromgard’s faction army was perfect.

If they tried to betray from the frontlines, then the watch dog fleets assigned to them in the rear would stop them, sandwiching the would be traitors between the Barbarians and the watch dog fleets.

The units distributed across the battlefield were in similar situations. In fact, organized attempts to resist were even more unthinkable for them.

Now that his armies were perfectly prepared to fight, Sungchul thought of ways to deal with the Barbarians’ magic formation.

The difficulty with destroying the magic formation lay in the sheer scale of it. The circle was comparable in size to a city, meaning the only reliable way to destroy the magic formation would be a series of large scale barrages from multiple ships. But unless the Barbarians were completely stupid, they would never allow the ships to come close enough.

And according to intel, the Barbarians had brought over many strange monsters called Divine Beasts, some of which could even fly.

And, in fact, there were four-winged monstrous, eye-less birds that circled overhead, above the Barbarian encampment, letting out terrifying noises like wandering ghosts.

Bombardment using the fleet was out of the question.

He needed some weapon to replace the bombardments.

A merciless and unimaginably powerful weapon.

While searching through the Soul Storage, Sungchul came across the Scroll of Harmageddon. It was a trap left to him by the Seven Heroes Vestiare.

But the scroll was designed in a way that even the person casting the spell would be caught in the blast upon ripping the scroll.

“This one is a bit iffy. I need something else. Something strong enough to destroy a city. Is there anything like that?” Sungchul bluntly asked Bertelgia, who was idling behind him.

“A weapon strong enough to destroy a city?” It seemed like there was something on her mind.

Sungchul asked excitedly. “Can alchemy create such a weapon?”

Bertelgia sighed disapprovingly at Sungchul as she replied, “You only seek out alchemy at times like this, huh?”

He had no reply to this. Sungchul wasn’t a good alchemist, after all. Strictly speaking, it was only a side gig at best.

Bertelgia let out another sigh after a moment and began to speak. “Yeah, there’s nothing like that.”

“Hmm.” Sungchul was bothered.

“But there is something that does come to mind when you say ‘destroy a city.’”

“What? There is something after all?”

It was the first he’d heard of a tool capable of damage not even Fal Garaz was capable of.

Bertelgia shook lightly as she answered Sungchul’s desperate plea for an answer. “Remember the hometown of that one unnie who sang well?”

“Panchuria?”

There was nothing at Panchuria, the city floating atop the river, aside from gangs, scammers, and robbers. But now that he thought of it, a scene came to mind as well.

It was chains. The giant chains anchoring the city from either side of the river. Sungchul clearly remembered the image of how the entire city was lifted up and destroyed as the Colossus rose up from below the surface.

An object of such size and weight might be capable of doing similar damage again.

Most importantly, Sungchul had the power.

God-like power strong enough to move even such a chain.

The problem was bringing such a tool to the right place at the right time. But Sungchul, who had the support of the entire human race, would be able to accomplish this without much trouble.

Schnellmerker volunteered for the job.

“If we make use of an advanced teleportation spell of our order, we should be able to bring such a thing here without much trouble.”

But he then pointed at Oom Brook piercing through his body.

Sungchul pulled the Weapon of Calamity out of his body without another word.

The use of the Weapon of Calamity was polluting his mind anyway.

“I’ll vow upon my name and honor that I shall follow your command. At least for this battle,” Schnellmerker pledged his allegiance.

Sungchul permitted Schnellmerker to withdraw and allowed him command of his own ship, and to command the Lesser Gods independently.

All commanders protested Sungchul’s decision, but Sungchul paid them no mind.

Schnellmerker diligently carried out his duties and took it upon himself to support Sungchul with the new plan. “…We are going to make use of two Avians.”

As if to exaggerate his goodwill and compliance with Sungchul’s command, Schnellmerker unhesitatingly revealed the secret behind the Order of Extinction’s advanced teleportation skill.

Anyway, the last piece of the puzzle needed to secure victory in the final battle was finally in place.

The only thing left now was the emperor’s response.

After all, it took two hands to make a clap.

***

Sungchul’s message to stop the use of the Heart of the Ancient God was enough to plunge the imperial palace into chaos.

The moment the heart is stopped, the barrier surrounding the city would fade away and the Barbarians surrounding the city would come rushing in like the flood.

It would lead to the death of the city.

The small number of loyal servants remaining by the emperor’s side desperately pled for the emperor to ignore this message.

“It could be a trap from the Barbarians.”

“And, even if we win like this, what would be the point in victory if everyone were to die?”

Their hearts and minds were closed due to a long period of mistrust and conflict.

And the emperor was once just like them.

But he remembered.

Of Sungchul’s changes.

In their time apart, Sungchul had grown so much that the emperor had to look up at his back. The emperor now understood. The reason such a short and perhaps even rude message was sent was exactly because Sungchul trusted him.

Why would old friends need to explain every small detail?

The emperor remembered an old battle long ago that had different yet similar qualities to the current situation.

The victory they achieved by allowing the enemy to take some objectives in order to create an opening to make a critical strike, to give skin in order to take the bone, so to speak. Surviving by fighting with the resolve to die.[1]

It was a battle that well represented the way Sungchul thought.

He wants to reenact that battle here.

Though they were separated by a large distance, their thoughts aligned.

Once the emperor understood Sungchul’s intentions, he gave an order with an imposing voice. “We shall temporarily pause the use of the Heart of the Ancient God. Before we do so, have all of our people evacuate to the 4th district. We shall create the last line of defense there, until there is light from the east.”

And to this, one advisor of the emperor asked, “What about those from the 8th district? Should those things also be evacuated into the 4th district as well?”

The 8Th district. Also known as the human sewage, a garbage dump of the capital city.

The emperor didn’t treat them like humans and had always considered them trash that would die on their own.

But in the face of the oncoming end of the world and extinction, what was the point of discriminating between one human and another?

The emperor broke his long held prejudice and replied, “They, too, are my people. Evacuate every last person into the 4th district. This is an order.”

Before the Heart of the Ancient God was stopped, an evacuation order was sent to all lower districts. From District 1 through 8, all without question.

“What do you think happened?”

Sunghae, who was a resident of District 8, asked her husband, feeling both terrified and confused by the unprecedented order from the emperor.

The man who went by the name of Kimchi fixed his helmet and stood up from his seat. “There’s a rumor that the Enemy of the World showed himself before the emperor again.”

“Sungchul did?” Sunghae looked surprised.

“Most likely he moved the emperor’s heart.” Kimchi reached out and they grasped each other’s hands. “There is something I always wanted to tell you.” Kimchi glanced out at the streets filled with the heretical statues of the Evil Gods. It was a terrifying and quite repulsive sight. But the environment made no difference. Kimchi pulled on Sunghae’s hands slightly and spoke his mind.

“Thanks for always being by my side.”

“Dear…”

“No matter what happens to the world, I am in paradise. Because you are by my side.”

After a brief embrace, the couple left to join the lines leading to the upper districts.

Though there were terrifying war horns of the Barbarians in the distance, the couple didn’t let go of each other’s hands.

***

The heartbeat of the Ancient God finally stopped.

All citizens within the walls of La Grange prepared for the storm that was about to fall upon them.

But the Barbarians didn’t take action.

The Barbarians, who were organized by tribes and clans, didn’t move by a central command. They most often acted independently from one another by the judgments of their various chiefs.

Most of the Barbarians were lazy and indolent, but there were always exceptions.

One cunning tribal chieftain noticed that the profane heartbeat coming from beyond the walls of the castle had stopped. Cautiously, instead of sending out one of his tribal members, he ordered a rotting corpse to be loaded onto the catapult to be fired over the wall.

The Barbarians complained and grumbled, but they did as they were told, loaded the corpse, and shot it.

If it was as normal, the corpse would hit an invisible wall and slide down to the mountain of corpses where the moat used to be, but the corpse flew over the wall without any obstructions.

“Jenka!”

The chieftain’s eyes opened wide in surprise. He immediately ordered all tribal members to prepare and climb the wall.

Hundreds of Barbarians stormed forward like a cloud and climbed the walls. Other tribes that were lazing about and napping in the daylight watched on while digging their ears.

Soon, there was an unbelievable sight. The vanguards were able to climb over the walls with ladders without trouble.

The walls of La Grange that had withstood all sorts of punishments for all that time had finally allowed the dirty feet of the Barbarians to tread upon them.

The Barbarians excitedly jumped down the walls to loot everything they set their eyes on.

Alcohol, food, interesting toys, there was so much to be had.

Except one: Prisoners.

But the Barbarians didn’t mind. They were tired out by such a long siege that even this much was enough to satisfy their urge for stimulation.

After seeing the first group of Barbarians enter the city without resistance and pillage the downtown of La Grange to their heart’s content, the other Barbarians let out a shout as they hastily formed lines to join the pillage.

The main gates were opened, and the Barbarians flooded in like water. And soon, half of La Grange was filled with Barbarians.

The people of La Grange and refugees who were located on the upper districts had to watch as the Barbarians took over the other parts of the city.

The emperor watched everything unfold from the Floating Palace.

Thankfully, the Barbarians didn’t immediately launch a siege into the 4th district. They were too busy looting food, alcohol, and shiny objects that were spread throughout the rest of the city in advance to be thinking of further conquest for now.

But this chaos would not last forever.

The emperor looked to the east, where the Miasma of Death was encroaching upon the land ever closer, there was no light of hope yet from the continent.

The Barbarians were slowly becoming uninterested in food, alcohol, and toys and wanted other forms of entertainment. Their cruel eyes noticed lights dancing at the upper parts of the cities.

The bloodlust of the Barbarians spread like wildfire.

There was a round of war horns from the Barbarian side, and they took it upon themselves to prepare for the final siege on their own.

Countless ladders were prepared, and Barbarians who scraped together metal armor made of armor plundered from the humans took to the vanguard.

Before the walls up to the 4th district, the tribesmen of the Barbarians all began to shout in unison.

“Jenka! Jenka!”

The rumbling voice coming from deep within the chest was enough to shake not only the ears but the hearts of the people left in the center of the city.

The emperor looked down upon the Barbarians with a rigid expression. There were so many of them. And each had the power to rival the Champions of the Continent.

It would be impossible to stop them without the use of the Heart of the Ancient God.

Even so, he had made a promise to his old friend.

This time, I shall not betray you.

The emperor was resolute. He vowed that even if he were to lose everything because of this, he would keep this one promise.

The Barbarian invasion soon began.

Countless ladders were latched onto the walls. The soldiers waiting on standby on the walls did everything they could to push the ladders away. Then, particularly dexterous Barbarians began to hop up the walls without any assistance from tools like grasshoppers. And a small number of them managed to land atop the walls.

Dozens of blades came stabbing toward the invader. But in spite of the many spears and blades piercing his body, he ripped dozens of soldiers apart and threw them down below, where the other Barbarians were waiting like a swarm.

Not even ten minutes had passed since the battle began, when emergency signals went up from all over the defense line.

“The western districts are requesting backup.”

“Imperial Knights on reserve have already dropped below half strength. The 4th district will fall at this rate, sire!”

The 4th district was the key defensive point for the upper districts, which ran in the shape of a spiral. If the 4th district fell, the fate of the rest of the districts were clear as day.

They had to stop the Barbarians here at any cost.

The emperor looked to the East.

There was no light yet.

For a moment, he felt a strong desire to reactivate the Heart of the Ancient God. It was the only way to defend his country and crown. And thus, he thought of the face of the man he so vehemently despised, Kromgard.

I must defeat him at any cost.

Jealousy, a sense of defeat, and vengeance flooded him.

For the emperor who had never once tasted defeat, Kromgard was someone he had to overcome no matter what. That was the only way he could have his invalidated values and past returned back to him, or so he thought.

That was the pillar that had been supporting the emperor for the past few decades.

The emperor balled up his fists and gripped them hard. If he only made one command, he could defend the capital city.

It was a difficult temptation to overcome.

But before he could make up his mind, another thought came to him. Sungchul. The man who shouldered the world.

What would he have done? Would he have given up so easily like this? No. Even if his entire body were to be broken, even if all hope seemed lost, he always rose back up again like a phoenix to carry out his SaMeong his purpose.

A light began to illuminate.

It was not the morning light of sun.

It was a light illuminating from deep within the emperor’s heart. And this light eroded away the pillar of jealousy and envy from below him until it collapsed like a pillar of salt.

The emperor stood up from his seat and ordered his subordinates, “…Drop the Floating Palace.”

***

The Floating Palace was a symbol of the emperor’s right to rule. To drop it was no different from giving up on being an emperor.

The followers and servants doubted their ears as they looked upon their emperor. And the moment they saw his face, they finally understood that the emperor who was so beset by anxiety and fear had finally found peace.

And that he meant what he had said.

The emperor put down his Imperial Crown, but his eyes were shining brightly with cunning and wit on par with his heyday.

“Now, quickly.”

The chains holding the Floating Palace were cut one by one.

The Floating Palace, now liberated from their anchors, slowly migrated over the 4th District.

The Barbarians, who were previously busy with besieging the 4th district, looked up in unison to the Floating Palace.

“Ino?”

That was when a chain of explosions went off at the lower parts of the Floating Palace.

The float stones keeping the palace aloft were destroyed by magic and explosives.

In the midst of continuous explosions that looked not too dissimilar from the end of year firework celebrations, the Floating Palace began its free fall.

The symbol of the Imperial right to rule fell on top of the countless Barbarians who didn’t respect such a rule.

“And with this, we should have bought ourselves some time.”

Now the man who neither had a crown nor palace changed into ordinary clothes as he watched from above.

The Barbarians were running amok, unsure of what to do. But The emperor understood. Beyond them were tens of thousands of Barbarians in reserve who were seeped in the desire and expectations of slaughter and pillage.

“Everyone, draw your sword and follow me. We shall fight and fight again until the light from the east reaches us.”

The emperor began to lead from the front.

The forces of old humanity, whose morale was beginning to dry up, was reinvigorated by the appearance of the emperor, like an ember lighting up a dried log.

“Fight and fight back again!”

“Until the light reaches us!”

A desperate battle began.

Arrows and magic fell like rain, and the remnant imperial fleet poured all of their remaining firepower onto the packed urban streets where the Barbarians stood.

But the Barbarians were no pushover.

The winged Divine Beasts began their attack.

Due to the appearance of this strange new foe no one had ever seen before, the Imperial fleet began to lose ships one by one.

Atop the walls, the battle of attrition began likewise.

Each Barbarian who pushed through the rain of arrows and spells would kill dozens of soldiers alone.

Despite the emperor’s rallying cry at the vanguard and the fierce fighting from the entire army, the fate of La Grange continued to be sucked into the darkness. And in the midst of bloody battle, the emperor noticed one man gasping for air by his side.

He wore familiar but now-uncommon armor. The armor of the Iron Blood Knights.

“What is thy name?” the emperor asked the warrior belonging to the old faction he hadn’t seen in quite a while.

“There is no need for me to share my name, sir. I am merely a resident of the Eight district who fights to defend paradise,” Kimchi answered calmly.

“The 8th district.” The emperor repeated the name as he thought of the district he’d personally ordered to have quarantined. “If we are to emerge victorious from this fight,” the emperor began, and all those who were fighting turned to look at the crownless emperor, “I shall remove all distinctions between the districts.”

Prejudice died with the fall of the Floating Palace.

The only thing that remained for them to do was to make a new future together.

The emperor drew his blade and charged toward the Barbarian who climbed up the wall. He swung his sword with everything he had.

The Barbarian let out a fountain of blood and fell back down the wall.

The night was growing deeper in the midst of this game of tense tug-of-war for the defense of the city. The end of the promised week was approaching. But there was still not a sign from the east.

However, the emperor didn’t blame Sungchul.

I did the best I could. If this is the end, I shall accept whatever outcome follows without regret.

It was then that he noticed something in the sky. The emperor’s keen eye didn’t miss the small glint of light.

Is that the dimensional gate?

His eyes were not mistaken.

In the midst of the fierce battle, dangerously close to the Barbarian main encampment, above the skies of the suburbs of La Grange, were several airships that had completed a long-distance teleportation.

And at the very front were two Avians.

“All right, Jaras. This would be the ideal place to install the dimensional gate those Order of Extinction fellows lent us!” black-feathered Marakia said with a bright tone. The one to obey his command was a white-feathered Avian.

“Yes, my King! It is unquestionably so!”

The two Avians took out blue stones embedded with black fragments and held them up to the sky.

The stones remained in place in the air on their own.

The two of them went around in circles, putting stones in place.

Once the circle was complete, Marakia made a declaration with an arrogant voice. “This is nothing for the King of the Final Age!”

And as soon as he was done speaking, each of the blue stones gave off white light from above.

They were magic formations.

Marakia and his follower had managed to open a dimensional gate above the main camp of the Barbarians.

But it was no ordinary dimensional gate. It was one large enough for an entire flotilla to pass through. Faint, giant magic circles began to form in the sky.

The Barbarians on the ground noticed too late that something unusual was going on above their heads.

“Jenka! Ishui! Rai!”

The leader of the Barbarians quickly ordered the Divine Beasts fighting in the skies above the Imperial Capital City to return.

But the magic formation was completed faster than the Divine Beasts could return.

Then, from beyond the dimensional gate, a red airship made an appearance.

And above the red airship stood Sungchul, who wielded the hammer of fate.

He was holding onto one end of a chain that the Sylphid and several dozen ships were carrying together.

“Fairy light.”

Three greenish balls of light emerged from Sungchul’s body to illuminate the ground.

He could see it. The Barbarian magic formation that could only be properly seen from the sky.

Its sheer size without any redeeming quality was quite like the god they worshiped.

A god-like power flowed through Sungchul’s body, and his two hands lifted up the chains of Panchuria.

Sungchul jumped off toward the ground.

The giant chains that extended for several kilometers were released in sequence and began their landfall.

Barbarians who recognized Sungchul from afar shouted desperately.

“Brins Arnolt!”

“Jenka!”

The magicians of the Barbarians quickly began to cast their spell. The prepared sacrifices were quickly absorbed into the magic formation.

But even before it could finish, the giant chains fell upon all the magicians gathered atop the formation with a massive boom!

Sungchul landed at the center of the magic formation. God-like power flowed through his body once more. And in that moment, he noticed, for a split second, black flames in his vision.

His surprise was just as brief. Even before the afterimage of the flames could disappear, Sungchul understood what it meant.

So that was the cause of my power all this time.

The strength he had was from sealed black flames within himself. That meant he had been fighting to save the world using power that was created to destroy it.

The strength itself had no concept of good and evil.

The only thing that mattered was direction.

Within this moment of revelation, Sungchul grasped the chains and began to spin.

The chains that had fallen in a straight line down the middle of the magic formation began to slowly spin with him. Down the lengths of the giant chains were countless spears like thorns.

Sungchul steadily increased the speed of his spin.

The spears, stuck between the immense weight of the giant chains, began to dig up the dirt like a tiller.

The Barbarians couldn’t help but watch their giant magic formation be undone by a single man.

Once the tornado-like spin was finished, there was nothing left.

The entire magic formation was completely destroyed.

What remained in its wake was tilled, arable land suitable for farming.

Sungchul let go of the chains and let them fly toward the enemy. Their weight alone was a destructive weapon and destroyed an entire tribe in one strike.

At the center of the cloud of dust and after the earth-shaking rumbling, a magic formation appeared with Sungchul at the center. And from his body came a welcoming, warm ray of light.

This was a completely different type of light from the God of Order’s light, which was only blindingly bright.

It was at this moment that the people of La Grange realized that the promised light had come.

Sungchul felt sufficient energy and light gather within him before speaking the activation word.

“Glory.”

The light extended out from Sungchul and illuminated the entire eastern sky.

Strictly speaking, it was closer to an east-northeastern direction, but no one would blame him for this slight error. Because this incredibly bright ray of light illuminated the final army of humanity that had been quietly advancing in the darkness.

With steps that beat like drums and rumbled the earth, the voices of commanders echoed in the fields.

“All forces, attack!”

“Go kill the Barbarians!”

With the Order of Extinction’s Lesser God transformations at the vanguard, the relief forces began their assault against the Barbarian hordes.

The enemy war horns began to blow from all over, and the Barbarians began to leave La Grange to rejoin the fight against humanity’s last army.

As the signals were exchanged, Sungchul focused on finding where they were originating from.

The warrior’s eyes opened wide.

A muscular Barbarian wearing an ornate helmet, riding atop a palanquin, came into view.

That must be the leader.

He had seen him before. He had been there when the God of Order was first summoned.

Fal Garaz appeared. The faint sound the hammer gave off seemed to speak to him, to deliver righteous fury to those who dared to mock and humiliate it.

“And it shall be so.”

Sungchul gripped his divine artifact and charged toward the enemy main camp.

Marakia and another Avian flew above to help direct Sungchul toward the enemy.

Bertelgia also shook in rhythm with the war drums and voices to cheer on Sungchul.

Sungchul literally tore apart the many Barbarians that tried to get in his way until he reached the Barbarian boss.

“Brins Arnolt…!” And in his hand was a familiar sword.

“Eat shit, you son of a bitch!”

It was Krumbui.

The Barbarian Chieftain glared at Sungchul while grinding his teeth, but that was the end of it.

With one strike, the head of the Chieftain was reduced to a splatter of blood, and Krumbui became free once more.

Sungchul lifted the ornate helmet high into the sky. And as he increased the brightness of the light of glory, he shouted, “The enemy leader is dead! The enemy leader is dead!”

Krumbui, who had been forced to entertain the enemy king against his will, also shouted in joy.

It was a moment that cemented the defeat of the Barbarians who had been threatening humanity for the past months.

The final army of mankind marched forward to swiftly carry out the attack, and the Imperial army that had been withdrawn into the city opened their gates to join in the attack.

Under the blessings of the light, humanity gave its all to move step by step toward victory.

Meanwhile, one man atop the vessel of the Floating Archipelago was having other thoughts.

“You somehow managed to eke out another victory, it seems.”

It was Schnellmerker.

Although he had diligently carried out his orders upon the removal of Oom Brook and had contributed greatly to the war effort, with the Order of Extinction leading the charge against the Barbarians, it didn’t stop him from turning traitorous.

“Commander-in-Chief. You used to be such a cautious man. But you’ve become too soft. You’ve let Ryze, who all but destroyed you, go free. And you even released I, Fritz Schnellmerker, a former officer of the Federal Defense Forces of Germany, from my shackles.”

A gleeful smile appeared on Schnellmerker’s face.

If we use the combined powers of all our Lesser Gods and strike him from behind, we shall have our perfect victory.

He currently had several Lesser Gods on the field. If he were to have them group up and fight Sungchul all at once, even Sungchul would have difficulty surviving such an attack.

And the World Parliament without Sungchul was nothing.

The final victory would belong to Kromgard.

Feeling completely confident in his victory, he looked to either side as he gave the order.

“Convey my orders to all members of the Order. All units are to stop the assault and focus all firepower—”

Schnellmerker never completed the order. A cold blade slid into his neck before he could finish.

In the midst of surprise, death, and terror, Schnellmerker saw the woman who had slain him from the shadows.

T-that woman, the returnee with the emperor?!

Schnellmerker died, spitting bubbles of blood as he fell to the ground.

Ahmuge emerged from the darkness, wiping her dagger on her robe as she glared at the officers and members of the Order of Extinction.

“So, anyone else want to die?”

Schnellmerker’s rebellion ended there. It wasn’t only the Barbarians who had lost their leader. The last remaining members of the Order of Extinction, as well as the armies of traitors, were consumed and killed off on the front lines of the battlefield.

It was a perfect victory through and through.

The emperor watched his old friend with eyes full of respect and awe. “Sungchul Kim. You are an amazing man.”

As soon as the emperor spoke, he called together his loyal subjects and commanded, “Go prepare a crown so that we may immediately offer our Imperial Crown to the One King.”

The Barbarians were scattering across the plains.

The unrecorded Calamity was over.

But then a vile and sticky voice echoed from within the emperor’s mind.

“Do you know why Kromgard never used me, despite having me?” He had heard this voice in his head before, and it continued to speak. “It was because he’s better than you. In every way possible, you see.”

And in the next moment, a heretical and truly profane heartbeat could be heard from below the surface of La Grange.

The Heart of the Ancient God began to beat once more.

Although it was just once, it was a beat far more vile and disgusting than the tens of thousands of other times it had beaten.


Chapter 9 – Overseer

The battle of the La Grange Plains was a major victory for humanity.

The Barbarians, who had boasted peerless martial prowess, were annihilated by Sungchul’s god-like power, and the surviving members were hunted down by the enraged army.

The remnants of the surviving Barbarians retreated back up north, but they would likely never regain their former power.

It was now time for the victors.

Many lives had been lost in combat, and many more lost gratuitously through the hurricanes of war. But in spite of it all, the humans put on a feast and held celebrations.

This was a form of declaration. That the humans, even after being abandoned by God, were still alive.

The celebrations were held at the giant, circular stadium that used to be a former Rutheginean colosseum.

It was a peculiar fate for a colosseum.

The massive execution grounds that once existed solely to cause death were now being used as the ground where all of humanity gathered in unity and mutual desire for cooperative prosperity.

At the place where the gladiators used to fight to the death was now a festival, celebrating victory and peace, and the tens of thousands of seats and stands were filled with citizens and soldiers.

Everyone was waiting with bated breath for the unprecedented and historic celebration that was to take place soon.

With fanfare, the kings and their supporters soon appeared on the arena grounds. The people cheered them on enthusiastically to express gratitude for their hard work and sacrifice.

Arcanite, Daincraft, Hesserdein, and McRaed, the core members of the World Parliament, made their appearances one by one.

There was a brief silence when the human emperor made his appearance. He wasn’t yet welcomed.

However, once the chairman and the candidate for the One King, Sungchul Kim, made his appearance, the entire colosseum lit up with such a cheer that the entire city of La Grange shook.

Summoned shouted and pointed desperately at Sungchul, who was dressed in a neat uniform, but no one heeded him.

The floor of the colosseum grounds smelled strongly of dirt and grass due to having been tilled over recently.

Sungchul felt something that was unfamiliar to him as he strode forward. The last time he had stood on these grounds, the only things he’d heard had been shouts of anger, blame, and curses. Nothing but pure, unfiltered malice.

“Kill the rebels!”

“Kill that black hair!”

That memory was still vivid in his mind.

But it was completely different now.

Everyone was expressing their respect and gratitude toward him.

The passion and feelings contained in the thunderous roar were powerful enough to melt even a heart as cold as Sungchul’s.

“Uwah. I can’t believe I lived to see such a day.” Bertelgia, who was out of the pocket today and boasting her full size, tapped him on the shoulder with her covers as she commented.

“Me neither.”

The cheers continued for a while.

Sungchul looked at the tables placed at the center of the colosseum grounds. Around them stood the core members of the World Parliament, and his longtime friend William Quinton Marlboro.

Once the emperor’s eyes met Sungchul’s, he broke into a bright smile. “Welcome, our hero.” The emperor greeted Sungchul wholeheartedly.

Though the cheers aimed at Sungchul were louder, it wasn’t as important to him anymore.

“Are you alright? You seem tired.”

Although the emperor had makeup on, Sungchul could instantly tell that the emperor was feeling ill just by the exchange of looks.

Noticing there was something physically wrong could be discerned simply by looking at his face.

The emperor attempted to fix his expression before speaking. “It must be because of all the headaches I’ve endured during the war. Anyways, I’m not the main character on this stage. It’s you.”

He readily yielded the head of the table to Sungchul.

The kings and their followers were waiting for him, still standing.

Sungchul met each of them in the eyes as he walked toward his seat.

He could feel a change.

The ever-arrogant Arcanite lowered his head to show respect to Sungchul, and even Daincraft had a toothy grin in a friendly smile.

Hesserdein didn’t show anything explicitly obvious on the outside, but he ended up saying something quite bold in spite of his usual meek demeanor.

“For the One King!”

The assembly was shocked by what he said, but no one argued otherwise.

“For the One King.” McRaed winked and repeated Hesserdein’s words.

What began with a single, quiet declaration soon became a phrase repeated by all present.

“For the One King!”

Everyone was hoping for it. For Sungchul to ascend to the position of the One King who would lead them toward the resolution of the Calamities.

The passion didn’t cool off for a long while.

Only after the cheers died down a good bit did Sungchul notice that familiar faces had joined them at the table.

One of them was his old friend Shamal Rajput.

Though he was neither a king nor a servant, he had protected order from the shadows for the former World Parliament. His presence here indicated that the Assassin’s Guild that had maintained neutrality all this time had finally officially recognized the New World Parliament’s legitimacy.

“Congratulations, One King.” Shamal Rajput reached for a handshake with a stiff expression toward Sungchul.

They exchanged a handshake for the first time in a long while.

His hands were still as warm and rough as Sungchul remembered.

“We need to have a long discussion later. I hope you’ll make time.”

Sungchul readily agreed to make time for his old friend.

The next honored guest was the fabled witch, Adelwight.

This was probably the first time in history that the witch, the continent’s oldest being, had attended an official event.

She was an individual whose appearance itself carried historical significance. But she was also someone who had connections to Kromgard.

Sungchul believed that he couldn’t readily welcome her.

But she had done a great amount of work after the battle.

She had suppressed the plague that was starting to spread throughout the Capital City with her magic, and purified the water so that safe drinking water could be obtained.

Sungchul had been informed of her incredible feats too late after the fact.

He had many things he wanted to say, but she was already seen so positively in the eyes of the general public that he couldn’t find a reason to send her off.

Whether or not she knew Sungchul’s inner thoughts, she approached him with a friendly attitude no different from usual to speak to him.

“I’ve safely sent the woman named Ryze Himerr to the Fae World.”

“You have my thanks.”

“I had no choice. Your letter was so threatening.”

Adelwight gave a bright smile as she took out Sungchul’s handwritten letter and imitated Sungchul.

“This woman has nothing to do with me anymore, but I gave her my word that she’s under my protection. I hope nothing unfortunate will happen.”

Bertelgia cackled when she heard it. “That’s just like him!”

Sungchul boiled inside at Bertelgia’s betrayal, but Adelwight had such a positive disposition today that he couldn’t really say anything.

She walked up to Sungchul and whispered in a low voice, “I didn’t come with bad intentions, so I hope you’ll excuse my presence. My relationship with Kromgard ended long ago.”

“…I guess it can’t be helped.”

Though he didn’t like the idea, she was definitely an important person. She was the only person capable of opening the way to the Fae World.

And even though she had lived for an eternity, in the end, she was still just a mortal and therefore had her limitations.

“Oy, Destroyer. Let’s quickly get this over with.” Marakia, who had been assigned a corner seat of the World Parliament, came strolling up with his follower number one to urge Sungchul on.

Though Marakia was annoying, it wasn’t so bad as to take it seriously. After all, today was a day when history was going to be made.

Sungchul decided to accept Adelwight.

“Now, you cute book lady. We’ve taken too much of his time. How about we let the men play with other men and we begin our girl talk?”

Adelwight walked with Bertelgia over to the corner of the World Parliament.

It was a clever and appropriate segue.

There were many gazes behind Adelwight that seemed to be pressing them to quickly begin the procedure.

And among them was the emperor.

“Now, let’s hurry, friend. Let’s finish this.”

He didn’t look good. The emperor, appearing ill, was trying to hurry on with the ceremony.

Sungchul understood very well how he felt and quickly left Adelwight behind, taking his seat.

All kings and their servants looked toward Sungchul.

The emperor walked to the opposite end of the table.

Arkaard the dwarf, who wore a tall crown, walked up to the emperor and bowed, offering with both hands a scroll decorated in silk and gold.

The scroll contained the signatures of all kings recognizing the ascension of the One King.

The arena with tens of thousands of people fell silent. Despite the number of people present, not one person made a sound.

This was an important moment in human history. The beginning of something great.

The emperor, who stood at the center of this making of history, walked forward and unfurled the scroll, which contained all the signatures of kings and their representatives who had joined the World Parliament.

Even the signature of the now-missing King of Rutheginea.

The emperor took up his golden pen and signed his name at the bottom.

Emperor of the Human Empire, William Quinton Marlboro

A short but powerful signature.

Sungchul received the scroll and took up a pen with everyone watching.

It was time to complete the final piece of the puzzle.

Sungchul added one last line to the scroll.

The One King who received the support of all the other kings, Sungchul Kim

The moment that had long been awaited was complete.

The kings and their supporters all gave applause, and the audience, watching with bated breath, finally let out a thunderous roar that filled the air of the arena.

Sungchul, who became the One King under such welcome and passion, waited for the sign that it was over.

A magic formation appeared in the air suddenly, before a book emerged.

“Urk.” Bertelgia, who had been off having girl talk with Adelwight, felt a psychological rejection and withdrew slightly.

It was Unit 49.

While Sungchul had been unconscious, Unit 49 had spent that entire month giving Bertelgia a hard time. Although she hadn’t done anything completely unreasonable, it still left a lingering scar in Bertelgia’s heart.

Meanwhile, the atmosphere in the arena became heavy when Unit 49 made an appearance.

Unit 49 flew toward Sungchul amidst the silence and soon spoke with a rich tone of voice. “You must add one more signature to the scroll.”

“Whose?” Sungchul asked.

All kings and their representatives had already signed. How could there be one missing? It was a strange thing indeed.

While Sungchul was confused, Unit 49 turned toward Marakia before answering.

“Another king has appeared. Although he’s lacking many things to be considered a proper king, the Noble People of Nahak once conquered and ruled more than half the continent even before the rise of humanity. If he has even one citizen to lead, the King of Nahak has every right to receive treatment equal to any other king gathered here.”

Marakia’s beak opened wide once he heard this. The human equivalent would be like a smile reaching from ear to ear.

“Kukuku. As I thought, you sure know your stuff, you high-quality book.”

“What do you mean, high-quality?” Bertelgia shouted at him from Adelwight’s side. Marakia whistled and ignored her. He waddled forward as his follower number one watched on, grabbing the pen at the center of the table.

But there was no more room to sign his name on the scroll.

However, he found an empty space on the upper part of the signature area to write his name.

The Sun of Nahak, the black-feathered Avian Kingdom’s owner of unprecedented beauty…

As Marakia scribbled on the page, Unit 49 bluntly said, “Please keep it short.”

She used her magic to erase what Marakia had written.

“On closer look, you’re not all that high-quality after all.”

Marakia stroked his beak as if unhappy as he finished the signature.

King of the Avian Kingdom, Marakia

This was the end of the signatures.

Unit 49 took the scroll containing the signatures of all kings and absorbed it into herself.

The wide-open scroll became absorbed into Unit 49’s body and vanished.

The people watched in awe at what was happening to this messenger in the form of a book.

And finally, Unit 49 spoke. “I recognize the rise of the One King.”

The moment she finished speaking, a giant magic formation appeared behind her.

It was a Teleportation Formation. What appeared from within was a giant dragon.

Sungchul instantly recognized the dragon.

Kha’nes?

A half-human, half-dragon appeared. In her mouth was a coffer.

With everyone watching, the giant dragon that took up half the arena lowered the coffer down next to Sungchul’s feet.

The coffer opened by itself.

In it was the Scripture of Calamity.

The third Calamity that was written there burned away and was erased.

It was finally resolved.

The final Calamity.

“Come this way.” A voice could be heard. Though it sounded young, it also sounded extremely tired.

Sungchul walked forward toward the Scroll of Calamity as if under a trance.

A dimensional gate opened, and he sensed that the Scroll of Calamity wanted Sungchul to enter it. Sungchul had a feeling he might know what the Scroll of Calamity truly was.

Could it be?

Sungchul entered through the Dimensional Gate. On the other side was a thin-looking man wearing rather cheap-looking clothes, with his back to Sungchul.

Sungchul could tell who it was without being told. He was the man who had resolved the Calamities before—the Alchemist Eckhart.

“I don’t have much time left to live.”

Through a slightly distorted space, as if looking through faded glass, Eckhart stood at the center of this place as he spoke.

“I’m like a spark giving off its final light above the ocean.”

Eckhart turned around, and Sungchul was greatly surprised to see his face. He looked so ordinary, like a man you might see anywhere.

“Anyone would want to become God. But once they understand what responsibilities, what burdens they must endure, no one would be willing to become one.”

Eckhart stood before a worn-out desk, faded and stained from years of use and time, and on it were papers containing all sorts of difficult-to-understand diagrams, words, and algorithms.

Eckhart walked around the desk. A slow gait. But Sungchul couldn’t find a moment to interject, because Eckhart wasn’t done speaking.

“All those who whine and moan about wanting to become god are not gods in the truest sense, but tyrants borrowing the name of god.”

Eckhart created an image of a man in the air. It was a heroic-looking man with a strong build wielding two swords. It was the leader of the Seven Heroes, Desfort.

Eckhart looked at the image of Desfort as he continued. “This man wanted to become a god. But he didn’t understand at all what a god even was.”

Six dark silhouettes appeared behind Desfort. Sungchul recognized that they represented the rest of the Seven Heroes.

And then Eckhart stood before the Seven Heroes. He gazed at the former heroes for a great while with a look of nostalgia before turning around to look at Sungchul.

The environment suddenly changed. The calm, milky background transformed into a savagely whirling blue.

Something was about to happen. At the center, Eckhart announced loudly, “The true god of this world is already dead.”

A statement of absolute certainty.

It would have been a terribly surprising revelation to hear, had Sungchul not already been privy to the secrets of this world.

But he already knew this. There was no surprise to speak of. And for that reason, he could observe Eckhart closely.

How strange.

There was something odd about this Eckhart.

He couldn’t quite pick out what it was, but he could tell that there was something unnatural about him. As if he wasn’t a human.

Eckhart continued while Sungchul continued to stare at him coldly.

“Though the world created by God continues to live on, the world without God is fated to wither away eventually. And for this, the God of Order… Well, he isn’t a god. That thing thought of a way to prevent the collapse of this world. And that was to find an Overseer to manage this unstable world in God’s stead.”

“I already know all this,” Sungchul said.

But Eckhart didn’t respond to Sungchul in any way.

“…The Immortals initially took it upon themselves for this role. The true, primordial Immortals who were raised and chosen by the True God.”

Eckhart continued his explanations despite Sungchul’s statement.

And that’s enough proof, Sungchul thought to himself.

This was just a fragment of a memory of a being that had no capacity to think for itself.

Whether Eckhart knew what Sungchul thought, he continued to explain the secrets of the world with a haunting gaze, but all of it was just a slightly more detailed explanation of things Sungchul already knew.

The boring story continued.

“Desfort had thought that becoming an Overseer must make him God. And he was technically half right, since the Overseer’s work was to do God’s work. But whether it be an Immortal or a mortal, a being that isn’t a god is unable to do God’s work. Though they might rejoice at obtaining God’s power, they soon become reduced to nothing.”

Desfort disappeared. And in his absence was beautiful, wild scenery.

Eckhart looked around the scenery and continued, “Imagine for a moment hearing all the sounds all living beings hear at any given moment. Some sing of love, others sing the songs of life. But the cries of the dying, the despair, or meaningless words. Imagine hearing everything indiscriminately at all times without rest.”

Eckhart let out a sigh.

“The human mind is not unlimited, so it is incapable of withstanding the infinite. Therefore, no being that is not a god is capable of taking on God’s role without withering away until they are reduced to nothing.”

Eckhart looked despondent.

Sungchul, who had been only vaguely paying attention to the rest of the story, listened to this part closely.

Eckhart was talking about the situation he found himself in.

“Just like me. That’s the fate of the Overseer. Expendable beings who are fated to meander through infinity until consumed.”

Deep furrows appeared on Sungchul’s forehead.

Eckhart disappeared.

More than likely, he had already lost all sense of himself by this point.

Does that mean I will never be able to find a way to save Bertelgia?

If he had been alive, this was what Sungchul wanted to ask him more than anything else.

But the truth was cruel.

In the midst of silence, Eckhart continued to speak.

“What is this thing that you see before you? Think of it as a wooden automaton, though I may look like I breathe and live! That’s due to my incredible ability as an alchemist and great attention to detail. Well, I’ve become like this, but I’ve made it capable of simple conversations.”

The environment changed once more, now into a vibrantly colored stage. And books flew through the air.

They were the Bertelgia types who shared the appearance of his Bertelgia. And these orbited around Eckhart, dancing around and fluttering their pages quite wildly.

A rather playful look appeared on Eckhart’s face.

What’s going on?

Something was about to happen.

Eckhart grinned.

“Now that we’ve come this far, as the Overseer greeting you, who has become the One King, the so-called Scroll of Calamity, Eckhart will give you an opportunity to ask me a few questions.”

As soon as Eckhart was finished, a shining text appeared before Sungchul’s eyes.

[1. Who are you?]

[2. How did you become an Overseer?]

[3. What kind of work did you do as an Overseer?]

[4. What’s your goal as an Overseer?]

[5. Eckheart’s secret ♥ hobbies]

Sungchul opened his eyes wide in surprise.

This situation seemed familiar.

The lighthearted and pleasant mood he had felt while going through Eckhart’s quest in the Summoning Palace was being reenacted here in another form.

And this might be Eckhart’s most identifiable characteristic.

Sungchul took a look at the questions. There were five in total, but one was particularly eye-catching.

Sungchul noticed that he pressed 5 without a thought.

But it didn’t respond.

What’s going on?

Sungchul once again pressed number 5, on Eckhart’s secret hobbies. But nothing happened again.

Just when he was wondering what was going on, he saw a warning message pop up.

[Oh my! Why are you in such a rush, friend? Wanting to know Eckhart’s secret hobbies without even knowing who he is is bad!]

Sungchul’s face went rigid. This guy… He really was like this, wasn’t he.

Another message appeared.

[Go read all the other 4 options! Only then will you be allowed to know Eckhart’s secret, peculiar hobbies!]

Sungchul broke into a grin.

The playfulness, the appropriate frivolousness—it might have been how Eckhart had been on a day-to-day basis.

He must have been pushed by this distorted world onto the path of godhood he didn’t wish for.

Sungchul had the urge to find out what kind of person Eckhart really was.

Though their personalities or preferences were completely different, Sungchul noticed that he and Eckhart were similar in a subtle, inexplicable way.

For having climbed the same stairway to God.

As someone who fought alone to save the world.

Sungchul calmly selected the first option.

The environment changed once more.

At the foot of the snow-capped mountain was a small village that wouldn’t be amiss in a fairy tale. From behind, there was a light mountain breeze that carried the fresh yet somewhat spicy smell of verdure to Sungchul’s nose.

Eckhart vanished, and shining text appeared before Sungchul.

“This is my hometown of Kodia village. Everything began after a group of soldiers came to visit the town.”

A group of three hundred or so individuals of all different sizes and colors appeared. Warriors, magicians, archers, servants, bards… they were a truly diverse group of people.

Their destination was the demon realm to the far north.

They were Heroes gathered to defeat the first Calamity, the Demon King.

One boy glanced around and joined this group under the cover of darkness.

“An overworked young apprentice alchemist who lived under a harsh master admired them and decided to join them in secret. That’s me, Eckhart.”

The background changed.

The three hundred or so Heroes that arrived at the Demon Realm were slowly lost in the fight against the demons, until only eight of them were left.

One boy and Seven Heroes.

But the Seven Heroes kept their distance from the boy.

“The legend of the Seven Heroes began like this. I really did admire them from the bottom of my heart. There wasn’t one person there I didn’t like.”

Of them, a woman became particularly visible.

It was the Echo Mage, Vestiare.

The Vestiare of Eckhart’s memory was far more beautiful and graceful than Vestiare in reality.

“And among them was a woman I had feelings for my entire life. Oh, Vestiare, my Vestiare. But she had never once looked at me.”

Desfort appeared by Vestiare. The two of them held hands and walked confidently into a castle.

The boy let his head and shoulders drop. In this position, the boy grew up to be an adult.

Behind him, there was a shadow of a woman who looked like Vestiare holding the hands of a small girl, but Eckhart didn’t comment on them.

Meanwhile, the black silhouettes of monsters increased more and more in the background.

The world became covered in monsters.

“Meanwhile, the Calamities gave humanity more and more difficult obstacles to overcome. The leader of the Seven Heroes, Desfort, felt the limitations as a mortal and decided to take drastic measures.”

The environment changed once more.

The stairs appeared. The stairway that extended endlessly toward the sky. The stairway that led to the true god.

Desfort appeared. He took the first step confidently, but he soon stepped down on his own after only a few steps. He fell to his knees in great sorrow.

Vestiare came to his side to comfort him.

Eckhart, who saw this, suddenly began to climb the stairs. Sajators strongly urged him to stop, but Eckhart did not.

With the other Seven Heroes mocking him, Eckhart climbed the stairway to God.

One step at a time.

With each step that he took, Eckhart showed great pain and agony through his gestures and behavior.

The overwhelming sense of nihilism that threatened to steal his mind and soul, the total loss of drive, reliving terrible humiliations of the past, unending languor that made him want to lie down and sleep… he was tormented every step of the way.

Sungchul, who also knew of such agony, relived those moments as he watched Eckhart reach the top of the stairs and come across God and the God of Chaos that stayed by God’s side.

“And in the end, I obtained power. Unprecedented, almost limitless power.”

Eckhart’s voice changed.

His voice was filled with rage.

Eckhart, who had obtained power rapidly, resolved all other Calamities.

He then went about humbling the Seven Heroes, who were now weaker than he. Desfort, who was aloof, bowed to Eckhart’s will, and the Seven Heroes who mocked him no longer could.

Their positions were reversed. But there were some things that didn’t change. Vestiare. To the end, she only had eyes for Desfort.

Eckhart suddenly stopped.

Sungchul had a bad premonition, detecting unmistakable bloodlust from Eckhart, who had frozen in place like a statue.

With a chilling creak, Eckhart’s neck rotated like a wooden puppet to stare at Vestiare, as if longing for her.

“Why won’t you look at me? I have so much power now! I am so powerful that I can squish things like Desfort like a fly!”

Despite his desperate cries, Vestiare continued to look only at Desfort.

Then Desfort disappeared, and Vestiare was left alone.

Eckhart appeared before her and tried to speak to her. But Vestiare remained standing elegantly without looking at him.

A complete and utter rejection.

Eckhart, who had obtained power, had once again let his head drop.

In the midst of sighs of regret and lamentation, Vestiare became rigid like a stone.

Eckhart’s remorseful monologue continued.

“Why did things turn out this way?”

Everything disappeared, and darkness was complete. A suffocating silence enveloped the world. Eckhart, at the center of this… no, a figure that resembled Eckhart, began to become distorted into a bizarre shape.

It was a nightmarish scene to behold.

A perfectly normal human being suddenly transformed into a monster.

The neck turned all the way upside down, the eyes looking in different directions and spinning, the arms and legs becoming bent in impossible directions before starting to tremble and twitch as if having seizures.

The most notable change occurred in his groin.

Something expanded explosively from his nether regions from behind his worn-out, cheap clothes.

It was far too large to be an anatomical change.

Something pierced through his clothes with a tearing sound and emerged from Eckhart’s groin.

It was a wooden doll in the shape of Eckhart.

The doll gave a bone-chilling grin toward Sungchul.

Sungchul took a step back.

The Eckhart-shaped wooden doll fell to the ground before it twisted and turned erratically to stand back up. The original body of Eckhart that gave birth to this monstrosity deflated like a balloon.

What is this? Is this what Eckhart intended to do?

The doll was so full of malice and bloodlust that it seemed impossible for it to have been simply created as a storytelling aid.

As uncomfortable thoughts crossed his mind, Eckhart, or rather, the wooden doll in Eckhart’s likeness, gave a bestial roar.

Eckhart, who had turned into a monster, glared at the small figures of his wife and daughter in the corner, using his twisted eyes.

“I never wanted to become the Overseer! If it wasn’t for that accursed wife and daughter! If it weren’t for those no-good burdens! I could have had all that I wanted!”

Eckhart reached out with his hands in the midst of his madness, aiming at the silhouette of Vestiare, who was leaning against Desfort’s shoulder.

But his hands didn’t reach her.

Eckhart’s arms reached their maximum range and popped out of their sockets, falling to the ground.

The wooden hand that fell from the main body became enveloped in black flames.

“I should have listened to the God of Chaos! I shouldn’t have tried to act all high and mighty like some hypocrite! I should have destroyed this miserable world the first chance I got!”

The wooden doll screamed out loud as if it had lost its mind.

The surroundings became enveloped in impenetrable darkness, and dozens of books appeared.

Sungchul felt a genuine threat to his well-being and took out his weapons from the Soul Storage.

Once Fal Garaz and the Hand of the Ascendent were in each hand, Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses activated.

[‘Scroll of Calamity’ Chief Overseer Unit]

[Eckhart Unit 1]

A creation that took on the form of Eckhart. That was the identity of this wooden doll.

“Gya ha ha hah!” The wooden doll let out a laugh while clattering its mouth and chin. “This worthless world!”

Sungchul felt a presence behind him and lifted up Fal Garaz, meeting an attack with a resounding clang.

A blade had been thrust toward him from behind.

The one who attempted to stab him was a book that had the same form as Bertelgia. The blade had come out from between the pages.

The book whose attack was foiled returned to formation with the other books. There were around twenty or so of them.

Although each of them looked visually identical to Bertelgia, they were slightly different from all the Bertelgias he had met until now.

If the others had given off a sense of free will, the books that orbited around him now only gave off a feeling of emotionless bloodlust.

They were, simply put, cold-blooded combat units.

It reminded him of what Unit 55 had told him in the past.

So. These are the combat versions?

Unit 55 had told him that Bertelgia types 31 to 54 were combat versions.

The number of books around Sungchul seemed about right.

“Target locked.”

“Destroying target.”

The Bertelgia sisters all wanted nothing but the death of Sungchul.

I’m not sure what’s going on, but I guess I can’t help but fight, Sungchul thought as he glared at his opponents.

“I am the god of this world!” the wooden puppet said as it made a wide gesture with its arms.

The Bertelgias separated into two groups with his gesture.

One group backed off and began to chant incantations, whereas the others orbited around the first group to protect them.

The wooden doll was one thing; the Bertelgias that were reciting incantations seemed quite problematic.

Sungchul, who more or less knew almost all magic formations known to man, recognized that they were casting a minimum of 5th circle high-class spells.

A buzz of electricity ran through Sungchul’s fingertip.

I’ll drop them all with Chain Lightning.

Sungchul stepped forward with such a thought, but there was something seriously wrong with the floor.

The moment he took a step, the ground became mushy like quicksand and restricted his movement.

The environment itself was changing once again.

The wooden doll in the distance looked like it was giving off bright light from its eyes. It was causing the environment to change according to its will.

The floor that soundlessly swallowed up Sungchul’s feet quickly hardened again to prevent him from escaping.

A magic-like power, yet not quite magic. This was like alchemy, or some higher version of it.

A word popped into his mind. The Creationist.

Is it the power to change matter according to will without any process?

If so, it was a power suitable for something lacking humility in name like the Creationist.

It wasn’t time to be lost in admiration and thought. Ten or so Bertelgias in the distance were completing their spells. Staying still meant he was going to be baptized in magic spells.

God-like power flowed through Sungchul’s body. The moment he pressed down on the ground, Sungchul realized that this was a mistake.

The thing the wooden doll had transformed was not just the ground. It had created a truly bottomless pit below the surface that could rightfully be called an abyss.

The more he struggled, the deeper he would fall.

Sungchul tried to use a different power instead.

1st Soul Stone, fly.

A magic formation appeared above a Soul Stone under his coat, which lifted him slightly into the air.

But the quicksand didn’t release him.

His 800 or so magic power was insufficient. He needed more thrust. While he was thinking that, his eyes caught a glimpse of a bad sign.

A bright and glistening spear of ice had appeared in front of one of the Bertelgias.

It was Cryomancy’s 5th circle offensive spell, Crystal Lance.

It might be readily blocked with just the Hand of the Ascendent, but there was more than one Bertelgia type here.

Sungchul noticed a shadow cast over his head.

He felt heat hot enough to singe his hair and looked up.

It was the 5th circle Pyromancy spell, Fire Rain.

His troubles weren’t over yet.

As the ten Bertelgia types all finished their spells, danger threatened from all directions—left, right, front, back, above, and below.

Not to mention that one of his feet was bound in place by the wooden doll’s quicksand.

The first strike is mine.

He had already finished preparations for his spell.

Sungchul unleashed his Chain Lightning toward his enemies.

He didn’t know how much durability these battle-type Bertelgias had, but this attack would both serve as a Lydian stone as well as keep them at bay to a certain extent.

But as soon as his spell activated, half of the Bertelgias that were orbiting the spellcasting Bertelgias suddenly teleported forward in front of their sisters, and hidden spears came flying out from between their pages, aimed downward.

Chain Lightning reached one of them.

With a zap, it definitely landed on one. But then something happened that made Sungchul doubt his eyes.

The lightning that reached one Bertelgia jumped to the next Bertelgia with a spear and progressed until it reached a Bertelgia whose spear was touching the ground. The lightning was dispersed into the ground.

A small portion of the dispersed lightning came and gave Sungchul a bit of a shock.

Goodness.

It was a style of battle he hadn’t seen before.

Meanwhile, the spellcasting Bertelgias finished their incantations as Sungchul’s first strike was nullified. They were ready to attack from every which direction.

The first to come flying toward Sungchul was the spear of ice. At the same time, rain of fire began to fall from above. A concentration of air began to form below him, as if it was going to explode.

Sungchul’s face went rigid for a moment.

It was too late to cast defensive spells or escape from the mire.

He was completely cornered.

As the many magic spells were about to envelop him, Sungchul used his god-like power to kick the ground as hard as he could.

His body became deeply embedded into the floor, and he continued to repeatedly kick the ground below him.

Each time his foot slammed into the ground with his god-like strength, his body became more and more embedded.

From below the mysterious white material of the floor, Sungchul felt something cold pass over his head.

It must have been the Crystal Lance.

It was followed by an intense heat.

This must be Fire Rain.

But the heat only gave Sungchul a vague sense of warmth; it couldn’t do any harm to him.

He had taken advantage of his situation and had used the material the wooden doll used to trap him to instead shield himself from harm.

With Sungchul’s impromptu reaction, all of the attacks of the Bertelgia combat types were nullified.

In fact, the only damage Sungchul took was from his own Chain Lightning when the Bertelgias had defended against it by redirecting the lightning to the ground.

The problem was what to do from this point forward.

He had used his circumstances to his advantage once, but how did he escape?

Of course, there was a method he had thought of ahead of time.

Sungchul gave an order to all eight Soul Stones at once.

The Soul Stones containing the souls of the Carbuncle responded to his will and began their incantations.

1st Soul Stone Wind Shield

2nd Soul Stone Wind Shield

3rd Soul Stone Wind Shield

4th Soul Stone Wind Shield

5th Soul Stone Wind Shield

6th Soul Stone Wind Shield

7th Soul Stone Wind Shield

8th Soul Stone Wind Shield

Eight consecutive Wind Shields

Wind Shield used air pressure to stop enemies’ attacks. This would create the explosive thrust Sungchul needed.

The incantation was completed nearly instantly.

Sungchul cast Fly on himself as he commanded the Soul Stones, and instantly a chain of concussive Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! filled the space as the tip of his hand released a series of explosions that gave the impression of a rocket during takeoff.

The rebound from that small space strongly pushed Sungchul up.

Though the power of the push was nowhere close to his god-like strength, each explosion was enough to push Sungchul smoothly out of the ground.

“You cannot escape!” the wooden doll said, its jaws creating a clattering sound, while it still stood outside the mire, giving off a terrible glint with its eyes.

Sungchul, who had been rising rapidly, was suddenly halted in his tracks.

The mire quickly hardened like stone. The power of creation once again changed the nature of the environment.

Even the propulsion from Wind Shield was meaningless in the face of such rigid bondage.

The wooden doll, standing above the surface, gave a crazed, mad grin.

But it had overlooked one fact. That Sungchul, too, had stood before the true god.

The wooden doll, still wearing its mad grin, suddenly lost balance.

The surface had begun to shake. Something was about to happen.

The ground split open, and a black figure erupted from within.

In the midst of fragments flying in every direction, the wooden doll could see a black figure giving off light from its eyes.

It was Sungchul, the Destroyer.

The eyes of the wooden doll grew wide with surprise.

“Stop him!” the wooden doll gestured with its hands.

Dozens of Bertelgias moved in formation like a school of fish to protect the wooden doll.

Sungchul swung Fal Garaz in the air.

The hammer, said to have been made from fragments of the sky, smacked a nearby fragment, which shattered into pieces, flying toward the wooden doll like shotgun pellets.

The cloud of fragments propelled by god-like power impacted the defending Bertelgias.

The books quickly tried to cast defensive barriers to protect themselves and their master, but the attack had taken place so suddenly that they took massive damage.

One Bertelgia in particular was ripped to shreds and fell to the ground.

And at that moment, Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted to something.

“Sorry, unnies.”

With its final thoughts, the fallen book went up in flames and was consumed.

Sungchul looked horrified.

…Wait, are they alive?

Despite his shock, his attack continued.

Fal Garaz smashed into yet another stone in the air.

Another baptism of shrapnel came flying toward the wooden doll and the Bertelgia types. The books managed to activate defensive barriers, but a few of them couldn’t withstand the attack and were torn to pieces and fell to the ground.

The Transcendent Senses let Sungchul hear the dying voices of those girls.

“It hurts, it hurts so much!”

“I’m sorry that I couldn’t protect you.”

They all shared the exact same voice as Bertelgia.

And with this, it became clear that these combat-type Bertelgias were not too different from the Bertelgia he knew.

Still, Sungchul didn’t stop his attack. Because if he were to stop, he would be killed by them instead.

And the moment Sungchul was defeated, the world was doomed to end. He had no choice but to fight to prevent the end of the world.

Chain Lightning burst forth from his hands toward the Bertelgias in the rear.

Unlike before, they weren’t protected by their sisters, and the bolts of lightning jumped from book to book like a fierce predator, inflicting terrible damage upon the Bertelgias. One was thoroughly cooked black and fell to the ground.

And in the next moment, Sungchul saw something enough to shock even him.

Something crawled out of the wide-open book.

A golden-blonde girl.

She had the same appearance as Bertelgia from the world of dreams. But she was swallowed up by the flames of the book and melted away.

What was hidden inside her white skin and blonde hair was a wooden doll with clacking jaws.

“H… hot! Unnie! Help me!” The wooden doll tried to reach out toward the others before turning into ash.

W…what kind of…

Bitter guilt settled over his heart. But the battle was not yet over.

The wooden doll playing Eckhart’s role backed off and clacked its jaws. “Vestiare! Vestiare! I only desired thee, why is it that I got nothing to the end!”

A spine-crawling light glistened in the wooden doll’s eyes.

Sungchul sensed something above him and looked up.

His eyebrows twitched.

The sky was falling.

No, a giant mass of something worthy of being called a fragment of the sky was falling from above.

Eckhart’s wooden doll had changed the sky into a solid mass of some kind.

Sungchul ran at full speed toward safety.

Five or so Bertelgias came chasing after him, and spears from within their pages came stabbing toward Sungchul’s back.

The Hand of the Ascendent grabbed a spear, and god-like strength was used to throw both the spear and the book to the ground.

The fallen book hit the ground and broke into pieces.

“Father.”

With the death of each one, he could hear their voices without fail.

A dark shadow extended in front of Sungchul. The falling sky had already almost reached him. He pressed every last bit of strength to rush forward.

Then, with a crashing Boom!, the sky made landfall.

Sungchul was able to just barely escape being crushed.

But the Bertelgias that had been chasing right behind him were caught under it and destroyed.

“Goodbye… everyone.”

“I want to visit the world below again.”

Bitter voices echoed in his mind.

Sungchul looked down, his eyes filled with complicated feelings.

He looked over at the wooden doll in command of the few remaining Bertelgias.

The wooden doll was no longer looking at Sungchul. It had extended its twisted and disfigured hands toward the silhouette of Vestiare it had made, making gestures of courtship, dancing some incomprehensible dance as it sang and twirled like a madman.

“I am the genius Alchemist Eckhart. Even that Swordmaster Dragoman had his ass cheeks beaten by me and begged for his life!”

The wooden doll had long since lost its mind, so it was pointless to try to understand its behavior.

Sungchul walked toward the wooden doll with Fal Garaz in hand. The surviving Bertelgias orbited around the doll as if to protect it. But unlike before, they didn’t come proactively attacking him.

Sungchul recognized that something had changed and continued to walk forward.

He was close enough to reach the wooden doll with Fal Garaz.

A book finally moved to block Sungchul.

With an eerie creak, the wooden doll’s neck turned 180 degrees. Its eyes, filled with madness, shed a droplet of oil.

The doll then turned its body to align with its head before giving a horrifying grin.

“Oh my, please excuse my manners. It seems I’ve shown you an unsightly part of me. Anyways, let’s continue where we left off,” the wooden doll said with Eckhart’s voice.

A text made of light appeared before Sungchul.

[1. Who are you?] - Complete

[2. How did you become an Overseer?]

[3. What kind of work did you do as an Overseer?]

[4. What’s your goal as an Overseer?]

[5. Eckheart’s secret ♥ hobbies]

This time, Sungchul didn’t make a choice. Instead, he lifted Fal Garaz up in the air, and an immense strike landed straight on top of the wooden doll, separating the head from its body.

The head was split in half and bounced on the ground like a ball before rolling toward Sungchul’s legs. When it stopped rolling, the doll looked up at Sungchul. One eye was missing due to the socket itself being destroyed, and the other was dangling outside the socket, hanging by a spring.

The eyeball dangling by the spring looked toward Sungchul, and a bizarre voice echoed in the empty space.

“Since things have turned out this way, as the… Overseer acting… on behalf of God… for you, the One King… I shall grant you the… opportunity to ask a few questions about me, Eckhart, the Scroll of Calamity.”

The wooden doll was trying to return to the previous subject again.

Sungchul stared at the head for a moment before crushing it with his boot.

The head was now destroyed beyond recognition.

The remaining Bertelgias scattered into the void now that their master was gone.

The situation was over.

The wooden doll calling itself Eckhart was destroyed, and only Sungchul remained in this strange place.

An intense sense of futility overwhelmed him. He took out a bottle of alcohol from the Soul Storage and immediately drank it all at once, the intense burn of the high-proof alcohol flowing to his stomach as he put down the bottle.

Another book appeared before Sungchul. It, too, looked like Bertelgia. As he glared at it, the book spoke first.

“Don’t misunderstand. I’m Unit 55.”

“Unit 55?”

It was the one he’d met in the Tower of Recluse. For Sungchul, his Bertelgia was now more important to him than his own life. But this one had treated her like a consumable item.

“I shall open the doorway to father.”

A dimensional gate opened as soon as Unit 55 finished speaking.

Sungchul didn’t hesitate to walk into the gate. He didn’t care if it was a trap or not. He just wanted to break something right now.

Beyond the dimensional gate was a cramped and dark workspace.

There was a desk. The same desk as the one the wooden doll Eckhart had initially stood behind.

“Father is over there,” Unit 55 said.

But he couldn’t see anything.

No, in fact, there was something faint and vaguely existing in this worn-out workspace. It was neither a human nor a wooden doll. It looked like a half-sketched line drawing on paper.

“I apologize. It seems my doll went out of control,” the being that was faded and fuzzy said with an equally formless voice.

Sungchul recognized that this must be Eckhart.

He’s just about to expire.

How long would he even last in this state?

It seemed like even speaking was a great strain for him.

His one sentence was enough to shake his nearly depleted form like a candle flame before the wind.

“There’s no time. We have to move quickly. You have completed all the Calamities as the One King,” Eckhart said.

Sungchul recognized just how rushed everything was.

But then Eckhart’s form vanished.

What?

While Sungchul was surprised, Unit 55, who was next to him, continued the conversation on behalf of her creator. “It seems he temporarily lost his form. It’s quite common nowadays. He’ll be back, so don’t worry.”

“…What was that doll earlier?” Sungchul asked calmly.

“That was a clone of father he had created for when the One King was crowned. But by the time father created it, father was already in the process of losing himself, so only the darkest part of father’s mind became a part of it and eventually grew into a monster not even father could contain.”

Sungchul mulled this over in silence.

“Anyway, it is now back to slumbering once more, and you have resolved the immediate Calamity. So, on behalf of my father, I shall inform you about your reward.”

Unit 55 opened her pages, where golden letters wrote themselves on empty pages.

Sungchul read the letters without showing much interest.

[Reward for he who resolved the Calamities.]

[You can rule the world as the Overseer. This makes you equal to God.]

Sungchul laughed out loud. “This is the reward for those who resolve the Calamities?”

It was so beyond ridiculous that it was absurd.

The reward for pushing himself to his limit and overcoming death time and time again was this in the end.

For anyone else, this would be the penultimate achievement and prize. But for Sungchul, this was nothing but another demand for him to sacrifice himself.

An uncomfortable silence went on for a while before another reward appeared on Unit 55’s pages.

[In order to maintain this world, the old humanity must be exchanged with the new.]

[But, as the one who resolved the Calamity, you have the right to choose 9,999 others to protect and preserve from the old humanity.]

Sungchul was no longer grinning. A cold rage was building up from within him.

“You speak as if you’re doing me a favor.”

In the next moment, a voice he had forgotten echoed in his mind.

“This is the work of Enkiadu and Dirgo. They are this kind of people.”

It was the voice of the Chaos God.

Eckhart’s form, which had been gone for a moment, was back atop the old desk.

Unit 55 looked toward her creator as she opened her mouth. “Father moved mother and his daughter, as well as the Seven Heroes, to a different realm.”

“What happened to Eckhart’s family?” Sungchul asked.

Unit 55 shook lightly.

Sungchul, who had spent a long time with Bertelgia, could guess what Unit 55 was thinking. She was hesitating.

But in the end, Unit 55 seemed to come to a conclusion.

“You are the resolver of Calamities. I need to give you a reward of sorts. To begin with the conclusion, the wife died and the daughter survived.”

“Where is the daughter?”

“She’s in a realm. She’s asleep in a village that is an exact copy of father’s home village of Kodia.”

“…Is Bertelgia a separate entity from that daughter?”

Right before Unit 55 was about to answer, Eckhart interjected into their conversation. “You have the power to destroy the world. The reason I sent my daughter to you, to protect you and another daughter of mine, was to stop the world from destruction.”

Sungchul turned to look at Eckhart. He had definitely used the term daughter. Sungchul had many things he wanted to ask, but Eckhart was a very unstable being right now. Sungchul could tell that most of Eckhart’s humanity had already been lost, and he was just barely hanging on to converse with Sungchul.

If Eckhart were to disappear again, only God knew when he might be able to return once more.

Eckhart continued to speak as Sungchul remained quiet.

“The God of Order and the God of Neutrality seem to wrongly believe that they could contain you forever, but the best they could do was come up with temporary remedies. There is only one way to stop the oncoming destruction.”

As the fuzzy form slowly became clearer, it became possible to see the man’s facial features.

He was an exhausted, elderly man, decades older than the face the wooden doll had worn.

This was the true face of Eckhart.

The elderly Eckhart continued to speak. “And that is for you to follow in my footsteps and become an Overseer.”

Sungchul nearly shook his head no.

“I understand you are reluctant, but think of it. The power within you is of divine element.”

“…Divine?”

Eckhart made a bright smile before answering. “It’s divinity in the truest sense.” Eckhart continued, “God has the power of both creation and destruction. Like the two sides of a coin, divinity endlessly repeats the cycles of creation and destruction of the world. The divine power within you is one of the two sides of the coin—the element of destruction.”

The moment Sungchul heard this, his vision narrowed into a single point.

Countless memories and scenes passed by until he saw the vision of a black giant standing atop a land covered in skulls.

The moment of hallucination ended with the face of the black giant.

“…Element of destruction, you say.”

But it was true.

There was no need for a lengthy explanation. Sungchul had already known this through experience. It was just that he hadn’t been consciously aware of it.

Eckhart, the man who ascended the stairway to God, continued to speak.

“Only a god can become an Overseer, whose fate is to face against infinity. The element of destruction is but one side of the divine element. You who possess that unlimited power are someone most suited to become Overseer.”

Eckhart’s eyes looked clear for the first time.

“Destroyer.”


Chapter 10 – Collapse

“I am the being most suitable to become an Overseer?”

Eckhart nodded. “With the restriction in the name of infinity against you, the black giant sleeping within you will never awaken. If anything, it should show great synergy in helping you survive the infinity that only God can withstand.”

“Synergy, you say.”

Eckhart repeated himself enthusiastically. “You might be the perfect replacement for God, surpassing even that of a mere Overseer.”

Sungchul remained highly skeptical still. It was too one-sided and self-serving of an argument. But there was no time to dwell on this, as Eckhart’s form became dangerously faded once more.

Meanwhile, he heard a door knocking from somewhere.

What is this tremor?

He could feel unnatural power and madness once again.

Unit 55, who was next to Eckhart, whispered quietly, “Eckhart, Unit 1 has awakened again. You have to answer quickly.”

“That doll woke up again?”

Unit 55 shook up and down as if to answer positively. “It cannot die. Just like you received the element of destruction from God, it too received the powers of creation from father. That monster has stolen father’s powers of creation.”

“That’s not it,” the faded Eckhart interjected. “I didn’t climb the stairs to the top. I doubted the God of Chaos at the top of the stairs and accepted only part of his offer. Therefore, I had only ever had incomplete powers of creation.”

Eckhart looked to Sungchul. His face had returned to the poorly sketched line-art appearance Sungchul had first seen when he entered this room.

He could disappear at any moment again.

“Only you can save this world.”

“But that’s not saving,” Sungchul refuted Eckhart’s words. There was an uncompromising light of certainty reflected in his eyes. “It would at best maintain this raggedy world shaped by the God of Order and the band of shits.”

Was it because he’d reached the truth?

Eckhart’s form shook once, and Sungchul continued to speak.

“Choose 9,999 people? Then what happens to the rest of humanity?” he asked, pressing on.

“They would be sacrificed to become fertilizer for the next generation of the world.”

“And what would take their place?”

“The new humanity from the Realms,” Eckhart answered without hiding and created a mirror for Sungchul to see another location.

It was the Fae World.

Under the World Tree that reached the ceilings of the sky, sprouts of the World Tree were thriving.

Eckhart spoke as he looked at this view. “Once old humanity is cleansed and the new generation arrives, the sprouts of the World Tree will be planted all over the world. The Miasma of Death released by Desfort will be absorbed and nullified by the World Trees over time, and under them, the new humanity will once again prosper and spread across the land.”

Eckhart spoke of a terrible future with too calm a tone.

Sungchul had been in La Grange’s arena until just now. In that one location alone were already tens of thousands of people, shouting out his name and cheering for him.

To pick 9,999 individuals from all of them.

How cruel was this?

It would seem like a large number, but if this issue were to be discussed with the other kings, it would surely not seem like a large number after all. Because the members of the World Parliament would take priority spots, and those members would bring in their families and loyal subjects with them.

If that were the case, the ones who were allowed to survive the end of the world would be limited exclusively to the ruling elites.

This was no different from the methods of the old World Parliament Sungchul detested so much, and in some ways, it was even more selfish and cruel.

He could never accept such a choice.

“Is there no way to preserve the old humanity as a whole?” Sungchul asked.

It was merely a question; he didn’t say he would do it.

Eckhart answered, “It would be theoretically possible but highly improbable.”

“Why is that?”

“If you wish to bring in more people than that, the Lesser Gods must give up their realms to you. But they would likely never agree to such a thing. Because their realm is their access to playing God, their source of amusement and sense of self-worth. Lesser Gods without realms typically become corrupted into Evil Gods. Living out an eternity in the Transcendent World where nothing exists is no different from torture.”

Sungchul shut his mouth. His eyes glistened suddenly, and Eckhart read Sungchul’s thoughts.

“Give me a moment. I shall speak with the God of Order and the God of Neutrality directly.”

He closed his eyes and went silent for a good while.

It seemed as though Eckhart had a way to communicate with them in ways Sungchul didn’t know about.

After a good long time had passed, Eckhart finally opened his eyes.

Still looking faint and faded, he gave Sungchul a powerless shake of his head.

“The number is firm at 9,999. They will not allow a single person more.”

Sungchul shut his eyes. He balled up his fist.

So. In the end, they refuse to yield even a single person. To the end, they will demand sacrifice upon sacrifice from the people of the world for the sake of their amusement and happiness.

The structure of the world could be summarized in one sentence: a world that exists for the sake of the God of Order and his circle.

What happened to the rest was inconsequential.

No matter how many they kicked, slapped, and even killed, replacement slaves were always being bred endlessly.

But in some ways, this structure was recreated in the world as well.

What difference was there between the actions of the old World Parliament’s ruling elite and the actions of the God of Order’s inner circle?

And what about Genghis Aaron’s way of treating his men in the Suicide Unit, or the critical imbalance between preselected and unselected Summoned in the Summoning Palace?

The only difference between them was scale.

Those with the power of God indulged themselves in corruption on a god-like scale, and those beneath them indulged in the scale of corruption afforded to them, proportional to their position and power.

The twisted system of extortion, starting from the God of Order, extended down the ranks all the way to the lowest levels of the mortal realm.

Now Sungchul could understand the God of Chaos a bit better.

The fundamental structure of this world itself was flawed.

“Now, it’s time to make a decision. There is not much time left.”

The sound of the door knocking outside was growing louder.

“Even if you refuse this offer, your future does not look bright. In your immediate future, the God of Order and the God of Neutrality are plotting to trap you for the rest of eternity, and signs of impending doom await you outside.”

“Signs?” Sungchul asked.

Eckhart gave a helpless laugh. “The land you come from is already completely filled with seeds, absolutely filled to the brim with malicious will wishing for the end of the world. And these seeds have already been spread across the continent, waiting to enact their evil upon the world.”

Eckhart showed another image to Sungchul. At the center was Sungchul’s old friend, the emperor.

“If you become the Overseer now, you can save him.” Eckhart showed Bertelgia next. She was talking with Adelwight, having a good time. “You could save her also.”

Sungchul understood what deal Eckhart was trying to establish with him, trying to get Sungchul to sacrifice himself for the sake of this twisted world by holding the lives of those he held dear hostage.

It was not an easy thing to refuse.

For a man who had lost so much in his life, the few relationships that still remained were important enough to give his life for.

But how could he pick such an option?

If it were him in the past, he might have agreed on the spot. But he had grown through many interactions and events.

He was not the same Sungchul as the man who had watched his fellow man be slaughtered by mindless violence in the Summoning Palace.

He was not the same man as the Sungchul who had watched the Breggas siblings push themselves into their wretched fates in the demon realm without interfering.

He was also no longer a tool that existed to serve a singular purpose.

He suddenly heard Bertelgia’s voice from deep within himself.

“You already have hidden strength! One not even you realize you have.”

He felt like he now had an idea of what this hidden strength might be. The nature of the strength within him that he had denied himself and cut off the potential of.

Sungchul opened his eyes. And looking straight into the eyes of the fuzzy Overseer, he shook his head.

“I shall refuse.”

“The world will end,” Eckhart said.

“Then I’ll fight to prevent the end.”

Eckhart closed his eyes. His form became faint and dissipated once more. But before he was completely gone, he left one last, sharp message. “You still don’t understand the danger you are in. I shall have my daughter accompany you.”

Unit 55 followed Sungchul.

“Immediately, today, you’re going to regret your decision.”

Eckhart disappeared completely after those final words.

It was the moment his humanity finally lost after having struggled against infinity to hold on.

It would likely take a great deal of time to be able to speak with him once more.

The sound of the knocking on the door was getting closer.

“Please come this way,” Unit 55 said. She opened a dimensional gate for him to leave and made fun of him in passing. “You’re going to hell soon.”

“Hell?” Sungchul asked as he walked into the dimensional gate.

Unit 55 shook her body as she answered, “Yes. The hell wrought by your own hands.”

“You should get one thing straight,” Sungchul glared at Unit 55 as he answered. “It’s the hell you guys made. I am nothing more than a pedestrian walking through a hell you all created.”

“You are free to think whatever you want.”

Sungchul passed through the dimensional gate, and Unit 55 followed from behind.

Once he was through, he was greeted with a deafening cheer.

He was back in the Colosseum of La Grange.

Kings and a large audience awaited him.

“How did it go?” The first to approach him was, surprisingly, Shamal Rajput. “Have you already decided on your 9,999?”

Sungchul’s face became rigid. This guy…

Sungchul understood now what Shamal was thinking, who continued to speak. “Seventy-nine. Please let me bring seventy-nine. I know it’s a shameless thing to ask. But if I were to speak in my defense, I have assisted you here and there. I’ve strictly maintained neutrality throughout everything. And when it came to the Barbarians, I’ve fully supported the war effort.”

It seemed like he knew everything about the result of resolving the Calamities and the subsequent reward.

Seeing Sungchul remain quiet, Shamal rolled his eyes and tried to negotiate. “If you think that’s too much, what about twenty-two? No, twenty-one. Twenty-one is fine, isn’t it?”

Sungchul couldn’t tell because of his standoffish personality, but between him, William, and Shamal, of the three fellow Summoned from the same generation, the one who had changed the most was the leader of the Assassin’s Guild.

He, who had seemed cold and calculating and completely infallible to temptations of compromise, had been corrupted slowly over time and had changed.

Sungchul didn’t reply to Shamal and simply passed him by to speak to yet another friend.

The emperor.

He was left all alone in the festive environment, left to suffer in isolation in the midst of this large crowd.

Sungchul gazed upon the emperor’s pallid face without showing any emotion. The emperor, who was breathing heavily and looking down at the ground, noticed Sungchul’s presence and looked up.

“Did you finish everything?” the emperor asked with some difficulty.

Sungchul shook his head as he looked down upon him. “No, but I am going to start now,” he said before he extended his hand toward the emperor. “Together.”

But it was then that the emperor’s eyes began to tremble erratically. It was a terrible sign.

The emperor reached out with his hands, which were trembling like an alcoholic’s.

“Are you alright, William?” Sungchul asked out of concern.

“I… I’m alright. I can overcome…!”

The emperor keeled forward like a shrimp.

At the same time, a dense, depressive green shadow spread out around him.

Despite this, the emperor tried to reach out and grab Sungchul’s hand. But before he could manage it, his hand lost all strength and dropped.

A deep furrow appeared on Sungchul’s forehead.

An ominous thump rumbled through the ground as the heart began to beat.

The Heart of the Ancient God hidden deep within La Grange.

“It must be starting now,” Unit 55 said from behind Sungchul.

That was when Sungchul realized that something far worse must be happening to the emperor than he had initially realized.

“My unlimited life, granted to me by God,” an unholy voice echoed in the emperor’s head. That voice was conveyed through the emperor’s own voice to Sungchul and manifested in a far more ominous form.

Soon, Sungchul could see it. The sight of the emperor’s face turning a deep shade of green and melting.

What?!

It was unmistakable.

A servant of the Ancient God, the Despair of the Abyss. The emperor was transforming into the Despair of the Abyss.

Soon, the heartbeat became much louder and overwhelmed the entire stadium.

“What is it? What’s going on?”

The kings and the audience became confused by the emperor’s sudden transformation.

The emperor, who finished transforming into the Despair of the Abyss, was laughing. It was laughter that sounded sticky and moldy, as if it had crawled out of some ancient abyss.

And Sungchul stood at the center of it all. He felt a reaction from his Transcendent Senses. The helpless situation soon unraveled before him.

[Mortal William Quinton Marlboro]

[And the Ancient God who consumed him, the undying one, Aleokgos]

In the midst of the heartbeat that was now loud enough to rupture eardrums, the emperor’s body began to expand, threatening to cover the entire arena.

But that wasn’t the end of it.

The Scroll of Calamity that was floating behind him began to show ominous signs as well.

The closed book suddenly flew wide open, and from between the pages, a giant wooden hand popped out.

The hand grasped the ground and pushed against it to pull its body out of the book.

With a familiar sound of clack clack clack, the twisted and grotesque form of the doll soon made an appearance.

“Vestiare. I can smell Vestiare!”

Eckhart’s creations.

In the grounds of the colosseum where mortals used to fight to the death, beings that were called gods made their appearance.

As if to celebrate these heretical beings, green tentacles sprouted out of the ground all over La Grange, spewing thick green liquid everywhere and began to attack everything in sight.

“Ack!”

“Ahhhh!”

Countless innocent people were whipped to death by tentacles for reasons they couldn’t understand.

But that wasn’t the end of their troubles.

“Target selected. Beginning attack against the enemies.”

“Following Eckhart 1’s orders to kill all living things in this location.”

Books with voices of little girls began to murder everyone, using magic and hidden blades.

The former festival ground quickly descended into a scene of hell.

Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses told him that tons of people were losing their lives simultaneously.

“Run away, everyone!”

In front of him was the Ancient God, and behind him was the Overseer. Even in a situation where he was surrounded by enemies, he worried for others first.

He was particularly worried for Bertelgia, who was with Adelwight. But he couldn’t go toward them. There were too many tentacles blocking his way.

“Ahhhhh!” Dimetri Medioff, who had tried to run away, was pierced all the way through by tentacles rising up from the ground like spears, killing him where he stood.

Blood mixed with piss splashed all over the ground.

“Where are you going? Tool of God.” The sordid creature that had consumed the emperor suddenly stood up with a loud noise. The steadily corrupted body had the appearance of an enormous melting giant. It was an enlarged version of the Despair of the Abyss.

But this monster had one difference from other Despairs of the Abyss.

The earth shook greatly, causing part of the colosseum ground to collapse due to the majority of the underground being composed of hallways and rooms.

“Hesserdein!”

The ground collapsed under the elven prince.

McRaed tried to reach out to the prince, but Hesserdein couldn’t reach her hand and fell into the pitch-black abyss below.

“Uwah!”

“Hesserdein!”

Blood and gore splattered upward like a fountain before something rose out of the hole in the ground.

The heart of the Ancient God.

The green giant extended its arm to grab the heart, and Sungchul realized that the giant was going to embed the heart into itself.

He didn’t know what was going to happen as a result, but it had to be stopped.

Sungchul glanced over to Adelwight and Bertelgia, who were on the opposite side of the sea of waving tentacles.

Adelwight had Bertelgia in her embrace as she nodded.

Sungchul was relieved.

He could trust her with Bertelgia.

Sungchul nodded at Bertelgia before flinging himself at the Ancient God.

But even before he could reach the Ancient God, something enveloped his arms with a strong gust of wind.

It was a string.

“Vestiare. Vestiare. Where are you going?”

Behind Sungchul was a laughing wooden doll with its head on backward. And behind it was a large number of Bertelgia types flying in formation.

Sungchul’s brows furrowed once more.

There were more and more of them. Of Bertelgias.

From the black orb in the center of the giant wooden doll, the Bertelgia combat types were emerging as if being printed en masse.

It was the power of the Creationist, the power to replicate.

The newly created Bertelgias flew in formation to attack the humans below indiscriminately.

“Sire!” Arcanite and his subordinate Genghis Aaron were surrounded by the Bertelgias.

All their other subordinates had long been slain by the blades of the Bertelgias. The two swordsmen of the Ancient Kingdom were surrounded and awaiting their death.

“Genghis Aaron. Why have you not run away?” Arcanite asked with a grin.

“What do you mean, My Majesty?” Genghis asked after parrying away an attack from a Bertelgia.

“Do you think I don’t know anything about you?” Arcanite understood what kind of person Genghis was. But the reason he had been brought here anyway was because there hadn’t been a good alternative, so Genghis had been brought as a fill-in. It was one way that showed Arcanite’s belief that there was no such thing as a perfect human.

But Genghis looked straight at his king with eyes full of sincerity and answered gravely, “I may be a flawed human being, but my loyalty to my king is genuine.”

One Bertelgia came flying at the king’s back, and Genghis Aaron threw himself at the book to protect his king. The blade pierced through his heart, and Genghis proved his words to his king with his actions.

Now left all alone, Arcanite looked around at the books that were closing in on him with a forced smile.

“I thought everything was going too smoothly. My father would have remained suspicious and cautious until the very end.”

The books surrounded him, and Sungchul couldn’t see his final moments, as he was pulled toward Eckhart Unit 1 like a deflating balloon until he smashed Fal Garaz against the ground.

With Fal Garaz embedded deep into the ground like an anchor, leaving a long streak across the ground where he was dragged, it was enough to give Sungchul a moment to find his footing.

Standing upon the familiar grounds of the colosseum, god-like power flowed through his legs, and Sungchul stopped being pulled in.

Instead, he began to pull on the strings.

The body of the wooden doll staggered.

“Eckhart’s secret hobbies!” The wooden doll let out gibberish as it was pulled toward Sungchul. He pulled the string with both hands using all of his might until the wooden doll collapsed onto the arena grounds with an enormous crash, a large cloud of dust still smelling of grass lifting into the air.

Sungchul used Glare to keep the swarming Bertelgias at bay as he cut the string off his arm and turned around, filled with great disappointment.

He had taken too much time. The green giant had already moved the heart over its chest.

Once the heart returned to the place it needed to go, the face gave a terrifying gaze.

“Enkiadus and Dirgo always believed themselves to be so smart, but I was always superior to those idiot priests of Kire,” Aleokgos said. “The reason I let my corpse be torn to a hundred pieces and fall upon the mortal world was for this moment.”

Aleokgos shook its hand, and the green liquid dripping from its arm came falling down like rain.

“Aaak!” A boulder-sized droplet fell on McRaed. She, who was knocked out by the initial impact, was then slowly swallowed by the green liquid.

McRaed.

He saw a moment in the past of an energetic, redheaded princess, playing pranks and having fun without a care in the world.

There was no way to save her.

Sungchul felt unmanageable wrath build up in his heart as he looked up at Aleokgos standing before him.

“As expected of the God’s Tool. An excellent expression. I see why Kunkidu has chosen you.”

The Ancient God glared at the wooden doll that was slowly raising itself from the ground.

“On the other hand, that alchemist was such a weak and pathetic human.”

Eckhart Unit 1 finally stood back up. It righted its head, which had been on backward, as its jaw clacked.

“Eckhart strangled his wife to death! He was going to kill his daughter too but couldn’t and imprisoned her in the realm! This is Eckhart’s secret hobby! Gahahahaha!” The wooden doll was already going out of control.

Common sense or reason no longer applied to that monster.

Behind the wooden doll was the dwarven king, swinging his axe in a battle against the Bertelgias.

The head of the doll turned around 180 degrees again to look at Daincraft, who was fighting for his life, before suddenly letting out an indecipherable screech.

The Bertelgias that were flying all over the place to murder anyone they could stopped flying all at once to attack the dwarven king. They stabbed repeatedly all over his body, and he died.

In his final moments, he reached his hand out to Sungchul and tried to speak. “My… kingdom… Fal Garaz…” But his voice didn’t reach Sungchul.

Another king was slain.

Daincraft.

Sungchul’s heart sank.

But there was no time for remorse, because it was then that the true slaughter began in earnest.

The Ancient God and Eckhart’s creations began to massacre the audience gathered in the colosseum without rest.

What an irony that the seats of the arena meant for watching mass murder became the site of mass murder itself.

With each blink, an unbelievable number of people died. Screams came from all over, and death throes echoed in the arena, which had become one giant butchering ground.

Sungchul watched the massacre take place with heart-wrenching sadness.

“You should have just followed my father’s footsteps. This is all your fault. This is the result of the choice you made,” Unit 55 mocked Sungchul from behind him.

He heard a giant dragon’s roar from behind him.

It was Kha’nes.

Sungchul discovered that the thread that had previously wrapped him was now wrapping around Kha’nes.

“Kha’nes!” Sungchul called out her name.

Kha’nes struggled to break free of the wooden doll’s bondage, but the more she struggled, the more entangled in the strings she became.

Sungchul dashed toward the wooden doll with Fal Garaz in hand. But green liquid separated from the main body and fell before him, becoming dozens of tentacles that blocked his way.

“Where are you going, Tool of God?”

Aleokgos, better known as the Ancient God, got in his way. His eyes glistened as he took a step toward Sungchul. With each step that he took, a large volume of liquid fell to the ground and came to life, taking on humanoid shapes and beginning to roam like zombies.

There were dozens of Despairs of the Abyss under Aleokgos in moments.

Aleokgos laughed loudly, surrounded by his monsters.

“I am God, and I did not give you permission to leave.”

At that moment, Kha’nes was captured by the wooden doll and was slowly dying.

A crunch reached Sungchul’s ears as the doll broke the dragon’s neck from behind.

A sorrowful cry of pain soon echoed in the air.

Kha’nes was also dead.

Kha’nes.

Sungchul’s heart twitched. Unconcealable rage was building up in his eyes. He realized that the black flames that had nearly consumed him in the dream world were threatening to break free.

He unconsciously refused such power, for then he could inadvertently do as the God of Chaos wanted.

For now, even in this hopeless situation, he had no choice but to fight.

Luckily, it seemed as though Bertelgia had been able to escape under the protection of Adelwight.

Neither of them was visible in the chaos. The absolute worst seemed to have been avoided.

Sungchul gathered his wits and glared at the green giant before him. He didn’t know how to go about fighting it.

It would be a different thing if he knew what the opponent was capable of. But in this situation, where he had no information, acting hastily would only lead to a reenactment of his defeat by the God of Order.

Sungchul steadied his breath and began to think about what to do.

The earth shook as Eckhart Unit 1 approached.

“Vestiare! I smell Vestiare!”

The giant wooden doll had its head facing the ground as if smelling something and was roaming the arena until it arrived before Sungchul and Aleokgos.

“I can smell Vestiare from you two!”

Eckhart Unit 1 came charging toward Sungchul and the Ancient God. But even before it could reach them, the numerous tentacles that had taken over much of the arena attacked it.

However, the tentacles couldn’t touch the wooden doll due to the Bertelgia combat types cutting them apart with hidden swords and magic spells.

As the battle between tentacles and the books raged on, Eckhart Unit 1 reached Sungchul.

The shadow from the wooden doll darkened the ground around Sungchul.

“Vestiare! I can smell Vestiare!” Eckhart Unit 1 roared right before Sungchul and the Ancient God. There was no way to know who it was addressing.

But at least for Sungchul, who had not a single ray of hope, this was good news.

Why is he saying he can smell Vestiare?

Two tentacles extended from behind Sungchul to try and attack him.

He didn’t even bother swinging Fal Garaz and instead used the hand wearing the Hand of the Ascendent to knock them aside as he thought about the death of Vestiare. She had died while pierced by Oom Brook.

Oom Brook was originally a weapon wielded by the servants of the Ancient God. Those who couldn’t withstand the sound of the bells of the apocalypse were said to be dragged into the abyss.

Into the abyss of the Ancient God.

Is that why?

Sungchul’s eyes twinkled.

Oom Brook appeared in the hand wearing the Hand of the Ascendent.

“Vestiare! It’s Vestiare’s smell!”

Sungchul threw Oom Brook at the Ancient God.

Oom Brook became embedded and was swallowed by the dripping liquid of the Ancient God.

“How foolish of you to use my own weapon against me. Oom Brook’s power does not work against me!” Aleokgos said mockingly.

But then his body stumbled in the next moment as the giant wooden doll attacked the green giant.

Eckhart Unit 1 held both arms of Aleokgos and shook him like a madman.

“Vestiare! Give me back Vestiare!”

Each time the wooden doll shook the giant, a large volume of green liquid fell to the ground, creating more and more Despairs of the Abyss. Soon, an uncountable number of tentacles appeared behind Eckhart Unit 1.

As a result, many Bertelgia combat types showed up in defense to fight the tentacles.

The battle between books versus tentacles, giant versus giant, began.

It was a golden opportunity.

Sungchul left the arena floor and jumped up to the seats.

There were still many survivors battling to survive against the tentacles and books there.

Although he couldn’t protect the kings or their representatives, he vowed to save at least these people.

His unbreakable will soon lit up from deep within himself.

“Everyone, move aside!”

A magic formation appeared over Sungchul’s body.

A single ray of light pierced through a large number of tentacles and books and created a hole in the stands.

“Please, escape through here!”

Sungchul’s primordial light was visible even from the upper district’s residential centers.

Kurut Assam sipped from his long-cold cup of tea as he rocked in his rocking chair when he saw the light. “So. This is how it is.”

There was something crawling toward him. A monster that appeared to be dripping.

It was a Despair of the Abyss.

Kurut Assam quietly closed his eyes.

***

The battle between the giants was a deadlock.

Eckhart came grappling, and Aleokgos tried to break free.

The battle between two immortals and their servants seemed like it could go on forever without an end.

Thanks to this, Sungchul was able to break holes all over the arena for people to escape through.

There was also a timely rescue.

“Destroyer! I’ve brought reinforcements!”

Marakia led the armada and the army from the outskirts of the city to come help. It was an extremely fast response. He must have taken action as soon as the emperor began to transform.

Sungchul was thankful that Marakia had such a quick eye and response time.

“Marakia! Take as many people as you can and get out of this area!”

“Understood!” Marakia answered while flapping his black wings.

At least in this moment, Marakia looked as beautiful and reliable as the Final King of the Last Age that he had first met in the Avian Kingdom.

Marakia ordered the fleet to start ferrying the survivors.

But there was no way that the two forces of evil would watch this without interference.

The Bertelgia combat types came attacking from the air, and the combined armies of tentacles and Despair of the Abyss came attacking the survivors from the ground.

Factions, religion, or national distinctions no longer mattered in the midst of all the terrible chaos.

The cultists from the Order of Extinction set their bodies on fire here and there throughout the city to fight against the Despair of the Abyss, and the combined fleet of the Floating Archipelago and the Imperial Fleet moved together to intersect the Bertelgia types.

Sungchul ordered all the Soul Stones to prepare Chain Lightning to cast them upon the flocks of Bertelgias.

The sight of thousands of strands of lightning burning through the books was a sight to behold.

As the ashes of the destroyed books fell to the ground, the tentacles and the cultists of the Order of Extinction battled.

The remaining soldiers all wore uniforms of different nations, but they fought shoulder to shoulder as they blocked the oncoming Despair of the Abysses.

Thanks to the desperate struggles of humanity, many people were able to climb aboard the airships and mobile fortresses.

“Now. Where do we go?” Marakia asked, out of breath. He had no idea. All the Kings were dead.

That was when the Nakak flying by Marakia’s side suddenly spoke up. “What about heading to the Floating Archipelago?”

“Floating Archipelago?”

“Although there are hostile forces there, it should be safer than here. That place is where even the influence of God doesn’t reach. A paradise where not even the Curse of Extinction reaches.”

“A paradise, you say?” Sungchul repeated the word as if lost in thought before nodding. “Anywhere is better than here.”

Sungchul nodded again and ordered Marakia to lead all remaining survivors toward the Floating Archipelago.

“What are you going to do?” Marakia asked as Sungchul turned toward the colosseum.

Sungchul stood staring at the two giants locked in battle as he responded calmly, “To defeat those things.”

The monsters were beings that were not supposed to exist in this world. While Eckhart was infinitely reproducing murder machine Bertelgia types, Aleokgos’s heart was weakening the boundary between the world and the Transcendent World.

If left alone, the world might be faced with an irreversible calamity.

Sungchul handed Marakia the speaking sword, Krumbui.

“This is a good sword.”

“Oy, are you throwing me away?” Krumbui asked, sounding disappointed, but it was already decided.

Sungchul grasped Krumbui’s handle softly as he handed the sword to Marakia. “If I don’t return, then you should lead the survivors. As a successor to the One King. This will be given to you as proof.”

“Proof of the Kingship, eh?” Krumbui laughed bitterly.

Sungchul turned to the side and asked quietly, “Are you watching, Unit 49?”

A book appeared out of nowhere.

Marakia and his servant jumped in surprise, because it looked no different from any of the other books that were going on a rampage.

So, Unit 49 took the initiative to speak to them calmly. “Understood. In case something happens to you, I shall recognize him, the King of Nahak, as your official successor.”

Sungchul handed Krumbui to Marakia.

It was a little too large for Marakia to use.

Marakia accepted the sword with both hands. “Don’t die. I still have too many debts I owe you,” Marakia said.

Sungchul laughed and turned around.

“I have all the times you and that accursed book humiliated me stored in my fabulously wondrous brain!”

Sungchul charged forward, hearing Marakia’s sullen words.

Marakia watched Sungchul advance toward the two giants while holding Krumbui with both hands, with wide-open eyes.

“Oy, new friend. Stop crying, we have work to do,” Krumbui said with his characteristic easygoing tone.

Marakia nodded, still holding onto Krumbui with two hands before opening his wings.

“Now, let us go to do what we’re able to do.” The black winged Final King of the Last Age returned to the fleet that was awaiting him. He struggled to lift up the sword as he shouted his orders to the men. “All units retreat! We’re getting out of here!”

The surviving members of humanity prepared to leave under Marakia’s command.

Bertelgia Combat Types and the Despair of the Abysses continued to attack them, but humanity continued to survive and hold on.

Meanwhile, the battle between Aleokgos and Eckhart was at a standstill, for the power of the so-called Ancient God and the power of the Overseer’s tool was about equal.

But there was a coincidence that broke this stalemate.

It began with a single drop that fell from the body of the Ancient God.

The droplets from the Ancient God turned into Despair of the Abyss. These were sacrifices the Ancient God had been consuming throughout the ages.

But even among the sacrifices, there existed special ones.

And this one was beautiful, despite having the grotesque properties of a dripping, melting body.

Eckhart Unit 1 made a strange noise. His eyes looked terrifying.

The unholy wooden doll used all of its strength to push aside the Ancient God before squatting to inspect the small Despair of the Abyss.

The jaws of the wooden doll clattered for a moment before a truly detestable smile appeared on his face.

“Found you, Vestiare!”

It was about then that Sungchul arrived at the ruins of the colosseum. He saw something so disgusting that no one would be willing to look with their eyes open if they could help it.

From the groin of the giant wooden doll expanded a giant phallic pillar made of stone and black fragments.

He looked at the tiny Despair of the Abyss that he could fit into his hand.

“Vestiare! Oh, my love!”

The wooden doll, filled with carnal desires, reached out to grab Vestiare, its eyes filled to the brim with lust.

“Got you!”

Suddenly, Eckhart Unit 1’s giant body stumbled dangerously.

A giant rusty blade had pierced through Eckhart Unit 1’s entire body, also piercing through the giant black sphere as well.

Aleokgos had taken advantage of Eckhart’s distraction to get behind him and used a big enough weapon to punish Eckhart for his loss of focus.

Eckhart Unit 1 began to convulse without letting go of the being that was once Vestiare.

The eyes rolled randomly on their own, and the jaw hung loose out of its sockets.

“Why? Why must everyone get in the way of my love?”

The hand grasping Vestiare became weak and dropped once more.

The madness in Eckhart Unit 1’s eyes disappeared, and the unholy phallic structure between his legs also shrank.

“I… loved you… so much…”

Eckhart trembled, still pierced by the sword.

It was the final death throes.

The being that was once Vestiare fell to the ground, picked itself back up, and walked slowly away from Eckhart, who was still looking toward her, without once glancing toward him.

Eckhart Unit 1 was finished.

The many Bertelgias that were threatening the armada all simultaneously stopped functioning.

The countless books that fell out of the sky were beset by tentacles and ripped to pieces.

While another massacre was taking place, Sungchul stood before Aleokgos wielding Fal Garaz.

“Hoh? You’ve come back, Tool of God? How praiseworthy of you,” Aleokgos said.

Sungchul shouldered his hammer as he looked up at the Ancient God. “I’ve come to kill you.” He was sincere.

The Ancient God stared at Sungchul for a moment before letting out a laugh. He seemed to be laughing at how absurd he found it.

“You cannot defeat me.”

The Ancient God took a step back. A part of the colosseum stand ran into his thigh and collapsed.

“As a reward for having the courage to come back even after seeing my true form, I shall let you in on some fun facts.”

The Ancient God lifted his hands, and Sungchul saw shining words appear before his eyes.

[Status window of the Ancient God Aleokgos – Abilities]
Strength999+Dexterity999+
Vitality999+Magic Power999+
Intuition999+Magic Resistance 999+
Resolve999+Charisma -
Luck –


This was Aleokgos’s status window.

Aleokgos let out a low, rumbling, creepy laugh as he swung his dripping arms lightly. It appeared to be a motion without any significance, but Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses told him otherwise. That a fundamental change had taken place in the very air between him and Aleokgos.

And as if to prove it, there was a change in Aleokgos’s status window.

[Status window of the Ancient God Aleokgos – Abilities]
[Display restricted items]
Strength2523Dexterity2232 (-1643)
Vitality5423Magic Power3423
Intuition2934Magic Resistance 3235
Resolve1323Charisma – (All father)
Luck – (All father)


An important change had taken place in the status window. It could now show values above 999.

“Now, mortal. Check your own status window. You shall be able to see your exact power that was concealed from you until now,” Aleokgos announced confidently.

Sungchul did as he was told. He didn’t feel all that well obeying the Ancient God, but he was curious enough to want to check for himself just how strong his god-like power truly was.

And soon, the status window opened up before his eyes.

[Abilities]
[Display restricted items]
Strength2842 (God’s Tool)Dexterity966
Vitality915Magic Power732
Intuition738Magic Resistance 742
Resolve783Charisma28 (God’s Tool)
Luck28 (God’s Tool)


It was finally revealed. Sungchul’s true power that had been a mystery all this time.

After seeing the exact value of his Strength, Sungchul felt a strong shock, as if he had been hit in the back of his head.

It wasn’t a question of whether the value was big or small.

Having his penultimate asset be so thoroughly laid bare was enough to shake Sungchul deeply.

It’s more than 2800? My Strength?

In the midst of his immense surprise and shock, he could hear Aleokgos’s voice.

“The strength you possess has no equal, even among the Lesser Gods, but that is it. As long as you wear the shell of the Mortal, you shall never be able to defeat a god like me.”

The Ancient God swung his arms at Sungchul, and an immense amount of green liquid came falling toward him.

It was an unholy slime that ate away at vitality and soul by simply touching.

Sungchul used Wind Shield to counter the rain of slime as he jumped up toward the Ancient God. But while he attempted to close the distance with the Ancient God, the Despair of the Abysses suddenly rose up from the ground between them en masse, obstructing the way.

Fal Garaz smashed into the obstructing Despair of the Abysses.

Many were smashed into the ground, but they were almost instantly replenished by more emerging from the earth.

There was no end.

And even as Sungchul dealt with the Despair of the Abysses, the Ancient God continued to spread the thick green liquid all over.

“You cannot defeat me. Prepare to meet your end by drowning in the swamp of despair.”

The Ancient God was different from the God of Order. Whereas the God of Order was like an unassailable judge handing down unavoidable, indefensible attacks, the attack of the Ancient God was like an inescapable swamp. No matter how much he struggled, he would invariably be dragged into the swirling mire of despair.

And the Ancient God was trying to torment Sungchul in the most vile ways imaginable.

“Ugh…” One of the Despair of the Abysses suddenly let out a groan. Although the face and body were completely transformed by the melting green liquid, Sungchul could recognize who this might have been based on silhouette and behavior.

“McRaed?”

His comrade and former student, who only a few minutes ago had been discussing future plans with him, had shown up before Sungchul, transformed into a monster with a grotesque and terrible appearance.

McRaed was not the only one to surprise him.

“Gaa…aaaaagh…” Another Despair of the Abyss stepped forward. With a stout height, long beard, and a horned helmet, this had once been Daincraft.

After him were Arcanite, Hesserdein, and many important core members of the World Parliament, who showed up one after another to stand before Sungchul as melting monsters.

All with the exception of the emperor.

“How is it? Seeing your old comrades again?” the Ancient God mocked him. His intentions were obvious. He was trying to destroy Sungchul’s last remaining pride.

And Sungchul had never felt so powerless in his entire life. This was the first time he had been so thoroughly toyed with after he obtained his god-like power.

Guilt, powerlessness, and despair mixed together to completely mess with his head.

And the servants of the Ancient God didn’t let up their attacks.

Sungchul gave it his all to fight against the endless waves of the Despair of the Abysses and the rain of slime.

But unlike before, he felt strength leave his body.

He was reaching his limits faster than he should have, now that his heart had been broken.

He stopped in the middle of the fight and let his head drop. Fal Garaz in his hand was lowered until the head was resting on the ground.

It appeared as though the Ancient God’s plan had worked, and he let out a boisterous laugh as he lifted up the giant sword that had slain Eckhart Unit 1.

But he saw it the moment he grasped the blade.

The glistening coming from within Sungchul.

For a moment, the beating heart of the Ancient God stopped.

“Mmm? This is…?”

What stopped the heart was the aura of destruction.

The divine attribute of God contained within Sungchul, whose single glimpse had sent the entirety of the Transcendent World reeling back.

In other words, the undistilled, raw powers of destruction.

Of beings beneath godhood, the only one capable of possessing such a power was the black giant.

Hatred, despair, and wrath.

The black giant feasted upon the overflowing abundance of these emotions and finally awakened.

Sungchul had once feared such a power and had completely rejected it as his own. He had done everything he could to avoid it.

But no more.

He had a thought. I have so much power within me. So why should I lose to something like him?

Such a simple question began a cascade of thoughts that completely changed Sungchul’s perspective surrounding the hidden power within him.

***

Former comrades who had died and turned into grotesque and disgusting monsters watched Sungchul.

Sungchul looked at his disfigured friends and decided to stop avoiding the power hiding inside of him.

However, he also decided that he would remain vigilant and be in complete control over how the power was used.

This wasn’t the first time he would use the power of the Black Giant. How had he done it when Bertelgia called his name from within the world of dreams?

Thinking back to that moment and recollecting the sensations of that time, Sungchul called forth the inner strength he had avoided for so long.

And finally, black flames erupted in his right hand.

It was a small and weak flame, no different from candlelight. But this small flame quickly spread across the rest of his hand, traveling down the length of the hammer made of the Fragments of the Sky and igniting it.

The Ancient God saw this and shouted out with great surprise.

“Oh my! Are you trying to use that power! Good! Let us begin the destruction! Let us bring an end to this twisted world!”

His voice was full of joy. But his enthusiasm soon waned.

Because the flames didn’t spread further than Sungchul’s fist and the hammer.

The flames of the black giant were being controlled by Sungchul.

It was still an unfamiliar and terrifying power of God that he was wielding, but Sungchul could feel that the power was obeying his will and remained in his arms only.

Sungchul looked up. “…Did you have fun pretending to be god?”

The melting face of the Ancient God looked horrified.

“What? How did you…!”

Sungchul’s former comrades stood in his way.

Sungchul swung Fal Garaz without hesitation.

The hammer wasn’t the same as before. It was now enveloped in black flames containing an attribute of the divine, the pure destructive power of the black giant.

He erased his former comrades from this world in a single strike.

In response, dozens of Despair of the Abysses rose from the ground to take their place, but the situation was completely different from before.

The speed of killing them outpaced the rate at which they could reinforce.

Sungchul was able to erase dozens of Despair of the Abysses from the world with each swing.

This cannot be.

Aleokgos was shocked for the first time.

A giant magic circle appeared in his giant eyes.

Eye of Horus.

The Soul Contract that was capable of seeing through all was focused onto the mortal who was annihilating his servants.

The bloodshot eyes of Aleokgos became wide open.

[Ability of Sungchul ‘The Destroyer’]
[Display restricted items]
Strength5352Dexterity966
Vitality915Magic Power732
Intuition738Magic Resistance 742
Resolve783Charisma28 (God’s Tool)
Luck28 (God’s Tool)


His Strength had increased to an unbelievable height.

And that wasn’t all. While the black flames were burning, Sungchul’s Strength was still climbing as Aleokgos watched the status window.

Five seconds passed.

[Ability of Sungchul ‘The Destroyer’]
[Display restricted items]
Strength9523 Dexterity966
Vitality915Magic Power732
Intuition738Magic Resistance 742
Resolve783Charisma28 (God’s Tool)
Luck28 (God’s Tool)


It cannot be!

Even as Aleokgos touched the status window and wanted to reject reality, Sungchul’s Strength status was surpassing ten thousand.

Now there was nothing Aleokgos could do.

He had to use everything at his disposal to attack Sungchul.

Instead of raining down slime on Sungchul, he tried to gather a single drop of slime the size of a house to throw at him, and he called upon every last bit of tentacles and Despair of the Abysses in an all-out assault to stop Sungchul.

But the Black Giant destroyed all using his strength.

The green slime that sapped life force and soul was melted away by the black flames, and the Despair of the Abyss only repeated a cycle of destruction and resurrection without accomplishing anything meaningful.

Aleokgos struck Sungchul with his giant sword.

It was the strongest possible attack he could have made.

The sword, the size of a castle tower, and a hammer small enough for a human to wield with one hand met in midair.

The strongest attack.

But once the sword touched the black flames of destruction, it scattered like sand.

The giant sword was instantly broken and consumed by black flames. It was truly the literal manifestation of black flames of destruction.

But what surprised Aleokgos was not the black flames that consumed all but Sungchul’s raw strength.

The moment the hammer and sword met, Aleokgos felt an immense impact he had never experienced in his life.

The reverberation felt throughout his body in the form of aching pain from the moment of impact caused him to be so greatly startled that it rebirthed the primordial fear of death.

How long had it been for a being whose title implied the end of mortality to feel the fear of death?

Sungchul walked forward one step at a time.

Aleokgos hastily let go of his broken sword and shuffled sideways along the audience stand.

This was quite the embarrassing sight.

For someone claiming to be God to move sideways like a crab to avoid a mere mortal.

But there was nothing that could be done.

The power wielded by Sungchul was a genuine power of God.

It was an absolute power that no being with false claims of godhood could hope to overcome.

Sungchul must have thought the Ancient God looked rather pathetic, because he decided to speak up with his characteristically calm tone.

“The one who wishes for the end of the world fears death?”

To this, the Ancient God shouted out in anger, “I do not fear death! In fact, my plans can only come to fruition with my death. But this is not how I wanted my death to play out. For a god to die at the hands of a mortal—what an embarrassment!”

Aleokgos seemed to still believe himself to be God.

It was time to fix his rotten ways.

“And you think the way you killed others was a good way for them to die?”

Sungchul slowly walked toward the Ancient God. It was time for penitence. Of course, Sungchul was the judge.

Cornered, the Ancient God began to speak quickly.

“If you kill me, the world will come to an end. Can you feel it? The balance of the world is becoming lost. But this is merely the beginning.”

Sungchul drew closer.

The Ancient God continued to speak hastily.

“Just like how Kunkidu has turned you into a tool of God, I too have a tool of my own. No, he’s closer to an accomplice rather than a tool.”

The Ancient God was speaking without pause. There was truthfully nothing left for him to do except speak.

Sungchul felt no interest in what he had to say and continued to walk forward to put an end to the Ancient God.

Hundreds of Despairs of the Abyss came flooding toward him all at once from below, but Sungchul merely smashed the ground with Fal Garaz, instantly putting such resistance to rest.

The ground became dyed black and left above it countless skeletons, like a field of fossils.

Having witnessed such a show of strength, Aleokgos lost all will to fight.

I can’t allow myself to die to him. I must find a way.

Aleokgos began to say anything he could to try and find a way.

“Kromgard. He was the most crazed madman I have ever seen. His madness surpasses even that of Kunkidu. No, Kromgard’s nature is incomparably more sick and twisted than Kunkidu could ever hope to be. If he manages to accomplish his goals, then the world is doomed to end even with your interference.”

Sungchul wasn’t listening.

He was almost at the Ancient God’s feet, who had been backing off by walking sideways.

There was nowhere to escape.

Once Aleokgos’s heels came into contact with the audience stand, an image came to mind.

It was a scene where the people he had killed were celebrating. He recalled that Sungchul had been conversing with someone Aleokgos also knew.

“Adelwight! Adelwight seemed to be aware of it!” the Ancient God said.

This time, he managed to succeed in grabbing Sungchul’s attention. He stopped.

“What does Adelwight have to do with anything?”

Sungchul shouldered his blazing hammer as he looked up at the Ancient God.

“Adelwight is an individual from our era!”

“What?” Sungchul looked interested. Although he had heard a little about her identity from the basement of La Grange, Adelwight was largely a person surrounded by a veil of secrets.

It was certainly worth hearing about her from this being who called himself the Ancient God.

Aleokgos continued to speak. “She was once called the High Priestess. But unlike her title, she had committed a terrible crime. Are you not curious what that is?”

Aleokgos was speaking in a pleasant tone, but he was desperately scanning the surroundings to find any way out of this perilous situation.

And Aleokgos noticed something.

The giant black sphere embedded in the chest of the dead Eckhart Unit 1.

Is that the God’s Dirt? It seems my luck has yet to run out.

Behind Aleokgos’s melting face was a smile of complacency. He carefully looked down at Sungchul.

Sungchul was staring only at him.

It was dangerous. Before he had ascended to godhood, Aleokgos had been known as a talented young man. But the thing he was best at was reading the minds of others and manipulating them. And thanks to this, he had been able to rise higher than anyone else.

A cowardly bootlicker. A treacherous retainer.

This was the true face of the man by the name of Aleokgos.

He instinctively knew that Sungchul would soon attack him and continued to explain with a soft voice.

“When Enkiadu began his rebellion against God, it wasn’t like the rest of humanity stood by and did nothing. It was actually the opposite. The many mortals of the mortal plane gathered into a giant coalition to take revenge on Enkiadu and his brother Dirgo. Adelwight, who was called the High Priestess, was a central figure in this coalition. But she betrayed those who believed in her.”

“Adelwight betrayed them?” Sungchul asked.

The Ancient God nodded as he slowly moved off to the side.

“That woman used a cursed poison to kill every last one of her followers. Never since the creation of paradise had so many people died all at once.”

“Why did Adelwight do such a thing?”

“She who was called the High Priestess believed that it was her Sa Meong to preserve this world in the name of paradise, even if the method was flawed. Afterward, she isolated herself from both mortals and immortals alike, living out her eternal life in her forest in repentance.”

Aleokgos explained everything in detail until he slowly reached the remains of Eckhart Unit 1.

I did it!

Aleokgos finished his story with a sparkle in his eyes.

“In some ways, she was a far more evil and sinister being than even the God of Order. While the God of Order, Enkiadu, was busy taking over the Transcendent World, that woman completely annihilated any mortal who would dare rise against the God of Order. Afterward, what remained in the mortal world was the incompetent and the weak, who were no better than cattle.”

Dozens of Despairs of the Abyss suddenly appeared before Sungchul.

Sungchul casually annihilated them with a strike of Fal Garaz, but as if expecting such a result, hundreds of tentacles appeared from all directions to attack him.

Of course, such an attack was repelled. But this was enough to buy Aleokgos precious time.

He leaned down to grasp the giant black crystal embedded in Eckhart Unit 1’s body.

The heart of the Ancient God began to beat strongly as he embedded the black crystal into his own heart like a dagger.

“Ugh…” His two eyes began to burn bright red.

The God’s Dirt was a divine material able to create anything, with the only limitation coming from the size of the crystal itself.

The reason Eckhart Unit 1 was able to fight on equal ground with Aleokgos despite being a mere artificial doll was because of this.

Now the black crystal that had once acted as Eckhart Unit 1’s heart merged with the Ancient God’s heart. And as a result, the Ancient God managed to obtain an unprecedented, unbelievable power.

“I can feel the power!” His pleading, pathetic voice sounded arrogant once more. “With this much power, I am more powerful than even the true god!”

Sungchul ran at the celebrating Ancient God and swung Fal Garaz. The hammer was too far to reach the body, but the flames from Fal Garaz extended outward, whipping the Ancient God.

The Ancient God, who had just let out a scream of joy, wavered.

The red eyes that had been giving off black flames grew wide open. “W…what?”

It hurt.

Enough to worry about death.

Sungchul swung his hammer again.

The black flames turned into the shape of a giant hammer and this time smashed into the Ancient God’s knees.

The Ancient God’s body knelt forward, causing him to hop around like a bunny before having his legs caught by the audience stand and falling over.

Half of the arena collapsed under its weight.

Sungchul charged toward the Ancient God and continued to swing his hammer, landing a merciless series of strikes without pause.

Before god-like power meant to destroy all, Aleokgos finally came to understand that no matter what kind of cunning and trickery an imitator and self-proclaimed god came up with, a false god could not overcome Sungchul, who possessed a genuine divine attribute.

The only tool left at his disposal was words.

“Parley! Let’s parley!”

Fal Garaz landed on the Ancient God’s mouth with a crushing blow. Slime splashed all over, and the jaw was disfigured beyond recognition.

Sungchul stopped the flames and walked forward to the Ancient God’s head, which now only groaned in misery and pain.

“Ugh…”

If anything, its endurance was unlike any other being Sungchul had ever seen.

The Ancient God spoke again.

“You are strong, Tool of God. But you cannot kill me. I have been granted unlimited life by God. Whether or not I live or die can only be decided by my will.”

“Then let’s test this theory.”

The endless punishment began.

The being once called God squirmed like a bug.

***

After a time, Sungchul paused in his assault. How long had he beaten the god? He must have hit it at least twenty times. As a result, the body of the Ancient God was completely broken into pieces, and the head was cracked open and mutilated beyond recognition.

The only thing remaining was the beating heart beyond the open rib cage.

The Ancient God no longer tried to speak. It was beaten to the point it could no longer even think.

Sungchul lifted up Fal Garaz to end it all.

The target was the beating heart that was erasing the boundaries between the worlds.

Fal Garaz ripped apart the heart in one strike.

The wind carried Aleokgos’s final will to Sungchul through the Transcendent Senses.

“Ugh… You are strong, Destroyer… but now the world will end. As all things are meant to be…”

The will of the Ancient God dispersed.

Aleokgos was dead.

The rampaging Despair of the Abysses all stopped moving at once.

But just when Sungchul thought everything was over, he realized that something was happening.

The sound of a resonating thump, thump, thump could still be heard.

What a strange thing. The heart was already long gone.

No, he was wrong.

The heart was not gone. The heart was multiplying.

Sungchul looked behind him and couldn’t help but doubt what he saw.

Dozens of hearts appeared.

The cause was the Despair of the Abysses.

They had lost their master and began to merge with one another to create dozens of hearts inside the arena.

Sungchul was reminded of clumps of cockroaches seeing this.

Is this what they mean by ‘the undying one’?

The beating continued, growing in strength—thump, thump, thump.

The hearts multiplied into dozens, and the rapidly rising sound of the heartbeat began to rock the world as if to shatter everything.

In the midst of the unholy melody, Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted to something.

What is this?

Something was trying to emerge.

From the skies of La Grange, where the boundary between the Mortal Plane and the Transcendent World was broken, a fissure formed in the sky with a cracking echo. A dark void lay beyond the fissure.

Eyes glistened and reflected back from beyond the darkness.

Sungchul recalled the term Evil Gods.

The Evil Gods from the Transcendent World were trying to break into the Mortal Plane through the fissure left by the Ancient God.

Aleokgos. What a messy foe to the end.

Sungchul destroyed every heart as fast as he could.

He destroyed all the hearts in the arena in no time. But the Despair of the Abysses were spread out all over La Grange.

As one heart was destroyed, two more were formed elsewhere.

Sungchul thought of a new approach to this problem.

Is there no way but to destroy the entirety of La Grange?

His strength was already capable of impossible feats.

If it could be destroyed, he should be able to do it.

Although there might still be survivors left in La Grange who couldn’t make it out, Sungchul had no choice but to sacrifice them to collateral damage.

God-like power began to flow through his body.

Before him, the Despair of the Abysses began to combine into one and turn into a new heart.

That one first.

But just as Sungchul lifted up his hammer, something arose from the newly born Ancient God’s Heart.

A melting human figure. A Despair of the Abyss. But this one was different from all others he had seen until now.

Sungchul had an intuition that he might know the identity of this particular Despair of the Abyss.

He called out a name.

“William.”

It was believed by the witches that there was magic inherent in calling the names of things, so they used aliases and hid their true names.

Sungchul, who didn’t believe in superstitions, had thought little of such an old story and dismissed it.

But not anymore. He was wishing for a miracle.

And perhaps something was answering his prayers.

For a miracle happened.

Between the melting and flowing slime, white skin slowly surfaced.

It was the face of a human. The emperor’s face.

Sungchul nearly fell over when he saw the emperor’s face.

“You are alive?”

Unbelievably, the emperor still lived. He, who seemed to have been consumed by the Ancient God, had been stubbornly holding onto life despite being surrounded by slime, connected to the Ancient God’s heart.

But, strictly speaking, the emperor was neither alive nor dead.

Half of his body had long since been melted away and consumed by the slime, and the emperor was embedded and integrated into the heart itself.

The flesh of the slain Ancient God was, unfortunately, forcefully keeping his life force hostage—the eternal suffering of being stuck in a state of being neither truly alive nor dead.

It was a sadistic and cruel method, as expected of the Ancient God.

But his cruelty was now coming back to bite him.

Once the Ancient God was dead, the emperor regained his consciousness. And with his superhuman will, he was able to break free of the Ancient God’s bondage and appear before his old friend once again.

“…Sungchul Kim.”

On the emperor’s pale face was a noble and indomitable will that Sungchul had once greatly admired and even put his life on the line for.

During the darkest time, he was the one who had shown Sungchul hope again.

“There is no time. Let’s destroy this monstrosity.”

A small ray of light in the darkness—the emperor had spoken.

But then his body was pulled back strongly. The residual will left within the Heart of the Ancient God was pulling in the emperor.

Sungchul’s face became rigid.

He lifted up his hammer to destroy the heart, but the emperor shook his head toward Sungchul.

“Even if you break the heart, another one will awaken in its stead.”

The hammer stopped midair.

The emperor began to explain. “The Ancient God had advanced with the resolve to die. It was only that he didn’t know that the one to kill him wouldn’t be the God of Order or the God of Neutrality, but rather just a mere mortal like yourself.”

“How could you know such things?”

To this, the emperor looked up at the sky. A horde of Evil Gods was visible, swarming around the fissure created by the ripping of the fabric of space by the beating of the heart.

They reached out and showed, with every gesture and expression, their undying desire to emerge into the sweet, covetous Mortal Plane.

But their desires did not come to fruition.

An impossibly large sword appeared in the air and was thrust into the gap.

From between the gap of the world, a black, blood-like liquid came pouring out of the sky and fell toward the land.

This was no longer a scene from this world.

The emperor looked at the unnatural scene as he calmly explained.

“I became a part of the Ancient God the moment he consumed me. But thanks to that, I could peer into its thoughts. And as a result, I came to know everything about him.”

“Is that true?”

The emperor struggled to nod. “The Ancient God is dead, but his flesh is tied by a primordial and primitive will. If that connection between the flesh and the will is severed, then the accursed symphony of those hearts can be stopped.”

“How can such a connection be severed?” Sungchul asked hastily.

The emperor’s gaze grew despondent and unfocused.

The slimy liquid of the Despair of the Abyss was trying to consume him once more.

Sungchul wiped off the slime that was beginning to cover the emperor’s face with his hands. He felt the unholy slime sap away at his life energy the moment he made contact, but he didn’t care.

The emperor gave a soft smile upon feeling the touch of his longtime friend.

“With my sacrifice.”

“William,” Sungchul said with a trembling voice.

And to this, the emperor gave a bitter smile. “I’ll tell you something I couldn’t all this time.”

Within the emperor’s slime-covered body, the cross of the unbreakable vow began to glow red-hot.

“Ugh!” The emperor felt terrible pain, as if his heart was going to burn. But his will had never been as just or resolute as in this one moment. The emperor finally brought forth the truth he had been hiding in his heart all this time.

“Kromgard’s true goal isn’t to reclaim his kingdom, nor to resolve the calamities, nor obtain enough power to reach ascension as an Immortal.”

The emperor’s body began to burn away.

“William!”

Sungchul tried to reach out, but the emperor leaned against the Heart of the Ancient God to convey his final words despite the inferno consuming him.

“Kromgard’s true objective is to become a god. The fifth Unborn God.”

The vow was broken. The emperor’s body began to burn in earnest.

Sungchul’s eyes trembled greatly. “William…!”

“I think I understand now why the Ancient God wanted to make him into the Unborn God. Why he taught him the method of becoming one of the Principal All-Fathers.”

The fire of the God of Neutrality burning the emperor’s body spread to the heart of the Ancient God, and a savage, bestial cry echoed from all around.

It was the sound of the flesh of the dead Ancient God screaming.

“Kyaaak!”

The tremors shaking the entirety of La Grange stopped all at once.

The inescapable pain of his heart being incinerated became the knife that finally severed the primordial and ancient link between the Despair of the Abysses and the abyss.

The Despair of the Abysses all stood like puppets with their strings cut, and all the beating hearts stopped beating simultaneously and began withering away.

From where there had once been the sound of a beating heart, there was now only silence.

Within the silence, the emperor quietly spoke his last words with his dying breath.

“Aleokgos knew Kromgard’s true nature. We must stop him. So that… he doesn’t become the Unborn God…”

The emperor withered in the flames.

Sungchul calmly watched the final moments of his friend until every last part of him had turned to ash.

The final thoughts of the emperor were carried by the wind to Sungchul through the Transcendent Senses.

“It was an honor to have met you.”

The last, tiny lingering flames were finally extinguished.

A woman appeared out of thin air.

It was Ahmuge. She had been watching everything unfold.

She headed toward Sungchul, who remained standing in place, and carefully opened her mouth.

“…There’s a long-distance Teleportation Formation nearby. If we use it, we should be able to teleport into one of the Imperial ships headed toward the Floating Archipelago.”

Her gaze turned toward Fal Garaz, which was still burning with black flames.

Sungchul turned around. He nodded toward Ahmuge.

That was the first time Ahmuge saw it. The expression Sungchul was capable of. He was undoubtedly a human being after all. For how could a tool show such emotion?

Sungchul spoke to Ahmuge while she mused over that fact.

“What happened to Bertelgia?”

“Well. I don’t know for sure. The moment the emperor began to transform, Adelwight used teleportation to leave the scene with Bertelgia. Maybe she got on an airship. We won’t know for sure until we return to the fleet. And, truth be told, the situation isn’t all that great at the moment.”

Ahmuge turned her eyes toward the altered sky.

From the fissure caused by the giant sword ripping through the fabric of space, the black silhouettes of heretical brothers could be seen hopping out, one after another.

The Evil Gods.

They were escaping from the Transcendent World and crossing over into the Mortal Realm.

The boundary between the worlds was broken.

With the sacrifice of the emperor, the complete collapse of the world was prevented. But nothing could be done about the boundary between the worlds that had already been shattered.

As giant blades that probably belonged to the God of Order or the God of Neutrality moved through the air in impossible ways to slay the Evil Gods, Sungchul and Ahmuge left the scene together.

***

In the golden waters off the coast of Aege, in the middle of the ocean, was a God’s Dungeon, and a lone man looking down upon it while sitting at the coastal cliffs.

A small change could be felt rippling from afar.

A large flock of terrified birds left the forest and flew toward the ocean.

The man watched the birds scatter and stood up from where he was sitting.

“So, it has finally begun.”

He had waited a long time.

Pleasant winds passed through his long, unkempt hair.

Behind the man were two wisps of smoke from where two individuals appeared.

Altugius and Sarasa Xero.

Altugius bowed and gave Kromgard a report. “Sir Schnellmerker has been slain, but the sky has fallen.”

The man who had been looking out at sea turned around.

Kromgard.

The man who was called the Idle Fool was attempting to walk the path no one in history had ever attempted before.

“If the sky has fallen, then the Ascended shall remain on the mortal plane.”

Kromgard opened his Status to check his ability points.

He was on the verge of ascension.

If the world had maintained its boundary as normal, he would be forcefully ascended and sent to the Transcendent World.

That was the rule of this world.

But now that such a balance was broken, such restrictions no longer held any meaning. He could remain as long as he wanted.

Even if he were to gain more than enough power to become an Immortal.

“What became of the Destroyer?” Kromgard asked.

“We can’t know for sure. The entire region surrounding La Grange was corrupted and completely annihilated by the rampaging Evil Gods, turning the region into a desolate land of death.”

“Is that so?” Kromgard replied emotionlessly as he stood at the very edge of the cliff.

The golden ocean and the God’s Dungeon rising out from it came into view.

“Then it is time to right the world.”

A flock of white seagulls flew by the cliff face.

As if to follow them, Kromgard jumped down.

“I shall open the way to paradise.”

Hearing the promise of Paradise, Sarasa and Altugius silently watched their master make his way toward the dungeon, looking full of hope.

But they could not see it.

The look of utter madness on Kromgard’s face as he neared the entrance of the dungeon.

“…No one is permitted to rule above me. I shall bring you all down from your thrones, you imposters, fraudsters, bootlickers, scammers, and all other pieces of shit.”

The entrance to the dungeon opened, and Kromgard walked inside.

The light from the dungeon entrance enveloped him.


Chapter 11 – Floating Archipelago

The city once called La Grange was no more. The Eternal City had collapsed, submerged under the water flowing in from the surroundings.

Only the unholy, soulless Despair of the Abyss roamed the dead city devoid of people.

The land beyond the collapsed La Grange was no longer for mortals. The Evil Gods that managed to escape from the fissure in the sky ran amok through the open fields, breaking empty homes and ancient trees for fun.

From beyond where the Evil Gods were wreaking havoc, there was an image of a giant sword large enough to reach from the center of the heavens to the edge of the horizon.

This place was already considered a part of the Transcendent World.

The small number of survivors lost their minds and went mad under the skies of the Lesser Gods, or were killed by the Evil Gods sniffing them out.

Two giant holy beings appeared in the skies above La Grange. One was enveloped in light, and the other was made of steel.

“Aleokgos has repeated what he’s done to the Kingdom of Nahak,” the being enveloped in light said. The world called him the God of Order.

“Luckily, the collapse was stopped midway, so I won’t need to intervene directly, but this immediate surrounding is done for,” the being surrounded by steel replied. He was known as the God of Neutrality.

The two Principal All-Fathers had appeared in the skies above the dead city.

“Dirgo. Are you able to restore this place?”

The God of Neutrality replied by raising his hands. Under the sleeve of steel covering his arm, a dimensional gate appeared, from which humanoids with the heads of dragons emerged.

Dragonoids.

These rare, mystical creatures that were in neither myths nor legends showed their respect to the God of Neutrality before rushing toward La Grange en masse.

The Dragonoids used magic to lift dirt and stone, launching it at the fallen city of La Grange.

La Grange was being buried.

“This will serve as a temporary fix. But to restore this place properly, we would require a large volume of God’s Dirt,” the God of Neutrality explained.

“God’s Dirt. Have we already consumed all the God’s Dirt Eckhart made?”

“We used most of it when Aleokgos caused trouble at the Nahak Kingdom. Of course, with this much of a crack, we might be able to make do with what little we’ve got. But in case something happens, it could escalate out of control. We must acquire a reserve stockpile.”

“But Eckhart is already on the verge of dissipation.”

The God of Neutrality turned to look up at the sky where the giant sword was floating.

Countless Lesser Gods were flying toward the gap in the sky in formation, while the Evil Gods from within poured out to battle them.

The battle between the immortals was filled with earth-shattering roars and ear-splitting impacts. But viewed from afar, it was nothing more than a boring squabble.

“He should be able to manage one ritual.”

The God of Order looked to where the God of Neutrality gazed.

The God of Neutrality was still rather pessimistic.

“But the One King has not yet been chosen. Eckhart’s Creationist abilities will only have meaning when there’s a One King who can gather all the sacrifices into one spot.”

“If the situation grows dire, we can always gather and use the residents of the Realms. Each of them should be nearly at full saturation with residents. If we make use of them, there should be more than enough.”

The God of Order said ominously, “There will be strong backlash for this.”

“It matters not.”

The light coming out of the God of Order’s body became even more intense. Birds were startled by such light and fled into the distant skies.

“We are the gods of this world,” the God of Order insisted vehemently.

The God of Neutrality agreed.

But neither of them dared mention a certain someone. The one who had killed a being on the same level of power as they—the killer of the Ancient God, Sungchul Kim the Destroyer.

They were afraid to speak of him. To so much as acknowledge that there was a being in this world who was capable of bringing them down from the throne of absolute power that they had maintained for so long.

Only once the shock of Sungchul’s feats sufficiently subsided would he be brought up for discussion again.

***

Every ship of the fleet headed toward the Floating Archipelago was thoroughly searched, but Bertelgia was nowhere to be found.

Someone reported Adelwight’s likeness on one of the ships, so Sungchul went to visit personally, but it only added to his disappointment.

It didn’t sit well with him, but Sungchul decided to ask for help from the uninvited guests following him.

“Unit 55 or Unit 49, I don’t care who. Show yourself now.”

It was closer to a command than a threat.

A book appeared out of thin air.

Though it looked identical to Bertelgia, it had a different personality and character within.

“Are you Unit 55 or 49?” Sungchul couldn’t tell them apart yet.

“I am Unit 55,” Unit 55 replied, sounding irritable. But unlike before, she didn’t verbalize her complaints into words, because she had witnessed the true extent of Sungchul’s power.

“Where is Bertelgia?” Sungchul asked Unit 55 while glaring at her. He didn’t have any expectations, but he asked just in case.

Unit 55 slowly orbited around Sungchul as she replied quietly.

“That child is under the care of Adelwight. I doubt she is in any danger.”

“Do you know where Adelwight has gone?”

“About that, Unit 49 is currently in pursuit.”

“Unit 49 is?” Sungchul’s eyes grew wide with surprise.

“Yes, despite the fact that this is against the rules.”

“Against the rules, you say?”

“That Adelwight woman is considered a special case among the Overseers. She is off-limits for investigation or following. But now that the world has begun its collapse, the rules of the past hold little meaning,” Unit 55 said, before she took up position behind Sungchul.

Sungchul felt that this was odd.

Normally, she would have returned to the void to monitor him in secrecy while out of sight. But she had chosen to stick around him this time.

When he turned to look at her, she decided to explain herself.

“I am next to you because you are currently in an extremely unstable state. I hope you’re not uncomfortable with this.”

“I am, though.”

“Whether or not I am visible doesn’t change the fact that you will be monitored. And furthermore, I am in communication with Unit 49 even as we speak. I have therefore judged that it’s best that I remain on standby like this in case that child manages to find some headway in her search so that I may inform you.”

“…Understood.”

He didn’t like it, but this seemed to be for the best for now.

Now that the kings were dead and the world had begun to collapse, there was no real alternative communication network to utilize. And the Bertelgia types created by Eckhart as the Overseer of the world were incomparably superior observers and pursuers, the likes of which the Assassin’s Guild couldn’t hope to compete against.

Though the girls were likely cooperating with the intention of having Sungchul succeed as the Overseer of the world, he had no choice but to make use of their goodwill for now.

And most important of all, what he needed now was rest.

Sungchul put everything aside and headed to his bed in the cabin. His body wasn’t back to normal. There were areas of damage all over his body screaming out at him in pain.

The use of the Black Giant’s power had been an unimaginable load, and exhaustion seeped deep onto Sungchul’s body.

Each time he used his strength, it felt like a bit of his soul was escaping.

A sense of emptiness threatening to pull Sungchul into an endless abyss still remained in a corner of Sungchul’s heart.

It was a dangerous power.

Though he’d had no choice but to use his strength, he could accidentally cause the end of this world if not careful.

He had quite literally the power of God.

But the attribute of this power was that of destruction.

Destruction by itself had no capacity to save this world.

All he could do was destroy those who wished for the destruction of this world. That was all.

And Sungchul had an implicit understanding now that deep within his consciousness was the black giant, watching him with open eyes.

That part of him was waiting for him. For the moment when Sungchul’s mind succumbed to darkness and fell to the temptation of destruction.

This strength has to be sealed away as the last resort. Unless I am facing something on the level of the Principal All-Fathers, I shall not use such power.

Sungchul took out an Elixir to drink from the Soul Storage and closed his eyes. Though Unit 55 was watching him from the side, he didn’t pay her any attention and soon fell into a deep sleep.

Though many things had happened that day, he didn’t have any dreams.

***

When he awoke, the coalition fleet was flying above the blue ocean.

Sungchul looked out the window of his cabin at the endless blue sky. From the corner of his eye, he saw a book.

“Good morning, Bertelgia.”

A word born of habit.

He quickly realized he misspoke and looked toward Unit 55.

Unit 55 was currently inside the bookshelf lined with Marakia’s feathers that had been made for Bertelgia.

Which was why Sungchul had been confused. He commented roughly, sounding annoyed, “That’s Bertelgia’s spot.”

“Ah, is that so?” Unit 55 let out a prim cough as she left the bookshelf. Sungchul saw this and thought to himself, The books must have some sort of instinct to seek out a bookshelf.

Sungchul put on a coat and exited his cabin.

Marakia and several of the naval officers were standing on deck.

“How is your body, Destroyer?” Marakia greeted him with Krumbui strapped to his back.

“Not bad.”

“By the way, what is that book? Doesn’t seem like Rank 2.” Marakia glanced at Unit 55 with a squint.

He must have been able to tell that, despite looking identical to Bertelgia, Unit 55 was not her.

Unit 55 simply ignored Marakia entirely.

Marakia likewise paid her no more attention and continued to speak. “It’s starting to come into view now. The entrance to the Floating Archipelago.”

Beyond the horizon, a large collection of floating islands appeared.

The place also known as the edge of the world was a place that Sungchul had come before. Now that he was back here again at the edge of the world, he was reminded of the fact that finding the Floating Archipelago, the fabled paradise said to be located somewhere amongst these countless float stones and floating islands, had once seemed impossible.

Without a guide, it could take hundreds or perhaps even thousands of years of searching, and it still wouldn’t guarantee the archipelago could be found amongst the reefs.

Fortunately for them, they had several guides with them. A navigator from the Floating Archipelago as well as Marakia’s right-hand man were guiding the fleet toward the safest routes through the floating masses.

Soon, the fleet reached the reefs.

All ships reduced their speed and formed a long, single line, beginning their slow advance through the narrow paths between the reefs.

For someone like Sungchul, who was unaccustomed to riding in a vehicle, it was a torturous journey to endure. Especially when the float stones looked just about to crash into the ship. Sungchul felt anxiety shoot up and held his breath until they passed by.

After hours of this precarious journey through the reefs, Sungchul’s fleet reached a giant, circular gate built amongst the floating reefs.

The area beyond the gate was defended by Floating Fortresses and their soldiers.

The soldiers were on high alert at first when they saw unfamiliar ships. But once the members of the crew who were from the Floating Archipelago faction sent signals through the gate, the defending soldiers let down their guard and allowed the fleet through.

The officer who let Sungchul’s fleet through informed him that something terrible was happening to the Floating Archipelago.

The Nahak, who found out that a large force had exited the Floating Archipelago, began a rampage.

Hearing this, Marakia and his right-hand man announced that they would go meet with the Nahak and left the Sylphid.

For a moment, Sungchul felt Bertelgia’s absence.

Had she been here, she would have definitely asked, “Is it really alright to let him go off like that on his own?”

Although she was usually nagging and full of complaints, she was a kindhearted child at her core and showed concern for those around her.

Though not much was known about other Bertelgias as of now, it was a characteristic of hers that clearly distinguished her from Unit 55 or Unit 49.

Sungchul turned to Unit 55 to ask about the whereabouts of Bertelgia once again.

“Hmm. It seems the communications are blocked here,” Unit 55 answered, sounding troubled.

Sungchul didn’t give much importance to what she had said. That was until they arrived at the mainland that made up the beautiful Floating Archipelago.

Once he landed on the Floating Archipelago riding atop Baron and followed by Unit 55, Sungchul discovered a type of human he had forgotten existed for a long time.

Small and quite inexperienced beings.

They were children.

Children, who were wiped out from the continent and nowhere to be found anywhere in the aftermath of the Curse of Extinction, were present on the Floating Archipelago.

The people of the Floating Archipelago were afraid yet on guard against Sungchul’s forces, for they were still officially the people of Kromgard.

But it had been a long time since any message from Kromgard had come through, and they had been under siege from the avian people for a while now, desperate for any kind of aid.

First contact with the forces of the Floating Archipelago ended without much discord. In the short break that followed, Sungchul drank tea in the office as he asked Unit 55 a question.

“There are children here. How is this possible?”

He had seen with his own eyes several dozen children already. It would be impossible to collect and find such a large number of Final Elixirs. There had to be some other force at play here.

Unit 55 gave an unexpected answer. “This is a place where the influence of the Overseer does not reach.”

It was a concept that hadn’t so much as crossed his mind.

“Outside the influence of the Overseer?”

“Yes. Back when the God of Order and God of Neutrality began to rule over the world, this area was set aside as a special zone outside the control of our father.”

“Is that so?”

“Overseeing and managing the continent is a difficult task already. If he were to manage and control even meaningless and unnecessary places like this, then father’s lifespan would have been shortened even more.”

Sungchul gazed out the window.

Beyond the blue skies filled with float stones was an endless expanse of ocean.

Sungchul kept his eyes on the horizon as he asked, “What is beyond there?”

“Probably the end of the world. The world beyond is not recorded in my pages.”

It seemed even Unit 55 wasn’t privy to such information.

Such a thought gave Sungchul a desire to go and see for himself one day.

But it would not be in the near future. He had other things to do at the moment.

He quietly drank tea as he collected himself. When half the tea was gone, a soldier came running into the office in panic, panting, “It’s a dragon!”

“Dragon?”

“Yes, a giant dragon has come seeking out Sir Commander in Chief by name!”

Sungchul was no friend of dragons.

And of the few dragons he did know, Kha’nes, who was the closest to him, had recently been killed by Eckhart Unit 1.

Sungchul left the office, uncertain of what to expect, wearing a faint smile when he saw that the sudden guest was the overseer of the completely biased Chef Class.

Primordial Dragon, Androa, had come to visit Sungchul.

***

After seeing Sungchul appear with Unit 55, Androa dipped his head to gesture for Sungchul to get on.

Though no words were exchanged, it was obvious that Androa had something he had to tell Sungchul.

Sungchul made no complaints as he hopped onto the dragon’s back, and Androa began to flap his wings as he took off, Sungchul aboard.

With the sounds of exclamations coming from the people of the Floating Archipelago and the refugees, Androa rapidly flew over the floating reefs.

Countless reefs and stones passed by below. Sungchul, who was not a fan of this, had a bitter smile.

“Mm. Teleport or the like. Is there any other way to travel?”

“As you wish.”

As soon as he replied, there was a rift in reality that enveloped Sungchul and Androa, leaving them in the middle of the skies above the endless ocean—a place where the boundaries between the heavens and the oceans seemed to melt together.

Here, there was no accursed Miasma of Death, the petty continent, nor the stench of death.

There were only the clouds, skies, the sun, and the ocean. In this simple, simple world, Sungchul felt a sense of liberty.

The world is so simple.

It didn’t take long for Sungchul to return to his senses and turn his gaze to Androa, who was quietly maintaining altitude while giving Sungchul a ride.

“Could you please tell me what this is all about now?”

“I just wanted to show you the world for once,” Androa said before looking straight up and gaining altitude.

Who knew how many layers of clouds he pierced through.

The air on his skin became noticeably cold, and the flat-looking earth took a rounder and rounder appearance.

At a place where the air was very thin, Androa took Sungchul to the truest end of the world’s edge.

And from there, he was able to see the miniaturized world.

Is that the continent?

The appearance of the continent he had seen so many times in the past through maps was laid out below him.

Already, half of the continent was encroached upon by the Miasma of Death and couldn’t be made out from the sky. And in the skies above La Grange was a black rip in space, which concealed the surroundings.

In the northern areas of the continent was the Demon Realm, covered in ice. The land of the demons was located at the center of the northern hemisphere.

At the western parts of the continent was a large belt of giant float stones that followed the continent further to the west.

Here was the world as Sungchul knew it.

But the world was far larger than Sungchul knew.

Far beyond the float stones that surrounded the continent was yet another continent in the distance.

It was an unknown land.

And below that was another island hidden under the clouds that could rival the size of that continent. That, too, was an unknown land.

A world outside the map.

It was an extended world that existed beyond the boundaries of this world.

“Just what is…” Sungchul began.

“The world God created was originally this large,” Androa answered as he began a rapid descent. The cold and lack of air were difficult for a living creature to withstand for long.

As they dove lower, Sungchul was able to see more and more of the unknown lands outside the maps.

The continent where humanity was afflicted by the Curse of Extinction and struggling to survive was but a small portion of the extended world Androa showed Sungchul.

“Beyond the floating atoll often referred to as the End of the World exist several other lands. The lands of the dragons, the playground of the Lesser Gods, the abandoned continent, the land of life, and more. Each land with its own function and name.”

Sungchul found himself letting out a laugh after realizing what was on the map.

“Is that how it is?”

Until now, it was only known that the world was the continent and the continent was the world. The people of this world believed this to be true without a doubt in their hearts.

But now Sungchul felt he understood things better.

This continent, believed to be the entire world, was the limit of the usurpers who twisted the world to suit their needs.

The power of those who had the gall to impersonate God had only enough strength to control a single continent.

How pathetic.

There was nothing more to say.

Androa brought Sungchul back to his nest among the floating islands. It was the same island Sungchul had once visited for the Chef Class.

Androa raised his hips, and Sungchul lightly hopped off his back and landed on the ground.

As Sungchul’s feet touched the ground, Androa headed deeper into the cave as he spoke with a saddened voice. “Kha’nes was killed.”

He who was knowledgeable about most must have already gotten news of the death of his kin.

There was nothing that could have been done.

Sungchul relived that bitter moment as he replied gravely, “…I couldn’t help her.”

“She was the youngest of the dragon-kind, the first child to be born in a thousand years. Though she had mixed blood with humans, she was a flicker of hope for the rest of us dragons. But now that our hope has been extinguished, we dragons are left in the same situation as all the other races. No, it’s possible that we were being punished since long before.”

“Punished?”

Androa let out a deep sigh. “When the God of Order and God of Neutrality betrayed the true god and went about establishing the new world order, we dragons lent our powers to them. As a result, we were granted a special, privileged position for eons, living in the boundary between mortals and immortals.”

Androa lifted his long talons and drew something in midair.

A giant map appeared before Sungchul. It contained the islands and the continents he had seen from the edge of the skies—the full, extended map of the world.

Androa pointed at an unknown island on the map.

“This is the land of the dragons. We dragon-kind live out our lives without a care or worry in the world here. Of course, once in a while, one of us loses his mind and flies over the floating atoll to cause some trouble in the human world.”

Androa pointed at another continent rivaling the size of the known world.

“This continent was where the world was first created by God.”

“First created?”

“God created this world after being greatly disappointed in humanity. So, using his authority, he created creatures that could replace mankind.”

Androa used a mirror to show Sungchul what this abandoned continent looked like. It was a desolate place to behold. The plants were dried up, and the cities humans had once lived in were long since ruined, slowly returning to nature through eons of exposure.

The rivers were black and without the smallest of fish. The only things moving about were bizarre creatures with many tentacles.

“Those beings are the so-called Divine Beasts. They have neither the desire nor the capacity to betray God. But perhaps because of it, God tired of them and decided to give humanity another chance.”

Androa looked over at the continent across the horizon. “So, that’s the circumstance leading to the creation of the world as we know it.”

Androa nodded. “But the results weren’t good. As you already know, God was betrayed once more—by the closest and most trusted beings you humans now call the Principal All-Fathers.”

Androa let out a long sigh. It was one born of ancient loneliness and intense regret. Then he raised his head once more and explained, “Each of the Principal All-Fathers has their roles and abilities.” Unlike before, his voice was strong now and carried resolve.

This was about something important.

Sungchul focused his attention and awaited Androa’s reveal.

“As his name implies, the God of Order received the duty and role of imbuing the world of humans with order. His role is that of giving divine retribution to anyone who would take up arms and rebel against God, influencing humans through overwhelming might.”

Sungchul couldn’t help but reveal his surprise. Androa was giving him information on the Principal All-Fathers that he would have to face.

The dragon continued to speak. “The Ancient God received the role of a records keeper, whose duty was to record everything, from the birth to the death of this world. And to accomplish this, God granted him the ability to control Divine Beasts and nearly limitless life energy so that he could serve as a records keeper for all eternity.”

“Limitless life energy, huh?”

“What he possessed was the right and the qualifications to even take away divine power granted by God.” Androa shifted the story to the next god, the God of Neutrality. “…Unlike the other gods, the God of Neutrality was the most imperfect of the All-Fathers. But for that reason, he was given the most important role.”

“And why was that?”

“He was a fool, but he knew his shortcomings and had little ambition. And most importantly, he possessed a simple, hard-working attitude that allowed him to see things through. So, he took on the important role of helping God maintain the balance in this world. Assisting God in keeping this unstable world together.”

“Hoh?” He had never seen God before, but in some ways, the God of Neutrality was the one who had affected Sungchul the most until now. Because the Summoning Palace was a place under the influence and power of the God of Neutrality. Somehow or somehow, the God of Neutrality had to have been involved at some point.

But again, Sungchul had never seen or heard the God of Neutrality speak.

Androa continued. “The God of Neutrality has power over space in the world. Using his power, he is able to bring in outsiders from other worlds, like yourself, or expel dangerous beings out of the world to some other space.”

“So, that’s what the God of Neutrality did. I had no idea because there are so few followers.”

Though the God of Neutrality was worshipped alongside the God of Order as one of the Principal All-Fathers, almost nothing was known about the role of the God of Neutrality.

To this, Androa shook his head and replied seriously, “The God of Neutrality is a far more important being than the God of Order. The God of Neutrality watches over the pillars that maintain the stability of this unstable world. Nothing of note would take place if the God of Order were to die, but if the God of Neutrality were to perish, the world would be in great peril.”

“I see.”

It was time to hear about the last God. Sungchul felt aching pain from where the cross had pierced his heart as he asked in a calm voice, “God of Chaos. Kunkidu. What kind of person is he?”

He was the one responsible for turning Sungchul into the Tool of God. He was yet another being Sungchul would one day have to face.

“There’s almost nothing known about him. Everything about him is covered in a veil. But seeing as he can enter the realm of the true god, it seems as though he was given a special job by God.”

“And that is?”

“Keeping an eye on the Principal All-Fathers.”

“…What a troubling role.”

“But in the end, he possesses power not too dissimilar from the other Principal All-Fathers. And as a result, he was unable to foresee the cooperation between the God of Order and God of Neutrality. God, who had realized this weakness, tried to create the fifth Principal All-Father.”

Fifth Principal All-Father. The Unborn God.

Kromgard’s objective.

Androa explained, “It is possible that God tried to give transcendent power and authority to the last Principal All-Father, who could control and overcome all other All-Fathers.”

“A transcendent power and authority, huh.”

“And perhaps this is just another aspect of God’s power.”

Androa turned to look toward the east. Beyond the skies filled with float stones were the beaches of the continent. The world that was collapsing in real time.

Androa gazed afar without a word for a long time.

Sungchul opened his mouth after a long wait. “Why are you telling me this?” Last time they had met, Androa had only given him the most basic information. But it was different now. Sungchul could tell Androa was trying to give him as much information as possible.

Androa turned to face Sungchul. “Because you are now worthy.”

“Worthy?”

“You, who have obtained the true god’s power, are, in some ways, the closest one to God. Unfortunately, the world is currently at a crossroads between extinction and survival. Whether this world will manage to pull through or be brought to ruin, I do not know. But at the very least, I am aware of the key figure who will make that difference.”

“…What a heavy burden you expect me to carry.” Sungchul was unhappy. He didn’t wish for such a burden. What he wanted was nothing spectacular. He had learned from his short but long journey with Bertelgia and Marakia that a life where he didn’t have to worry about tomorrow was what he sought. The simple pleasures in life that would occasionally find him. That was it.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands.

Androa flinched and jumped back.

Sungchul intended no harm. It was simply an act born of habit.

He grasped Fal Garaz to feel the firmness of the handle as he thought about what to do about the future.

There was a mountain of things to take care of.

Retaliation against the God of Order. Revenge against the God of Chaos. And pursuing Kromgard.

But for now, after he had seen the simple world atop Androa’s back, everything became so much clearer.

Sungchul chose what to work on next and asked Androa, “Could you find out where Bertelgia is?” Sungchul put his hand in his empty pocket as he explained, “I can’t work if my inner pocket is empty.”

Magic formations appeared before both of Androa’s eyes as he looked down. After about a tea break’s worth of time had passed, he opened his mouth. “Are you talking about the book that was always with you?”

Sungchul nodded.

“In that case, it’s currently in the Fae World.”

***

In order to go to the Fae World, it was necessary to pass through Adelwight’s territory.

To reach Adelwight’s territory, for one thing, it was quite far, but more importantly, he would have to pass through the now-devastated lands of La Grange. And that promised a dangerous journey.

According to Androa, the God of Neutrality could pull travelers moving between teleportation portals or dimensional gates, or move them across any length of distance at will.

Of course, Sungchul had enough power to fight the God of Neutrality and the Lesser Gods. But most would not be able to withstand such a strain.

But even so, Sungchul had to press forward.

It was now impossible to imagine a world without Bertelgia.

The Adelwight he knew was definitely a good person without question, but that wasn’t reason enough for him to feel safe leaving Bertelgia with her.

As he was brought back to the Floating Archipelago atop Androa’s back, Sungchul decided to select a bare minimum crew to bring with him.

By the time he returned to the main island of the Floating Archipelago’s Floating Fortress, he noticed that there was a small conflict brewing between the leadership of the Coalition forces and the existing leadership of the Floating Archipelago.

He called over the commanding officer and found out that the conflict was over the issue of command structure.

In other words, the humans had started yet another fight over who was above whom. Though, in the scope of things, such matters didn’t matter.

But Sungchul felt that leaving things like this would steadily escalate the situation. Although the people of the Floating Archipelago had no choice but to obey for now, they had been and still were loyal subjects of Kromgard.

How difficult.

Arbitration between people was the most troublesome thing to do. Compared to its importance and priority, it required far too much time and care. And Sungchul had bigger problems to deal with. He was in a race with time. Even now, Kromgard must be completing whatever necessary steps were required in order to ascend as the fifth Principal All-Father.

Even so, if he were to just leave now without taking any action, it might lead to a bloody civil war between humans in what could be the last safe haven remaining for mankind.

Will human nature never change?

While he was thinking about potential solutions for this, Sungchul ran across a familiar face.

Hmm? That woman?

The lady whom Bertelgia had once called “Unnie who sings well.”

It was Clarice. She was roaming aimlessly between the refugees of the newly arrived ships, asking the same question to anyone she came across.

“Excuse me, have you seen an elderly man who looks like this? His name is Kruut Assam, and he has a bit of a limp.” In her hands was a crude drawing that captured the essential characteristics of her grandfather well.

Sungchul watched Clarice for a long while before finally turning away.

He felt his chaotic mind settle into calm as what he needed to do became clear once more.

Breaking his focus were the sounds of trumpets and ear-splitting bells ringing all over the place.

“It’s the avians!”

“A group of Nahak has appeared!”

“There’s so many of them!”

“What are the fleet and the mages doing?”

Here, the reactions between the people of the Floating Archipelago and the outsiders were polar opposites. The outsiders who had already been through the hell that was La Grange had very little reaction to what was going on, but the people of the Floating Archipelago were trembling and reacting overly sensitively to the situation.

From where the wind was flowing onto the floating isles, an enormous number of Nahak had gathered, enough to darken the skies.

There were roughly ten thousand of them.

For those of the Coalition forces, including Sungchul himself, it didn’t seem to be that many compared to when fighting the Barbarians.

Sungchul stood before the terrified people of the Floating Archipelago as he watched the army of the Nahak without much expression.

And soon, a small group of Avian people came flying toward them.

Sungchul noticed a small black-feathered one at the center of that group.

Marakia.

“Yo! Destroyer! How is it? The majesty of my grand army?”

Marakia was holding Krumbui, which was bigger than his body, with both hands as he landed before Sungchul while everyone watched.

To either side of him were sharp yet sturdy-looking, dependable Avian soldiers, silently escorting and protecting their king.

Sungchul let a faint smile appear when he saw this as he opened his mouth.

“I guess the talks went well?”

“Of course! My black feathers are proof of the true king’s right to rule. There was no chance that things wouldn’t have gone well!”

Standing next to Marakia, who was proudly jabbering away, was a beautiful Avian with a distinct blue feather.

Sungchul instantly recognized that this female Avian must be the one who had been leading the Nahak of the Floating Archipelago until now.

Sungchul turned toward her and asked, “Is it true that you have decided to serve Marakia as king?”

“We have recognized His Majesty, the King’s right to rule.” The blue-feathered Avian nodded her head as she replied. She soon followed up with a brief explanation of how they left the continent and ended up all the way here.

Thousands of years ago, the Curse of Extinction spread across the lands, afflicting even the prince of the Nahak Kingdom, Marakia. The king at the time sought any and all ways to save Marakia as well as his people.

A small portion of them roamed the continent in search of the fabled paradise of the Floating Archipelago, while others directly fought back against the Calamities.

But the solution he settled on was to make use of the remnants of the Ancient God that the Nahak Kingdom had been guarding since long ago.

The King of Nahak had listened to the whisperings of the Ancient God and prepared the lives of hundreds of thousands of people, only to become the target of divine retribution from the God of Order, leading to the destruction of the Nahak Kingdom.

The kingdom was ruined, and the king himself was swallowed by the Ancient God, becoming a Despair of the Abyss.

The Despair of the Abyss that Sungchul had run into in the Nahak Kingdom had been none other than Marakia’s father, the former king.

Luckily, the group of Nahak who had left the kingdom in search of the Floating Archipelago did manage to eventually find it.

But there were those who were already living there. They were the loyal subjects of Kromgard. The two races competed with each other fiercely for the territory.

Kromgard’s faction had superior firepower, but the Nahak had wings. They simply made camp in an unexplored reef zone and carried on a persistent battle until the present.

“…But by God’s good grace, our king found himself back in our midst. Without a doubt, we the Nahak people will have nothing but peace and prosperity in our future,” the blue-feathered Avian said, full of confidence.

Sungchul decided to refute her. “How can there be peace and prosperity in the midst of an apocalypse?”

He walked up to Marakia, who looked up at Sungchul. Though he was still arrogant, Marakia’s eyes reflected the deep respect he held for Sungchul.

From the moment he first emerged from his egg, he had been given special treatment as a holy, divine being. All submitted to his will, creating an absolute tyrant who viewed all others as inferiors.

Though Marakia had a father, the king had treated his son not as a child but as a divine being.

Having grown up in such an environment, Marakia had grown arrogant, cruel, and heartless, becoming a king who would use his absolute authority thoughtlessly and viciously.

Even after waking up from thousands of years of slumber, he still maintained a demigod-like appearance and attitude.

But due to a fateful meeting with one man, Marakia had been given an opportunity to change. To finally grow. It was probably the first time in his life that he, who was born with black feathers, had been treated not as a king but as a fellow sentient being.

Sungchul and Bertelgia had shown Marakia the lives of ordinary people by taking him along as a comrade. And traveling with them, Marakia had learned the bare minimum of holding his patience as well as learning how to get along with others. He’d learned how to live not as a divine being but as a person.

And the man who had taught him how to live like a person and not a god was about to leave.

“I am going to go east.”

The conflict brewing in the Floating Archipelago was far too complex and time-consuming for Sungchul to address.

Of course, the fate of the surviving members of humanity was certainly an important issue without question. But that didn’t mean that it had to be Sungchul who found the solution.

And Sungchul chose Marakia to take his place.

Aside from Sungchul himself, of all the people who had left their signatures with Unit 49, Marakia was the only king who had survived. He had both the power and the qualifications to take Sungchul’s place.

“I entrust the lives of all those who are left to you.”

Marakia was a wise one. He immediately understood what Sungchul wanted of him and nodded.

“Heh. You have a discerning eye.”

There was no need for drawn-out explanations.

Sungchul turned toward those who were watching and announced calmly, “From now on, I shall entrust the administration and the defense of the Floating Archipelago to the King of Nahak, Marakia.”

His announcement caused the crowds to murmur loudly. Especially the people of the Floating Archipelago, who had been warring with the Nahak people since time immemorial and gave a particularly strong rejection to the idea.

“Marakia, give them reassurance.”

Marakia nodded and walked past Sungchul. All attention became focused on the black-feathered, winged king.

Had this been Sungchul, he would have felt a lot of pressure. But Marakia was quite used to being the center of everyone’s attention.

Marakia’s powerful and enthusiastic voice rang across the skies of the Floating Archipelago.

“I know that we Nahak and the humans have long fought one another. However, there is an unprecedented crisis descending upon us. Each day, the world is crumbling apart more and more, and the evil immortals who have no plans of accepting us are filling their heads with nothing but plots on how to kill us and force our bodies onto their sacrificial altars. In the face of such reality, we are no different from fish out of water.”

Marakia’s voice had the power of moving not only the hearts of the Nahak but also those of ordinary people. Even those who had first displayed overt rejection toward the black-feathered Nahak were now slowly drawn in to listen to his words.

Though his presence was mighty and formidable, Sungchul, with his Charisma stat of just 28, could never hope for such a soft and convincing oration.

Marakia felt the focus on him intensify as he picked up his speech.

“I, the King of the Final Age, Marakia, hereby promise, from this moment forward, we the Avians shall not harm humans without a clear, justifiable reason, and we will treat all intelligent species without discrimination as equals. For we must combine our strengths to fight against the world that does not want us.”

Marakia opened his still-growing wings. Among those who witnessed his glossy wings, sounds of exclamation could be heard.

Marakia didn’t distinguish between the gathered people, whether they be human or Nahak, as he concluded his speech.

“I have but one wish. That when Sungchul the Destroyer returns here one day, that we all survive and greet him again without incident.”

Marakia’s ambitions and aspirations weren’t anything grandiose. But speaking of survival in the midst of the apocalypse had the power to resonate with people’s hearts.

Applause rang out.

Sungchul felt a sudden presence appear behind him. There was only one person capable of such a feat while clapping, and he heard Ahmuge’s voice as he bitterly smiled internally.

“Marakia-nim, you’re so cool!”

Ahmuge’s applause was contagious, spreading first to the Nahak and then to the refugees of the Coalition forces.

The people of the Floating Archipelago seemed hesitant and suspicious. But when Marakia noticed a child watching him, half afraid and half curious, he made the first step and approached the child to let him touch his wings. This act finally broke down the walls in people’s hearts and allowed them to accept the winged king as their own.

Though this was a small beginning, Marakia should do just fine. After all, he had been growing alongside Sungchul all this time.

Way to go, you bird thing.

He was one charismatic person.

Sungchul felt a bit of guilt when he thought of all the times he had given Marakia a hard time. But since he had also given him a lot in return, it should be all good.

Now, Sungchul was able to leave Marakia to take care of things and go on a journey to the east with peace of mind.

The red airship, the Sylphid, departed with the cheerful shouts of the surviving members of the Coalition forces, the people of Nahak, as well as the people of the Floating Archipelago.

For running the ship itself, Sungchul decided to have Taigon Bosborot and his subordinates take care of it as before.

Marakia stood at the head of the crowd of onlookers as he shouted toward Sungchul, “Return with that accursed book, Destroyer! I’ll make sure to pay back all those humiliations and grudges I’ve built up until now!”

Sungchul gave a radiant smile quite unlike his normal self.

“I won’t make you wait long, so don’t go about messing things up. If even one innocent person has been killed in my absence, I’ll pluck every last feather from your body.”

A threat made with a smiling face was sometimes even more terrifying than threats made without an expression.

Marakia jumped back in terror and gave a characteristic cute sound. “Piiiii…”

A bell rang, announcing the departure.

Sungchul approached Marakia to pat him on the shoulders with a smile before turning around to board the Sylphid.

“It’s a good wind.” Taigon, who had transformed completely into a sailor, laughed gregariously as he opened the sails, and the Sylphid departed from the Floating Archipelago, carrying with it the hopes of the whole world.

A roar of a dragon could be heard in the distance.

To Sungchul, this majestic roar sounded like a blessing for what could be the last voyage.


Chapter 12 – Pursuit

At the entrance to the haunted forest, a dimensional gate opened up and let an airship through. The red Sylphid.

Luckily, Sungchul’s crew had been able to avoid the Immortals swarming the vicinity of La Grange and arrived safely at the home of Adelwight.

But waiting for Sungchul and the others was something far more terrifying than any evil gods.

Sungchul saw from within the ship that the Miasma of Death completely surrounded it on all sides.

With zero visibility, this place was beyond salvation. It was a place of death.

He heard sounds of coughing from all around.

Did the speed of the spread of miasma increase?

It had spread faster than expected. At this rate, it wouldn’t take even a week for it to overtake La Grange and swallow up half of the continent.

“Helmsmen! Bring us to maximum altitude. Everyone else, plug up any gaps and use purification magic to counteract the poisonous miasma!”

Taigon quickly moved to address the miasma penetrating into the ship, and Sungchul watched him quietly for a moment before he decided to speak up.

“Will you be fine? You’ve ended up coming to a dangerous place.”

To this, Taigon gave a hearty laugh and continued with what he was doing. “For we, the priests who were abandoned by our god, there’s nowhere else we can be of use except for moments like these.”

The look in his eyes revealed the depth of his regrets about the life he had lived until now. He had dedicated his entire life to the worship and service of the God of Order, but the God of Order didn’t so much as care.

That day, the Mura and Horasan sects had been disbanded. No one had officially called for the dissolution of the religious orders. But at the point when the god they served personally came to disown humanity, was there any reason to think it would be any other way?

Many members of the clergy couldn’t handle the shock of what transpired and ended their own lives, and even more priests cast aside their robes and vows.

However, some still kept their robes. Those who wore their robes didn’t succumb to despair and hopelessness and simply sought things that were within their capacity to do in the moment.

It wasn’t an easy thing to do. But for those whose entire lives and reason for being were taken from them, rejected so thoroughly, they felt that they had to find something to do, anything at all.

That was how Bosborot and his subordinates felt.

Excommunicant Sungchul sent them a warm glance.

With the efforts of Taigon and his men, the Sylphid was able to reach an altitude that was unaffected by the miasma without suffering major damage.

The world as seen from above was a terrible sight to behold.

The miasma appeared to already cover the entirety of the world, and the western portions of the world that had yet to be consumed had a supernatural scar in the sky with an ominous sword placed in it.

Extinction. It was a sight that promised such a future.

Sungchul bent down to look around at the world, which had turned completely tan in color, when his Transcendent Senses suddenly reacted to something, telling him to look east.

Sungchul squinted into the east.

There was something there. Something massive.

He could immediately tell what they were.

Evil Gods.

Dozens of Evil Gods were floating around the sky, repeatedly inflating and deflating their bodies like balloons, breathing in and out.

And each time they breathed out, the miasma spread further and further to the west, like a ship’s sail meeting strong wind.

Even the Evil Gods have joined the fray in interfering with the world.

If he could act as he wished, he would immediately head over to beat those Evil Gods to death, but there was no time to lose on such pathetic creatures.

Sungchul stood up and approached Taigon.

“I’ll head immediately to the Fae World. If anything happens, please leave this place at once without hesitation. Don’t worry about me.”

“But,” Taigon hesitated.

The land below was filled with miasma. Sungchul wouldn’t last long breathing in such toxic poison. Even though he had god-like powers, his physical body was still bound by the limitations of mortality.

Seeing Taigon’s hesitation, Ahmuge finally revealed herself from behind Sungchul. “I possess a mobile teleportation formation.”

“Of the Assassin’s Guild?”

“Yes. If anything happens, I shall bring him back here,” Ahmuge said as she took out a thick scarf to cover her mouth.

Taigon asked her for the scarf. After a brief consecration ritual, he returned it to her.

“You should be able to last a bit longer like this.”

How ironic it was to be abandoned by the god he had once served but not lose his powers as a priest.

Ahmuge smiled and bowed to him in thanks.

Taigon also handed Sungchul a consecrated cloth as well, but Sungchul shook his head.

“Why? This should make things much better, no?” Taigon asked with his eyes opened wide.

Sungchul took out a leopard-patterned cloth he’d obtained from God-knew-where and handed it to Taigon. “I prefer this.” He was a man dead set on his personal philosophy and style.

Taigon applied the consecration ceremony to the leopard-patterned scarf, which imbued it with the powers of purification, before returning it to Sungchul.

Sungchul covered his mouth with the scarf before nodding. “Then I shall be off.” He opened the doors to the deck and stepped outside, closely followed by Ahmuge.

The various priests bid Sungchul Godspeed and good fortune—not under the name and authority of God, but under their own names.

Now, below Sungchul’s feet was a thick, tan-colored Miasma of Death.

Sungchul took a deep breath before jumping down without hesitation.

Ahmuge had her reservations but followed behind him.

The Miasma of Death soon enveloped Sungchul and Ahmuge.

In the midst of zero visibility and roaring air, Sungchul sought the entrance of the forest hidden within the miasma and made his landing with a reverberating boom upon impact.

He couldn’t see anything, but the crunch of leaves under his boots was undoubtedly that of the haunted forest.

Sungchul relied on his memories and Transcendent Senses to make his way forward into the forest without the help of his sight.

In the forest that had been full of life despite the name Haunted Forest, there was now nothing left alive.

The trees were dried up and withered away, and the various forest creatures lay rotting, reduced to sun-bleached skeletons.

Sungchul couldn’t feel even the tiniest bit of magic power remaining in the forest. Adelwight must have taken back all of the spells and magic she had cast.

As for visibility, the miasma didn’t permit anything to be seen. Without knowing where they had landed, finding a single hut in a fog that robbed one of sight was no easy task.

Sungchul began to cast magic through his Soul Stones.

“Wind Shield.”

Sungchul announced the trigger word, which caused multiple explosions of air that pushed away the miasma before him.

It briefly improved visibility, but the miasma came rushing in to fill the air, quickly covering the world once more.

How troublesome.

He had no idea where he was. Most of the forest looked indistinguishable.

Do I have to make a path? But that’s going to take too long.

Even though he had covered himself with the scarf, it didn’t completely nullify the miasma from building up in his body. The deadly poison was slowly accumulating within him.

And although Sungchul would be able to withstand it for quite a while, Ahmuge would not be able to last nearly as long as he could.

“Um.”

He heard a familiar voice from behind him. Unit 55.

It had been quiet until now. For her to suddenly speak up, she must have had something important to say.

“What is it?” Sungchul asked, looking toward Unit 55.

“Unit 49 is reporting that she is at the witch’s hut at the moment. I’ll lead the way, so please follow me.”

“That’s great news.”

Had Marakia been present, he might have commented that Unit 55 was a much more useful companion than Bertelgia.

Sungchul followed after Unit 55, feeling the absence of his companions by his side.

But Unit 55 led him through fallen trees, large crevasses in the ground, and over steep cliffsides that humans would have difficulty following on foot.

She was taking him on the shortest possible path, which ended up being more of an obstacle course than a path.

Sungchul took out Fal Garaz to knock trees and boulders out of the way and used Wind Shield to temporarily gain vision as needed.

Soon, Sungchul and Ahmuge were able to reach the witch’s hut with the help of Unit 55.

Like the rest of the dead forest, the hut had been reduced to ruin.

Sungchul entered the hut that was hanging on precariously atop a withered tree.

“Now what are we going to do?” Ahmuge asked after pulling down the scarf.

A book appeared in the empty room. It was Unit 49, and Unit 55 wordlessly approached, motionlessly floating in place.

They must be sharing information.

Sungchul took a look around the room while the two books communicated. Luckily, the interior of the hut hadn’t changed much, unlike the exterior. It gave off the impression that time inside had been stopped somehow.

Sungchul glanced over at the tea set that Adelwight had often used, left on the table.

It wasn’t too long ago that I had tea and confections she set out for me here.

The Adelwight he knew wasn’t an evil person. Though Sungchul had felt some level of jealousy toward her, he had never once held her in a negative light. The witch who lived through the ages was as transparent and faint in presence as the forest she surrounded herself with.

Sungchul wished strongly that the Adelwight he had known was her true self.

“The gateway to the Fae World is here.”

Unit 55 finished her discussion with Unit 49 and approached Sungchul.

Sungchul followed Unit 49, who led him to the attic, where furniture sat covered in white cloth. Pushed up against the wall was a lone cupboard.

Unit 49 approached the cupboard. “When I arrived here, the cupboard had traces of the witch’s presence. My theory is that there is a connection point leading to the Fae World hidden here.”

Normally, Adelwight’s fairies would have been the ones to open the way to the Fae World. But now that the fairies were gone, Sungchul had to open it on his own.

Luckily, he had received a tool that could open the way to the Fae World from Androa. He took out a rainbow-hued key from his Soul Storage. It was the final present the primordial dragon had given him.

Holding the key, he stood before the cupboard.

The Transcendent Senses soon reacted.

I see.

It wasn’t just the cupboard that had the connection to the Fae World.

The witch’s hut—more specifically, the entire tree the hut was built on—was the connection point leading to the Fae World.

It was no accident that in the enormous forest, Adelwight had specifically chosen this place to settle down and build her hut.

Sungchul reached out with the key, mindful of the existence of the Fae World due to his Transcendent Senses.

The rainbow-colored key soon gave off a peculiar light, and the gateway to the Fae World opened.

“I have been alive for a long time, and this is my first time seeing something like this,” Unit 49 exclaimed.

“The real Bertelgia had seen sights like this many times.”

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands.

The Fae World was a beautiful place far from violence and conflict. But Adelwight was there, whom he couldn’t entirely trust anymore.

There was a possibility of a fight breaking out.

Sungchul entered the Fae World with Fal Garaz in hand.

The world outside was dying, but there was no change visible in the Fae World. It was steeped in peaceful, wondrous beauty, as always.

Sungchul looked beyond the river flowing through the sky at the rapidly growing seedlings of the World Tree, then headed toward the towering World Tree.

Soon, a group of fairies appeared before him. Among them was an elder fairy.

Sungchul spoke to the elder. “I am looking for Adelwight.”

To this, the elder shook his head and replied slowly, “She left yesterday, along with the living book by the name Bertelgia.”

Unit 49, who heard this, muttered to herself behind Sungchul. “How can that be? I’ve been watching this hut in secret for the past few days and haven’t detected any activity.”

The elder led Sungchul’s group to a place hidden among the thick forest—yet another path that led to a door connected to the outside world.

The point of connection between the world and the Fae World was not limited to the witch’s hut.

Sungchul asked the elder where the door led to.

The elder answered that it was connected to Aege.

“Aege, you say.” Sungchul thought of the God’s Dungeon as he asked the elder again, “When did Adelwight depart from here?”

The elder informed him that she had hastily left the Fae World yesterday.

They had bad timing.

But in some ways, this might have been an inevitable outcome.

The witch of the haunted forest, Adelwight, was famous for having future sight. Her predictions of the future were often highly accurate.

Sungchul’s brows furrowed. It’s not for certain yet. But, all things considered, the chances that Adelwight ran from me are high.

But even so, how could he find a woman who could come and go from the Fae World at her whim?

She was a woman not even the Bertelgia types, who were built and designed to function as observers and administrators, were able to find and follow. Sungchul had no chance of finding her on his own.

He was lost in thought, standing before the gateway to Aege, when a woman appeared before Sungchul, hand in hand with a young girl.

A familiar voice called out, “Hey, what did I teach you about greeting your savior?”

It was Ryze Himerr. And next to her was Craiya, looking at Sungchul with a fearful expression. But soon, Craiya seemed to have come to some sort of decision, and she pursed her lips, then walked toward him before bowing her head.

“Hello, Sir Commander in Chief.”

To anyone else, this would look like any other common greeting.

But for Sungchul, who was on the receiving end, he could tell that Craiya was taking the first step to try and get closer to him of her own will.

A faint smile appeared and vanished from his lips.

“So, you’re chasing after Adelwight, I hear?” Ryze asked with a cheerful voice. Her eyes sparkled with wit.

Sungchul replied while reliving moments from his past, “…It’s not easy, it seems.” He wasn’t completely free from the pain of his past. It was like a scar, something that could never be erased.

But Sungchul of the present was capable of facing such a scar calmly.

Ryze Himerr noticed that Sungchul still held minor aspects of his past self, though he had grown into a completely different person.

Just what changed him so?

Perhaps it was a woman’s intuition, but Ryze Himerr deduced who was responsible for Sungchul’s transformation. She grinned subtly as she asked, “That book, I suppose she’s someone important to you?”

Sungchul nodded at the question.

“Perhaps more important than us?” Ryze asked, sounding a little more than hopeful that it would be otherwise.

“Isn’t that obvious? Do you have no sense of shame or guilt?”

Ryze gave a loud, hearty laugh. She held Craiya and cackled for a good while. It was the first time in a long time that Sungchul had seen her laugh so unabatedly.

“I guess coming from a world-class scum like me, saying that is quite rich of me.”

“I suppose you have at least some self-awareness.”

If Bertelgia and Marakia had been present, this wouldn’t have ended with just one or two jokes.

Sungchul had a slight grin as he replied, “Then I suppose the time has come for the world-class scum to repay her debts.”

Ryze’s expression changed. The lighthearted smile disappeared, and a determined expression took hold.

“In that paper are the coordinates to the nine Dungeons of the God. If you show it to a Dimension Mage, they should understand what to do. That being said, it was quite tough. I had to dig deep into my memories to dig those coordinates out.”

“Dungeons of the God, you say.” It was a rather weak response from Sungchul.

When Ryze had been freed from Kromgard’s imprisonment, she had claimed that Kromgard’s objective was to unleash the Dungeons of the God to become an Immortal.

But that turned out not to be the case.

His true objective came to light with the death of the emperor.

Kromgard had no intention of ascending and settling as a mere Immortal. What Kromgard wanted was the position of the fifth Principal All-Father. Ryze Himerr may have served Kromgard by his side, but it hadn’t helped her discover the all-important secret in the end.

She had handed Sungchul the coordinates to the dungeons in goodwill, but this information didn’t seem all that valuable to Sungchul. Instead, Sungchul directly asked Ryze what he wanted.

“Have you come across any information pertaining to the fifth All-Father?”

“The fifth…?”

And as he expected, Ryze looked like she was completely unfamiliar with the topic.

“…As I thought, he really didn’t tell you anything at all.”

“There’s no way I could have known much about it. All he did was give me the God’s Letters to decipher them. He didn’t share his plans with me at all. But I’m sure beyond a shadow of a doubt that he must be at one of the Dungeons of the God,” Ryze answered with absolute certainty.

Sungchul couldn’t help but be taken aback by this. “On what basis?”

Ryze closed her mouth and thought for a moment. She balled up her fist and squinted as she recalled the past.

Craiya was apparently bored, as she let out a yawn and gently settled herself down on the patch of grass close by.

“When I was young, I used to decipher all the God’s Letters as people brought them to me. But now that I think back, the God’s Letters had orders of priority even among them.”

“Orders of priority, huh?”

“The God’s Letters were precious things. There were very few of them. There were times when I would only decipher a single mundane leaflet for the month. But there were also times when a great volume of God’s Letters would arrive from Aege all at once. I don’t know if you remember or not, but there were times when even I, a regular at the arena, wouldn’t show up at all for long stretches of time.”

“I remember something along those lines.”

“Those days were hell for me. I had to individually translate dozens of God’s Letters one by one. But even among those many God’s Letters, there was hierarchy.”

“Hierarchy?”

“There’s no specific document or rule stating so, per se, but Kromgard mentioned to me in passing that if there were any that mentioned God’s Dungeons, to translate those first and bring him the results.”

“So that’s why you’ve come to believe that Kromgard’s objective was to become an Immortal.”

“That’s what I had initially thought. But now that I think of it, it was always strange to me. As far as I knew, he was a mortal only steps away from ascension. If he had that level of power, he could have ascended as a new Immortal with a single clear of any of the dungeons.”

There was nothing Sungchul knew in terms of Kromgard’s exact ability points. But he had extended his life repeatedly for thousands of years, exerting his influence on history from the shadows.

As Ryze had stated, he must have been able to muster and gather enough power to ascend with the slightest opportunity.

“And now it just seems so odd to me. Why a man who was one dungeon clear away from ascension would obsess over every piece of information left behind by the Lesser Gods, the artifacts, and the Soul Contracts.”

Ryze rolled her clever eyes around. And soon, she seemed to have come to some sort of conclusion as she clapped her hands together, turning her gaze back to Sungchul with an excited expression.

“What if Kromgard was simply waiting for the right timing?”

“Timing?”

“For when it becomes impossible to ascend.”

It was just conjecture, but it quickly solidified into a certainty with what Unit 55 said after breaking her silence from the side.

“This woman is right. It is currently impossible for ascension to occur at the moment. As a direct consequence of the death of the Ancient God, a portion of the balance of the world has broken apart.”

This reminded Sungchul of the emperor’s final moments. He had said to him that there was some kind of agreement between the Ancient God and Kromgard.

Even the Ancient God had hinted at some sort of secret agreement with Kromgard during the battle.

And once his thoughts reached this far, a faint exclamation escaped Sungchul’s lips.

“Ah.”

He wasn’t sure yet, but it felt like he’d discovered a faint glow of light through a dense fog as thick as the Miasma of Death.

In Kromgard’s path to becoming the fifth Principal All-Father, the God’s Dungeons must play a central role.

Though Ryze’s conjecture omitted some details and made several leaps in reasoning, she had correctly arrived at the conclusion that Kromgard must be headed to the God’s Dungeons.

And with that, Sungchul’s destination was now clear.

He immediately made ready to return to the witch’s hut.

“It wouldn’t hurt to stop for a cup of tea, you know.” Ryze and Craiya seemed disappointed that he was in such a hurry to leave. They wanted to repay their debt to Sungchul in some way.

It was enough that they wanted to. At least, that was what Sungchul believed.

However, Ryze and her daughter didn’t seem to think so. They had received help on a scale that would be difficult to repay in one lifetime, if at all.

Ryze, who had learned how to be shameless over the years, was one thing, but Craiya seemed to have suffered greatly, even though she understood why Sungchul had suddenly left without a word.

She gifted Sungchul a small bottle containing a bit of water.

“Please accept this.”

Sungchul accepted the bottle and asked, “What is it?”

To this, Ryze answered in Craiya’s stead. “It’s a bottle containing droplets of dew gathered from the sproutlings of the World Tree. Once Craiya found out what you went through to save her, she gathered the dew every morning at the crack of dawn before the World Tree. According to the Elder, this has a greater effect than even the sap of the World Tree.”

It was a precious item.

Sungchul graciously accepted her gift and then took out something from his vest to return the favor.

It was the golden duck, whose head and body were separated.

“Please accept this.”

“And this is…?” Craiya accepted the pretty but decapitated parts of the golden duckling, though rather puzzled.

Sungchul gave a faint smile as he gently patted her head and explained softly, “It makes you feel better if you let it float by you as you bathe. Though it looks unsightly at the moment, when I come back, I’ll reattach the parts together again.”

The purpose of gifting the broken present was to promise a return in the future.

For Ryze and her daughter, who lived in the suffocating reality of an uncertain future, there was no greater present to give.

Sungchul bid farewell to those from his past and made ready to leave once more.

Once they made it back to the witch’s hut, Unit 55 finally broke the silence.

“Father’s consciousness is beginning to return once more. He might be able to speak with you again in the near future.”

“I don’t have anything to discuss with him at the moment.”

Eckhart’s grotesque and shameful creation briefly came to mind. It had been no ordinary doll. It was a mirror that reflected a part of Eckhart. A monster born of obsession and envy.

Eckhart had not only failed to overcome the monster within, he couldn’t bear to even face it.

His limitations were perfectly clear.

There was no way Sungchul would listen to the opinions of such a man.

Unit 55 watched Sungchul from the side for a moment before replying, sounding slightly offended, “Something worse than what happened at La Grange might happen.”

“I won’t let it come to pass,” Sungchul rebutted as if to steel his will, before covering his mouth and nose with the leopard-patterned scarf.

Ahmuge had been silently observing, and she likewise used her scarf like a gas mask.

Sungchul left behind the empty and lonely house as he entered back into the yellow Miasma of Death.

***

Sungchul, who made it back onboard the Sylphid, handed over the coordinates he had received from Ryze to Taigon and his men.

The priests were versed in the dimensional school of magic but were taken aback by the accuracy and precision of the coordinates Ryze had produced.

“There is no way to describe it except to say that it’s perfect. It must have been recorded by a master of the dimensional school of magic. Such a stable coordinate can’t be found even within the deck logbooks of the imperial ships.”

All things aside, Ryze’s competence and thoroughness were something Sungchul had long since acknowledged.

“For now, please head to Aege.”

“Aege, you say. To that annihilated capital of the Merchant Coalition?” Taigon ordered his men to set the heading.

Many priests chanted together, soon enveloping the entirety of the Sylphid in magic formations.

Sungchul took out Fal Garaz and stood at the ready at the bow of the ship, waiting for the teleportation to complete.

The dimensional gate opened, swallowing the Sylphid, and after an indescribable passage of time, a whole other world opened up before Sungchul.

Blue sky and the golden ocean spread out below it.

The priests muttered amongst themselves. “Amazing. What a flawless coordinate.”

“But we can’t lower our guard. This place is cast under the shadow of the heretics.”

“…What’s the point of worrying about heresy at this point? Let’s just stand watch and keep an eye out…”

Sungchul looked out at the God’s Dungeon rising out of the golden ocean, the mutterings of the priests at his back.

“I shall take a quick look,” Sungchul said to Taigon before flying toward the God’s Dungeon.

His second visit to the God’s Dungeon, Aegehios.

As he reached the giant gates of the dungeon, the entryway opened itself to Sungchul on its own. He accepted the dungeon’s invitation without a word.

Waiting for him beyond the door were a man with the head of a cow, who’d done nothing for over ten millennia, and a simple-looking old man who had an incredible aura about him.

“Yo, Destroyer.” The nameless old man was the first to greet him. “Or is it better to call you a demigod, considering you’ve beaten that stubborn fool Aleokgos to death?”

He must have been aware of everything that had been transpiring in the world.

Sungchul gave an awkward smile, exchanging a brief greeting before moving on to the main topic. “Was there a man who came here?”

To Sungchul’s question, the old man gave an ominous smile as his eyes lit with a mysterious glint. “You mean the Unascended one?”

“The Unascended one?”

The old man nodded in response. “He arrived with quite the timing. Only moments after Aleokgos was slain by your hands and the boundary between the Transcendent World and the mortal realm crumbled away, he showed up here. And after completing every trial in just one day, he left without a word.”

“Just one day?”

That was absurd.

Even Sungchul, the Tool of God, took two weeks to complete every trial offered by Aegehios.

No matter how unusual a being Kromgard was, he was still fundamentally a mortal. It was one thing if it were the lower-level trials, but the upper-tier trials should have posed a considerable challenge for him.

Even taking into consideration that the man possessed more power than what should have been possible for a mortal, it still did not remove the necessity of spending time in order to complete the various trials of the dungeon.

Sungchul stared at the nameless old man, silently demanding some sort of explanation.

The old man gave a wary smile as he let out a sigh. “Someone is helping him. A very giant being.”

Sungchul recalled the ominous voice of the Ancient God.

The nameless one continued, “The one known as Kromgard already knew everything. Every hidden secret of the God’s Dungeon. And he already knew the path of the chosen one.”

“Chosen one?”

To Sungchul’s question, the old man nodded and let out yet another sigh. “The god was fair in all ways and made great efforts to give all equal opportunity. But in the end, even God made the mistake of granting favor to those he cherished. And as a result, the God’s Dungeon that should have been impartial and fair above all else was given a disgraceful hidden shortcut. And that is called the Path of the Chosen One.”

Sungchul stood stunned.

In the midst of the silence, the nameless one continued, “As difficult as it may be to believe, the God of Order, Enkiadus, was the most cherished being of God. He did not want anyone else to take the position of the God of Order. Enkiadus’s rival Sidmia was close in ability but possessed a violent personality far from God’s image of order. The other Principal Gods walked similar paths, all with the exception of the God of Chaos, Kunkidu. It seems that the God of Chaos was the most competent among them. Whatever the case, one thing that is clear is that a being who was aware of the Path of the Chosen One informed Kromgard of its existence. Kromgard was able to walk the easy and comfortable path forward to easily take all the rewards he could from this dungeon.”

“…It’s the same as the Summoning Palace,” Sungchul replied, his voice filled with contempt. But the old man immediately replied, as if to refute the accusation.

“Before Enkiadus changed, he was an unbelievably great man. Even someone who was beyond redemption or reformation, I had thought that there was no one else better suited to become the God of Order than he. But he had no divine attribute.”

“Divine attribute? You mean the power of creation and destruction?”

To this, the nameless man shook his head. “Divine attribute is not limited to just those two things. Those two powers are simply a portion of God’s innate abilities. At the foundation of the divine attribute lies the idea of eternity. And God, who possessed the attribute of eternity, did not realize that mortals were deficient in such an attribute, and thus led to an error of judgment.”

Although the old man didn’t show any emotion, Sungchul could still tell from this short conversation that the old man was a devout follower of God from the bottom of his heart.

An unchanging… attribute of eternity. Sungchul dwelled on that idea for a bit longer.

In any case, he was successful in obtaining critical information from Aegehios. One was that Kromgard’s current objective was indeed to visit the God’s Dungeons, and the other was that Kromgard possessed knowledge of how to overcome all of them without any effort.

The remaining dungeons were eight.

It had been only two days since the boundary of the world had collapsed. There was still time. If he could immediately head to another dungeon, there might be something he could still do.

But he needed to hurry.

Sungchul left the dungeon, and the nameless one silently watched him depart.

I pray your heart won’t change. You who carry the burden of God.

As the primordial being watched on, the red airship vanished beyond a dimensional gate.

***

There were two main ways hunters hunted their prey. One was to chase after the prey directly. They could follow trails, especially droppings, to pursue the prey until it was located, and then let loose an arrow.

Another was to wait instead of chasing, letting the prey come to them instead. After comprehensively understanding the prey’s habits and behaviors, the hunter could predict what the prey would do and prepare a trap, then wait for the prey to come on its own.

Each method of hunting had its own pros and cons, and each was more effective than the other depending on the prey.

Sungchul understood that his prey, Kromgard, was incredibly clever, possessing unimaginable mobility and likely full of countless secrets unknown to the rest of the world.

He was no easy prey. There was a high chance that Kromgard would slip away if Sungchul were to chase after him forcefully—which had already happened several times before.

Unlike an elven archer who relied on accuracy and covertness, Sungchul was an archetypical warrior who relied on a single powerful blow to solve his problems.

The fact that he spent a long time considering how to catch the cunning and quick-witted Kromgard was a bygone conclusion.

After long consideration, Sungchul decided on his method.

The nine dungeons.

He decided to visit each of the dungeons clockwise, starting from Aege, aiming to find one that Kromgard had not yet visited.

It would have been great to directly run into Kromgard by chance, but Sungchul decided not to rely on pure chance and instead find a dungeon Kromgard had not yet visited and wait for him there.

Sungchul visited three dungeons. These were dungeons that represented Magic Power, Strength, and Dexterity.

The dungeons that were hidden deep underground had risen from the earth, deep lakes, or bubbling pits of lava, possessing an overwhelmingly majestic aura.

Kromgard had already completed all of those dungeons through the incredibly simple and easy Path of the Chosen One.

Of those three dungeons, Sungchul realized that remnants of the Order of Extinction were still active in the dwarven kingdom’s ruins that were otherwise devoid of life.

“I thought that it was no easy task to reveal the dungeons that the God of Order and his lackeys had hidden away.”

Sungchul addressed the two books who were following him, recalling the image of Sarasa Xero, who had tried to win over Daincraft.

“There are two reasons,” Unit 55 answered calmly. “The balance of the world has crumbled away, weakening the powers that were holding back the dungeons. And Father’s influence over the world is weakening; he had been keeping this world intact all this time.”

Unit 49 added more detail. “…With just the collapse of the world’s boundary, it has become incomparably easier to unlock the dungeons, but the more critical problem is Father’s worsening condition. It’s reached a point where the dungeons could emerge on their own without humans interfering.”

“Is that so?”

“You seem to be under the impression that Father does nothing, but that’s a grave misunderstanding. More than anyone else in the world, Father had been sacrificing himself from the background so that the world could operate on a stable foundation despite its unstable state.”

Unit 55 implied that Sungchul had to meet Eckhart again.

He decided to ignore her words.

The Sylphid’s next destination was the northern edge of the continent. There was a God’s Dungeon of Vitality to be found there.

The priests were exhausted from the endless push without a break, but they pressed forward anyway to deliver Sungchul and the Sylphid where they were needed. But they were now nearing the edge of their stamina, holding on with mana potions and vitamins, and they would need to take at least a day’s break soon.

If we have some time later, I’m going to have to bring forth my Master Chef skill to raise our men’s morale, Sungchul thought as he disembarked.

Snow, ice, and boulders made up this desolate landscape.

Land of the permafrost, Hudan.

Much of the northern regions were desolate, but the northeast of the continent was particularly devoid of life for some reason.

Although this place was located far to the east, the Miasma of Death had not yet reached it due to ferocious and freezing northern winds.

But even without the miasma, this frozen desert, where not even snow fell, was too barren for even monsters to survive.

Sungchul rode atop Baron’s back to the ground, but there was nothing there.

Dungeons were all the same in their magnificent size, easily seen from great distances. But here, there didn’t even seem to be a single hut, let alone a dungeon.

What’s going on?

There were two possibilities.

One was that Ryze had mistaken the coordinates. The other was more hopeful: that Kromgard’s men had not yet managed to reach here. But judging by the current state of things, the former theory carried more weight.

As Unit 55 and Unit 49 had said, Eckhart’s influence in the world was weakening daily, causing God’s Dungeons to unearth themselves from their binds. Therefore, there needed to be evidence of some kind that would indicate the binds becoming undone in the form of float stones.

But here in the lands of Hudan, not one float stone could be observed.

“There doesn’t seem to be a God’s Dungeon here,” Ahmuge voiced her opinion.

Sungchul shared her doubt.

Even Taigon agreed. “Since there seems to be nothing here, we should check other places.”

Sungchul wanted to do so as well, but the priests were close to their limits. If he were to force them onward, they might be able to visit one more dungeon, but there was no guarantee that it would lead to any result.

And Sungchul trusted Ryze Himerr. Putting aside her morals or ethics, she was thorough. Though she wasn’t as flashy or nearly as precise as Schnellmerker, she always grasped the most important point and almost never made a mistake.

We’ve already visited three locations just today. There are five more left.

They needed to conserve their energy for when they might need to go all out.

Torn between trust in Ryze and what was best for the future, Sungchul decided to end their travels for the day. But instead of anchoring the Sylphid out in the open, Sungchul hid the ship between steep stone cliffs in the mountains, working alone to secure the Sylphid with chains and stakes.

Midway, Unit 49 began to assist Sungchul. Unit 55 kept going on about needing to go meet Eckhart but brought him a single rope to help toward the end.

Sungchul felt that the books were perhaps not as detestable beings as he had initially thought—especially Unit 49, who seemed like a good kid.

Once Sungchul was done securing the Sylphid, he rode atop Baron to head to the coast.

Though there were almost no living creatures in this barren land, it wasn’t the case for the ocean, which was filled with icebergs.

Warm waters drifting down from the Demon Realm further to the north were nutrient-rich and supported an abundance of sea life.

Sungchul placed a leather mat on top of a stone to sit on before he took out a fishing rod.

Not long after it had been cast, the lure jerked suddenly.

The power transferred through the line and felt in his hands was considerable. This was no easy catch. But Sungchul had long practiced fishing at the forefront of the Demon Realm. He paid attention to make sure the line wouldn’t snap, pulling and loosening the reel repeatedly to drain the strength of the fish before finally beginning to reel it in gently.

It was a great catch. A fish as large as his forearm was dragged out of the ocean, flapping about.

It was a cod, full of eggs.

I’m in the mood for some cod soup.

Sungchul felt his mouth begin to water as he gave a light whack to the fish’s head to stun it before placing it in the basket.

“Is this the fishing thing?” Unit 49, who had been watching closely, came closer to ask.

“Yes.” Sungchul nodded as he pierced the bait with the hook, then cast it some distance before it fell into the dark navy waters of the ocean. He resumed a comfortable seated position as he waited for the fish to bite once more.

Unit 49 seemed intrigued by this process and watched from up close.

After some time had passed, the sink bobbed once more.

Sungchul used the same method as before, repeating the process of pulling and releasing the reel before finally bringing the fish ashore.

It was a large octopus.

“It looks like a servant of the Ancient God,” Unit 49 muttered from behind.

Sungchul continued to fish with a faint grin, while Unit 49 watched him from behind.

The basket was slowly filling up with fish.

The line tugged once again.

Sungchul looked back at Unit 49 and asked, “Want to give it a try?”

“What? Me?” Unit 49 gave a light tremble.

Sungchul nodded and handed the fishing rod to Unit 49.

Unit 49 hesitated for a moment before grabbing the fishing rod with her pages. The moment Sungchul let go of the rod, Unit 49’s body was dragged forward.

The catch was beginning its resistance in earnest.

Unit 49 let out a short cry of surprise before she fixed her grip and properly reeled in the fish.

“It’s not easy.”

“There’s nothing in the world that’s easy.”

Unit 49 was dragged around for a while before she lost her temper and tried to pull the fishing rod as hard as she could.

Sungchul shook his head and grasped the rod before explaining to her calmly, “There are plenty of things in the world that can’t be solved by strength alone.” He held the rod loosely and even unreeled the line a bit.

Once the resistance felt through the fishing rod was reduced somewhat, Sungchul handed over the rod once more.

“Try again. Slowly, try not to agitate your catch.”

“Hmm.” Unit 49 did as Sungchul said.

The fish was slowly reeled in closer, but not long after, it began to run amok once more. Sungchul watched the sinker shake violently and move further out into the water. “Loosen the fishing line again. Let him waste his strength.”

Unit 49 did as she was told. He only had to tell her once, but she immediately figured out what to do.

Seeing this, Sungchul thought to himself, One thing’s for sure. She’s a lot smarter than Bertelgia.

Soon, with a shout, Unit 49 pulled on the rod as hard as she could, and with a spray of water, a violently struggling cod emerged from the water.

It was an enormous catch. The largest of the day.

Unit 49 stared at her catch. It seemed as though she couldn’t take her eyes off it. It must have been the first time she had caught or hunted something with just technique and strength, without using magic or weapons.

Sungchul had a faint grin as he cleaned up the area. They had enough ingredients for now. The only thing left to do was cook for the priests, who were running low on stamina and mana, then wind down for the day.

As Sungchul was getting close to finishing up, Unit 49 put the cod she had caught into the basket and came to strike up a conversation with him.

“Was every day you spent with her like this?”

“You mean Bertelgia?”

“Yes, although I am a Bertelgia Type as well.”

“Well, it’s not like we spent every day killing time doing leisure activities like this. It was mostly her nagging at me. I don’t think even a mother-in-law could nag as much as she.”

“A mother-in-law, you say.”

“Well, it was thanks to her that I was able to get this far.”

“Was she really that powerful? That’s not possible. She isn’t part of the series that were given high ability,” Unit 49 said in surprise.

Sungchul grinned bitterly and shook his head. “It’s not power.”

“Then what is it?” Unit 49 asked again, urging him for an answer.

Sungchul picked up the baskets and stood up. “Hmm. How should I describe it?” There was no good term that came to mind. Bertelgia was simply Bertelgia. What more could be said?

Sungchul squeezed his brain for a while before he finally found a word that he found sufficient.

“I could call it the ties of fate.”

“Fate?”

“Well, something like that. Trust between one another, empathy, a bond… You must feel some sort of emotion with Unit 55, who’s acting all bitter and upset over there.”

“Unit 55? She hates everyone, and no one likes her. Ah, except Father.” Unit 49’s words were filled with absolute certainty.

“Really? I thought that might be the case. But either way, try making friends with someone. It doesn’t have to be her. And when you do, you’ll probably come to understand what I’m trying to say.”

“Hmm.” Unit 49 seemed dissatisfied with the answer, but she didn’t press the issue any further.

Sungchul felt that this moment strangely wasn’t all that foreign to him. It was strangely nostalgic somehow. How peculiar. This was the first time he’d interacted with Unit 49 in any meaningful capacity, but strangely enough, the moment gave him the feeling he was reliving one from the past.

As he was returning to the Sylphid atop Baron’s back, Sungchul quietly thought about where his emotions were coming from. As he searched through his memories, his thoughts finally reached a restricted area of his past. A being, who stood alone in the corner of his consciousness, stared back at him.

The Black Giant.

As difficult as it was to believe, the feelings of nostalgia were slowly seeping out from the Black Giant.

This surprised Sungchul greatly.

Around that time, Baron arrived aboard the Sylphid, and Sungchul let go of unnecessary thoughts and focused on cooking for the priests, who had been working so hard.

It had been a while, but he gave his best when cooking for others. Instead of making a meal to satisfy himself, he cooked for the sake of others’ enjoyment. He used whatever he could find in the kitchen, supplemented by the spices in his Soul Storage, to cook a thick seafood stew.

It was received very well by all.

In the midst of the priests’ exclamations of joy over the meal they were served, Sungchul took a step back to lean against the wall and “accidentally” let his diamond brooch show.

But something was missing. Bertelgia wasn’t there to complain like usual.

Sungchul felt disappointed somehow and left to go stand at the helm to look up at the perfectly clean night sky, devoid of the Miasma of Death or the looming dread of impending battle.

In a corner of his heart, he felt relief.

Sungchul took out a bottle of alcohol from his vest. It was just enough to have a swig to let go of the fatigue and worries of the day.

But before he could bring the bottle to his lips, something glistened in the sky.

Sungchul was stunned.

It was an airship.


Chapter 13 – Trap

The airship that landed in the darkness showed no signs of movement for a good long while.

They must be searching.

Moving quietly in the dark, the airship of unknown affiliation showed no movement of any kind on the surface, but it was in fact in the middle of a fierce scouting and inspection.

Dozens of observers spread out to comb the area. A few of them headed toward the Sylphid. But those low-rank minions couldn’t discover the Sylphid concealed by the pinnacle of technology and simply passed by.

It was only after the observers passed that the unknown airship finally began to show activity detectable from the outside.

Sungchul couldn’t hide his surprise.

They were Soldiers of Salvation, members of the Floating Archipelago, and the Order of Extinction. With this information, it became clear without a doubt that the airship belonged to Kromgard’s faction.

The men of this airship descended to the ground using hot air balloons to conduct a more thorough inspection of the area.

Their meticulous scouting continued until well after the twilight of the morning sun began to light up the eastern skies.

They’re very careful.

Sungchul realized upon seeing this that Kromgard wasn’t moving as quickly as he had imagined.

Kromgard was definitely difficult prey to hunt, for sure, but Sungchul was likewise a difficult enemy for Kromgard to go up against. Naturally, this led to every action being carried out with the utmost vigilance and discretion. And, of course, this translated into long delays.

Once the sun was up in earnest, a group of magicians exited the airship and arrived on the surface. They got to work setting up various barriers and wards in designated areas.

“What will you do?” Ahmuge, who had been watching the activities of Kromgard’s men, asked from his side.

“…Let’s just observe for now.”

The ones who had shown themselves so far were nothing more than small fry. The main catch would only reveal itself once it believed itself to be safe.

Sungchul observed the activities of Kromgard’s men while eating his now long-cold food.

Kromgard’s men set up a massive ward of detection with an effective radius of ten kilometers, with the airship at the center, and Observers capable of watching the skies for miles around stationed all over.

In this desolate land on the northeastern edge of the world, where razor-cold winds billowed endlessly, Kromgard’s men diligently carried out their duties without a hint of complaint or discomfort.

Sungchul, who had plentiful experience being in charge of other men, realized that these must be the most elite and loyal of Kromgard’s forces.

And even among the many that he commanded, these must be the most distinguished, the cream of the crop.

They were no match for Sungchul in terms of individual ability.

However, man possessed willpower. And even though the purpose of their will was misguided, an unbreakable will was fully capable of creating unexpected outcomes.

Sungchul decided to deal with these men with unparalleled focus and caution compared to any other foe before them.

Once it was dusk, he was finally able to get an opportunity to gauge the resolve of the men. Flying high above the sky was a large eagle. From afar, it looked like an avian monster not too uncommonly found in the Demon Realm. But as he continued to observe the beast, he realized that the demonic birds of the Demon Realm couldn’t hope to compare to such a monstrosity, as its size completely dwarfed that of any flying creature he had ever laid eyes on.

This was no monster bird. It was a Lesser God.

A Lesser God roaming the Transcendent World had discovered the Human Plane and had descended out of curiosity.

It was something that could have never happened while the boundary of the world remained intact.

The giant eagle flew down to the surface, landing squarely at the center and destroying all of the barriers and seals the men of Kromgard’s faction had taken half a day to set up and prepare.

Sungchul watched with interest to see how Kromgard’s men would fight back against the immortal being.

Men who appeared to be members of the Order of Extinction stepped down from the airship to face the Lesser God. They recited an incantation in unison and ripped up ancient scrolls passed down from eras past.

But nothing happened.

The incantation they had put their lives on the line to perform ended up becoming nothing more than an echo in the void. The reason was simple. Now that the boundaries between the worlds were destroyed, there was no longer any reason for the Lesser Gods to respond to calls from the Real World. Since the Lesser Gods could simply descend to the human realm anytime they wanted, just like the giant eagle.

Once the Lesser God transformation failed, Kromgard’s forces threw everything they had toward the Lesser God.

But the result of a fight between mortals and immortals was predetermined before it ever began.

The Lesser God in the form of an eagle pecked at the members of the Order of Extinction with its beak. And the recipients of this attack were reduced to splatters of blood.

The scene was soon reduced to utter chaos.

The Lesser God destroyed the airship, killing or devouring the crew members to pass the time. It was a gruesome sight to behold. The Lesser God toyed with the survivors until it got bored and simply left.

By the time it flew off, only a tiny fraction of survivors remained. The airship was destroyed, and most of the crew were slain. Even the barriers they had spent much effort creating were destroyed beyond repair.

“That is why God had separated the world of Immortals and the worlds of mortals,” Unit 55 explained calmly as she watched on.

Sungchul gazed at the fallen airship as he directed a question to her. “Why is there such a large discrepancy in power? Immortals were also once human. And even though all the Immortals had to meet the minimum required Ability to reach ascension, I don’t think they should have been that much more powerful.”

“During ascension, the body of the mortal is annihilated, and a new body as an immortal is created.”

“Is the new body determined by the Overseer?”

“No, that’s not the case. The new body reflects the newly ascended immortal’s ability distribution and characteristics and can vary wildly from one to another. But the new body is incomparably stronger than that of a mortal.”

“It seems as though simply by becoming an immortal, you become stronger.”

To Sungchul, it seemed like the growth in power due to ascension might be as much as two to three times greater than when they were mortal. At least, that was how it seemed when comparing to the Immortals he had observed thus far. Of course, among them were a few Immortals who were exceptionally powerful, even compared to the other Immortals.

Either way, Kromgard’s forces were nearly wiped out, bringing a deathly stillness to this permafrost land.

For Sungchul, it most likely meant that he would have to scout elsewhere. But he chose to remain in place instead.

Taking a look at the ability screen, the northeast indicated that a God’s Dungeon of Vitality would appear here.

Strength, Dexterity, and Vitality were the three core abilities that determined the strength of an individual in this world. Even though he may have lost a large number of subordinates, Kromgard would never forsake such an important ability.

And Sungchul’s predictions came true.

A magic formation appeared in the air, and a new airship arrived.

After meeting up with the survivors and hearing their story, the new crew restarted the work of their predecessors.

They began to watch over their surroundings, sending out the Eyes of the Observers and building up the barriers. And they weren’t dumb enough to ignore the experiences of their predecessors.

Yet another airship appeared in the air.

And on the ship was someone Sungchul knew well.

Altugius Xero and his granddaughter, Sarasa.

They gathered the men preparing the barriers and shouted at them for a while before ordering them to do something else instead.

The men of Kromgard’s faction showed new behavior. The mages who had been busying themselves with detection magic instead began a different project. They drew magic formations upon the frozen desert ground. A vast, circular magic formation visible from the sky, filled with unholy messages.

What they were doing was plain as day. They were trying to call upon the God’s Dungeon—right onto the permafrost.

Sungchul watched patiently as they carried out their rituals. What interested him most was the location of the dungeon. In all other places, the location was hinted at by the existence of float stones. But there were no such clues in this place.

So he had thought he was mistaken and would have left none the wiser had he not come across that group of men.

Just where is the dungeon located?

Sungchul’s question was soon answered.

The God’s Dungeon was located in the clouds high above, hiding in the sky, almost too far to be seen.

The magicians uttered the words of their rituals to breathe power into the magic circles. And responding to it, the dungeon hidden above the clouds began to descend, finally coming within visible range and revealing its majestic grandeur.

So it was hidden way up in the sky. That’s why it couldn’t be discovered.

Unlike the other dungeons thus far, the Dungeon of Vitality was placed atop a giant float stone island.

The God of Order and his minions had connected several of the float stones that reached the highest altitudes together to lift the God’s Dungeon out of human reach and sight.

But now, the God’s Dungeon had finally descended low enough for an airship to reach.

Kromgard’s minions kept up their guard as they waited.

Something was about to occur.

A magic formation soon came into existence, and from it, a man emerged.

A faint grin appeared on Sungchul’s lips.

Kromgard.

He’d finally caught him.

But Sungchul didn’t rush. Since he already knew what Kromgard was here to do, he instinctively knew the best timing for hunting his prey.

Attended by several liches in black robes, who were likely the most important of his followers, Kromgard exchanged a few words with Altugius and Sarasa, who had helped prepare the dungeon. Then he quickly entered the God’s Dungeon.

It wouldn’t take long. A day, perhaps even less.

“When are you going to make your move?” Ahmuge asked.

Sungchul was in no rush.

“Go inform Taigon. Tell him to make preparations to teleport our ship next to theirs at a moment’s notice.”

The most dangerous moment to hunt was when the prey had something to protect, especially while they were protecting their offspring. However, they were most vulnerable immediately after completing the hunt.

The same was true for an army. No matter how powerful an army, once they were laden with spoils and loot in the middle of a pillage, they were prone to putting up less resistance than even a disorderly mob.

Sungchul was waiting for the moment when Kromgard and his followers were the most unprepared. It would be the moment Kromgard reemerged upon completing the dungeon. That would be the golden timing.

If, for example, Sungchul were to launch a surprise attack before then, a survivor might escape into the dungeon to alert Kromgard to the situation. If that were to come to pass, it would make things much more difficult.

From Sungchul’s experience, Kromgard was akin to a rabbit who had dug out multiple tunnels. He must reach Kromgard before the rabbit could make a run to one of these tunnels.

Sungchul, who had already decided upon his plan of action, waited leisurely for Kromgard to reemerge from the dungeon. Secretly, he was also curious as to how long it would take for a “Chosen One” to complete a dungeon.

Half a day passed. No additional Immortals came by.

Kromgard’s followers kept up their ironclad vigilance in all directions, focusing their senses and energy on detecting any possible threat.

The suffocating silence seemed like it would continue for eternity.

A whale in the ocean far away broke the surface with its tail. Kromgard’s men didn’t so much as glance in that direction, but it provided something for Sungchul to enjoy watching.

By the time the waves kicked up by the whale had almost entirely dissipated, the entrance of the dungeon began to glow with a bluish light.

As soon as he noticed this, Sungchul gave the command to Taigon.

“Initiate teleportation now.”

“All preparations are complete!”

The Sylphid that had been hidden away began to be surrounded by magic formations. The incantations didn’t take long to complete.

The moment the magic formations completely surrounded the entirety of the Sylphid, the ship made a short teleportation jump close to the God’s Dungeon, right next to Kromgard’s airship.

Kromgard’s men, who had been standing watch with eagle eyes, couldn’t respond. They had thought that the enemy would approach from afar. They couldn’t have imagined that they would suddenly appear from the middle of their formations.

Sungchul revealed himself immediately and fired off Chain Lightning from his fingers.

Kromgard’s faction, which no longer had access to Lesser God transformation, was no longer much of a threat. Still, he wanted to reduce the danger to the crew of the Sylphid.

The Chain Lightning branched out and wiped out a group of Kromgard’s soldiers instantly.

Sungchul didn’t stop there and immediately threw himself toward the dungeon entrance that was giving off the blue glow.

“Stop him!”

“Damn you!”

Two swordsmen clad in the uniform of the Floating Archipelago drew their swords to try to stop Sungchul, but it was a meaningless struggle.

Fal Garaz appeared in his hands, erasing the lives of the two men effortlessly.

Sungchul reached the entrance in no time, and a man walked out from the blue glow of the dungeon’s entrance.

Kromgard.

Like Adelwight, he had lived for an eternity. The man who dreamed of becoming the fifth Principal All-Father.

Sungchul shouldered Fal Garaz and strolled forward toward him.

Kromgard, who had emerged with great spirits in celebration of his newly acquired power, quickly lost any vestige of joy as his facial expression grew rigid upon noticing his worst enemy.

“It’s been a while, Wandering King,” Sungchul said.

Checkmate.

***

Sungchul’s powerful grip took hold of the Wandering King’s collar. There was no chance to dodge. Sungchul didn’t permit it.

Holding firmly onto the Wandering King, he spoke calmly.

“It seems like an old friend of mine was in your care.”

For just a moment, the Wandering King’s eyes grew wide.

With a force that shook the frozen tundra, the Wandering King was thrown onto the ground.

Kromgard’s body didn’t stop at simply being embedded into the ground. The walkway made of blackish stone was shattered as Kromgard left a long crater where he was dragged.

Sungchul seemed to vanish for a moment before reappearing behind the Wandering King. His powerful hands once again found their way to Kromgard, this time at the back of his throat.

“Ugh!” Kromgard let out an agonized cry of pain as Sungchul lifted him up by the back of his neck.

“Stop right there!”

“What are you doing?!”

Kromgard’s men, who had been momentarily caught off guard by the surprise attack, finally came to their senses and tried to stop Sungchul.

But their king was in Sungchul’s hands. Sungchul once again threw the Wandering King to the ground.

“Ahh!” Kromgard’s face cracked the earth, leaving behind thick bloodstains.

This time, Sungchul grasped Kromgard by his heels and flung him up, smashing him back down against the ground.

Deep red blood splattered in all directions, along with the sound of something breaking.

This wasn’t enough to kill him. Sungchul had been holding back just enough to deliver pain. Kromgard may have obtained overwhelming power from the dungeons, but he was still a nobody before Sungchul’s might. If any proof was necessary, Sungchul hadn’t even used his main weapon, Fal Garaz. He had completely overwhelmed Kromgard using nothing but sheer brute force.

Sungchul flung Kromgard up by his heels again to repeat the punishment when, finally, the members of the Order of Extinction drew their swords to try and stop him.

“You dirty Summoned!”

“Die!”

“You accursed mutt!”

However, Sungchul was ready for such a reaction. He didn’t even turn around as he extended his hands. Chain Lightning was fired off toward the direction of the enemies, burning them black as they choked out screams.

In the midst of the death throes and cries of pain, Sungchul took out Ryze Himerr’s black staff and aimed toward Kromgard’s ship.

Inside his coat, the row of Soul Stones had been prepping a spell since he had begun his punishment on Kromgard.

Primordial Light, Starlight.

Althugius and Sarasa watched from the airship with rigid expressions as the staff was pointed in their direction. And soon after, the white beams of light went flying toward both his old acquaintances as well as the airship.

This attack carried with it Sungchul’s firm message. That he no longer held any attachment to their past.

Just before the lethal beams of light reached them, Sarasa and Althugius vanished.

One of the beams of light may have missed its mark, but the other three penetrated through Kromgard’s ship.

The airship exploded and began to lose altitude.

Kromgard had lost his way out.

Sungchul slowly walked toward Kromgard, who was breathing heavily, hunched over, having long since lost his will or ability to put up a fight.

It was inevitable before such an oppressive display of mindless and overwhelming violence. This was a long time coming.

Sungchul had no plans to let go of this hard-earned opportunity.

Kromgard’s army had been annihilated and his airship shot down. And now, Kromgard himself lay helpless at Sungchul’s feet.

The only remaining variables were Althugius, Sarasa, and the seven liches in various colored robes. These were likely the most capable and loyal members of Kromgard’s followers.

And there was yet another unexpected guest who emerged from the crashed airship.

“…Sungchul Kim.”

His old comrade, Shamal Rajput.

As if to prove that his title as the master of the Assassin’s Guild was no mere ornament, he’d somehow managed to escape from the massacre of La Grange.

The problem was his destination.

Perhaps he had been hit by a stray fragment during the crash, as half of his face was covered in blood.

“Sungchul Kim!” Shamal Rajput called out to Sungchul a second time.

But Sungchul had nothing to say to him.

To Sungchul, Shamal was simply someone from his past.

Instead of paying any attention to what Shamal had to say, Sungchul took out the rope he always had on standby and tied it around Kromgard’s neck. As he pulled on the rope, Kromgard was lifted straight up, finally revealing his previously concealed face.

Half of Kromgard’s face was disfigured beyond recognition.

His mouth was missing most of his teeth, letting out pitiful groans and bubbles of blood.

It was an unbecoming state for the founder of Rutheginea, who had been an instrumental figure in the flow of history for untold eons.

I’m surprised Adelwight hasn’t shown up.

Sungchul didn’t notice any new presence watching him. The only thing that bothered him was the actions of Kromgard’s men.

One of the liches seemed to be communicating with someone.

Sungchul let him be. His primary objective wasn’t trash like Kromgard but Bertelgia.

“Then, until Adelwight arrives, shall we hear a few things from you?”

As Sungchul pulled on the rope, Kromgard was dragged forward like a dog. His face, covered in dirt and blood, was stepped on by Sungchul’s boots.

Kromgard trembled as he grasped at the earth with both hands. A faint muttering could be heard escaping his lips amid the blood.

Sungchul was able to pick up a portion of what was said.

“…Nothing without the power of God.”

Hearing this, Sungchul grasped Kromgard by his hair and lifted his head up to look him straight in the eye.

One of his eyes must have been destroyed when it was dragged along the floor, but the other was glaring back at Sungchul.

The moment Sungchul saw this, he was gripped by a terrible feeling. The aura behind Kromgard’s eyes was closer to that of a malevolent predator rather than any human being he’d ever come across.

This man. This was how he saw the world?

There was no way for Sungchul to have known.

Kromgard had always worn a helmet that concealed his face, and the few times he did reveal his face, the only thing Sungchul had seen was exhaustion and helplessness.

Sungchul recalled the dying words of the emperor. Even as he burned from the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow, the emperor had told Sungchul, “Aleokgos knows Kromgard’s true nature. He must be stopped. From… becoming the unborn God…”

The malevolent, almost bestial look in the Wandering King’s eye seemed to indicate the true nature the emperor had warned him about.

One thought crossed Sungchul’s mind.

He was incredibly dangerous.

It was not a thought he had arrived at consciously. His instinct was telling him so.

Sungchul’s eyes turned murderous and unforgiving.

This man must not be allowed to live.

Sungchul just barely stopped himself from finishing off Kromgard. He almost lost sight of his main objective.

Kromgard was definitely the target of elimination, but the highest priority was Bertelgia.

Until Adelwight, who had taken Bertelgia away, showed herself, Kromgard had to be kept alive.

He calmed the instinct to kill that had flared up and instead grasped Kromgard by his neck, lifting him off his feet.

Now, Kromgard’s life was in Sungchul’s grasp. With just a bit of strength, Kromgard’s neck could be snapped at any time.

Sungchul held the rope tied around Kromgard’s neck as he glared toward Kromgard’s followers. But their attitude was strange.

Although their master was on the verge of death and at the mercy of their worst enemy, they stayed put and took no action.

Sungchul looked down upon them and announced, “I shall kill your king.” And to back up his words, he added a bit of power into his hands.

Kromgard’s body trembled like branches before strong winds, unable to stop himself from letting out sounds from his throat that could only be heard when the body faced impending doom regardless of his will.

“K… kaa!”

It was effective.

Behind the Xero family and the seven liches, a magic formation appeared, and a woman emerged.

It was Adelwight. He’d completed his objective.

However, Bertelgia, the talking book Sungchul was desperately searching for, was nowhere to be seen.

Still choking the life out of Kromgard, Sungchul asked Adelwight calmly, “Where is Bertelgia?”

Adelwight gave a faint smile and didn’t reply.

Sungchul increased his grip on Kromgard’s neck. A cracking sound warned that the neck bone was starting to give out.

Kromgard’s body, which had been trembling, suddenly went limp.

The danger to Kromgard’s life was reaching a critical point, even by Sungchul’s standards.

But Adelwight kept her distance and watched like a simple observer.

It wasn’t just her. All seven liches, as well as Althugius’s family, watched wordlessly as their master was dying.

What is this? Do they have something up their sleeve?

Sungchul thought of every possible reason this might be.

The answer came quickly.

There was no one present who could stop him.

Who could hope to triumph against a man possessing god-like power, strong enough to slay one of the Principal All-Fathers?

Adelwight’s main powers, like curses or deadly poisons, could be easily avoided with just a bit of preparation.

In the midst of this suffocating silence, Kromgard’s body shook violently, and a thin frown appeared on Sungchul’s brow.

It was the death throes.

Kromgard’s body couldn’t withstand Sungchul’s grip and perished. He felt life escape the body.

But even then, Adelwight and Kromgard’s followers took no action. And Sungchul soon knew the reason why.

The dead body of Kromgard steadily gave off a gold, holy light before it began to repair itself.

It was the Soul Contract of Revival.

“Hey, that piece of shit is copying my trademark!” Tigon shouted from aboard the Sylphid.

In the short time it took for Kromgard to revive, Adelwight finally opened her mouth to speak.

“Let us make a wager.”

“A wager?” Sungchul repeated as he walked around Kromgard. Fal Garaz appeared in his hands.

A look of grave melancholy appeared on Adelwight’s face. Even for someone who had lived for an eternity, it was still an unpleasant experience to watch an old friend turn into an enemy.

Adelwight continued with an expression of sorrow.

“Duel someone I choose. If you can defeat him, I shall return the living book—the child named Bertelgia—back to you.”

Sungchul laughed out loud. “And why should I accept such a condition?”

Sungchul turned his gaze toward Kromgard, who was in the middle of a revival, to show that he, too, had a hostage.

One of Kromgard’s followers finally stepped forward.

Sungchul couldn’t contain his surprise.

Althugius.

A man who could rightly be called Sungchul’s magic mentor pointed at him, as though he was saying it was he who would be Sungchul’s opponent for the duel.

Do they wish to pit the pupil against the master?

He knew that Althugius was a powerful magician. But even in the past, Althugius had been no match for Sungchul. And now that Sungchul possessed god-like powers, it was even more so.

What was the source of his boldness?

A sense of revenge? Belief? Perhaps blind courage?

It didn’t matter.

Sungchul glared at Adelwight. There was no movement of note nor a sense of urgency. She was not to be trusted, but it didn’t matter. Sungchul, too, had a fail-safe in place.

As the two of them glared at each other with their cards still unrevealed, the golden light emanating from Kromgard’s body finally went out.

As soon as he was back from the dead, Sungchul mercilessly grabbed Kromgard, and just as Kromgard opened his eyes again, Sungchul snapped his shoulders apart.

“Ahhh!” Kromgard let out a pitiful scream of pain.

Sungchul continued to break and maim the rest of his arms and legs. Kromgard screamed and trembled like a bug as he cried out like a cow.

It was quite the sight to behold.

Had this been Sungchul, he wouldn’t have so much as flinched, let alone let out a cry of pain. Not to mention that this level of pain couldn’t even begin to compare to the daily punishment inflicted upon the prisoners of the dark, underground torture chambers of the colosseum that Sungchul had survived.

Makes sense. This thing spent the past thousands of years as the king behind the scenes, controlling the world as he pleased. He wouldn’t have had any opportunity to suffer in the slightest.

Kromgard, whose limbs were broken beyond use, crawled on the ground as he bit his lips.

“I shall never forgive you...!” Though he looked helpless, his already bestial gaze turned even more fierce and malevolent.

Seeing this, Sungchul was completely convinced of one thing: that, no matter the outcome, Kromgard was to die here this day.

He made up his mind and turned around to whisper to Ahmuge, who would be hiding behind him. “I shall accept their challenge. But if they do anything strange, kill Kromgard.”

Sungchul’s fail-safe was Ahmuge.

Kromgard, his followers, and even Adelwight seemed unaware of Ahmuge’s presence.

The rope tied around Kromgard’s neck shook lightly. A sign that she understood her assignment.

Sungchul let go of the rope and left the squirming and groaning Kromgard behind him.

Matching him, one of the Deans of the Airfruit Magic Academy and the one responsible for teaching Sungchul the magic of Cosmomancy, Althugius, walked forward toward Sungchul.

Sungchul lifted up Fal Garaz and gave a powerful swing toward the ground to show that there would be no mercy.

He looked past Althugius at Adelwight and calmly asked, “I am asking to make sure, but you do intend to keep your word, right?”

Adelwight gave a brilliant smile in response and nodded. “Of course. And as a bonus, I’ll even undo the curse upon your body.”

“You can’t live forever not being a whole man, right?”

Sungchul let out a snort and turned to face Althugius.

Althugius was looking back at him with the same stubborn but dignified expression he had worn when they first met.

“Are you confident?” Sungchul asked him.

“A bit,” Althugius answered with a twinkle in his eyes. Althugius’s robes fluttered as magic formations erupted like flowers from all over his body.

Sungchul was going to finish him off in one blow, but just when he was about to make his move, Adelwight gave off a bright, pale light from her entire body.

This light flew toward Sarasa after a brief moment.

That was when Sungchul discovered that Sarasa was hiding an ancient mirror adorned with silver and brass.

The light emitted from Adelwight was reflected off Sarasa’s mirror and toward the sky. It dispersed above Sungchul and Althugius, creating a formless membrane that surrounded the two of them.

“What is this?”

Sungchul turned toward Adelwight on the other side of the barrier, his voice filled with cold rage.

Adelwight took a step back as she answered.

“Have you heard of the Priestess?”

“Priestess?” Sungchul pretended to ask as he jumped up high.

But the formless membrane refused to allow Sungchul to pass through.

The furrow on Sungchul’s brow deepened. What is this? It was a type of barrier he had never seen before. It had nothing to do with simple hardness or being impassable. In the brief moment of collision, Sungchul’s Transcendent Sense reacted.

This was no ordinary barrier. Somehow, the laws of nature were manipulated and rewritten in this space.

“Hoh? Domain of the Void? What a nostalgic thing.”

The insidious voice of the God of Chaos rang out from within Sungchul for the first time in a while.

Domain of the Void?

Sungchul’s brows twitched.

“Before the Principal All-Fathers came to be, God created this method to resolve conflict among men. It was once called Divine Trial. I had thought I would never see this again after the Priestess went into hiding. But now I get to see something interesting for once.”

Sungchul saw something akin to a drawing of an unimaginably ancient past. The sight of two men locked in a battle to the death for the sake of honor flashed across his mind.

“It was an extremely primitive and barbaric practice, but now that I’ve witnessed the God of Order’s despicable rules in comparison, it seems like a far fairer affair.”

In the midst of the echoes of the God of Chaos, yet another membrane materialized between Sungchul and Althugius.

The membrane that gave off a faint blue hue bisected the hemisphere that surrounded Sungchul and Althugius.

Althugius took out a staff that was already glowing with a magic formation underway and shouted loudly toward Sungchul.

“Starlight!”

The very air in the path of the incoming spell began to tremble.

In just a moment, the powerful beam of light would incinerate all in its path.

Sungchul cut short his thoughts and threw himself sideways.

The powerful beam of light passed freely through the bluish membrane and came flying toward Sungchul. But the Starlight was unable to pass through the other parts of the membrane that were not glowing blue.

Feeling the surrounding air quickly rise in temperature, Sungchul charged toward Althugius. But this time, the blue membrane stopped his advance. He discovered that the indestructible quality the outer membrane possessed was also contained within the bluish membrane.

What is this?

The beam of Starlight that had been heating up the air finally died down, and Sungchul held Fal Garaz in his hands, standing before the blue membrane as he gazed upon both Althugius and Adelwight.

Adelwight’s laughter could be heard from beyond the membrane.

“Were you surprised? By my court?”

“Court, you say.”

Sungchul walked sideways like a predator, biding his time, as he kept his eyes on Adelwight.

“Before the Principal All-Fathers came to be, I was the one who gave offerings to God on behalf of all humanity, as well as served as the voice of mankind. Of course, resolving disputes among men was just one of my many duties as the Priestess.”

Even as Adelwight explained, Althugius didn’t pause in reciting incantations, bringing up many magic formations before him.

Adelwight continued to speak. “Between you and him exists an unbridgeable gap in strength. No fair duel can take place as is. Therefore, I have created a place of trial where the two of you can compete fairly for who is right, using only magic.”

It meant only magical attacks were possible within this space.

Which meant Sungchul’s greatest asset, his strength, was nullified.

But Sungchul possessed the power of God.

Should I try using that?

He didn’t want to admit it, but he was fully aware that he had been caught in Adelwight’s trap. It was something he hadn’t expected, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t trapped.

Therefore, he had to escape.

He awakened the Black Giant within.

Black flames erupted from the right side of Sungchul’s body, the black flames contained to just his right arm.

Seeing this black flame, the confident smile Adelwight had worn until now completely vanished.

“Quickly, rescue my dearest.”

Adelwight finally revealed her true intentions.

Of course, Sungchul was already fully prepared for such a situation.

“Ahmuge,” Sungchul called out to his ally concisely.

Moments before all seven liches were about to perform a short-distance teleportation to try and reach Kromgard’s side, a hand appeared from the void wielding a dagger and slit his throat.

“Kaack!”

It was the darkest day for Kromgard. His eyes rolled back, and he perished on the spot.

Meanwhile, Sungchul felt the gaze of the giant watching him as he willed the black flames to reside in his right arm and Fal Garaz.

He could feel the power of God flowing within him and glared at Adelwight as he spoke to her calmly.

“What a disappointment.”

The hammer carrying the power of God struck the barrier.

Even though the laws of nature had been manipulated and changed, it shook violently upon impact. Althugius, who had been muttering and reciting incantations, lost his balance and fell over, causing the magic formations that had surrounded his whole body like a field of flowers to scatter like sand.

With a crack, the mirror Sarasa had been holding with both hands split.

The power to break even the laws of the world.

That was the power of God.

Blackened blood came spewing from Sarasa’s body. Within the blood of the dead were unidentifiable white bugs, wiggling about.

“Madam Priestess!” Sarasa shouted toward Adelwight.

Adelwight’s expression grew rapidly cold and rigid.

The moment before Sungchul landed another strike against the barrier, she walked up to Sarasa from behind and took something out of her clothes. It was a hideous and grotesque-looking dagger, with tree-root-like tentacles writhing about as if alive.

Adelwight stabbed Sarasa Xero in the neck with the dagger, and the mask covering half of Sarasa’s face fell off. Behind it was a pure and unblemished face.

But half of her face quickly turned black and rapidly transformed into the withered appearance of the undead.

“Sarasa!”

Althugius dropped his staff and came running to the edge of the barrier, banging on it and calling out her name.

A sharp voice shouted toward him. “Althugius!” Adelwight glared at Althugius with eyes like a serpent, speaking with a cold-blooded tone. “Stop him! Then you and your daughter can both be saved.”

Astonishingly, Althugius calmed down and turned to glare at Sungchul upon hearing this.

“So, it comes to this.”

“You should stop. That woman will never keep her word.”

Althugius didn’t pay heed to Sungchul’s words, still the same stubborn old man.

Sungchul glanced sideways toward Kromgard and Ahmuge.

Kromgard’s seven lich followers were surrounding Ahmuge and the corpse of Kromgard lying at her feet.

She should be able to slip away without much difficulty.

But just as he thought that, Kromgard’s body began to glow with a golden light once more.

Soul Contract of Resurrection.

Yet another Soul Contract of Resurrection had activated.

Oh no.

The moment Sungchul realized that he had made a mistake, Adelwight’s soft yet cold voice pierced his ears. “Kromgard knew that something like this could happen, and he filled all eight of his Soul Contract slots with contracts of Resurrection. It was my suggestion. For as long as we work together, there’s no danger we can’t overcome.”

The arm covered in black flames swung Fal Garaz and landed a powerful strike against the barrier.

The earth trembled mightily due to the tremendous strength of the blow. The shaking of the earth was so powerful that it awoke the ancient floating islands that had been sleeping deep beneath the surface for untold eons, causing them to break free of all the dust and dirt they had been buried under and soar into the sky, free at last.

It was a literal earth-shattering event, a singular strike powerful enough to shake the heavens and the earth.

The barrier borrowing power from several sources remained unbroken, but the mirror that had been used to feed power into the barrier cracked slightly.

“Ack!” Sarasa once again spewed blood from her mouth and lost her balance, while more of her face became like that of an undead. The last remaining bit of life energy she had within her was completely consumed to maintain the barrier, while the strange, root-shaped dagger stuck in her neck forced power to channel into her.

As the dagger withered away and fed more power into Sarasa, her undead face partially began to recover to how it used to be. But Adelwight stabbed yet another dagger into Sarasa’s body and issued an order to Kromgard’s subordinates. “Hurry, move His Highness!”

The seven liches surrounded Kromgard, who was in the middle of resurrection, while one of the liches began to cast a barrage of spells toward Ahmuge.

Ahmuge vanished into the void before any of the spells could reach her.

Sungchul began to tremble, but then the voice of the God of Chaos began to echo within his mind.

“What are you hesitating for, Tool of God? Accept the entirety of the Black Giant’s power. If you do so, you shall be able to break through this pitiful excuse of a barrier like paper.”

“Nonsense!”

Sungchul attacked the barrier once more.

Yet another part of the mirror cracked. But it was only a small part. If the mirror had to break in order to dispel the barrier, then he would have to hit the barrier dozens of times more with the same amount of power as before.

Of course, he would be able to casually destroy the barrier in one hit if he used the full power of the Black Giant, but this was not a choice he could accept.

Sungchul began to strike the barrier continuously, and Sarasa spewed blood from her lips, her face once again becoming grotesque, shriveled, and undead like the other liches.

“Halt,” a masculine voice growling with anger demanded from behind Sungchul.

Sungchul turned to face the man who had taught him magic.

A fierce aura of bloodlust and rage covered his entire body.

Ironically, Sungchul realized the simplest solution immediately.

Defeating him.

Sungchul and Althugius.

The barrier existed to determine the winner and loser between the two men.

Once the barrier fulfilled its purpose, the membrane of space with the power to alter reality would simply cease to exist.

Sungchul put away Fal Garaz and began to recite an incantation.

Althugius was the first to reach out with his hands and launch an attack.

Several terrifying, narrow beams of light aimed straight at Sungchul’s eyes. It was an incredibly precise and masterful strike. It was likely that no one but Althugius could use Glare with such high precision.

Sungchul used Fal Garaz, covered in black flames, to block the Glare.

When he lowered it, he saw that a large magic formation concealed Althugius’s body. It was the magic formation for Meteor.

Althugius continued to recite the incantation as he persisted in firing Glare at Sungchul.

By using the relatively weak but difficult-to-dodge and almost instantly recastable Glare with high precision and finesse, Althugius could buy time or even drive his opponents into a corner until he could land a decisive blow using Meteor. It was a combat style Althugius had enjoyed using for dozens of years, one he was the most proficient at and found the most success with.

However, Sungchul was superior to Althugius in every way that mattered: physical prowess, magical power, and even combat experience.

He found Althugius’s Glare not only easy to dodge but countered his mentor’s attack with the same spell he was taught, but stronger by orders of magnitude.

Eight Soul Stones hidden under Sungchul’s coat gave off light all at once.

Magic Glare that didn’t even need an incantation.

Sungchul lowered Fal Garaz and pointed both his burning right hand and unburning left hand toward Althugius, allowing the bubbling magical power within him to be expelled outward.

“Glare.”

Dozens of beams of light left Sungchul’s extended fingertips and spread out. The cluster of lights fired off in unison was like a ray of light piercing through overcast clouds.

In the face of the volley of magical beams, Althugius completed the incantation for Meteor. He attempted to hastily erect a magical barrier but couldn’t finish before several beams of light pierced through his aging body.

“Ugh!”

His eyes grew cloudy, and as he fell, the barrier between them began to dissipate.

It didn’t take long for a giant Meteor to come flying toward the back of Sungchul’s head, but Althugius’s main attack was easily crumbled and brushed aside by a mere slap of the hand covered in black flames.

Sungchul left the fallen Althugius behind and ran to leave the barrier. However, it wasn’t fully dispelled yet. It was in the process of unraveling but still remained in place to prevent Sungchul from leaving.

So slow.

It was actually not slow; it only seemed so to Sungchul due to his sense of urgency and rush.

Kromgard had already finished reviving before Sungchul could get out.

He glared at Sungchul with animalistic hatred before opening a dimensional gate with Adelwight.

“Wait!”

Sungchul shouted.

The world darkened, but it wasn’t due to any dark powers.

It was simply a shadow cast by an unfathomably colossal being.

A familiar power could be felt from all around.

This…?

Sungchul picked up Fal Garaz again as two giant figures emerged from the sky.

A deep-seated wrath manifested in Sungchul’s eyes.

The God of Order and the God of Neutrality.

The two most influential beings that controlled this world revealed themselves once more.

“As always, Priestess Rutheginea, you give us blessings at the most appropriate of moments!”

In the hands of the God of Order was a sphere that seemed to be composed of a galaxy. This spherical object was connected by a tether to the hands of the God of Neutrality standing by.

It was an ominous object indeed.

***

The barrier was moments from dissipating.

The God of Order grasped the spherical object.

“You sons of bitches!” Sungchul heard a loud voice shout out.

The voice belonged to the God of Chaos.

It was the first time that the God of Chaos had reacted so violently to something. He had stayed silent and simply watched as Sungchul learned to tame the Black Giant and even borrow some of its power.

Even though Sungchul could have potentially become an irreversible obstacle to the God of Chaos’s plans by doing so, he had said nothing throughout the whole process.

But at present, the shock and horror, incomparable to any that Sungchul had witnessed, could be felt on his skin. And he was soon able to tell why the God of Chaos was so horrified.

As the sphere grew closer, Transcendent Senses responded to it, telling him that the sphere was a gateway to another world.

The world that Sungchul had originally come from.

The God of Order carefully lifted the sphere—very slowly and very carefully—as if trying not to let water spill from a cup filled to the very brim.

The spherical object must have been a tremendously difficult object to wield, even for a Principal All-Father.

It didn’t take long for the sphere to reach a height where it could be thrown.

The majestic and holy light illuminating the God of Order exaggerated all the shadows and darkness.

The barrier had yet to disperse.

Now that things had escalated, there was no choice but for Sungchul to make a gamble.

The black flames surrounding his body began to grow explosively.

I can’t go back like this.

To go back now without having fixed anything and leave everything behind was a fate worse than death for him.

The power of the Black Giant grew stronger and stronger and ate away at his consciousness. He felt overwhelming power flow through him—the strength of God, powerful enough to destroy all of creation.

Proportional to the growing might, everything else faded away.

Sungchul’s memories of his life, even thoughts of Bertelgia.

Before the last strand of his consciousness was consumed by the darkness, Sungchul saw something in the distance.

A dark spot beyond the God of Order’s brilliant holy light.

Sungchul’s eyes, though covered in black flames, opened wide in surprise.

The black dot was the Sylphid.

“Not so fast, you heretic!” Aboard and standing at the bow of the ship was the Head Inquisitor of the Mura sect, Tigon Bosborot. The Sylphid, under his command, was flying at ramming speed toward the God of Order.

The God of Order was currently unable to move, holding the sphere of the dimensional portal that could only be contained by the combined power of two All-Fathers.

But the God of Order was the most powerful being present in this world.

As one might expect from one with the title of All-Father, the God of Order was able to summon blades of justice meant to bring order to this world simply by shaking his body slightly.

Tens of thousands of blades appeared between the Sylphid and the God of Order—the tools of Judgment.

Tigon’s face turned blue with fear. He had heard of this, of the storm of blades not even Sungchul could overcome.

“A mere insect dares stand up to a God?”

The tens of thousands of swords simultaneously turned to point at the Sylphid.

“I command you to turn the ship around!” the God of Order shouted.

Tigon looked gripped by terrible fear. More precisely, it seemed like he was overwhelmed by the being he used to worship and venerate.

However, he only appeared that way. Tigon was in fact not overwhelmed. In fact, he shouted even more loudly than before.

“Do not turn the ship! Keep the heading true!”

His voice was small, like that of an ant in comparison to the God of Order’s voice.

The blades began to tremble. Judgment was about to begin. But before the blades could move, there was a subtle movement in the dimensional sphere.

“Brother, watch out!” the God of Neutrality, who had been watching silently, suddenly shouted.

Even before he finished shouting, the dimensional gate began to react violently.

The dimensional sphere developed swollen bumps all over its surface, wobbling precariously as if ready to burst at any moment.

“Ugh, no! Damn!”

The God of Order panicked and quickly fixed his posture again to stabilize the sphere once more.

The blades aimed at the Sylphid all vanished.

The enraged voice of the God of Order echoed for all to hear. “You who worship me, how dare you do this?” It was a god-like voice loud enough to shake the heavens and the earth.

But Tigon didn’t become disheartened by this one bit. In fact, he furrowed his white-streaked brows and moved his bearded mouth to bellow as loudly as humanly possible.

“How dare we? You were the one who abandoned us like an old pair of shoes, and you wonder why we defy you?”

Tigon glanced down at Sungchul after getting those words off his chest, looking relieved. He nodded toward Sungchul in the distance.

A faint glow of light came out of Tigon’s body. This light didn’t actually exist. It was something like a hallucination visible only to Sungchul.

This beam of light pierced through the holy light surrounding the God of Order and headed even higher, far above even the colossal god and into the sky.

True devotion and faith bypassed the God of Order and made direct contact with heaven itself.

Tigon faced the approaching body of the God of Order. His loyal subordinates came out of the ship to stand behind him.

The path was fixed, and there was no way back.

Tigon looked back at the priests who had followed him and made an uncharacteristically peaceful expression as he spoke to them all.

“Our faith was not misplaced. Though we had once believed in and worshipped a lie, I believe that the true god that exists beyond all that must be hearing our voice has heard our prayers all along in silence.”

Tigon closed his eyes and began to pray as the Sylphid rammed into the body of the God of Order at full speed and shattered into pieces.

The God of Order was just barely nudged by this, but the seconds they had bought were precious beyond all reckoning.

Sungchul couldn’t let their sacrifices be in vain.

The black flames around his body began to fade.

At the same time, Sarasa, who was standing outside the barrier, collapsed, causing the barrier to break.

The sphere in the God of Order’s hands slowly began to fade. The God of Neutrality was putting a stop to his spell.

“Dirgo! Why do you give up now?” the God of Order snapped at the God of Neutrality.

“If things go wrong, everyone will die, brother!”

Dirgo continued to cancel his spell, and the sphere connected to the body of the God of Neutrality slowly dissipated before disappearing completely.

The greatest threat was gone.

“Damn it! You damned insects!” The enraged voice of the God of Order echoed far and wide. But he soon shut up, because Sungchul was glaring back up at him, his eyes burning with the intense fire of his rage.

But the God of Order’s luck had not yet run out completely.

The entire world blinked for a moment. Like a dying fluorescent lightbulb, the world fell into complete and utter darkness before reverting back to normal.

What was that sensation?

Transcendent Senses responded.

Something important was happening to the world.

Unit 55 appeared before Sungchul. “You must hurry! Father… Father is at death’s door!”

“Eckhart is?”

“If Father is to pass away, this world will be in terrible danger!” Unit 55 was speaking in an uncharacteristically desperate voice.

The God of Order and the God of Neutrality used that opportunity to escape.

Truly, no beings in existence could match their ability to appear or run away.

However, once again, they had made a poor judgment.

Sungchul’s body was in tatters. The kickback from accepting the Black Giant’s powers had completely drained him of his stamina, causing his entire body to ache and tremble.

Had the Principal All-Fathers put their lives on the line to fight, Sungchul could have been stopped and sealed as they’d wished.

He staggered once the Principal All-Fathers were gone, then fell to his knees, completely drained. A terrifying wave of helplessness and blinding pain came washing over him.

Sungchul struggled to turn his head and looked where Adelwight had been.

Everything was over.

Adelwight had long since successfully escaped with Kromgard in the midst of chaos. And Tigon, his accompanying priests, and the Sylphid that had been serving as Sungchul’s legs were now also gone.

Only one beast, Baron, came flying down to stare at Sungchul with his steadfast eyes, but that was it.

Damn it all.

He had thought that he understood his enemies well, but Kromgard’s cowardice and Adelwight’s true potential both far surpassed his wildest imaginations.

It couldn’t be helped. No records had survived of the Priestess’s power.

Sungchul had given his all. He had simply been unlucky this time. But the cost of his failure was catastrophic.

Bertelgia was yet to be found. Kromgard had escaped safely. And now, Sungchul was left without a ship.

He let out a deep sigh when he heard an out-of-breath groan of pain behind him.

It belonged to Althugius.

Though he had received a mortal wound from Glare, he used his arms to crawl to his fallen granddaughter and was holding her in his arms.

Sarasa was already at death’s door.

“We have to go to our father’s side quickly!”

Sungchul ignored Unit 55’s desperate shouts as he walked toward Sarasa and Althugius.

The two of them were already on the verge of passing.

The first one to pass was Sarasa.

“Paradise… I just wanted to go to paradise. Become hum…” Sarasa’s neck bent like a broken flower. The sharp look in the undead’s eyes finally lost its light. Sarasa’s final thoughts were carried by the wind and reached Sungchul’s ears.

Become human… and at Airfruit… play some pranks on that damn student at our dormitory again…

Such a small wish.

Sungchul said nothing.

Althugius let out a mournful groan as he watched his granddaughter close her eyes. After glancing at Sungchul’s boots meekly, he returned his gaze to his dead granddaughter.

After a while, he finally spoke up.

“…Once, as I walked the unfamiliar streets of the Floating Archipelago, I came across a group of children playing.” Althugius’s injuries were already beyond saving.

Sungchul stared at the dying old man, looking tired.

Althugius continued to speak.

“…They were playing with crude toy swords and spears they had cut from wood. But there wasn’t enough to go around, since there was only one of each. The child with the sword played the role of the Hero, and the child with the spear played the role of the Demon King. The rest of the children took on the roles of the followers of the Demon King or ordinary people being rescued by the Hero. I watched them play from the shade for a while, and it didn’t take long for a fight to break out. All of them wanted to play the role of the Hero or the Demon King. No one wanted to play the role of subjects or victims.”

“Is that the reason you changed?” Sungchul asked calmly.

Althugius turned to Sungchul. He wasn’t able to look directly at him because at the center of his vision was a spreading darkness that took away his sight.

“I have never changed even once. I simply wished to return my granddaughter back into a human being. Speaking frankly, there was no way you were going to do that for her, were you?”

“You and I may have been fighting on opposite sides, but the circumstances we faced are fundamentally the same.”

“What sophistry.”

“Again, my only goal was to save my granddaughter. Just like you in your ‘Enemy of the World’ days wanted to save the daughter of the princess of Rutheginea. But you possessed a toy sword that allowed you to play the role of the main character, and I did not. That’s the difference between you and me.”

Althugius died just like that, without even being able to close his eyes to rest.

Soon after, Althugius’s true feelings were conveyed to Sungchul via Transcendent Senses, carried by the wind.

“I’m sorry. For everything.”

Sungchul stood in silence.

The man couldn’t bring himself to be honest to the very end.

Sungchul left behind the dead bodies of the grandfather and granddaughter and walked forward, no destination in mind.

Ahmuge appeared from behind Sungchul and stared at him. “What should we do?”

Once she asked, Unit 55 reasserted her suggestion. “Go to where Father is! If it is him, he might suggest a solution!”

Sungchul stared at Unit 55 for a moment. He didn’t like this choice. But now that everything had gone awry, it didn’t seem so bad to bet everything on the one last remaining spark of hope.

Sungchul turned to Unit 55. “Lead the way.”

***

Eckhart had become even more faint of a being compared to before. Within the infinite space that surrounded them, his form couldn’t even form lines, consisting of a single point in space.

After several broken and stuttered attempts to speak, Eckhart finally managed to convey his will to Sungchul.

“I am now on the verge of death.”

His voice was no longer that of a human. It was the bare minimum conveyance of his will. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Once I die, the collapse of the world will begin in earnest. The God of Neutrality might manage to hold things together for a while, but if a new Overseer isn’t put into place, this world will come to an end.”

He was repeating what had been said before.

Sungchul felt languid instead of irritation.

“Succeed me and become an Overseer. It is the only way to bring about the future everyone wishes for!”

Sungchul narrowed his eyes and glared at Eckhart. “The future everyone wishes for?” That was complete bullshit. There was far too much tragedy and unreasonableness in the world—categories that couldn’t possibly be enumerated in their entirety due to their unfathomable diversity.

Sungchul was already fully aware of the reasons.

If he were to become the Overseer, then, as Eckhart claimed, the world would find peace once more. Under the accursed blessings of the God of Order and the God of Neutrality, the world would find stability once more.

Along with the guarantee of a battery of brand-new flavors of tragedy and the inevitable rise of even more inescapable, systematic unreasonableness.

“I shall not become Overseer,” Sungchul declared. He was firm in his decision and in no need of repetition.

Eckhart, who had turned into a dot, let out a deep sigh.

“It seems like you really are the Tool of God meant to destroy the world.” He was mocking Sungchul.

Sungchul chose not to disagree. “Even if it means becoming the Tool of God, I shall never be complicit in perpetuating and repeating all these tragedies again.” Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands. “I will not be swayed from the path I must take.”

Eckhart didn’t reply.

The space around them began to collapse.

Eckhart reached the end of his life.

“…You’re like me, yet we’re completely different.”

Sungchul watched him fade, not deigning a reply.

“I only wanted power. But I didn’t know what to do with it once I had it. But watching you, I think I am beginning to understand.”

In the midst of the collapsing world, the dot began to dissipate. Eckhart left his final words.

“You already know where you must go next.”

“Is that so?” Suddenly, Sungchul saw a hazy image of a man before him—an old and exhausted alchemist.

Eckhart’s true face.

He tried to give Sungchul a tired smile. “…For one to defy fate, one must first know what one’s fate is.”

That was the end of Eckhart.

His domain collapsed.

Once the hallucinogenic environment finally vanished, Sungchul found himself standing in the desolate northern lands where he had been before.

Ahmuge came walking up to him. “How did it go?”

To her question, Sungchul shook his head. “There was nothing remarkable in what he had to say.”

Ahmuge looked deeply disappointed.

Sungchul placed his hands on her shoulder and glared toward the west.

“But it wasn’t nothing.” He clapped his hands. “Oy. My book friends.”

Unit 49 appeared from the void.

Unit 55 did not appear.

Although Unit 49 didn’t have a way to show emotions, there was an unmistakable aura of sorrow about her. She already knew of the death of their father, Eckhart.

Sungchul asked Unit 49, “Could you take me to the Stairway to God?”

Unit 49 stared at Sungchul for a moment before shaking her body as if to nod. “In accordance with our father’s commands, it is a rule that we Bertelgia Types do not interfere with the events of the world. But now that he is gone, I suppose such rules no longer hold any weight.”

A dimensional gate opened.

Sungchul paused and looked back behind him. Destroyed remnants of the Sylphid, the mangled bodies of those who did nothing but try to do good—the evidence of tragedy was all around him.

He burned what he saw into his memory, speaking to himself as if to steel himself for what was to come.

“…Never again.”

Sungchul shouldered Fal Garaz and walked through the dimensional gate—to the Stairway to God.

To the place where all things began.




Chapter 14 – Stairway to God

Sungchul himself could not explain why he felt the need to go to the Stairway to God. There was no particular reason. He simply felt like he must.

The stairway was located close to the Ancient Kingdom’s borders, at the center of a mountainous region full of tall cliffs and steep valleys.

Sungchul rode atop Baron’s back and scouted the vicinity of the Stairway first. There wasn’t a single sign of life or habitation left here, because the collapse of the world was rapidly accelerating upon Eckhart’s death.

An unexpected blizzard would suddenly billow out of nowhere, and the concept of night was made blurry by the sudden appearance of the sun, hot enough to bake the surface dry. A swarm of insects migrated together in large groups, some flying from east to west and others west to east. The needle of the compass spun around to point in random directions, and the forests withered away in the face of alternating extreme heat and cold. Monsters and beasts were driven mad, killing and eating each other.

In the midst of this hellish chaos, the last surviving humans were wiped out without a trace.

As if to celebrate death and the end of all things, volcanoes from all over the continent spewed out black fallout that was every bit as devastating as the yellow Miasma of Death.

The end of the world was now all but unavoidable.

The fact that a new Overseer didn’t arise already despite everything that was going on was yet another reflection of just how rotten to the core the world governed by the God of Order really was.

There were countless Lesser Gods. But not a single one of them was willing to sacrifice themselves.

The Lesser Gods, who had long since played god under the leadership of the God of Order and the God of Neutrality, were all very well aware of what becoming the Overseer would mean.

Even if it meant the world would end, the thought of sacrificing themselves for the good of all didn’t so much as cross their minds.

The enraged shouts of the God of Order echoed across the heavens and shook the earth, but not one being stepped up to become the Overseer.

Sungchul waited at the bottom of the Stairway to God for a week.

On the seventh day, Baron passed away.

He had tried to hold on and withstand the crazed world. But in the end, he succumbed to the extreme weather, deathly sunlight, and the Miasma of Death.

Sungchul respectfully buried Baron, who had faithfully stood by his side to the end, and placed a small stone atop his burial mound.

“Should we really be staying here?” Ahmuge spoke to Sungchul from behind. She was now the only other surviving human aside from Sungchul.

Driven by a sense of urgency and fear, watching the world quickly fall apart faster and faster each day, she had asked him numerous times to go somewhere else.

“We must stay here no matter what.” Sungchul could not be swayed. He firmly believed that the beginning of the end of all things would take place here.

Ahmuge knew very well of Sungchul’s stubbornness and resigned herself to a sigh, not pressing the issue any further.

Instead, she sat on the ground and chewed on her rations as she fell into deep thought.

After a bit of time passed, Sungchul turned to her and asked, “Did the end of the world look like this in your world too?”

Ahmuge finished chewing what she had in her mouth before she shook her head. “No, it was different. Completely.” She turned to look at the erupting volcanoes as she thought back to her past, or, in some sense, the future.

There had been no rapidly alternating extreme temperatures or immolated earth. In the future she had experienced, there had been only the Black Giant and the continent covered in nothing but the sun-bleached skeletons of his victims left in his wake.

Ahmuge had once looked down from a vantage point on a mountain and saw that half of the world had been turned black, covered in white skeletons.

“…In the future, there was only you. The world didn’t even collapse.”

“Is that so? Then it might not have even been the end of the world.”

“That’s not true. The future you wasn’t simply causing the collapse of the world, you were actively destroying everything, literally. Lives, buildings, even the Order of the world.”

“Order of the world, you say.”

“For example, I heard that places you passed by didn’t experience the passage of time.”

“Did that world have the Principal All-Fathers like the God of Order and the God of Neutrality?”

They couldn’t have been watching silently and doing nothing. After all, it was the world they built that was being destroyed.

To this, Ahmuge looked straight at Sungchul and shook her head without hesitation.

“I’ve never seen them before. They’ve never manifested upon the world at all. That’s why, until that one day, I had thought that things like the Principal Gods were stuff that only existed in legends.”

“…Did they all die?”

“I don’t believe so. They were probably still alive.”

The God of Order’s thunderous voice shook the air from afar.

Though the voice sounded like he was trying to act dignified and noble, what reached their ears was a slightly garbled, muffled voice.

“Why is there no one! Why is no one willing to step up and set an example? Are all of you fine with letting the world come to an end like this?”

After the voice of the God of Order subsided, Ahmuge grasped some of the blackened earth and let out a grin. “Now that I think of it, they must have been hiding. Trying to stay away from you who transformed into the Black Giant.”

“…Could be.” The more Sungchul borrowed the power of the Black Giant, the more he felt something: that the power could destroy anything.

With just a tiny part of the Black Giant’s power, Sungchul had been able to defeat one of the Principal All-Fathers, the Ancient God.

The God of Order and the like would likely fare no better.

For a fully transformed Black Giant, the All-Fathers would seem no different from any ordinary human being.

“What a curious feeling,” Ahmuge muttered as she watched the lands ablaze as far as the eye could see. “To watch the world reach the final stages of destruction even without you transforming into the Black Giant.”

A defeated sigh escaped Ahmuge’s lips. She turned her head to look at Sungchul. What came next was a rather lively and rich voice. “A Returnee cannot change the past. You’ve heard this saying before, right?”

Sungchul turned to look into Ahmuge’s eyes. Though her eyes looked every bit as earnest and pure as when he had first met her, they were now clouded and stained by doubt and uncertainty.

Sungchul closed his eyes and nodded. “It’s a well-known story. To the so-called ruling elites of society.”

“I’d never heard this before I went back in time. I naively thought that if I could go back in time, then I could change history somehow. All of the remaining people of mankind squeezed every last resource and energy into granting me power and a way back.”

“Hoh.” Sungchul found this interesting. In fact, he had been interested in her story for a long time now, about the past that Ahmuge had come from. But Sungchul hadn’t once asked her about it.

The future the Returnee saw would never come to pass. That was the conclusion Sungchul had come to about Returnees long ago.

But now that the end was nigh and they were waiting without an end in sight, he felt that he could afford to listen to her story for a bit.

Sungchul picked up a shriveled stick to draw meaningless scribbles on the ground as he asked her calmly, “Who sent you to this timeline?”

Ahmuge tilted her head back. She looked up at the sky, the heavens blackened by fallout of volcanoes. As she gazed at the desolate sky devoid of any stars, Ahmuge replied in a low tone, “Lady Priestess.”

“Priestess?” Sungchul raised his voice.

To this, Ahmuge simply smiled and shook her head.

“It’s not that witch. I’ve never seen that witch before.”

“Adelwight has the power to change her appearance by stealing the bodies of others.”

“Even if that’s true, the Lady Priestess that I met was a completely different person from her. That much, I can guarantee.”

“…What kind of person was she?”

It wasn’t like Sungchul fully put away his suspicions, but he decided to ignore that for now to hear the rest of the story.

Ahmuge looked back without a word.

Although it looked like no one was there, Unit 49 was definitely waiting.

After Ahmuge glanced in the book’s direction, she returned her gaze forward and began to speak.

“I don’t know. I only met her briefly. But now, very recently, I think I have an idea of who she could have been.”

“How?”

“I’ve met someone exactly the same.”

“Someone exactly the same?”

To Sungchul’s question, Ahmuge nodded and replied calmly, “In your dreams.”

Realization dawned on Sungchul. There were only three beings who possessed faces in his dreams: Sungchul, Ahmuge, and Bertelgia.

As if Ahmuge read Sungchul’s mind, she quickly added, “That’s right. It was a girl who looked identical to Bertelgia. Of course, I mean the dream version of her.”

“That can’t be.”

“But I can’t tell if she’s the same person as Bertelgia. The Priestess had a subtly more mature aura about her. It’s been a while, but it felt like she was at least a few years older,” Ahmuge said, before turning around to look behind her, as if hoping for Unit 49 to say something.

Unit 49 revealed herself.

Sungchul stared at her.

“There’s no explanation I can give you about this.”

Sungchul felt like Unit 49 was avoiding answering the question somehow.

Since Eckhart passed away, so did his rules and regulations governing the behavior of the Bertelgia series. However, the choice of keeping or breaking those rules was still up to her to decide.

Sungchul decided to honor Unit 49’s decision. He didn’t press the issue. Instead, he felt a subtle, tender affection bubble up from within him.

This emotion didn’t belong to Sungchul. It was a ripple rising up from deep within, from the Black Giant that lay awake inside.

Each time he saw Unit 49, and each time Sungchul exchanged words with Unit 49, he felt this emotion emanate from the Black Giant.

Is there something there? Between the Black Giant and Unit 49?

Sungchul suddenly grew curious. Under what circumstance had he turned into the Black Giant?

Of course, this world was the kind of place where there were tens of thousands more reasons for him to turn into the Black Giant rather than stay human. But even so, there must have existed a conclusive trigger.

He thought of the man he was waiting for as he directed a question to Ahmuge. “What role did Kromgard of the future play?”

“There’s not much known about him. He was known as a great man, who worked hard for the good of the world.”

“What happened to him?”

“The prevailing theory is that he was caught and killed by the Black Giant. That’s almost certain to be true. The Black Giant never misses his prey.”

“Is that so?”

What a meaningless death. But at least that meant he was dead without question.

Sungchul, who understood the Black Giant’s strength better than anyone, believed that Kromgard in Ahmuge’s future must have died beyond any shadow of a doubt.

Even so, it was such an unexpectedly anticlimactic death for such a man.

While facing Kromgard, Sungchul had always felt like there was some invisible force at play that was protecting him. Similar in some ways to Sajator’s extremely high Luck value that had kept him alive several times throughout his battle with Sungchul. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that Kromgard seemed to be blessed by an almost incomparably higher level of protection.

The story of Kromgard’s near-eternal life was just another testament to Sungchul being right.

Kromgard, who had been born a mortal, had won Adelwight’s heart, and in return learned the way to survive the Calamities. He’d experienced unbelievable fortune when he discovered the fragments of the body of the Ancient God, then somehow convinced the God to divulge information on how to become even more powerful, along with other vital information.

He should have been killed when he was found by Sungchul. It should have been unavoidable. But Kromgard had been fortunate beyond all common sense and expectation, which eventually led to him slipping away right in front of him. And, as an added bonus, it was none other than the Principal All-Fathers who had shown up to interrupt the kill.

There were too many suspicious parts about Kromgard to simply chalk everything up to a case of exceptionally high luck. No matter how lucky someone was, it was difficult to imagine that anyone could experience the great fortune of direct intervention and assistance from almost all of the All-Fathers who stood at the top of the world by mere happenstance.

How strange. In that case, why did Kromgard perish so easily in Ahmuge’s future?

Sungchul suddenly noticed the Black Giant staring at him from within. His heart began to thump. Subtle ripples of power that couldn’t possibly be supported by the pounding of his heart were circulating through his body.

For a moment, Sungchul wondered, Could it be because of the Black Giant’s power?

The Black Giant was capable of destroying all things.

Exceptional ability, the power of society and cooperation, luck, and perhaps even destiny.

After an indeterminate amount of time flowed by in contemplation, Ahmuge, who had been sitting next to Sungchul, stood up. She shook off her clothes, now covered in soot and volcanic fallout.

“Whatever the reason, the conclusion is that the world is coming to an end.” The air carried her helpless and tired voice along with the pale ashes. “…It seems like Returnees are truly unable to change the future after all.”

Sungchul looked up at Ahmuge before standing up as well, placing his battle-hardened hand on her shoulder. “I shall not let the world come to an end.”

As he looked out at the devastated world, even as the Giant of extinction watched him from within, Sungchul spoke with a calm and collected voice as always.

Each and every aspect of the world around them sang of the end of all things, but Sungchul didn’t waver.

***

Their long wait finally bore fruit.

The day that the volcano close to the Stairway to Heaven erupted, a dimensional gate opened close to the stairs. From it emerged guests that Sungchul was dying to meet.

They were the seven liches of Kromgard.

Sungchul didn’t attack them. In fact, he even offered them a greeting and gave them a friendly warning.

“Go bring your master.”

Five of the seven liches launched an attack on Sungchul.

“We are the seven mage lords who served the eternal king at the founding of the Holy Kingdom of Rutheginea. Why should we, who have been promised paradise, fear such a creature as you?”

It was a rather well-spoken response, if not for the fact that it was no different from committing suicide.

But they didn’t fear death in the slightest.

Even as they perished one by one under the hammering of Fal Garaz, they died while laughing.

Once five of them were defeated, the other two retreated to fight another day.

Kromgard and Adelwight didn’t make an appearance that day.

Sungchul was neither anxious nor rushed. He simply made his seat next to the stairway, waiting for his guests, who were sure to come.

Yet another day passed, and another volcano erupted close by. This one was rather powerful.

The resulting earthquake shook every corner of the continent with a quake so powerful that parts of the continent sank underwater. It continued until a third of the continent was buried beneath the ocean.

Terrible winds followed, raging all night and burning away all the trees left on the mountains.

The fires rampaging across the continent burned so fiercely that the blaze illuminated the earth more intensely than even the sun, making stars completely invisible even at night.

The next day, the remaining two liches showed up.

They immediately attacked Sungchul without so much as uttering a single word.

And once again, the liches perished while laughing.

Once the last lich had perished, Sungchul received yet another guest.

It was only then that he smiled brightly.

It was Adelwight. And in her arms was Bertelgia, whom he had been searching for all this time.

But Bertelgia didn’t move or speak.

Adelwight approached Sungchul carefully. “Don’t worry. Bertelgia is temporarily asleep for now. If you listen to our request, I’ll return her to you.”

“I refuse to negotiate with you,” Sungchul replied.

“This child could die.”

“Then so will both of you.”

There was no rage or irritation in his voice at all. He was no different from normal—blunt and completely neutral. And that was even more terrifying.

Adelwight, who had lived for almost an eternity, knew from experience that at this moment, no amount of trickery or deception was going to get past this man.

Sungchul announced, “Hand over Bertelgia.”

He attached no conditions. It even lacked the clichéd promise of letting them live. It was a command.

Adelwight kept a carefree smile on her face, but she was boiling within as she went back into the dimensional gate.

“Shouldn’t you chase after her?” Ahmuge asked carefully.

Sungchul scoffed at the idea. “The ones who are desperate are they,” he said as he looked around at the world undergoing extinction.

Another day passed. Then dozens of Evil Gods showed up in a group before Sungchul.

They came seeking Sungchul to invite him to destroy the world together.

To this, Sungchul didn’t so much as give a reply but brought forth his hammer burning with black flames to beat all the Evil Gods to death.

The God of Order and the God of Neutrality witnessed this unfold and trembled in fear.

But there was nothing they could do. The one and only opportunity they had to throw the dimensional sphere was already long since gone.

That night, the God of Order made an appearance from very far away. He stood at such a great distance that he could barely be seen past the horizon. It was an advent of the most pathetic sort.

Sungchul openly laughed in mockery.

Listening to Sungchul’s belittling laughter, the God of Order conveyed his desperate plea. “Let us make a deal, Destroyer. The world is coming to an end. Without an Overseer, the world will be destroyed.”

To this, Sungchul replied with a grin, “If you love Overseers so much, why don’t you become an Overseer yourself?”

The conversation didn’t drag on for long. The God of Order vanished in as pathetic a form as his entrance.

The next day, the sun didn’t rise. But even so, it was possible to see far across the world, all the way to the other mountains, because the entire world was now burning in earnest.

As the black fallout of the volcanoes mixed with the yellow Miasma of Death, the sky of the world became an otherworldly, indescribably beautiful collection of colors.

Sungchul poured himself a drink as he took in the scenery that could only be witnessed in the moments before the final end.

Kromgard and Adelwight finally revealed themselves once more in the midst of the annihilation.

The first one to speak was Adelwight. “Please hear me out first.” She spoke with the sincerest tone. Even Sungchul could tell that she was speaking from her heart. But what difference did it make? Sungchul only looked at Bertelgia.

“Only Kromgard can save this world. You know this full well, too. You saw just how unreasonable and cruel the world under the God of Order and God of Neutrality truly is.”

Laughter of the God of Order could be heard from far away.

The God of Order and the God of Neutrality had appeared at the edge of the horizon and were watching them.

Adelwight didn’t mind their presence and continued. “Only Kromgard can bring about change to this world. Only he who is of the highest virtue and the strongest will of any man can unravel this twisted world and make it anew. This is the only way to end the never-ending tragedy of this world.”

She even mixed a bit of ardent, sincere weeping into her voice.

Sungchul turned his eyes to stare at Kromgard, who glared at Sungchul with a predatory, animalistic stare.

Sungchul turned to Adelwight again. “I don’t believe that the new world ushered in by him will be all that upstanding either.”

“That’s because you have a misunderstanding about him. I know that there is a grudge between you and my dearest. But it’s time to let go of our trivial feelings and look at the big picture. Look around, at the world falling apart right before your eyes. We don’t have much time left. Only your magnanimous compromise can erect the foundation to reclaim this world’s true name of Paradise.”

Her voice was soft and sweet to the ear, always tempting the subconscious to agree with her. If it was Sungchul of the past, he might have obeyed her—but no longer.

Sungchul wanted to puke from the disgust he felt toward her as he asked, “…Have you ever seen his eyes properly, even once?”

Adelwight looked back at Kromgard before turning back toward Sungchul with an innocent look, as if she didn’t understand what he was referring to.

“What about his eyes? Perhaps your prejudice is preventing you from seeing him as he truly is?”

“That’s what I want to say to you.” Sungchul grinned. “And you—you’ve lived for far too long. You’ve been stuck under the darkness of despair for far too long. That’s why you’ve gone blind,” Sungchul said to Kromgard, glaring back at him and matching the malevolent, predatory gaze ready to devour and kill everything.

It was possible to say that his eyes were glistening in the light, since the eyes of the predator reflected the light of the moon when they shone.

A cloud of miasma covered the sun.

The whole world became enveloped in darkness around them.

As Sungchul watched the erratic ebb and flow of darkness, he suddenly felt like he might know what motivated Adelwight.

The negotiations fell apart when Adelwight once again used Bertelgia as a hostage to threaten Sungchul.

Sungchul calmly informed her, “Go ahead, by all means. If mutual destruction is what you seek.”

He was like an immovable monolith.

Adelwight came to the realization that she held no leverage, that Sungchul was not going to permit her to sway him in any way. She fell to her knees.

Sungchul continued to take no action and simply observed them. As long as he stood between them and the Stairway to God, there was nothing they could do.

Adelwight, whose wishes and desires were thoroughly ignored, began to pray.

It was a prayer directed not at the five Principal All-Fathers but at this world’s true God, toward the deity who had long since perished.

It was the moment when words of worship unspoken for thousands of years were finally uttered in the lands.

God did not reply.

Adelwight continued to pray. It was such a desperate, hopeless prayer.

And still, God did not respond to Adelwight in the end.

When all hope seemed lost, Adelwight suddenly stabbed herself in the throat with a blade.

Crimson blood splattered across the lands.

Kromgard, who had been standing around like some emotionless statue, finally gave a human-like reaction.

“Rutheginia!” He rushed forward to embrace his lover and gazed into her eyes with a worried expression.

“It’s alright. I won’t die immediately.”

Kromgard wanted to treat her wounds right away, but Adelwight refused his treatment.

“If God abandoned the priestess he had chosen, then that’s the end of that. That, too, is up to the will of God.”

It was then that Adelwight’s wounds began to heal all of a sudden. A pale energy settled into her body.

Adelwight’s eyes, which had lost focus, regained their vitality.

“He responded! God!”

She jumped up and gave a strong embrace to her lover.

But God’s voice didn’t reach Sungchul’s or Kromgard’s ears.

Adelwight continued to speak in an excited voice. “God has granted me the power. The authority to decide everything.”

The pale light emanating from Adelwight’s body became brighter and brighter.

Sungchul realized that it was the same power Adelwight used during his duel with Althugius. It was the restriction field called God’s Judgment or something of the sort.

He couldn’t allow it to activate. It was impossible to tell what kind of scheme she might come up with next.

But he couldn’t stop it.

The moment Sungchul tried to move to stop her, he was already inside a barrier.

This was not Adelwight’s power.

A thick gray cloud came billowing toward him like a tsunami.

The center of the clouds lit up with lightning strikes, illuminating all within the clouds as well as those below.

Among the flashes of light, Sungchul watched as soundless, heatless flames began to build and grow from the center of the clouds.

From the flames, a holy being possessing four wings and four voices watched all.

Sungchul instinctively watched on in awe and reverence.

What is…?

Sungchul felt a peculiar voice in the midst of the miracle he was witnessing.

“He who wishes to obtain all, and he who wishes for the end. Watching the battle between the two doesn’t seem that bad.”

This voice could have come from the past or from the far future.

But it didn’t matter when the voice was uttered. Because God’s voice that transcended time and space was absolute.

“No! Son of a bitch!”

The God of Chaos’s panicked voice echoed in Sungchul’s mind.

Sungchul, who had been entranced by God’s voice, finally snapped awake and listened to the God of Chaos.

“The fallen God is trying to play cheap tricks!”

“Tricks?” Sungchul asked.

The God of Chaos continued to shout, “Bring the might of the Black Giant to bear! The Black Giant possesses God’s ability to destroy. It can destroy even the will of God!”

Sungchul found the God of Chaos’s words much more convincing than usual. Unlike his normal devious, dishonest presence, his voice now was full of sincerity. Not to mention, Sungchul was feeling that something terrible was about to befall him.

“Use the power of the Black Giant to resist the will of God, Destroyer! If you do not, you shall fall having achieved nothing!”

The Black Giant was still alive within him.

The moment Sungchul wished for it, the power would consume him and unleash itself onto the world to destroy all of creation.

The Barrier of God would be no exception.

The origin of fear was uncertainty.

As the barrier surrounding Kromgard and himself grew thick enough to be opaque, Sungchul was filled with a growing sense of indescribable helplessness.

He snapped open his eyes and scowled.

It was dangerous. Catastrophically dangerous.

But it was reasonable to borrow the Black Giant’s power to eliminate this sense of uncertainty.

If he could control and contain the power of the Black Giant, he felt that he could possibly destroy the barrier without becoming consumed by the Black Giant.

Sungchul felt that it might be possible.

However, he had a thought and turned his head.

Before him was the glorious visage of God himself. But next to God was the dying world, undergoing cataclysmic apocalypse, and within it, Adelwight and Bertelgia.

Bertelgia in Adelwight’s embrace was still deeply asleep.

But then Sungchul witnessed a miracle.

The moment his gaze reached her, Bertelgia’s body squirmed subtly.

She was alive. Beyond a doubt.

It was like a small shower of rain in the midst of a drought of his mind.

Sungchul thought to himself with a new perspective, What would she have said to me?

Bertelgia wasn’t at his side at the moment, but he already knew the answer. She would tell him to try and endure it first.

Sungchul closed his eyes and placed his hands over his heart.

Without him realizing it, his heartbeat was in disarray.

“…Whew.” Sungchul took a deep breath, filling his lungs. He felt calmer, at peace, and the heartbeat returned to normal.

“What are you doing? You don’t have any time left! If you don’t hurry, you’ll—” the God of Chaos continued to plead.

Sungchul opened his eyes and then made a declaration.

“Enough.”

The Barrier of God was soon complete.

The clothing Sungchul was wearing all vanished. The worn-out coat, the cheap military trousers, even his pride and joy, the brooch.

In just a moment, he found himself completely naked.

The same was true for his opponent, Kromgard.

In this space, Sungchul felt a change in his body.

He realized what had changed faster than even Kromgard, who had been considered a genius from a young age.

Kromgard, with his perfect, sculpted body, shifted his feet in the earth as he addressed Sungchul.

“It seems as though Ability Points are irrelevant in this place.” Kromgard assumed a boxer’s stance, giving a sadistic smile. “…It was the spring of my fifteenth year when I realized that I was superior to any human being.”

The moment he finished speaking, he came charging in to throw a punch at Sungchul.

A punch unaffected by the status or Ability Points of this world, one thrown purely by the physical strength a human body possesses.

Sungchul brought up his arms to block Kromgard’s punch, taking the blow as he’d blocked properly. However, the pain reached deep into the bone and ached terribly.

“Ugh…” Sungchul grit his teeth and backed up.

Kromgard’s animalistic eyes glistened.

“You’re nothing. Without the power granted to you by pieces of garbage like the God of Order, God of Neutrality, the Ancient God, and the like, you’re just trash. You’re nothing.”

Kromgard came charging forward once more and kicked this time. It was a terrifying kick. Sungchul was just barely able to block Kromgard’s attack, but he fell over.

He quickly got back up, but it was perfectly clear who was at an advantage.

Kromgard flexed his near-bursting muscles as he slowly orbited Sungchul. “By the time I reached twenty years of age, I realized that I wasn’t wrong. Most humans are no different from animals. All of them are naïve, weak, and filled with avarice and jealousy.”

The sadistic look in his already animalistic, predatory eyes became even more cruel and twisted.

“All beasts follow a leader. Humans are no better. But humans are different from animals in one way—that it’s possible for the unworthy to become a leader.”

An unfathomable hatred and contempt settled in Kromgard’s predatory glare. He pointed a finger at Sungchul and curled it to beckon him forward.

“…The most excellent and worthy person must become the leader. That will bring true order to this world, and that is the will of God.”

Sungchul didn’t respond and simply put up his hands.

In this isolated space, free of any interference from the outside world, with the duel between two men, the battle to determine the fate of the world was about to begin.

***

Kromgard was full of confidence.

Sungchul looked like he was at a relative disadvantage. But there was something strange about this arrangement. He wasn’t yet looking at Kromgard.

Despite the fact that Kromgard was growling and rearing to attack him like a ferocious beast right in front of him, Sungchul’s gaze was fixed past Kromgard, somewhere far away.

He was lost deep in thought about why and how he had come here. About why he had gone through his long journey, why he ended up facing a man named Kromgard in this isolated barrier cut off from the world.

Sungchul felt like he might have a clue as to why. But the truth was like slippery jelly in his hands—so close it seemed reachable yet somehow impossible to grasp.

Meanwhile, time was not on Sungchul’s side. Kromgard’s arrogant voice embedded words in his ears, like a dagger made up of nothing but hubris.

“I’ve learned every type of martial art and unarmed combat style and honed them to their utmost extreme. You cannot defeat me, Summoned.”

And as if to prove himself, Kromgard charged forward with breathtaking finesse.

He was fast.

Even before Sungchul could think, he felt the hair on the side of his face shake due to the wind caused by Kromgard’s punch coming from his blind spot.

Sungchul immediately ducked, but Kromgard’s precise punch still managed to graze Sungchul’s temple.

There was a sharp, piercing pain, followed by ripped skin.

Sungchul wasn’t going to stand still. He, too, was a world-famous warrior and close-combat fighter.

Sungchul’s counterattack began.

His well-trained fists followed a calculated arc in the air, forming a complicated flurry of attacks against Kromgard.

“Hoh?” Kromgard laughed as he dodged Sungchul’s attacks.

Sungchul watched Kromgard evade his attacks with unbelievable dexterity as he thought to himself, This man—his skill in unarmed combat is several levels above mine.

Sungchul’s fist was blocked by Kromgard’s arms.

“This is the combat style I was personally taught by the strongest brawler in High Elven history.”

Sungchul let out a war cry and kicked Kromgard’s side from the opposite side of his punch.

Kromgard performed a backflip, as if to mock Sungchul, dodging his attack before crossing his arms to further belittle his opponent.

“This movement was taught to me by the strongest warrior of all Lizardmen. You should thank the heavens that I don’t possess a tail.” Kromgard rubbed his tailbone above his butt as he continued with a cocky laugh. “Because if I had, your neck would have been wrapped up and broken by it.”

The more Sungchul got to know about Kromgard, the more repugnant he became.

But as Kromgard had claimed, he had been trained by many warriors possessing the title of the strongest. Warriors who earned the right to come and go as they pleased in royal palaces and make a living off displaying their prowess. Kromgard, who had learned the art of combat from these masters, was not someone Sungchul could defeat.

I can’t beat him with unarmed combat.

Just when he thought that, the center of the barrier began to shine. Piles of weapons made of light suddenly appeared at the center.

There were swords, axes, hammers, spears, arrows, and the like—common weapons found in this world.

Sungchul’s eyes grew wide.

If I only had a weapon…

Sungchul hurried to the center of the barrier and grabbed a sword. He wanted to grab a war hammer, but there were far fewer war hammers compared to swords. And the few that did spawn had appeared close to Kromgard.

Kromgard picked up a sword like Sungchul.

“Hoh? You wish to battle me with a sword this time?”

Kromgard looked down on Sungchul arrogantly as he twirled the sword in his hands, showing off and flaunting his skills. He wanted to show Sungchul that he had extraordinary skill and training in the sword as well.

Once Kromgard stopped twirling the sword and took a stance, Sungchul once again felt suffocated.

Not only is his unarmed combat superior to mine, his skill with the blade is at least equal to—or greater than—mine.

Sungchul saw no opening or weakness to exploit.

Had he had access to god-like strength, Sungchul could have easily overwhelmed him. But using nothing but the strength of his bones and flesh, he had no confidence he could overcome Kromgard.

Even so, he had to fight.

Sungchul brandished his sword and clashed with Kromgard.

The two blades met in the air.

Sungchul desperately attacked Kromgard as hard as he could. But Kromgard all too easily deflected and dodged Sungchul’s attacks.

The offensive reached its limits. Sungchul’s bones and muscles were screaming in pain. When he was eventually forced to stop his attack, Kromgard guffawed and shouted belittling words at him.

“Is this it?”

After bellowing like a lion, it was Kromgard’s turn to attack.

Sungchul was pressed to his limits in defending himself. Each and every strike was as heavy as being hit with a bat, not to mention the blistering speed and cunning feints imbued into the swings.

The attack was a textbook example of a noble’s blade, meant for fighting an honorable duel. The bladework was excellent without question, but the difference in skill was not nearly as one-sided as when they fought bare-fisted.

In fact, if judging only by skill with the sword, Sungchul was better. His ability was honed in real life-and-death combat on the battlefields.

But their relative strength made the decisive difference in the fight.

Kromgard knew no fatigue and used his animalistic rage and fervor to endlessly press Sungchul to his limits.

Sungchul’s breath grew ragged and his form began to crumble.

Then Kromgard changed his stance without warning, kicking at Sungchul’s stomach.

It was an opportunity.

Instead of blocking or avoiding the kick, Sungchul chose to close the distance toward the incoming blow to try and catch his leg.

He wanted to reach the leg before it could be effectively used to strike, simultaneously reducing the impact as well as knocking Kromgard off balance.

Sungchul realized that the only way he could improve his chances of winning was to bring the fight to the ground. But his plans were nullified by Kromgard’s strength, which far exceeded Sungchul’s expectations.

The impact of the blow struck with force, and Sungchul’s eyes bulged wide the moment Kromgard’s shin reached his abs.

“Uck!”

It wasn’t enough to say that it was painful. The impact echoed across Sungchul’s intestines, causing his body to reflexively flinch and momentarily lose all strength.

“Pathetic.”

Kromgard gave Sungchul a swift kick before lifting him up and throwing him to the ground.

Sungchul just barely managed to regain control over his body before his head reached the ground, trying to perform a safe landing.

Fortunately, he was able to avoid landing on his head. However, he couldn’t prevent injury to the base of his neck and a portion of his shoulder.

With a skittering clang, the sword made of light was knocked out of his hands and slid away across the floor.

Sungchul rolled away some distance before sprawling on the ground. His entire body ached with pain, and harsh, ragged gasps for air escaped his lips.

It was an overwhelming difference between him and Kromgard’s raw physique.

Sungchul was no ordinary warrior. But it wasn’t enough to face off against a warrior who had perfectly mastered the skills and techniques of many royal martial artists and had the strength to effectively make use of it all.

“What’s it like not being able to rely on the power of God? How does it feel to experience what it’s like to be without the very thing that lets a nobody like you be somebody?”

Kromgard initially began speaking with a mocking tone, but he couldn’t hold back his rage and began shouting midway through his sentence.

This sudden, explosive change in emotional state was a textbook tell of a madman.

Sungchul gathered every last bit of strength he had left to stand back up.

His arms were trembling, and the prickling pain put his body in a state of panic, but his eyes remained steadfast and resolute.

Despite the danger he was in, he had a thought.

It was about God’s will that he had been pondering before the fight began.

Is this the result God hoped for?

Objectively speaking, the difference between Kromgard and Sungchul was plain for all to see.

Judging by only the physical strength of their bodies, Sungchul was no match for Kromgard. If things continued like this, Sungchul would eventually be defeated by Kromgard and fall. Should that come to pass, just as the God of Chaos had claimed, Sungchul would die having achieved nothing except for serving as the foundation of Kromgard’s quixotic, self-serving dreams.

If this was how things were meant to end, it might have been better to just rely on the Black Giant to begin with.

What was going on in the Barrier of God was nothing short of an execution.

On the verge of giving up all hope, a strong will to defy his fate momentarily bubbled up from within him.

Was this truly the result God had wanted?

In the midst of his doubts, Sungchul heard a clear voice ring out from within him.

Wait…

Sungchul felt a powerful shock, as if he had been hit at the base of the back of his head with a bat.

Hadn’t God said that he would watch the future of Sungchul and Bertelgia?

In other words, God had not yet decided on the future.

The moment Sungchul’s thoughts reached this conclusion, his vision became hyperfocused, as if the world was condensed into a single point.

The entire universe was contained in that tiny dot.

The dots were connected to other dots, forming a line. And the lines met with other lines to create a geographical shape. And this whole process was burned literally into Sungchul’s mind.

And within this space where all of creation was contained, Sungchul came to understand… the grand design of God.

When God began to look away from the world, and the events of the world began to flow differently from his intent, the one brought into the world by God’s will was Kromgard.

Kromgard had received God’s blessings and attention from very early on. Even though he hadn’t even climbed the Stairway to God, God still ordained him with a divine destiny.

To stand before the stairs when the end of the world was nigh, so that the fifth Principal All-Father could be born.

There were far too many unbelievably good fortunes in Kromgard’s long life to chalk it all up to a simple case of good luck.

But one day, there was an unexpected variable in God’s plans.

The presence of Sungchul Kim.

Sungchul wasn’t originally a part of God’s plans.

In other words, he was an impurity.

But the moment this unintended presence got caught up in God’s grand design, there was only one possible outcome.

For Kromgard and Sungchul to face each other like this one day.

Is that how it is?

Having unbreakable confidence in needing to wait at the Stairway of God with no real evidence as to why, and the unfortunate mistakes he had made in the past, these were no accidents. They were all inevitable events bound by fate.

Kromgard wanted to obtain all. And Sungchul Kim wanted to throw it all away.

For the sake of having these two men meet—he who was beloved by God since long before, and he who appeared much later—God had postponed his judgment.

Therefore, what would determine who was right or wrong was up to the result of the duel between them.

***

The condensed world returned to normal. No time had passed. Kromgard was standing exactly the same way as before the world contracted.

Sungchul couldn’t hide his surprise.

This fight isn’t an execution.

The blood in his veins began to boil. His unbroken spirit was revitalizing itself. His temporarily dulled neurons began firing like active volcanoes.

Kromgard stared at Sungchul, standing rigid for a moment, before he turned around to toss a hammer made of light toward Sungchul.

“Yo, Destroyer. You must not be able to perform at your fullest because you don’t have your primary weapon,” Kromgard mocked him.

He already understood the difference in strength between Sungchul and himself.

Sungchul didn’t respond. He was focusing his entire being on finding a way to win.

Kromgard seemed bored by Sungchul’s lack of response and came charging forward with the sword.

Sungchul picked up the war hammer at his feet to fight back, and a fierce exchange of weapons took place.

But the result was the same.

With a similar level of skill between the two, it was obvious that Kromgard would win with his superior physique.

He was stronger than Sungchul, with more stamina, and even had longer and more flexible arms and legs.

Kromgard’s blade swept toward Sungchul like an enraged wave, clashing with Sungchul’s exhausted parry with the hammer. The blade managed to push past his guard and leave a long gash in Sungchul’s forehead.

It was just a stinging flesh wound, but the blood began to obstruct his vision, and Sungchul collapsed due to exhaustion.

Kromgard had the opportunity to end it once and for all.

But instead of delivering the finishing blow, he kicked Sungchul in the side as he was trying to get up.

Sungchul experienced a sharp, piercing pain through his entire body as he rolled across the ground. He couldn’t breathe properly. One of his ribs was broken and had pierced his lung.

Sungchul grasped his broken rib and breathed in and out. Enduring agonizing pain, he extracted the rib that had pierced his lung like a dagger and put it back where it belonged.

He could breathe again. But now his power was halved. Not to mention that he was now without a weapon.

The promised despair awaited him.

“I’ve heard that you’re undefeatable with a hammer, but it seems that isn’t the case. Is it because it’s not Fal Garaz? Makes sense that someone who’s nothing without the power of God is also useless without the strongest weapon,” Kromgard continued to mock him as Sungchul knelt in the dirt.

He didn’t reply. He was too busy being inundated with despair washing over him. He was already losing the will to fight.

The objective truth that there existed no possibility of victory had stolen away his fighting spirit.

Is there really nothing more I can do?

As a final act of defiance, he wanted to borrow the power of the Black Giant. But there was no reaction from the giant.

No, it was more accurate to say that it seemed like the Black Giant was no longer inside him.

Sungchul, for a moment, saw the Black Giant standing right in front of him. It was still there within, still waiting for the right moment.

Sungchul reached out toward the Giant, toward the massive hands burning with black flames. If he grasped that hand, he could get out of this situation.

But the moment he did, the world’s fate would be sealed and meet its doom.

But this, too, could yet be the result God had wanted.

Kromgard’s voice sounded like it was coming from afar. “Oy, Gladiator!” His voice was filled with contempt and condescension.

Sungchul turned to look at Kromgard at the mention of gladiator.

Kromgard scowled and showed Sungchul a raised thumb. “You should reply if you want to live a bit longer. Don’t you know the fate of a boring gladiator?”

The raised thumb was turned upside down.

It was the hand signal he had seen far too often in the arena.

Fire began to burn in Sungchul’s eyes. The hallucination of the Black Giant was still within him, and he made an effort to try and reach out to grab the Black Giant’s hands.

But before the hands could meet, there was a piercing cry from the side. “What are you doing? Get up!”

Sungchul doubted his ears for a moment.

“Get up! Get up now!”

The nostalgic voice he had been seeking all this time.

It was the voice of Bertelgia.

Before anyone had realized, she’d woken up and was shouting at Sungchul, struggling fiercely to break free of Adelwight’s grasp.

Adelwight held onto Bertelgia tightly and didn’t let her go. When Bertelgia began to struggle even more strongly, Adelwight summoned a magical whip to punish her.

“Ahhhh!”

Perhaps due to Bertelgia’s value as a hostage, Adelwight had controlled the strength of the whip to leave only slight damage to the covers. But whatever the case, this was something she shouldn’t have done.

An intense inferno began to burn in Sungchul’s eyes.

The will to live, the desire to survive, began to explode from within. The spark of will ignited forgotten, dark memories that were buried deep within his consciousness. The countless moments of desperation and battle to the death during his time at the colosseum resurfaced in his mind.

Memories of the rising clouds of dust, the piercing, fetid smell of blood, the intense heat of sunlight burning his skin and drying the beads of sweat at the arena grounds.

A grin appeared on Sungchul’s bloodied face.

...I’ve fought too comfortably for too long.

His instincts as a gladiator that had been honed by years of combat in the colosseum finally reawakened within him.


Chapter 15 – Bertelgia

The countless faces of people he had seen in the arenas fight desperately to the death and succumb to their enemies flashed across his mind, one by one.

All of those meaningless, purposeless deaths for the sake of the Kingdom of Rutheginea.

But at this moment, these deaths finally gained value and purpose from within Sungchul.

And one faded memory came to mind. It was the wasteful death of one man whose name Sungchul didn’t know.

He who was destined to die in the arena was unable to escape his fate, but he taught something very valuable to Sungchul, something Sungchul could learn from and use.

Kromgard approached to finish Sungchul off.

To remove all variables, Kromgard kicked all the weapons away from Sungchul, the metal clanging against the black earth.

In his hands was a hammer.

Kromgard intended to end Sungchul’s life with the weapon Sungchul was most famous for.

Sungchul tried to stand but collapsed back down to the ground. He grasped at the dirt.
Kromgard didn’t miss this.

However, Sungchul opened his hands and spread his fingers wide. The dirt in his grip fell back to the ground, and Kromgard’s focus was placed elsewhere.

Sungchul used his wide-open hands to support his body weight and stood back up, unsteadily.

“Any last words?”

From the moment the duel began until now, Sungchul had not uttered a word. A seething look of bloodlust surfaced on Kromgard’s face before passing.

“How strange. I seem to recall you being a much more entertaining gladiator.”

Sungchul struggled to bring up his arms in a stance.

But his legs were already unsteady, and his arms were trembling quite pitifully.

It was time to carry out the execution.

Kromgard moved forward and swung the hammer with his perfectly sculpted body.

Sungchul simply watched the attack grow closer.

“Try and block this, Gladiator!” Kromgard shouted full of glee.

But as Sungchul watched the hammer grow closer, he suddenly lurched forward with his head.

That much wasn’t much of a deal. The problem was what came next.

Sungchul finally opened his mouth.

It was the first time since the fight began that Sungchul had opened his mouth for any reason.

Kromgard didn’t understand why this was the case. But he soon found out.

Sungchul spat as hard as he could with a vehement shout, causing a dark clump of dirt to fly forward.

My god. Did he hide dirt in his mouth?

It was a common thuggish tactic to throw dirt with the hands or feet. Kromgard was well aware of this possibility and had guarded well against such attempts.

But not in his wildest dreams did he think that his enemy would spit dirt from his mouth with such unexpected timing.

Fuck!

He hadn’t expected this. There was no reason to, since Sungchul hadn’t even spoken.

And the critical vulnerability of he who was a genius lay here.

He didn’t know that a human being pushed to extremes and surviving at the edge of life and death was capable of anything. That it was impossible to read, learn, or train for every possible scenario and possibility.

However, Sungchul knew all too well.

The death of so many who had been forced into the hellhole in the name of the colosseum, who died struggling and fighting to the end to live. Of all the imaginative, desperate measures they had taken and their eventual tragic failures.

This was the difference between he who learned only the theory on optimization and he who learned how to push past his limits from experience facing reality.

“Aaack!” Kromgard closed both his eyes mid run and began to scream.

The hammer was swung and found only air.

“Kromgard!” Adelwight shouted from the side.

It was Sungchul’s turn.

Though there was unspeakable pain from where his lungs had been pierced by his own rib, the adrenaline pumping throughout his entire body quieted the pain.

Strength and energy filled his entire being.

This was no power of God. It was purely the strength of his own flesh and blood driven by the will to survive, filled with all the rage and anger he had been holding back for so long.

This unbridled might was brought to bear in his fist as he punched Kromgard in his side.

“Uck!”

Kromgard let out a cry of pain and opened his mouth.

He didn’t fall in one hit. But Sungchul didn’t stop his attack. He moved past Kromgard and grasped at the man’s hair. The hair of the king that had never been permitted to be touched by anyone before.

“Are you a woman?” Kromgard shouted out loud as his hair was pulled.

Sungchul didn’t pay the words any heed as he pulled. Kromgard, who couldn’t be moved before, was pulled along.

Kromgard didn’t simply do nothing and let this happen. Despite his vision being blocked, he swung his powerful arms toward Sungchul.

But Sungchul easily dodged the punches and pulled Kromgard’s hair even more strongly.

“Aaaack!”

The moment Sungchul heard his screams, he immediately kicked Kromgard’s knee from behind to trip him.

Kromgard immediately lost his balance and fell backward.

Even as he fell, he tried to adjust himself to fall safely. But as if this was expected, Sungchul knee-kicked him right in his backward-bent back even before his head could touch the ground.

Kromgard’s hips were bent backward to a dangerous degree.

He had relaxed his back to try and land safely from the fall, which was why his back had bent so far back from the impact, nearly enough to cripple him.

A crack sounded, and Kromgard’s eyes flew open as he suddenly lost the sensation of his legs.

Sungchul was aiming for that moment and stabbed his fingers into Kromgard’s eyes.

One finger was blocked by the eyelids, but the other eye didn’t close in time.

“Ahh! Ugh!” Kromgard screamed as he began to bleed from his left eye. He bayed like a beast as he grasped Sungchul’s arms. “I’ll… kill you!” he shouted like a crazed animal, squeezing as if trying to break his arms.

Sungchul didn’t bat an eye and used his knee to kick Kromgard between the legs.

The man was hit in his most vulnerable place, and Kromgard let out a shriek of pain as he began to roll around, hands over his groin.

“You underhanded coward!” Kromgard began to shout profanities.

Sungchul took a breather before responding to Kromgard, who was still struggling with pain.

“It’s all thanks to you.”

“What?”

Sungchul limped over to the hammer and picked it up from the ground.

The weapon he was most familiar with was now in his hands.

Kromgard’s expressions had changed.

“All of these were lessons I learned from having lived through the hell that you created in Rutheginea. From the people who died the most horrid deaths in the twisted world you built.”

“Don’t you...!” Kromgard began to shout.

But Sungchul couldn’t care less about what he had to say and struck Kromgard in the face with the hammer, resulting in a sickening smack.

A clean and effective hit.

Kromgard crossed his arms over his head to protect himself from the hammer.

However, a human arm was not meant to withstand blows from a hammer. The bone developed fractures and the skin and muscles were torn as a merciless pummeling began.

Kromgard tried to keep his hands up to guard himself, but he had already lost his balance and had no way to resist.

Like a street dog, Sungchul didn’t let go of his foe now that he had sunk his teeth in. After a severe barrage of blows, Kromgard’s arms finally dropped.

Sungchul let the hammer drop with a thud. He no longer had the strength to lift it. He mounted the fallen enemy and called upon every last bit of strength he had left to punch Kromgard in the face with his bare knuckles.

Teeth were broken, and blood spilled every which way.

Sungchul could hear Adelwight’s despairing cries, but it didn’t stay his hands.

Kromgard eventually took on too much punishment and passed out, going limp.

The victor was decided.

Sungchul had won.

He took in ragged breaths as he finally stood up, but he had no intention of leaving anything up to chance.

He grasped Kromgard’s knees and snapped the legs with a terrible crack.

Kromgard’s knees were now bent in impossible directions, and his shrieks of pain echoed off the mountain.

Sungchul mercilessly broke every limb.

The duel was now over, and he looked up at the sky as if to blame God, who had prepared this stage.

God didn’t say anything. Instead, the invisible membrane separating Sungchul and Kromgard began to vanish.

Seeing this unfold, none of the false gods dared come closer.

All they could do was cower in fear and hope that the true God closed his eyes once more.

As the barrier finally dissipated, the vanished clothes returned on his person once more and he could feel the god-like strength return to his body.

It was Sungchul’s victory. The power he had been stripped of in the barrier was returning to him.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands, and he walked toward Kromgard, who was still unconscious. To finally end his life.

But just as he was about to deliver the final blow, Adelwight’s voice rang out from behind.

“That’s as far as you’ll go.”

Sungchul had a bad premonition. He turned to look behind him.

Adelwight was holding a dagger made of tree root against Bertelgia.

“If you don’t stop, this child who depends on you will die.”

A look of immeasurable disappointment flooded Sungchul. “I had once believed you were not a bad person.”

“I am not a good person. But this, this is for the sake of the world.” She glared at the horizon.

Beyond the horizon were the God of Order and the God of Neutrality looking their way like cowards.

“In order to return this world back to how it used to be before I helped those self-proclaimed gods corrupt this world, Kromgard must ascend as a new god.”

“How will his ascension as a god change anything?”

“He’s the only hope to bring light to this world!” Adelwight reiterated, her eyes filled with the crazed glint of a madman.

The use of the terms light and dark, Adelwight’s behavior, was pathetic. Seeing this, Sungchul was able to organize his thoughts and observations about her that had begun from before his duel with Kromgard.

“Is that so?” Sungchul used his eyebrows to send a subtle signal as he spoke.

A small rock fell close to his feet.

It was Ahmuge’s response.

Sungchul continued to speak.

“I see in you no desire to save the world, only the pursuit of redemption and the self-satisfaction that might come from it.” That was the conclusion Sungchul had arrived at.

Adelwight opened her eyes wide, bursting with rage that could not be concealed.

He had stumbled upon the truth of Adelwight’s true motives.

“You’re wrong!” Adelwight shouted vehemently, thoroughly riled and full of wrath. She no longer sounded like a woman. It was the bellow of an angry deity.

This was what Sungchul was looking for. A glistening blade appeared from behind Adelwight. Ahmuge’s weapon.

But before Ahmuge could reach her target, a purple, toxic mist sprayed from Adelwight’s body.

“Ahhh!” Ahmuge’s piercing cry echoed in the air.

Oh no.

The toxins contained in Adelwight’s body reacted first.

Even before Sungchul could make his move, Bertelgia began to struggle fiercely.

“Let me go, you old witch!”

Adelwight’s expression became twisted from Bertelgia’s desperate struggle to break free, so she decided to stab Bertelgia.

“You insect!”

But her blade didn’t reach Bertelgia.

Yet another blade came piercing her heart.

From the back of Priestess Adelwight was another book identical in appearance to Bertelgia.

The name of the book from whose pages emerged spear and spear tip was…

“…Stop bullying my sister!”

Unit 49.

With a gasp as the weapon pierced her, Adelwight’s crazed eyes returned to normal.

She fell where she stood, and Bertelgia finally broke free and quickly flew toward Sungchul.

“Oy! You!” Bertelgia flapped her pages as she flew toward Sungchul.

Sungchul put down Fal Garaz and opened his arms wide to greet her.

Bertelgia landed in his embrace.

How long has it been?

It was the first time Sungchul had experienced this feeling. The fulfillment of having everything in the world.

The being who taught the man with nothing what it meant to have something was finally back.

Bertelgia was free.

And with her, a deep, profound sense of gratitude and relief filled him.

***

There was no time to be basking in the afterglow of their long-awaited reunion.

“You dare betray me? You ingrate!”

Someone appeared and came charging toward Ahmuge.

It was Shamal Rajput.

Despite suffering from the poison from earlier, Ahmuge was able to activate her Soul Contract and vanish from the world.

Shamal’s blade lost its target. He turned his head around to search for her, looking absolutely outraged.

“Fuck! Where are you?!”

The one who stood before him was Sungchul.

Shamal looked at Sungchul and grinned. “Now you look my way.”

If he wanted to kill Ahmuge, he could have done so at any time. His intentions were as clear as day.

Shamal wanted to distract Sungchul and buy time.

“Is there nothing you want to say to me?”

Sungchul stared right into the eyes of his now completely changed old friend and gave a bored reply. “There is nothing to say to you.”

With that, it was all over.

The last vestige of hope remaining within Shamal died. But a helpless laugh escaped his lips. “…The world is already done for. Let us meet again in the world of death,” Shamal said before throwing himself off the cliff toward the ocean, where it once used to be land.

The man who once made the world tremble as an assassin and the head of the Assassin’s Guild, who once held considerable sway over the world’s affairs from the shadows, died in the most meaningless, pointless manner.

Once Shamal was gone, Ahmuge appeared once more, collapsing as soon as she reappeared.

“Sujin!” Sungchul approached the fallen Ahmuge.

Her body was already heavily afflicted by the poison, judging by how purple she was turning. She looked like she was going to die at any moment.

What a terrifying poison.

Sungchul immediately took out an elixir and used it on her, but it didn’t work in the slightest.

Adelwight’s poison possessed the power to nullify healing effects of almost everything.

“Ugh...!” Ahmuge moaned in great pain.

She was rapidly worsening. Sungchul needed to hurry.

“Unnie, please don’t die.” Bertelgia flew close to Ahmuge to encourage her. “We’re so close to the end. You can’t die so close to the finish line, you know?”

Intimidated by Adelwight’s poison, Sungchul took out every healing item he possessed.

But not a single one of them proved effective.

Not even the leaf of the World Tree.

If I only had the Final Elixir.

It was then that Sungchul took out something from the Soul Storage without thinking. It was a bottle that had slipped his mind.

The present from Craiya.

Inside, the bottle contained the morning dew that she had collected every dawn.

Sungchul opened the bottle, unsure what to think of it.

The moment he did, he felt pristine energy emanate from the bottle and the smallest glimpse of hope warmed his heart as he dripped the dew of the World Tree into Ahmuge’s lips.

There was an effect.

Her discolored face regained its original color and her rough breathing calmed down a notch.

But only temporarily. Adelwight’s terrifying poison soon spread across Ahmuge’s body once more.

More carefully.

Sungchul slowly fed Ahmuge the medicine to try to drive away the poison in her body. The toxins were soon concentrated in her lower back.

Sungchul used a dagger to carefully cut the skin to let the poison seep out, and it sizzled as it touched the earth, letting out white smoke that gave off a subtle hint of peach.

It was a vicious poison.

Beads of sweat formed on Sungchul’s forehead.

After an indeterminate amount of time passed, Ahmuge finally managed to crack open her eyes and asked in a withered voice, “Did… did you save the world?”

Her condition was improving.

Ahmuge stared into the void as Sungchul grasped her hand to give her courage.

“Not yet. But we’re close.”

It was then that Sungchul heard something crawling on the ground, along with labored breathing.

“Look! Over there!” Bertelgia shouted.

Next to the Stairway to God, Kromgard was crawling.

He was covered in blood and dirt, and despite having both his legs broken, he was using his arms to propel himself toward the Stairway to God as if his life depended on it.

Sungchul lifted his hands, but just as he did so, Ahmuge let out a heaving cough.

Damn it.

Sungchul once again resumed feeding Ahmuge what little remained of the medicine.

“I’ll go.” Unit 49 passed Sungchul and headed toward Kromgard.

It was a godsend for her to be here.

Sungchul focused on treating Ahmuge. Hang in there. I’ll show you a world like you’ve never seen.

Unit 49 reached Kromgard, who didn’t even notice Unit 49’s presence. He had long since abandoned his sense of rationality and was crawling his way to the Stairway to God on instinct.

Blades emerged from between Unit 49’s pages. But once she got close enough, Unit 49 felt a strange sensation.

Evasive maneuvers.

A magical spear of ice ripped through the space she had occupied just a moment before.

Unit 49 glared at the source of the spell and asked with a cold tone, “Why are you doing this?”

Another book appeared from the void. Unit 55 replied from behind the fading afterimage of the magical formation that had created the spear. “…You can’t save this world with just tenacity and hope.” Unit 55’s own blade emerged from her pages, pointing at her sister. “Now that Father has been obliterated, the most logical method to save the world is to allow the birth of the Unborn God.”

Two books who shared the same creator, who once served under their father together, were now glaring at each other with opposing beliefs.

Sungchul couldn’t afford to watch from the side.

But if he were to leave Ahmuge alone like this, it would most likely lead to her death.

What was the right thing to do?

Sungchul’s heart sank from the dilemma.

And all the while, Kromgard was letting out animalistic groans and grunts as he made his way toward the Stairway to God, while the two books ferociously faced off against each other, with Kromgard between them.

Sungchul was stuck between a rock and a hard place.

“I’ll look after her,” Bertelgia suddenly interjected.

“Bertelgia.”

“I might not be good at fighting like those two, but I’m way better at holding objects with my covers compared to them.”

Bertelgia pretended to try and steal the brooch shining subtly between Sungchul’s coat.

It was true that, using her book covers, she had repeatedly shown herself capable of not only grabbing objects and moving them around, she could somehow even undo and take off the brooch safely that was pinned to his shirt.

Though it might be her first time trying to nurse someone back to health, it really might be possible for Bertelgia.

Sungchul made up his mind and handed her the bottle from Craiya.

The bottle containing the dew of the World Tree was now in Bertelgia’s grasp.

“Now go. Leave unnie to me,” Bertelgia said as she carefully dripped a single drop of dew into Ahmuge’s mouth.

It was a miracle. Ahmuge’s face, which had been clouded by the poison, visibly improved. Adelwight’s poison that had been resisting the Dew of the World Tree was finally losing its potency and started to fade.

Ahmuge began to groan in pain louder. It was a good sign. It was proof she was alive and showing the will to live.

Sungchul decided to entrust Bertelgia with her and immediately stood up.

The two books were engaged in fierce combat of magic and sword midair.

Sungchul jumped between them and easily grabbed both of them out of the air.

“Let go of me!” Unit 55 struggled in his grasp, whereas Unit 49 quietly let Sungchul capture her.

Sungchul forced them to face each other and spoke softly. “What good is fighting between sisters? No matter who wins or loses, the only thing you’ll be left with is unerasable regrets.”

Unit 55 struggled fiercely, but she couldn’t voice her thoughts. Sungchul’s overwhelming power was keeping her suppressed.

“Mmm! Mmph!”

Unit 55’s struggles didn’t last long. She soon lost consciousness in Sungchul’s powerful grip that could crush her to pieces and went limp. Sungchul entrusted Unit 55 to Unit 49.

“Keep an eye on her so that she can’t interfere.”

“Leave it to me,” Unit 49 replied with a cheerful voice.

She must have been in a great mood.

Sungchul now laid his eyes on Kromgard, who was still crawling toward the Stairway to God. There remained a bit of distance to go.

Sungchul stared at Kromgard with no apparent emotion and soon noticed something important.

Did he lose his mind?

The moment the invisible barrier surrounding them dissipated, Sungchul as well as Kromgard both got back their full range of abilities available in this world.

If he had half a thought, Kromgard could have taken out medicine from his own Soul Storage and healed himself before sprinting at the Stairway to God. But he had not done so.

He had become nothing more than an injured beast, crawling toward the Stairway to God, relying on nothing but his instincts.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands.

Kromgard’s fate was now in Sungchul’s hands.

“Stop!” A desperate cry came from nearby.

It belonged to Adelwight.

She’s still alive?

Sungchul turned to look at Adelwight.

She had received fatal wounds but had yet to succumb to her injuries.

Sungchul quickly discovered why.

In her chest that had been pierced by Unit 49’s blade, there was something substituting her heart, beating and writhing. It had the appearance of a seed.

Furthermore, some grotesque tentacles burst out of her wounds and were healing her.

It was a disgusting sight to behold.

Is it some ancient sorcery? Or perhaps a curse?

Luckily, Adelwight’s recovery was slow. The witch was still fundamentally a mortal. Her capacity to heal couldn’t be compared to that of the Ancient God. And the gaping wound left by Unit 49 was too large.

Of course, Sungchul couldn’t afford to allow this woman to live. She was far too dangerous.

But Kromgard came first.

Sungchul moved like a bolt of lightning. He grasped Kromgard’s ankles and could have simply smashed Kromgard to pieces using Fal Garaz, if not for the fact that Kromgard possessed multiple Soul Contracts of resurrection.

He had thought to toss Kromgard in Adelwight’s direction and kill them both at once.

It was also a practical way he could keep an eye on both of the dangerous individuals without letting either of them out of his sight.

But the moment Sungchul’s hands wrapped around Kromgard’s ankles, his surroundings began to darken rapidly.

Transcendent Senses responded.

And Sungchul’s expression hardened.

From the skies above, from the direction of the Stairway to God, he saw some god-like being descend toward him.

Whips carrying the tormented cries of thousands of damned came flying toward him.

Sungchul’s right hand and Fal Garaz erupted into black flames, and he deflected the whips of a thousand screams.

“Ahhhh!”

“Kyaah!”

“Ugh… ugg!”

The human faces densely packed into the surface of the whip screamed as they were knocked aside by Fal Garaz, and a black figure landed upon the ground, shaking the earth with a deep boom.

Sungchul glared at the new opponent with a withering stare.

Before his eyes were the white words conjured by his Transcendent Senses.

[God of Chaos Kunkidu]

The one behind everything finally revealed himself.

Sungchul gazed upon Kunkidu’s face.

The giant being possessed the head of a goat with horns that grew all the way down to his neck. Though his body was humanoid in frame, the visible parts of his skin under his black, coarse hair were almost entirely covered in densely packed and strange, indecipherable text.

No part of this god gave off holy light or an awe-inspiring divine aura like the God of Order, the God of Neutrality, or even the Ancient God.

It was a being that seemed to be a manifestation of fear and heresy.

This was the true form of the God of Chaos, Kunkidu.

Kunkidu spoke with a conniving voice, as always, that seemed to emanate both from his terrifying form as well as from deep within Sungchul.

Sungchul didn’t say anything and simply lifted up Fal Garaz, covered in black flames. He was going to end this with one blow.

But Kunkidu was one step faster and wagged a finger.

“Oh my, oh tool of mine. Haven’t you forgotten something?”

Even before Kunkidu finished speaking, another text appeared before Sungchul’s eyes.

[Blessings]

Vow (Transcendent Senses, unknown)

It was a snippet of Sungchul’s status screen.

Vow?

A deep furrow appeared on Sungchul’s brow.

This was the blessing he had obtained when he’d first climbed the Stairway to God. Sungchul had no knowledge of what it entailed. He knew that the blessing granted him god-like power, and later came to know that it had been bestowed upon him after making some sort of deal with the God of Chaos. But the details of said blessing or the deal that he made were still shrouded in mystery.

The God of Chaos brought up this vow, and Sungchul felt a terrible premonition.

A sinister, malevolent grin appeared on the god’s goat face.

“Now, watch, o’ tool of mine.”

The whip of a thousand screams was slammed against the ground, and upon impact, Sungchul saw the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow in his heart in his mind with perfect clarity.

Followed by a suffocating shock.

He nearly gasped with understanding as the sealed memory was finally unlocked.

And now, Sungchul knew what the vow with the God of Chaos entailed.

In that place, at that time, Sungchul had said, “What I want is the resolution of the Calamities. Only that.”

Though he was a mere mortal, mediocre and unremarkable, he who had nothing still had the gall to make his demands known to God and the god-like being.

The ugly truth that the God of Chaos had concealed all this time through memory manipulation was finally unveiled.

The God of Chaos had tried many times to tempt Sungchul to destroy the world. But Sungchul hadn’t budged.

In the end, it was the God of Chaos who relented.

So instead, the God of Chaos had decided to make several conditions.

“…How can there be a human more stubborn than a dwarf? Well, whatever. I suppose one destined to become the Tool of God needs to have at least that much tenacity. But you’ll need to agree to a few small conditions. It’s nothing big, really, but as one mediating between you and God, I need something of a guarantee, after all.”

The God of Chaos had presented Sungchul with the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow.

There were just three conditions.

One was sealing away his memory. It would be improper for the world at large to know what lay beyond the Stairway to God.

Sungchul had agreed to this condition.

Second was to never agree to become the World’s Overseer. At the time, Sungchul hadn’t known what the Overseer was, but it had briefly been explained that it was a position that he could take should he resolve all of the Calamities.

It went without saying that Sungchul agreed to such a condition, since the resolution of the Calamities was his first priority.

And finally, the most pertinent condition to the current situation. He couldn’t harm the God of Chaos.

This was the final condition set in place by the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow piercing his heart.

It had been the last line of defense set by the God of Chaos, for whatever may happen.

Sungchul had obediently agreed to such a condition.

At the time, his enemy had been the first Calamity, Hesthnius Max, and the rotten World Parliament. Fighting one of the Principal All-Fathers, let alone killing him, was beyond his wildest imagination.

From the revelation of the past, one of Sungchul’s entries in his status screen changed.

[Blessings]

Unbreakable Vow (Transcendent Senses, contractual conditions)

The mystery behind the vow that had been kept hidden from him for so long was, in fact, so simple there was almost nothing to be said about it.

The truth was sometimes like that.

A ship in rough seas, seeing land far in the distance, one might imagine that reaching the land could serve as refuge from the storm; a new, unexplored land full of hope and possibilities. But once the waves and the storms were braved and overcome, that island turned out to be nothing more than a barren mound of boulders.

Once the terrible truth was revealed, Sungchul was forced to confront yet another harsh, seemingly inescapable reality.

“Now, o’ tool of mine. What will you do? Will you kill me and bring about the end of all things?” The God of Chaos brandished the whip of a thousand screams as he taunted Sungchul.

The voices of the other Principal All-Fathers could be heard from beyond the horizon.

“Kunkidu, you scum. You dare venture down the Stairway of God?”

“If not for the tool of God, your life would have been forfeit.”

The God of Order and the God of Neutrality shouted threatening words toward the God of Chaos.

But the threats from his former competitors only elicited a grin from the God of Chaos. He instead focused his stormy eyes toward Kromgard, who was still crawling desperately toward the Stairway to God, and laughed mockingly.

“Any path you take is a dead end. Is it not, o’ tool of mine?”

It was just as he said.

If he did nothing, Kromgard would reach the stairs and ascend as the fifth Principal All-Father. But if he were to harm the God of Chaos, the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow would ignite his heart, transforming him irreversibly into the Black Giant of destruction.

But this situation seemed odd to Sungchul.

“Why have you unsealed my memories? If I hadn’t known the truth, I would have killed you and fulfilled your dreams, and everything would have gone as you wanted.”

To this, the God of Chaos burst out into roaring laughter. He was massive and an undoubtedly god-like being. But the sound of his laughter was hideous and contemptuous beyond belief.

The God of Chaos replied, “You mean for me to die without even witnessing the all-important moment of this world coming to an end? No, no, we can’t have that. The end of the world… just for that one sweet moment, I’ve endured through the ages by the dead god’s side like some corpse. Even if I were to know that the end of the world would come should I die at the hand of my own tool, what’s the point if I should meet oblivion without ever having witnessed the sight I’ve dreamt of for so long?”

Dry laughter erupted and echoed across the dying world once more.

Sungchul was deeply disturbed. Just how sick and twisted is he?

None of the Principal All-Fathers were remotely sane. And it wasn’t just the All-Fathers. None of the immortals or those who lived across eons of time were of good character.

They didn’t deserve such longevity. They didn’t possess a perpetual nature, so the relentless passage of time slowly changed them and ultimately corrupted them.

There were, though, a few exceptions to this.

Once Sungchul’s thoughts reached this point, the God of Chaos began to speak again.

“And don’t you have something you have to protect?”

The screaming whip twitched on the ground like a living serpent.

Sungchul felt surprise rock through him as he predicted the God of Chaos’s next move.

And soon, his prediction came to pass, as the God of Chaos whipped the earth.

The target wasn’t Sungchul but rather Ahmuge and Bertelgia.

A dark shadow appeared above Bertelgia, who was nursing Ahmuge.

“Mmm?” Bertelgia felt a bad premonition only moments before the whip screamed as it extended out toward her. Tens of thousands of faces on the surface of the whip began to screech as the whip came flying at her.

But before it could reach Bertelgia and Ahmuge, a black figure appeared before them and protected them from harm.

It was Sungchul, who held Fal Garaz enveloped in black flames as he deflected the blows from the whip.

“Kahahaha! Now, o’ tool of mine, you move exactly as I want you to!”

A flurry of whips came raining down upon Sungchul, and he was forced to defend with everything he had.

It couldn’t be helped. Since he was bound by the restriction that forbade bringing harm to the God of Chaos, he couldn’t even begin to imagine fighting back in any meaningful way.

Withstanding the endless screams of the damned screeching in his ears, along with the rush of wind as strong as any hurricane accompanying each and every furious blow of the whip, Sungchul was forced to watch Kromgard crawl to the Stairway to God.

“Grrrr… I’ll kill you… I’ll kill you all…” Kromgard had already completely lost his mind. He who had spent an eternity with the unshakable belief in his own superiority could not hold onto his humanity the moment he had been defeated by someone like Sungchul, whom he deemed beneath him.

In some ways, perhaps this was the only way it could have played out.

Now that the basis of his belief in his own superiority had been shattered, there was no way to maintain his ego without going mad.

Kromgard couldn’t bear his reality without losing his mind. Now that he’d lost his human rationality, all that remained within him was barbaric cruelty. And this raw, animalistic instinct drove him toward the stairs.

Fuck.

The God of Chaos’s attacks became even heavier.

If Sungchul slipped up even for a moment, he could not only lose his life but also his few remaining comrades.

There was nothing he could do.

Kromgard seemed poised to win beyond a doubt.

And just as everything was playing out in the worst way possible, Unit 49 appeared from behind Kromgard.

“I cannot allow you to go any further.”

Unit 49 was about to drag Kromgard away when yet another interruption took place.

Tree roots erupted from the ground and enveloped Unit 49.

Even though Adelwight was hopelessly injured, she still managed to summon enough magic to thwart Unit 49. The witch coughed up black blood as a happy, satisfied expression crossed her face before she fell forward into the dirt. “…This is good enough.”

And with that, Kromgard’s hand finally made contact with the first step of the Stairway to God. The moment his hands touched the stairs, the entire stairway lit up brilliantly, all the way to the top.

It looked like a ray of light reached all the way from heaven down to the earth in one straight beam.

The Stairway to God responded. It accepted the challenger.

The God of Chaos, who had been brandishing the Whip of a Thousand Screams ceaselessly, let out a dry, mocking laugh before vanishing into the void.

“I entrust you with Ahmuge.” Sungchul left Bertelgia behind to rush toward the Stairway to God.

Kromgard was climbing the stairs slowly with his arms. Sungchul could still make it in time and catch up, pull him back down, and kill him.

But once Sungchul reached the stairs, he could feel it.

That the Stairway to God rejected his presence.

God rejected him.

Kromgard began to climb the Stairway to God unobstructed.

His eyes were wide open like a madman, desperately propelling himself forward using only his two broken arms.

“Behold, see my love go!” Adelwight muttered as purple liquid dripped from her lips. “He’s different from common folk like you or Eckhart, you know.”

“What’s different?” Sungchul’s hands gripped Fal Garaz tight as he held back his emotions to ask.

“You and Eckhart could only climb the stairs by giving up on everything and leaving it all behind. But unlike you two, my dearest is climbing the stairs without giving up on anything, taking everything with him.”

“Taking everything?”

To this, Adelwight affirmed enthusiastically, brimming with certainty. “Yes, he’s resolved to embrace the whole world. He’s the only one generous and merciful enough to do so. Even Enkiadus and Aleokgos at their peak were pedestrian compared to Kromgard’s benevolence.”

Adelwight’s eyes were filled with barely contained hope and joy. “He is the only one who can bring order to this world and bring salvation!”

Sungchul shook his head at her words. He turned to watch Kromgard climb the stairs into the sky like some crazed beast completely devoid of humanity or reason. He didn’t look like a messiah or bringer of salvation. To him, Kromgard appeared to be nothing more than a dangerous animal. How could one dangerous predatory animal save the world?

Time passed, and Kromgard’s body could no longer be seen.

It didn’t seem like his body had disintegrated, as far as Sungchul could tell. And soon, rainbow-colored clouds began to spew forth from the top of the Stairway to God, illuminating the previously darkened skies.

Glorious, holy lights jumped between the clouds, giving a wondrous and mystical show for all those watching.

The gods viewing from beyond the horizon were awestruck.

“That…?”

“Is this the birth of the new All-Father?”

The sound of trumpets echoed across the land like thunder. And in this overwhelming tremor and fanfare, Adelwight shouted with unbridled joy, “We bear witness to the birth of the new God!”

The echo of the priestess’s voice reached every corner of the world.

The greatly anticipated divine being began to descend from the heavens.

A colossal body befitting one to be called an All-Father.

He possessed glorious characteristics permitted to no one but God, becoming something akin to divinity.

Adelwight grasped at the earth and showed reverence to the birth of the new All-Father.

Sungchul quietly watched the ascension and advent of the new unborn God. And soon, the fifth All-Father’s form was finally revealed in all of his glory.

Sungchul closed his eyes and let out a deep, hapless sigh.

“Praise the new god!” Adelwight’s dry voice filled the air. But unlike when she had witnessed the advent of the true God and raised her voice in praise and worship of his glory, her enthusiasm was now greatly diminished, her sincerity now forced.

The appearance of the new All-Father was proof enough.

It bore giant red hands with claws sharp enough to rip the heavens, with the form of a wolf but with nine heads. Its eyes overflowed with nothing but desire for murder and destruction.

In the end, all that the new god amounted to was a physical manifestation of evil and malice, nothing more than a beast of extinction.

The Transcendent Senses responded.

[Behold, the birth of the fifth Principal All-Father.]

[Alpha Male, who was once known as Kromgard]

Kromgard had completely lost all remnants of his humanity when he had been defeated by Sungchul and had become nothing more than a predatory animal.

God had turned this beast into an uncontrollable monster and sent him back out into the world as-is.

“Is this the newfound hope you wanted for the world?”

Sungchul wasn’t the sarcastic type, but in this moment, he cynically mocked Adelwight out of spite.

Adelwight was at a loss and couldn’t reply. She knew that something was deeply wrong, but this had been her hopes and dreams for thousands of years. It wasn’t something she could easily give up on.

The nine-headed wolf bared its fangs at Sungchul.

Fal Garaz erupted into black flames and smashed into the charging monstrosity.The earth trembled and the very air shook with the crazed bellow of the wolf.

Kromgard, after taking a hit from Sungchul, circled around like a giant animal, before running off.

The dried-up mountains were crushed under the colossal beast of extinction’s feet and crumbled everywhere Kromgard went.

The place this new god headed to was at the horizon, where the two Principal All-Fathers were watching from.

Kromgard reached them in no time.

“Ooh. Is this the fifth Principal All-Father? How dependable-looking.” The God of Order was the first to greet the new god.

He was already aware that the promised fifth All-Father was much more powerful than those before him.

“Since it has come to this, we’ll have to welcome you as our comrade. Congratulations on your ascension to godhood.” The God of Neutrality welcomed Kromgard with an extended hand.

Kromgard said nothing. The eighteen eyes on the nine wolf heads all gave off a dangerous glint.

Everyone suddenly felt tense.

And in that short moment, the God of Order and the God of Neutrality felt a terrible premonition. Then the unthinkable happened.

Kromgard suddenly lunged at the God of Neutrality, and the nine heads began to mercilessly rip the All-Father apart with their fangs.

“Ahhh! Uwahhh!” The self-proclaimed god couldn’t offer any resistance as he became nothing more than prey, eaten alive and ripped to pieces.

“Dirgo… weak,” Kromgard said in human language after ripping the God of Neutrality to pieces and devouring him. It wasn’t that his human self had returned, but the opposite—human nature had been absorbed by the consumption of the God of Neutrality’s flesh and blood.

The eyes of the wolf heads became even more bestial and bloodthirsty, filled with nothing but the desire for destruction.

The being who arose as the fifth Principal All-Father was no savior of the world; it was the beast of annihilation itself, blatantly devouring a god in the midst of the dying world.

As one of the most important pillars maintaining the world perished, the rate of the world’s decay only accelerated further.

The disintegration of the world now began in earnest. The world was covered in volcanoes, the earth split apart into tiny pieces, only to be swallowed by the raging tsunami rushing in from all sides.

Adelwight coughed up black blood. “No… this can’t be…!”

Thousands of years of hope and dreams had betrayed her.

What she had created was no hope, but yet another tool to bring about the end of the world.

Faced with such an obvious and indisputable reality, Adelwight began to laugh uncontrollably. It was such hopeless, pitiful laughter that Sungchul glanced at Adelwight as he moved Bertelgia and Ahmuge to a safer location.

Adelwight was done for. Gone, like her impossible dreams.


Chapter 16 – Destroyer

Sungchul relocated his comrades to the spot right at the bottom of the Stairway to God. Even if the world were to be destroyed completely, this would be the last place to be annihilated.

And that eventuality came to pass.

Even as all the mountains around them crumbled away, the flat ground immediately around the Stairway remained unchanged and unbroken.

Adelwight’s faint laughter could be heard in the distance, and Sungchul looked out toward the horizon.

Kromgard, who had already finished consuming the God of Neutrality, was now targeting the other All-Father, the God of Order.

“You… You dare harm my brother!” The God of Order attempted to put up a fight. Thousands of blades of justice were summoned and sent in Kromgard’s direction.

But Kromgard’s body was immune to the powers of the God of Order.

It seemed like the God of Order was fated to be eaten alive by the beast of extinction, and he finally feared for his life and turned to run.

Unfortunately, the God of Order chose to run toward the Stairway of the true God, where Sungchul and his friends were.

Watching the gargantuan body of the God of Order grow and fill his entire vision, Sungchul couldn’t help but think that it looked pathetic.

The God of Chaos must have felt the same, because Sungchul could hear his mocking voice echo from within.

“How embarrassing, Enkiadus. In the end, you come running back to hide at the feet of the God you betrayed.”

Sungchul looked up at the God of Order emotionlessly.

“Ugh! Save me!” the God of Order begged Sungchul for his life.

“Get out of the way,” Sungchul motioned for the God of Order to move aside, as he couldn’t see what was going on. The body of the God of Order was completely blocking the view of whatever Kromgard was up to.

Seeing Sungchul’s motion, the God of Order hastily moved aside.

The earth trembled terribly.

Once the God of Order was finally out of the way, Sungchul could see the massacre taking place.

Kromgard had ripped open the boundary to the Transcendent World and was busy devouring all the Lesser Gods hiding there.

The Lesser Gods all tried to put up resistance and fight back, but they were nothing more than a single bite-sized snack for the beast of extinction as he crunched and devoured them.

One giant snake was desperately trying to escape from the scene, and Sungchul recognized him.

I think his name was Ouroboros?

The Lesser God who proclaimed himself to be the snake of wisdom was flying as fast as he could in Sungchul’s direction while holding onto a giant sphere almost as big as his body.

Sungchul took a look at the sphere. There was a small world contained within. That sphere must be the Realm where the Lesser Gods were able to rule and play God.

Kromgard’s bestial hands reached out and grabbed Ouroboros’s tail out of the air. Ouroboros struggled like an eel, trying to break free of Kromgard’s grip.

“Let go of me, let go! We’re just about to witness something interesting in my realm!”

Kromgard pulled Ouroboros in and began to devour him from the tail end.

Ouroboros let out a pitiful cry but didn’t let go of the tiny world he held in his hands.

“The mute prince is about to reveal his identity and rescue the imprisoned princess! Please let me watch just this scene before… Ahhh!”

Ouroboros was devoured by Kromgard, and the ravenous god stared at the Realm Ouroboros had been holding for a moment before taking out his fangs and breaking the glass to devour all the humans contained within.

Once he was done eating everything, Kromgard’s eyes became even more cruel and malicious.

“He has the ability to absorb the power of those he eats. If you leave him be, he’ll devour everything, then devour the world itself!” the God of Order declared.

Sungchul calmly looked around at the dying world as he replied, “The world will end before that comes to pass.”

Sungchul felt like he finally understood something.

“The end of the world. That is God’s true desire,” the God of Order said with a trembling voice.

Sungchul lifted his chin to look up at the All-Father, who was surrounded by holy lights.

“He wanted to destroy the world that he created because it wasn’t going as he wanted. Just like a child who becomes dissatisfied with the dirt mound he made and wants to knock it down once more.”

Sungchul had no response to this.

The God of Order continued, “That is why we turned against God.”

There was some truth to the God of Order’s words. However, the ones responsible for causing the true God to feel that way were him and the other Lesser Gods.

Sungchul had no desire to take anyone’s side in this. The only thing he wanted to do was to keep himself and those close to him alive.

“It is not too late! Become the Overseer of the world!” the God of Order shouted.

“Become Overseer to do what?” Sungchul responded with a deadpan voice.

“You have Eckhart’s knowledge. You should be capable of creating God’s Dirt. Even though many Lesser Gods are being lost, there is plenty of material left inside the Realms that can be converted to God’s Dirt.”

Sungchul glared at the God of Order with a withering look of disappointment at being so shameless.

“You want to play God that badly?”

“T… that’s…!?”

“Rather than letting someone like you, who cares only about himself, stay as God of this world, perhaps it’s better to just let the world come to an end.” Sungchul silenced the God of Order.

The God of Order might have been a self-proclaimed god, but he was more pathetic than any mortal in this moment.

Meanwhile, Kromgard stopped his feast upon the Lesser Gods to look their way. The nine heads let out a massive roar that caused tremors across the entire world.

The sound was enough to send a shiver down the spine and cause hairs to stand on end.

Kromgard would come back in this direction.

Sungchul stood before Bertelgia and Ahmuge to protect them, lifting the flaming Fal Garaz high into the sky.

“Ugh!” The God of Order embarrassed himself once more.

He was so terrified by the sight of Kromgard running toward him that, despite his gargantuan size, he crouched behind Sungchul as if it would shield him from harm.

Sungchul glanced at the God of Order before spitting a condescending remark. “You should know shame.”

The God of Order kept his head down and remained silent.

Kromgard’s figure became misshapen in the distance.

He was standing upright on two feet while his body became even more wolf-like, matching his head.

The holy clothes he had first appeared with were torn apart, revealing black and red fur that covered the whole body of the beast of extinction.

“Guoooooo~” Kromgard let out a blood-curdling howl. Then the sky ripped open, spewing forth a whole group of Evil Gods, who jumped on top of Kromgard.

Kromgard began to run amok, massacring the Evil Gods.

“T… Take this.” Once the toxicity of the poison afflicting her died down a bit, Ahmuge summoned every ounce of strength she’d recovered to try and hand Sungchul something.

It was pulsing with white light in her hands, resembling a small tablecloth, and it phased in and out of existence.

“What is this?”

It was a Soul Contract.

“Please take it. This is the only way I can be of help to you in my current state.” Ahmuge struggled to get up so that she could bring the contract closer to Sungchul.

“Unnie, please don’t move,” Bertelgia cautioned.

But Ahmuge couldn’t be dissuaded. “Hurry…”

Sungchul accepted Ahmuge’s Soul Contract without another word.

[Mythic Soul Contract – Disappearance]

It was Ahmuge’s greatest gift, something that should rightfully be considered her everything. And it was now in Sungchul’s possession.

But there was no more empty space in Sungchul’s Soul Contract slot.

He removed the Deceiver’s Veil that he had long relied upon.

The appearance of the now-deleted Deceiver’s Veil was not too different from the new mythic Soul Contract, Disappearance.

Thank you for everything until now.

Sungchul scattered the Soul Contract that had fulfilled its duty and purpose into the air. The shattered particles of the Deceiver’s Veil drifted across the burning land and mixed with the ashes of the world before vanishing for the last time.

Sungchul placed Ahmuge’s gift into the now-empty slot.

The moment the Soul Contract was put in place, a warning message appeared before Sungchul’s eyes.

[You do not possess a ‘Stealth’ attribute.]

[Therefore, a majority of the Soul Contract – Disappearance’s power will be unavailable to you.]

[Would you like to install this Soul Contract anyway?]

Is this a Soul Contract that requires special abilities to activate?

While Sungchul was thinking this, Ahmuge began to explain with labored breathing. “You… cough! Get a message telling you that you can’t use the contract to its full potential, right?”

Sungchul nodded to her words.

Ahmuge couldn’t tell that he did. Her vision was already gone. Sungchul grasped her hands and told her yes.

“Then…” she coughed again, “I’ll explain. That’s not a Soul Contract that gives simple concealment or invisibility.”

“Then?”

“It’s probably what you thought. The moment you use Disappearance’s power, it deletes you from the world.”

“So I was right.”

There was a good reason that, not even with his monstrous senses, Sungchul couldn’t detect her presence.

“The only reason such an ordinary person like me was selected to become a Returnee was because I had compatibility with this contract.”

Ahmuge began to cough up black blood tainted by poison.

“Is this something I need?” Sungchul asked.

Ahmuge couldn’t see Sungchul anymore, but she nodded toward the direction of his voice.

“For someone like me who has high compatibility with this contract, I can use it almost infinitely… But for you, it might be able to erase you from the world for one second.”

“That will make this the greatest weapon of all.”

Sungchul grasped Ahmuge’s hands and accepted the power of Disappearance.

Ahmuge gave a faint smile before closing her eyes.

Bertelgia stopped Sungchul from getting closer and shook herself.

“She’s fainted. She’s still alive.”

“I see.”

Unit 49 appeared next to Sungchul. She still bore injuries from Adelwight’s roots but opened her mouth as she gazed upon the unconscious body of Ahmuge. “How curious. How could she have possession of the Soul Contract that belongs to us sisters?”

To this, Sungchul let out a deep sigh before replying, “She came from the future. A future much different from ours.”

Sungchul left it at that and turned his gaze toward the east.

The earth was shaking once more, but it was no earthquake.

Kromgard had finished consuming the Evil Gods and was headed this way.

The proverbial final battle was about to begin.

A familiar voice could be heard from below.

“I was right.” Adelwight was covered in blood and stood atop one of the few cliff faces that hadn’t collapsed yet.

She was facing the approaching beast with wide open arms.

“Destruction and creation are always one with the other. My love, who understands everything better than everyone, knew this and only took on the form of the beast so that he could destroy the world for the sake of recreating everything anew. Behold, my beloved Kromgard, who valiantly ripped apart those who are responsible for ruining this world, heading our way!”

Everyone aside from Adelwight understood that she was completely out of her mind.

Bertelgia, who had been caring for Ahmuge, trembled as she muttered to herself, “What a sad person.”

Kromgard came like the wind and passed by Adelwight, straight toward Sungchul.

Sungchul dashed forward to meet Kromgard head-on.

Fal Garaz was wrapped in black flames and swung forth through the air. The black flames, in the form of a giant hammer, made impact with the body of Kromgard with a deep, shattering thunder.

It was a strike carrying the full strength of a god.

Kromgard’s colossal body was pushed far back.

But even as the god was pushed away, the nine wolf heads growled menacingly at Sungchul.

The wide-open maw of the wolf glistened with unholy light from deep within.

It was hiding this kind of power? Sungchul wondered as he momentarily caught a glimpse.

The nine heads of Kromgard gave a satisfied grin.

Something terrible was about to happen.

The moment he thought so, a pure white beam of energy came shooting out of the open maw of the beast.

It was a breath attack.

This is incomparably stronger than any dragon.

This was unmistakably the Embers of the End, the flames of destruction that could melt and burn all that ever was.

Sungchul quickly brought up the Hand of the Ascendant to block the incoming flames. But Kromgard’s second head began to blast him with the same disintegrating flames, overwhelming even the Hand of the Ascendant.

As the Hand of the Ascendant began to melt, the many heads of Kromgard began to speak to him telepathically all at once.

[This is the cowardly trick I learned from you!]

[Burn, you insect.]

[Even beggars and vagrants have something to learn from.]

[Trickery to fight trickery!]

The black flames covering the right side of Sungchul began to react strongly.

Sungchul felt god-like powers flowing through his body as he swung Fal Garaz.

The black flames took on the shape of a giant hammer and made impact with one of Kromgard’s heads.

Kromgard gave a cry of pain and writhed on the ground.

But the beast didn’t let up its attack.

The monster fell upon some nameless peak and utterly crushed it under its massive body. But it immediately regained its balance and opened all nine of its mouths toward Sungchul, who was charging forward.

The god’s clawed hands made unholy gestures and signals.

The earth began to melt, and Sungchul’s feet sank into the blackened bog. He was momentarily stuck.

Kromgard didn’t miss this opportunity and launched the breath attack with all nine of his mouths.

The Embers of the End came spewing toward Sungchul from all different directions. The terrifying heat boiled the black bog and caused the very earth to glow red, bubbling and boiling like lava.

It looked like no living being could survive such a hellish heat.

“I’ve won!”

Just when Kromgard was certain of his victory, a faint figure appeared behind him.

It was none other than Sungchul.

Kromgard realized his presence too late and spun around.

The world trembled.

“How?!”

The black flames in the form of Fal Garaz made impact with his head once more.

One of the heads was split open, causing brain matter to spew in all directions.

Kromgard bared his fangs and lunged forth.

One head managed to chomp down on Sungchul. But he allowed this to happen. Sungchul swung Fal Garaz while inside Kromgard’s foul-smelling mouth. The jaws shattered and became limp and loose.

Sungchul grasped one fang and pulled with his god-like strength. With a rip that spewed rancid blood, the maw was severed completely.

Kromgard let out a pitiful cry of pain as he ran away—a shameful rout of defeat. But even in this moment, Kromgard had prepared a trick up his sleeve. He sensed Sungchul chasing after him and turned around just as Sungchul leapt into the air, firing another round of breath using all remaining heads.

But the moment the breath attack reached Sungchul, Sungchul vanished from his sight.

“What is this?”

Another giant hammer made of black flames came bearing down and shattered another of Kromgard’s wolf heads.

Even as he cried out in pain, Kromgard realized something.

That Sungchul had somehow gained access to yet another power he didn’t have before.

Sungchul glared at Kromgard as he announced in his usual deadpan voice, “I, too, have forgotten for a long time.”

His past, spent in hubris and arrogance, flashed before his eyes.

Sungchul had been someone who openly declared that he hated other humans and lived his life as if it were true. In his inattention and apathy, countless people who could have been saved had lost their lives for no reason.

Though Sungchul didn’t want to admit any of it, he accepted his past wrongdoing.

Sungchul declared, “That humans are beings that cannot live alone.”

The black flames covering the right side of his body suddenly turned white.

And once Kromgard saw this, he was gripped by inexplicable terror and began to flee for his life.

Sungchul slowly chased after him.

It was now time to begin the hunt.

***

Exploding with a thunderous boom, a lightning bolt came crashing down.

Black rain began to fall upon the earth.

Kromgard escaped from Sungchul and looked all around.

I need new prey! Something to amplify my power!

Soon, he noticed suitable—or perhaps even optimal—prey.

On the last remaining piece of land untouched by destruction, there was the God of Order, huddling behind a mortal.

The remaining six heads of the wolf began to drool with desire and greed.

“Eek! Save me!” Once the God of Order realized that Kromgard was looking at him, he immediately cast teleportation to hide behind Sungchul.

Sungchul thought to himself, No being can match him for his ability to run away.

It was possible that the God of Order might be capable of keeping up this game of cat and mouse into perpetuity and refuse to be caught for all eternity, no matter how hard he was chased.

Kromgard gave up and went searching for prey away from Sungchul.

He then heard the raspy voice of a woman below his feet.

“Kromgard! Over here! Here!”

It was Adelwight. She was waving her hands and shouting to try to get Kromgard’s attention. Her current state was horrible. She who once possessed an ageless beauty was now wrinkled and misshapen, with wounds all over her body, big and small, leaking lethal purple poison.

“Please eat me, Kromgard! I possess the God-given power to wield ancient poisons! Devour me and inherit that power! Hurry and destroy those wrongdoers and save this world!”

You’ve finally lost it, Rutheginea, the God of Order Enkiadus said with a sad expression from behind Sungchul.

Six pairs of eyes stared at Adelwight in silence. He seemed to hesitate for a moment before devouring the woman who gave up everything for him.

Adelwight was ripped apart by Kromgard’s fangs, and her blood mixed with his saliva before disappearing into his throat.

There was a transformation in Kromgard. His entire body began to turn purple. It was the potent poison that Adelwight used.

Kromgard grinned maliciously.

“I can feel a newfound power…”

But the God of Order began to speak.

“The power of God is not something so easily stolen, o’ foolish one.”

Even before the God of Order finished speaking, Kromgard’s body began to writhe and twist.

A heart-wrenching scream erupted from all six remaining heads at once as Kromgard collapsed to the ground.

His fallen body leaked purple liquid from every orifice and began to melt.

Tens of thousands of years ago, the poison Adelwight had used to massacre her own followers now took the life of her own lover.

“Ruthe…ginea…!”

The man who had eaten his own lover met a terrible end in agonizing pain.

The beast of extinction was now slain.

But there was one thing that remained unchanged.

The world was still going to end.

Once Kromgard was dead, an overwhelming gust of wind began to billow from all directions at once.

The sounds of destruction echoed from afar, and the blackened sea nearly reached the Stairway to God.

Sungchul gazed upon the dying world as he returned to the one place that still remained in the midst of all the destruction.

Bertelgia welcomed him.

But Sungchul’s expression wasn’t bright at all.

He bent down to look at Ahmuge’s unconscious body as he spoke.

“I’m sorry that I couldn’t keep my promise.”

Ahmuge couldn’t hear him.

“No, you did everything that you could,” Bertelgia said in a small voice while orbiting around Sungchul.

A divine voice spoke from behind them. “You can still keep your promise.” It was the God of Order. “This world requires an Overseer. If you were to become an Overseer, you could still prevent the end of the world.”

The same words had a different effect at different times.

Although he had immediately dismissed the same proposal before, Sungchul was wavering now.

Was this how Eckhart felt?

Eckhart had told him that one momentary mistake led to eternal suffering.

Not to mention, Sungchul had a physical obstacle as well.

It was the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow lodged in his heart.

Sungchul turned to the God of Order and pointed at his own heart.

“I cannot become an Overseer, because I made a vow with the God of Chaos.”

“His power is not absolute, so you do not need to worry. I’ll do something about it,” the God of Order insisted.

But Sungchul couldn’t erase a sinking feeling.

After everything he’d been through, he was back to where he started.

He took out a high-proof spirit and swallowed a big gulp before letting out a sigh.

It was then that a sharp voice broke the silence.

“You shut up!” Bertelgia yelled furiously at the God of Order.

“How can you call yourself a god and refuse to do anything at all?” The Living Book scolded a god long worshipped as the Principal All-Father.

The God of Order was caught off guard by Bertelgia and was at a loss for words.

Bertelgia continued to blame him. “Is your definition of order ‘sacrifice other people for my personal gain’? Is that it?”

“What did you say?” The God of Order’s form shook.

“I don’t know what kind of person you are, and I don’t want to know. But from what I’ve seen, I can summarize you in one word.”

“H-hold your tongue, Living Book,” the God of Order trembled in shock.

Although the wrath of God could be felt in the air, Bertelgia didn’t flinch and said her piece clearly. “Parasite!”

“P-parasite?”

How could anyone imagine that someone standing at the top of all hierarchies and controlling the world would one day be called a parasite by a mere Living Book?

The worst part was that there was nothing to be said in his defense.

The God of Order was silenced by that single word and fell into deep thought.

Bertelgia turned to Sungchul once she had successfully silenced the God of Order.

“And you too!”

“Bertelgia…”

“I get that you feel rushed, but how can you just go along with that coward’s suggestion?”

“T-the world’s about to end.” Sungchul let out a bitter laugh and tried to defend himself.

Bertelgia stabbed him lightly with the corner of her book cover before hovering upright in front of him.

“There’s no point in a world without you.”

“…Bertelgia.”

“For you or for us.”

Once Bertelgia got all her words out, she shrank herself and dove into Sungchul’s pocket.

It had been a long time since he last felt her hard covers in his pocket.

There was a faint but satisfied smile on his face, like he had everything in the world.

Is this it? Is this happiness?

He would never let this feeling go ever again, no matter what future awaited them.

Unit 49 watched them from afar, looking envious. But she soon noticed something. “Mmm?”

The God of Order was walking forward.

His shoulders were fallen, and he let out a sigh. “How could I, Enkiadus, receive such treatment?” The ever-present holy light covering his body illuminated the dark world slightly. “Me, who once commanded the respect of all, who was once the favorite of God. How did it come to this?”

The God of Order suddenly knelt at the ocean where the continent used to be.

The faint light covered his entire body.

Sungchul felt like he was going to do something.

And his premonition came to pass. The body of the God of Order turned into particles of light and dissipated.

A miracle soon took place upon the world.

The ever-present earthquake stopped, and the thunder no longer rained from the heavens. The winds that threatened to blow the world apart abated, and the clouds parted a bit to let a single ray of light shine through.

Sungchul understood instinctively what the God of Order was trying to do.

Could it be?

The voice of the disintegrating God of Order could be heard. “I remember now. My purpose. It was to maintain the order of this world. To strengthen the foundation of this world. To destroy the enemies who bring chaos to the world. And to carry out my holy purpose, God had granted me the position of the Principal All-Father.”

In the midst of the dying world, at the end of everything, the God of Order finally remembered his long-forgotten purpose.

He made a choice.

To become the Overseer of this world of his own volition.

Like those who came before him, he finally took up the holy mantle of responsibility as God’s favorite and sacrificed himself for the good of all.

And with his sacrifice, the end of the world was delayed ever so slightly.

A beautiful, pale man with long, flowing red hair appeared before Sungchul. The man was someone absolutely radiating wisdom from his very being.

Is this the God of Order?

Enkiadus, who rose to the position of Overseer, had returned to his old self from before he was corrupted.

Enkiadus opened his mouth to speak. “With this, the end of the world has been delayed. But by myself, all I can do is hold back the inevitable.”

Unlike before, Sungchul found himself accepting the words of the God of Order without reservations.

“We must make God’s Dirt. We must use God’s Dirt to plug the rift between worlds. Can you do it, Destroyer?”

Sungchul didn’t possess the power to make God’s Dirt.

He wasn’t yet a Creationist.

“I have not completed the quest yet,” Sungchul answered honestly.

Unit 49 appeared at his side. “If you need to go to the Colossi, I know their locations.” She was ripped and torn all over, but Unit 49 still offered to help without holding back.

Sungchul nodded and turned to look at Bertelgia.

One part of him was afraid.

But Bertelgia knew this, as usual. Like always, she gave him peace of mind.

“Don’t worry! Turning you into a Creationist is my life’s purpose! I’ll be more than fine making the final two!”

He would have never agreed to follow through with this under any other circumstance. But there was no other way left anymore.

He glanced at the unconscious Ahmuge before nodding in Enkiadus’s direction. “How much time do we have left?”

“Not much. At worst, we have less than a day. At best, two. Finish the quest as quickly as possible. I shall retrieve all the realms in the Transcendent World and make preparations ahead of time.”

Unit 49 opened a Dimensional Gate to a Colossus.

Sungchul hoisted Ahmuge up onto his shoulders and walked through it.

Beyond the dimensional gate were the destroyed ruins of the world. The indescribable destruction covered the land as far as the eye could see.

If not for the fact that Eckhart’s Colossi were so massive, it might have been impossible to find them among the wreckage of the world.

Sungchul landed on the head of the Colossus in the corner of the fragmented continent and quickly entered the cockpit.

“Long time no see, unnie,” Unit 49 greeted the book located at the center of the Colossus, who looked identical to her.

The book didn’t reply.

Sungchul and Bertelgia quickly got to work on the quest of the Creationist.

The ingredients were prepped, and the examination began.

Bertelgia sought out the secret page hidden within her and guided Sungchul through the path of the Creationist.

They didn’t have much time, but Sungchul didn’t rush and carefully followed the steps of the recipe, being exact and precise with everything.

Once all the ingredients were ready, they were put into the pot and boiled together.

Sungchul mixed with the ladle as he stared at Bertelgia.

She seemed fine for now. The problem was the next part.

One of the stones was complete. The name was irrelevant. The important thing was that once the stone was finished, a portion of Eckhart’s power left Bertelgia’s body.

“Ugh!” Bertelgia trembled and let out a cry of pain as the power left her.

“Bertelgia!” Sungchul called out to her in panic.

Bertelgia shook herself and replied, “Don’t worry. I can handle this much.”

Even as she said this, a portion of Bertelgia’s body crumbled like dried clay.

Sungchul’s face became rigid. The deep cut left by the assassin was once again visible.

Even before Sungchul could say a word, Bertelgia cut him off. “I can handle it! I can! This is nothing compared to the stuff you’ve been going through!”

Bertelgia’s body was covered in bright lights. Even while enduring agonizing pain, like her body was being ripped apart, Bertelgia carried out her duties.

One of the stones was now complete.

There was only one Colossus left to go.

The moment the quest was done, Bertelgia fell out of the sky like a bird without wings.

Sungchul carefully caught her in his hands.

Bertelgia didn’t speak.

“She seems to have lost consciousness,” Unit 49 said after approaching them.

“She’s fine. For now.”

Neither good nor bad news.

It was then that the voice of Enkiadus was heard by all.

“There’s no time. The scars of the apocalypse run deeper than I had anticipated. It’s possible that I might not be able to hold back the end for as long as I initially thought.”

The voice was enough to wake Bertelgia from her slumber. She got back up and shook herself.

The debris that had gathered inside her knife wound fell out due to her movements.

Sungchul was able to clearly make out Bertelgia’s injuries.

“Now, let’s go to the next one. I’m still perfectly fine!” Bertelgia said confidently and brightly. But Sungchul could tell that there was a possibility she might not be able to withstand the next trial.

But there was no choice but to continue.

“What are you doing, unnie? Hurry and open the way to the next one. You have to earn your meal if you’re in our party, you know?”

“But I don’t eat,” Unit 49 said before turning toward Sungchul.

Sungchul let out a shallow sigh before nodding.

Yet another Dimensional Gate opened up.

The path to the final Colossus.

Sungchul gripped his heavy heart as he dragged his feet to his next destination.

***

Inside an unnamed Colossus, Sungchul followed the unfamiliar instructions to combine alchemical ingredients.

Nothing but Ahmuge’s rough breathing and the sounds of Sungchul working on the quest could be heard in the otherwise serene interior of the Colossus.

But everyone was aware that outside the Colossus were powerful gusts of wind whipping the world apart, imbued with the Miasma of Death.

The paused clock before the end of the world began to rapidly advance toward the finale.

Each time the world shook, Enkiadus’s despairing cries could be heard by all.

“I can’t hold on much longer! There’s no time left! Hurry!”

Even with the desperate plea of the God of Order, Sungchul remained completely unfazed.

He redoubled his efforts to maintain calm and precision as he carried out his task.

After a long while, it was finally time for one last examination.

Sungchul looked up at Bertelgia.

Bertelgia shook at him.

In the deafening silence, the final exam took place.

The process was simple enough.

It didn’t take long for the ladling to result in the final stone.

Sungchul’s turn was over.

It was now Bertelgia’s turn.

Bertelgia’s body began to give off a faint glow of light.

She focused her entire being on fulfilling her purpose, but she was blocked by a physical barrier.

The injuries left by the assassin Kaz Almeira brought unspeakable pain and danger to her life.

“Ah…”

A brief but painful moan leaked out of her.

Sungchul swallowed anxiously. If he could, he would take her pain in her stead. But for now, there was nothing he could do but watch from the side.

This was Bertelgia’s fight alone.

After a few minutes, the luminance from Bertelgia’s body faded away. She couldn’t withstand the burden on her body and faltered.

“Let me take a short break.” Bertelgia fell to the ground just like that and lay there like a corpse.

Unit 49 stared at Bertelgia.

Silence reigned supreme inside the cockpit once more as time continued to flow in agonizing stillness.

Enkiadus continued to urge them to hurry time and time again.

Bertelgia struggled to get up and attempt the final task once more but couldn’t manage it. She tried her best but felt that she had completely run out of power and sagged to the floor.

“I’m… I’m so sorry.”

Sungchul discovered something in Bertelgia he had never witnessed before. Resignation.

It was unimaginable that someone as bright and strong-willed as Bertelgia could give up hope.

Sungchul thought deeply about how he could motivate her once more but couldn’t think of anything to say.

The problem Bertelgia ran into wasn’t that of her mental state but rather her physical body. Asking the impossible was not encouragement; it was abuse.

Deep furrows appeared in Sungchul’s brow as time relentlessly marched on despite the heavy atmosphere.

Then Sungchul heard something stirring. He felt a presence and opened his eyes.

A familiar girl’s voice could be heard. “You can’t do it because you’re just a cheap imitation.” A familiar voice, but one filled with malice.

Sungchul stared at the corner of the cockpit.

It was yet another Bertelgia. Unit 55.

But she was in a terrible state. Unit 55 had incomparably worse injuries than Bertelgia.

In the midst of the razor-sharp winds tearing the world asunder, most of her cover had been completely destroyed, and more than half of her pages were ripped out and missing, leaving her looking completely tattered.

“How can a cheap, mass-produced imitation possibly save the world?” Unit 55 shouted biting remarks at Bertelgia.

Sungchul was filled with wrath.

Unit 55 saw him and continued to taunt, “Just kill me already. The world can’t be saved anymore; it was done for the moment Father passed away. It’s all over!”

Unit 55 screamed before charging forward at Bertelgia.

But before she reached Bertelgia, another book ambushed her from behind.

It was Unit 49.

“Uncouth.”

Unit 55 fell to the floor after being struck and couldn’t move.

Unit 49 moved to Sungchul to excuse her sister’s behavior. “Please let this slide. She’s gone a little crazy after Father’s death. She may have a difficult personality, but she’s not all bad inside.”

Since Unit 49 defended her sister, Sungchul chose not to take any further action over what had happened.

The only thing he truly cared about was the state of Bertelgia.

But Bertelgia’s reactions were strange.

He could hear something groaning.

It took a moment for him to realize that it was Bertelgia making that sound.

“Bertelgia.” Sungchul picked her up with both hands.

And as expected, she was trembling slightly.

“…I guess I can’t do it after all.” She was on the verge of tears.

Seeing her like this broke his heart.

He had to do something. Anything. But what could he do? He felt so helpless. There was nothing he could offer in that moment.

Because he was the Destroyer.

Making something was not in his nature.

But he couldn’t give up now.

“I guess I really am just a cheap knockoff.” Bertelgia sounded completely defeated as she muttered to herself and went limp.

This was bad. Despair was overtaking her.

Bertelgia, who had remained brave in the face of the truth of her existence, was finally broken and defeated.

That which was unyieldingly strong could shatter.

Left alone, she would perish, let alone complete the final quest.

He had to do something.

The knife wound caught Sungchul’s eye.

A hated injury he wished he could erase and get rid of. Because the injury wasn’t something he could fix or resolve with his powers and strength, it was something he had refused to look at.

But now Sungchul gazed straight at it with a completely different mindset.

And soon, he had an idea.

“It’s perfect,” Sungchul finally said.

Bertelgia noticed the change and trembled slightly. “What is?”

Sungchul opened his coat with a dramatic flair.

His pride and joy, the Diamond Broach, shone brilliantly in the light.

Sungchul unhooked the broach and placed it into Bertelgia’s cut. The assassin’s cut, astonishingly, was the perfect size to house Sungchul’s prized broach of the Chef class.

The brilliantly reflective pin seemed to glow inside Bertelgia’s injury.

Sungchul gazed upon it as he gently lifted Bertelgia up.

“Knockoff? Nonsense. I declare that you are the most genuine article of all.”

“Genuine article?”

“The official one. The one and only unique Bertelgia.” Sungchul looked at the broach with a warm expression. “Here’s the proof.”

Bertelgia shook lightly.

Sungchul’s Transcendent Senses reacted to something.

The color Bertelgia had lost, her unbreakable will, was returning.

“Hey, let me try again.” She flapped her pages energetically as she flew up into the air. Sungchul’s proof of the genuine article was shining brilliantly.

The examination began once more. Bertelgia’s body was covered in dim luminescence again.

The third attempt. It wouldn’t be easy.

Sungchul didn’t say anything and watched Bertelgia commence the examination with a warm expression.

Bertelgia suddenly shuddered and let out a pained groan. But unlike before, she didn’t waver.

What began as a soft light became brighter and brighter until it fully illuminated the cockpit with intense brilliance.

She had overcome her limitations.

Sungchul saw the bright assortment of words appearing before him and knew that Bertelgia had managed to pull through.

The final stone was complete.

The eight stones rose into the air and rotated rapidly before disintegrating and vanishing from sight.

Sungchul felt emotions welling up within him as he saw the final messages pop up before him.

[You have created the eight Stones of the Alchemist and have proven yourself worthy of becoming the Creationist.]

[Thus, I, Eckhart, shall open the doors of the Creationist to thee.]

Yet another system message appeared before Sungchul.

[Will you open the doors of the Creationist?]

He didn’t know what lay beyond this.

Sungchul turned to look at Bertelgia beyond the messages.

“Bertelgia. No matter what anyone says, you are THE Bertelgia.”

Bertelgia shook slightly once she heard this. “Of course! Isn’t that obvious?” But perhaps she’d used too much of her strength, for she faltered midair and Unit 49 flew in to support her.

It was now that Sungchul looked at the doors that had opened to him.

The final doors to the path of the Creationist.

Sungchul turned to look at Ahmuge. She hadn’t regained consciousness yet, but the worst seemed to have passed.

She would live.

“Please wait just a bit longer.”

A bright dimensional gate appeared.

Sungchul left Ahmuge behind and crossed the threshold.

There, beyond the gates, was an impossibly beautiful village straight out of a fairy tale, completely at odds with the world facing the end behind them.

“I—I’ve seen this place before,” Bertelgia said with a bright voice as she was held by Unit 49.

Sungchul opened his pocket and beckoned to Bertelgia. “Why don’t you come here?”

Bertelgia stared at her usual spot before shaking.

“No, I think it’s better if I stay with unnie like this for now.”

“I… Is that so?”

Sungchul seemed a little disappointed as he led the way.

At the center of the empty village was a small wooden house with a green roof.

Once Bertelgia saw it, she spoke up, sounding excited.

“That’s it! That’s my house!” She sounded a bit exhausted.

Sungchul walked toward the house Bertelgia had pointed out.

As they walked past the walls covered in soft purple flowers, Bertelgia, propped up by Unit 49, asked in a sleepy voice, “Do you know what the first thing I want to do if I become human again is?”

Sungchul, who had been walking in front, couldn’t help but smile when he heard this question.

“Taste my food?”

She would have normally thrown a fit at his remark. That’s why he had said it. But Bertelgia uncharacteristically laughed softly and bobbed up and down. “…That doesn’t sound so bad.”

There was a nostalgic smell coming from somewhere.

“Now, go ahead and open the door,” Bertelgia said.

Sungchul took a breath and took hold of the handle of the closed door.

The end of the journey he’d sought for so long was finally within sight.

But before that, there was something he needed to say.

“Bertelgia.” There was so much he needed to tell her—words he didn’t know how to form to convey the gratitude he felt in his heart. Without her, he wouldn’t have made it this far. Without realizing he was nothing but a puppet for the God of Chaos, he would have destroyed the world with his own hands.

Just like that foolish Kromgard.

Sungchul made up his mind about what he wanted to say and turned around to let her know what he thought.

But Bertelgia’s state was abnormal. She wasn’t moving.

Unit 49 carefully moved the unresponsive Bertelgia in front of Sungchul.

Sungchul used both hands to accept her. His eyes began to tremble.

This can’t be.

He already knew instinctively, but his heart couldn’t accept the truth.

Sungchul grasped Bertelgia and shook her, calling out her name.

“Bertelgia. Bertelgia!”

But she didn’t respond. No matter how he called to her or shook her, she didn’t reply.

“Jokes like these aren’t good for my heart, Bertelgia. I’m older and frailer than I look. Please think of my health, Bertelgia. Please.”

Despite Sungchul’s desperate plea, Bertelgia didn’t move.

Unit 49, who had been watching from behind, muttered bitterly to herself, “…A salmon who swims up the river is destined to perish.”

Sungchul stood up, using both hands to lift Bertelgia.

He still couldn’t accept the reality before him.

He turned to the small house with the green roof and held the doorknob.

“I’ll see for myself.”

Sungchul turned the handle.

The moment he opened the door, he was greeted with a familiar sight.

It was Eckhart’s workshop that he had seen from inside the world of the Overseer.

If there was one difference from his memories, it was that instead of Eckhart, a small blonde girl was sitting at the desk.

Sungchul’s eyes settled on her face, and his heart began to beat rapidly.

It was Bertelgia. But it wasn’t the Bertelgia that he knew.

The girl in the house looked identical to Bertelgia from the dream world, but at least two to three years older.

Sungchul felt like his heart was going to burst as he approached her and called out her name.

“Bertelgia?”

The little girl looked up at Sungchul. Her soft pink lips formed a small smile before opening to speak. “…Yes, I’m Bertelgia.”

Sungchul swallowed as he stared at the girl.

She stared back at him before asking a blunt but world-shattering question.

“…But who are you?”

Sungchul fell to the floor. The truth was too heavy for his heart to bear. He felt the Black Giant sleeping within him wake and stir. The temptation to destroy the world welled up from within him through the emotional damage his broken heart had sustained.

Is this the final destination of the journey I was taking?

Black flames began to overtake his body, and the laughter of the God of Chaos could be heard in the distance.

Sungchul didn’t care. He wanted to destroy everything.

He was the Destroyer, after all.

But before he crossed that final threshold—the point of no return—he heard a voice carried by the winds, a nostalgic voice he had thought he would never hear again.

“What are you doing, stupid.”

It was Bertelgia.

The Transcendent Senses delivered her final thoughts to him at the moment of her death.

Bertelgia’s voice continued, “Just because I won’t be around, I hope you won’t do something so pointless as destroy the world. I may be so much older than you, but you are still an old man who’s lived a long life, no?”

“…Bertelgia.”

Tears formed in Sungchul’s eyes. These were the tears of a warrior—tears he never thought he’d shed again—now freely streaming down his cheeks.

The Transcendent Senses became fuzzy, delivering Bertelgia’s final thoughts to him.

“I believe in you.”

The moment these words were delivered, Bertelgia on the ground began to glow brightly, turning into ash.

Seeing this made Sungchul realize what Bertelgia had been thinking.

…She was waiting.

Bertelgia was Bertelgia until the end.

She had already assumed she wouldn’t make it as she prepared to meet what was to come. She’d protected Sungchul from the worst until the last moment, until the very end.

Of course, her efforts didn’t exist in a vacuum.

Just like a clap requires the union of two palms, it required Sungchul’s reciprocation.

Sungchul wiped away the tears welling in his eyes.

His face, which had been darkening with the shadows of despair, once again regained its calm, neutral expression.

And the Black Giant that had awoken inside him took a step back.

He withstood it. The temptation of nihilism.

Sungchul watched helplessly as Bertelgia disintegrated until the last ashes were gone.

It was the only way he could bid his farewell.

The two books watched Sungchul and Bertelgia’s final goodbyes from behind.

“I think I finally understand,” Unit 49 said. “That she was better than the rest of us.”

Unit 55 didn’t say anything, nor did she offer a rebuttal.

An earnest heart broke through to all.

Bertelgia, who wasn’t Bertelgia, listened to the Bertelgia Types explain what had been going on before walking up to Sungchul.

The daughter of Eckhart spoke to Sungchul.

“I have heard the stories between you and that child.”

Sungchul was still staring at the spot where Bertelgia had disintegrated.

Eckhart’s daughter tried once more. “You are now a Creationist.”

“…Is that so?” Sungchul replied listlessly.

“Yes. The Creationist is able to use a portion of power that is normally reserved only for God. Father was not a good man, but he never gave up on the world. He prepared for someone to take his place in protecting and safeguarding the world in his stead should the world face an insurmountable peril,” Bertelgia explained, before giving a bitter laugh. “How was he?” she asked of the final moments of Eckhart.

Sungchul let out a shallow sigh before replying, “I can’t say that I had a good impression.”

“…As I thought. Well, that’s how he was.”

Bertelgia moved to the window and looked out at the sky.

The perfect weather in the beautiful fairy-tale village suddenly took a turn for the worse, as thick storm clouds began to overtake the previously picturesque and peaceful sky.

“It seems as though the destruction of the world has progressed far more than I had anticipated.”

Sungchul agreed with her. It was especially foreboding that at some point, the pleading voice of Enkiadus was nowhere to be heard.

It was possible that the God of Order couldn’t withstand the coming end alone and had already expired.

The girl said, “It’s not something I’m proud of, but Father attempted to turn me into the Priestess.”

“Into a priestess?” Seething malice settled in Sungchul’s eyes in a heartbeat.

“Of course, it was a one-sided interest on his part. He must have thought it was one way to atone for selecting Mother to serve as a substitute for his twisted love, and for me, who was born as a result of that.”

Sungchul had no response to that.

“Either way, after Father became the Overseer, and until his mind began to break down, he observed the Principal All-Fathers so that he might copy some of their abilities and imbue them into me.”

The girl, Bertelgia, opened a dimensional gate next to Sungchul.

Sungchul instinctively knew that this was no ordinary dimensional gate.

“This is a gate that leads to the past.”

“The past?”

“This world, in my opinion, is done for. But you might be able to change this outcome if you were to go back in time.”

“It doesn’t sit well with me, but there’s another way. You could go through the door that leads to the world you have come from.”

A second door opened before Sungchul.

Either one of these doors would deliver Sungchul from the immediate danger.

But neither would lead to a true solution.

Sungchul looked at the human Bertelgia before speaking calmly.

“Don’t you have another door?”

“Excuse me?”

“One that leads back outside.”

“What for? There is nothing more you can do, even for you. The rift in the world is not something that can be fixed with God’s Dirt.”

Sungchul stared at Bertelgia with a determined expression.

Once Bertelgia saw the unwavering look in Sungchul’s eyes, she understood how serious he was and opened a third dimensional gate for him.

Sungchul left behind the daughter of Eckhart and the two books and walked through the last door.

Beyond the door was the cockpit of the Colossus.

Ahmuge was lying behind the back of the control seat.

Sungchul noticed the sickening stench of death.

Wait.

He walked to the front of the cockpit, toward the eyes of the Colossus, where Sungchul bore witness to the end of the world.

“Enkiadus. God of Order,” Sungchul called out to the Overseer.

However, there was no reply.

Sungchul turned and walked up to Ahmuge.

She, who had still looked well enough to be saved before entering the dimensional gate, was already growing cold and rigid.

Sungchul walked to the entrance of the cockpit.

Once the door was opened, Ahmuge’s neatly tied hair was whipped by the air and came undone.

Sungchul bowed his head to Ahmuge before leaving the cockpit.

The world was crumbling apart. It was shrinking, falling into a singularity. The continents and the oceans—nothing was spared. It seemed like nothing could escape the end.

The voice of the God of Order echoed in his mind. “What were you doing? I was waiting for you!”

The God of Order was still alive.

“We have to plug the hole! I have prepared the Realms in the sky. Use your magic to fly into the air!” Enkiadus said urgently.

Sungchul nodded.

It was then that something massive appeared before him.

A giant with the head of a goat. The God of Chaos, Kunkidu.

“Where are you going, o’ tool of mine?”

He was trying to stop Sungchul, knowing full well everything that was going on.

Getting in his way again.

But something unbelievable happened. Sungchul discovered that there was no part of him that felt any hatred toward the God of Chaos.

Was it because he was too emotionally drained after the loss of Bertelgia?

It wasn’t so.

Sungchul soon understood why.

He took another step forward, despite all the pain. The God of Chaos brandished his screaming whip.

“You cannot leave! Let us watch the festival of the apocalypse together!”

Sungchul stared at his enemy. Taking a closer look, Sungchul found his foe woefully unworthy.

He, too, was just another god who didn’t earn or deserve his divinity.

The screaming whip came flying toward Sungchul.

Sungchul’s hands, enveloped in black flames, grabbed the whip midair.

“Hoh? So that’s how it’s going to be? But what next?” The God of Chaos taunted Sungchul with a mocking tone.

Fal Garaz appeared in Sungchul’s hands.

He gripped Fal Garaz as he jumped up toward the head of the God of Chaos.

The God of Chaos looked terrified.

“Wait! Are you trying to do a murder-suicide?”

Sungchul shook his head. He was calm inside. He remembered something from the past.

It was the death of Horneko.

When Horneko transformed into a monster, the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow of the God of Neutrality was expelled from his body.

That was the extent of the God of Neutrality’s power, and it didn’t amount to much. If that was the case, then there was only one thing left to do.

Sungchul lifted Fal Garaz high into the air and brought it down upon the God of Chaos, Kunkidu.

“You’ll kill yourself!” His accursed shout was scattered and broken like sand upon the hammer that sang with the force of a wrathful god.

Even as his head was splattered into chunks of meat, Kunkidu could see that Sungchul’s body was completely enveloped in black flames.

What struck him wasn’t Sungchul Kim. It was the complete form of the Black Giant.

The flames of the Cross of the Unbreakable Vow embedded in Sungchul’s heart flickered alive momentarily before being snuffed out like a candle inside the now fully transformed body of the Black Giant, brimming with divine power.

“How can this be…”

But there was still hope left for Kunkidu. The Black Giant represented his final victory.

However, with his fading vision, he watched as the Black Giant’s color changed.

From complete blackness to pure, unblemished white.

“It can’t be! A mere mortal shouldn’t be capable of controlling the powers of destruction!”

The White Giant turned to look at Kunkidu. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

The voice from the White Giant was unmistakably that of Sungchul, which meant Sungchul was in control.

“No! I must be dreaming! This is a nightmare! This can’t be real! This isn’t how it was supposed to happen! This isn’t what I wanted all this time!”

Between despair and an overwhelming sense of defeat, the God of Chaos, Kunkidu, perished.

The White Giant stomped on the hideous head of the Principal All-Father and smashed it.

On the surface of the dying world, only the White Giant remained. Sungchul looked up into the sky and opened his mouth.

“Enkiadus. Are you alive?”

There was no reply.

The world was being annihilated into a singularity, but Sungchul soon began to notice anomalies. Above his head, his status screen suddenly appeared and began to flicker on and off.

The status screen that had appeared for no apparent reason just as suddenly became incomplete, showing only his title.

[‘Destroyer’]

Beyond the singularity swallowing up the world, one of the God’s Dungeons was dragged in and torn asunder.

The system that formed the foundation of this world now collapsed in its entirety.

The heavens and the earth lost all boundary and meaning.

There was no difference between up and down, and even concepts such as time and space became completely irrelevant.

Even amid the world’s collapse, Sungchul saw several signs.

The first was a single black feather.

Soon after, the broken fragments of the golden duckling passed by him. And after that, ripped book after ripped book passed by him like a procession of pilgrims.

Sungchul was overcome by doubt and a sense of helplessness in the middle of the world’s end.

Then someone appeared before him.

It was the Black Giant.

As the world crumbled apart and even concepts such as time began to break down, the Black Giant was able to move across different timelines to stand before him.

Sungchul was able to tell instantly that the Black Giant was unmistakably himself from another timeline, because a system message floating above the Black Giant’s head indicated his identity.

[‘Destroyer’]

Sungchul took a moment to look over his other self.

The Black Giant likewise quietly looked Sungchul over.

The two were fundamentally the same.

But the expressions of their selves were polar opposites.

One wanted to destroy the world. The other wanted to save it.

Perhaps it was pointless to try to discern who was right or wrong.

Because in the end, it didn’t change the outcome that the world would come to an end.

The Black Giant approached Sungchul, and pure, unfiltered malice assaulted his senses.

White flames erupted from Sungchul’s body as the White Giant walked forward and stood before the Black Giant.

The two Giants stood facing each other.

The Black Giant averted his eyes from the White Giant’s gaze.

Then the White Giant did something completely unexpected.

He extended a hand toward his other self from another timeline.

The White Giant said, “It’s okay.”

The body of the Black Giant shook violently as he swung his fist furiously.

The seven Weapons of Calamity he possessed all floated up into the air and orbited him menacingly.

But in spite of this, the White Giant simply walked closer.

Even as the weapons of Calamity bit into his flesh, punched by the fist of the Black Giant, he didn’t waver.

Eventually, the White Giant stood before the Black Giant and pulled him in into a hug.

One version of him had embraced the other.

The black flames covering the Black Giant’s face was extinguished.

Hidden beneath it was Sungchul’s face, twisted in uncontrollable sadness as he wept.

The White Giant let out a sigh before speaking. “It’s all over now.”

It was just as he said. The Black Giant slowly dissipated, absorbed by the White Giant.

A soul-wrenching rage and sadness overtook his heart as strongly as the moment he had lost Bertelgia.

Sungchul closed his eyes and accepted all the feelings and emotions from the man who could have been him.

The Black Giant was gone.

An immense sense of hopeless futility washed over Sungchul.

The world was still progressing toward the end, but Sungchul was gripped by an unshakable, apathetic torpor.

From above him, he heard a divine voice speak.

“Spectacular.”

Sungchul looked up at the sky.

There was nothing above him, but he had the feeling he knew what lay beyond.

The true God.

“The role I wanted you to fulfill, you’ve done well above and beyond.”

Sungchul chose not to reply. He didn’t feel like answering. He was too exhausted.

God began to disappear even as he spoke. “You possess the qualities and the right to become God in a new world. What you decide to do is completely up to you.”

The God continued, “You’ll probably do better than me, a God whose followers turned against him.”

Now Sungchul was left all alone. He looked around.

There was no one left.

But then he discovered that there was someone still alive at a distance.

It was an unbelievable ability granted only to God.

Sungchul was able to move wherever he wanted simply by thinking.

One woman was collapsed over, crying helplessly.

Sungchul discovered a nameplate hovering over her head as displayed by the world’s System Message.

[‘Omen of End Times’ Clarice]

Sungchul couldn’t help but let out a laugh after reading the name.

Clarice heard him and spun around.

She was already blind. But even at the end, with her body breaking down, her strong attachment to life allowed her to speak her last words.

“God?”

Sungchul didn’t reply.

“It’s you, right? I’ve been calling out to you desperately. I don’t care who you are. Please, save us. All of us.”

After speaking her mind, Clarice collapsed.

The energies present in the world stole away the last bit of lifeforce left within her.

The singularity of extinction stole away her body and soul.

There was now nothing left in the whole world other than Sungchul.

He didn’t know what to do anymore. What was he supposed to be doing in a world devoid of life or beings?

Sungchul closed his eyes.

This was his choice. To embrace the end. It was the simplest choice. But then his ears picked up a small voice.

“What are you doing? That’s not funny.”

Sungchul’s eyes opened wide. It was Bertelgia.

Sungchul looked behind him.

There was yet another world laid out before him.

In it lived Bertelgia and others, including Marakia, the emperor, Ryze Himerr, and all the others he had gotten along with. They all stood there, smiling at him.

It was a different world.

One prepared for him by the previous God.

The reward for overcoming all his trials and tribulations awaited him there.

Sungchul’s dead heart began to beat once more.

Bertelgia spoke to him. “Think about your true strength.”

“My true strength?”

“You can’t be thinking that the only thing you’re good at is mindlessly smashing things apart, right?” Bertelgia said rather mockingly.

But nothing else came to Sungchul’s mind. The only thing he could recall being good at was going around and destroying things. He’d never considered himself to have any other talent or skill before.

Bertelgia flapped her pages as she continued, “Why are you trying to hide your strength? Your true strength?”

“My true strength…?”

Bertelgia shook herself up and down. “The source of your true strength comes from your ordinary love of your fellow man, right?”

“Ah.”

Sungchul finally understood what it was he was best at.

He looked straight at Bertelgia—and perhaps the late God—and replied, “You’re right. It’s time for me to show the true extent of my strength.”

A bright and unfiltered smile emerged on his face.

At that moment, the title hovering over his head changed.

From [‘Destroyer’]

To [‘Creator’]


Chapter 17 – Epilogue

The world that was being sucked into the singularity began to grow dark. Inside it, Sungchul’s voice could be heard.

“Now, what shall I make? I suppose I should revert the world back to its original state in a jiffy, huh?”

The one who answered was Bertelgia. “Hmm. Sure. That’s nice and all. But I wish we had an island all to ourselves.”

“A private island? Well, if it’s what Bertelgia wants, I could even make us a private continent.”

“Aren’t you being too arrogant just because you became God?”

“I, too, like to show off occasionally.”

“Ugh. So annoying. Really. Anyway, what are you going to do about the people?”

“Well, I suppose I’ll just resurrect them all.”

“But I’m against reviving the baddies.”

“Bertelgia. You’re unexpectedly petty.”

“I’m especially against reviving that scum Ryze Himerr.”

“Aren’t you being too mean now?”

“After all that, you still didn’t learn a thing? You who became God?”

“Well, let’s discuss that at some other point. I didn’t decide if I want to be God yet.”

“You haven’t become God?”

“I thought about it. But I felt this world is better off not having one.”

“Really?”

“Well, if something like that did exist, then the bad guys are going to show up again to take control. If possible, I would like for the denizens of this world to enjoy a bit of freedom. Wouldn’t that lead this world to become closer to its true name of paradise?”

“Hmm. I don’t like it.”

“So, what can you do about it?”

The joyful conversation continued without an end, until the brilliant rays of light reached every corner of this dark world.

***

“There was a rumor of a strange village.”

The rumors of this village recently began to circulate in La Grange. The beginner adventurer Ahmuge, who recently just got out of the Summoning Palace, heard the rumors through one ear and let it out the other.

“Nonsense.”

It was complete nonsense.

How could there be a village full of identical, beautiful, blonde girls?

Ahmuge, who had knowledge of genetics, dismissed the rumors as nonsense. Because this world was paradise.

She made up her mind as she hitched a ride atop a wagon headed toward the Ancient Kingdom from La Grange.

There was info that a beginner-friendly obelisk was in the Ancient Kingdom. If so, then she might be able to make use of her talents and get her hands on a suitable reward. Not to mention she was immediately in a rush to gain some status points.

“Ugh. I wish a mythic class Soul Contract would just fall into my lap too.” She seated herself at the back of the wagon and scratched her head as she let out a sigh.

In front of her sat a father and daughter duo.

The man looked like a stereotypical Summoner.

He wore rather old-fashioned military pants with a worn-out coat. Underneath, he was wearing a button-up shirt that appeared to be from the ’80s. But despite how he was dressed, he wore a diamond broach in the shape of a dragon underneath the coat that contrasted deeply with the rest of his attire.

What a weird guy.

The girl sitting next to him was just as strange as the man.

She was wearing a rather unholy and unsettling black dress made of black feathers. But due to the quality of the feathers, she didn’t look all that messy.

I’ll have to avoid them the best I can.

Ahmuge hugged herself and shrank back from the two of them.

She heard the wagon driver up front shout, “Oy, Kromgard! Adelwight! Move faster! Do you want to starve tonight?”

There was something oddly familiar about the names. Ahmuge felt like she’d heard of them before.

She soon realized who the names belonged to and let out a laugh. Kromgard and Adelwight were the two extremely emaciated horses pulling the wagon.

The little girl wearing the ominous black dress suddenly muttered to herself, “…A sinner should be born as a beast of burden in the next life.” She sounded cute but somehow foreboding and terrifying at the same time.

Ahmuge was further convinced that she should get away from them as soon as possible.

But her wishes didn’t come to pass. The wheels of the wagon slipped into a muddy puddle and stopped moving.

“God damn it.” The wagon driver clicked his tongue as he let out a sigh after examining the wheels. “It looks like we won’t be going anywhere without help from a super strong warrior or a powerful magician. I’ll have to go get help,” he said before leaving Ahmuge and the others behind and riding off alone on the back of the horse named Kromgard.

Ahmuge felt trapped.

This was a barren mountain. There were rumors of a mysterious monster appearing at the entrance of the Ancient Kingdom.

If she were a strong warrior, she could have attempted to travel by foot on the road, but she was just a novice adventurer. There was a high possibility that she could run into unsurmountable trouble should she travel alone.

“What should I do? I guess I’m really unlucky after all.”

The mysterious father and daughter approached Ahmuge, who was starting to panic. It was the first time she got a good look at their faces. Though she had thought the two to be father and daughter, they looked nothing alike.

Who are these two? They’re stranger the more I think about it.

The girl wearing the feather dress was the first to speak to Ahmuge in a cheerful voice.

“Oy, unnie. Looks like we’re stuck camping out for the night. How about it, traveling with us?”

“With you two? Where to…?”

“Somewhere nice,” the girl in the black dress said with a sly smile.

Ahmuge was terrified. This situation was suspicious beyond belief.

Noting that she didn’t answer, the suspicious pair of individuals left her alone and walked toward the forest.

“Where are you going?” Ahmuge asked out of panic.

The girl in the black dress answered with a smile and a twinkle in her eye. “There’s a small village nearby.”

“A small village? All the way out here?”

“You can’t see it from here, but it’s not that far through the forest. What will you do?” the girl asked, as if to urge her on.

Ahmuge didn’t want to go. She lowered her gaze and turned around.

It was a sign of rejection, and the two suspicious individuals left her behind and walked into the forest.

Some time passed since they’d vanished into the trees, when there was an ominous cry of some beast in the vicinity.

What’s that sound?

It was the first she had heard anything like it. It could be the rumored monster named Kunkiadu that was said to prowl at the borderlands of the Ancient Kingdom. Though some said it possessed near zero offensive ability, they claimed it had nearly infinite durability. It was a legendary beast famous for being sandbags to adventurers and a great source of experience points.

But to Ahmuge, even such a creature was no doubt beyond her abilities to deal with.

Completely caught up in fear, she chased after the two individuals in the forest.

“Oh my? Did you change your mind, unnie?” the girl in the black dress asked with a brilliant smile.

Ahmuge felt a bad premonition from this girl. What is this kid? Feels like she’s mocking me.

The girl was one thing, but the one who really set off alarm bells in her head was the wordless, emotionless man standing by the girl’s side.

I feel like I’ve seen him before.

But at least they were human. She hoped that being with them would be better than trying her luck with beasts that couldn’t be reasoned with.

Ahmuge thought about the various recovery items she carried on her person as she followed the pair of strangers deeper into the forest. Surprisingly, they soon came across a well-maintained road deep within. Though it wasn’t visible from outside the trees, it was a path that had a rather mysterious aura about it, leading deeper and deeper into the shadowed woods ahead.

Ahmuge spotted a few beautiful flowers and forest critters as she walked along the hidden forest lane. There was one in particular she had never seen before.

Hmm… Is that a Carbuncle?

It was unmistakable. Even among the Carbuncle, it appeared to be Merkit Carbuncle that were treated as a mythical creature.

Ahmuge imagined herself capturing one as she followed the other two.

The road eventually ended and led to a beautiful, small village, and Ahmuge was greatly shocked. It was like arriving at a completely different world.

What is this place?

Even though the mountains looked rather steep from the road, they didn’t look nearly as tall as to be snow-capped mountains like these.

The village was nestled close to the timberline, where the snow ended. There, Ahmuge witnessed something she considered impossible.

All the inhabitants of the village looked identical. All possessed blonde hair and blue eyes. All of them were little girls of identical appearance.

What is this place?

It was then that Ahmuge recalled the rumors she’d heard in the tavern before embarking on her journey. That somewhere in the world, there was a legendary village.

The two suspicious people from the wagon walked up to where dozens of identical girls were waiting, and were greeted by them.

“Hello, Bertelgia.”

“Hello, Makne!”[2]

It was while Ahmuge was watching the countless girls greet them that she came to realize that the girl in the black dress had the same face as the rest of them.

What? What’s going on?

One girl walked up to her while Ahmuge was freaking out.

She was, of course, identical to all other girls in the village, but for some reason, she seemed to be a bit more mature than the rest.

“Were you surprised?” the mysterious girl asked.

Ahmuge found herself relaxing at her kind words and replied with an embarrassed look, “No, not that surprised.” She took a look around her. “What kind of village is this?”

To Ahmuge’s question, the girl replied with a radiant smile, “This is the Kodia Village.”

“Kodia Village?”

“Yes. I’m the head of this village, Unit 49… no, Marie Bertelgia.”

“Marie Bertelgia?”

“I named myself, since, well, all of us were born with the same name.”

This was when the girl in the black dress waved to the girl who introduced herself as Marie.

Unit 49 smiled softly as she spoke. “I’m sorry, you’ll have to excuse me. Please make yourself at home. The party will start shortly.”

“Party?”

“Yes. Other guests are scheduled to arrive.”

Even before Marie could finish speaking, a black-winged something came from above and landed next to them.

It was a strong and unspeakably beautiful specimen of a winged, non-human humanoid.

Ahmuge’s eyes grew wide.

Nahak?

It was a legendary and mystical Avian race from the northern part of the continent. It was the first time she’d seen one with her own eyes.

The black-winged Avian man glanced at Ahmuge before walking toward the man whose name Ahmuge was still not aware of.

The girl in the black feather dress looked up at him and got quite cross with him. “Hey, how can you be so late? Seriously! Don’t you have any concept of a promise?”

The avian man let go of all pretenses of grace and matched the girl’s temper in yelling back, looking at the wordless man as he replied, “I’m extremely busy! Do you have any idea how much responsibility a king has? Don’t you think so, Sungchul Kim?”

“Sungchul Kim?” She had never heard that name before, but it was a nostalgic name somehow.

The man named Sungchul Kim gave a faint smile as he shook his head. “I suppose it can’t be helped.”

Above them, many ships suddenly emerged from dimensional gates.

Countless dignitaries were aboard the ships. Let alone kings and their advisors, there was a half dragon and even the Emperor of the Human Empire aboard.

Ahmuge couldn’t tell if this was real or if she was still dreaming.

“Hey, please listen to me. All the other kids wrote a name above Bertelgia to help distinguish one another, but Unit 55 picked something strange again!”

The girl who had introduced herself as Marie was complaining to the man named Sungchul Kim.

Sungchul gave a faint smile and asked her, “So, what did she pick?”

“Berdoong.”

“Berdoong? What the heck is that?”

“I have no clue! And anyways, she’s so stubborn, no wonder she has no friends!”

The man named Sungchul grinned before getting up from his seat.

Ahmuge’s heart shrank.

The mysterious man was walking toward her.

Sungchul stopped before Ahmuge before speaking, “Yo. Ahmuge. No, Sujin Lee.”

Ahmuge’s eyes grew wide. “How did you know my real name?”

A small hand grasped Ahmuge’s and pulled. It was the hand of the girl in the black dress.

“Please come, unnie. Please come listen to our story.”

“Our story?”

To this, Bertelgia gave a wide smile before replying, “Yes. Of the grand adventurers of the great Living Book, the one and only Bertelgia-nim’s struggle to overcome fate to create the new paradise!”

“Bertelgia,” Sungchul said, as if to give her a warning.

Bertelgia smiled and revised her words. “Let me correct myself. It’s our story.”

“Our story…?”

“Yes. The story of everyone’s journey. I’ll explain everything from beginning to end, so don’t doze off and listen carefully!”

Around the mountain of food prepared on the tables, people began to gather one by one. Each of them became a part of the crowd that listened to Bertelgia’s story together.

The retelling of a legendary journey began in the midst of the lively music of the festival—an adventure that was already in the past and over with.

The music continued long into the night, accompanied by endless laughter.

Once the festivities were over, Sungchul and Bertelgia once again embarked on their journey.

“I’ll have to go on an adventure at some point. I’m getting anxious just sitting around and doing nothing all day,” Sungchul said.

“Adventure? You? No one’s going to have fun if someone as powerful as you goes on an adventure,” Bertelgia said with a big frown.

To this, Sungchul laughed and gave his reply.

“It’s the opposite. Isn’t it better if you’re strong right from the get-go?”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Sungchul gave an embarrassed look at Bertelgia’s question.

“What was it? I thought the story of the main character hiding his strength was a timeless and popular story idea.”

“What was that? You’re thinking of going through something so cringe again?”

Sungchul let out an unabashed smile at Bertelgia’s reaction.

“It’s far better than going on a cooking journey, right?”

Bertelgia thought carefully to herself before nodding. “You’re right. It’d be better than that, at least.”

One dragon let out a long roar as it passed by overhead.

Sungchul gazed out upon the world—one that was full of endless possibilities.

fin.




Translator’s Thoughts

Thank you for reading to this point.

The story of Main Character Hides his Strength officially comes to an end here.

It took me almost ten years to translate this work. And as I struggled to reach the end, the final arc of this novel really did feel like I was reaching an end of a journey, a chapter of a deeply important part of my life.

For those of you who don’t know, Main Character Hides his Strength was the start of an entire genre of fiction. The first of its kind. In its wake, a whole generation of novelists wrote stories of overpowered heroes who had to hide their power for one reason or another.

I guess more important than being the first, this work popularized an entire sub-genre of Korean fiction.

And it was my honor to have the privilege of working on this project.

I would like to thank the author for putting up with me and letting us have the rights to license his work. He had various offers throughout the years, but he stuck with us through and through, and I don’t have the words to express the gratitude I feel for him in doing so.

He wishes to remain anonymous under the penname of Road Warrior, but he is still continuing to work as a full-time independent author after all these years. I hope that those who are able will support him should his other works become available in English.

I would also like to extend my thanks to the staff of Oppatranslations. Ten years is a long time to stick together and work on a project. Despite my personal troubles and issues with health, they haven’t given up on me, and we reached the end of this project together. And for that, I will be eternally grateful.

I would like to extend my thanks to the supporters on patreon and those who purchased the eBooks and Audiobooks, without whom the company would have vanished long ago. Twice, our company balance reached two digits, and without the endless support and love of our fans, we wouldn’t have made it to the end.

You, the readers, allowed us to reach the journey’s end. Thank you for your unwavering support across such a huge span of time.

With the end of the Main Character Hides his Strength, it represents the completion of Oppatranslation’s contracts. There were some offers to work on other projects, such as an award-winning self-help book. But I decided that I shouldn’t accept new contracts before this project is over.

The writing industry in Korea has changed a lot over the past ten years. I was lucky to have gotten started when I did, when the authors were more openminded and there was less competition to obtain licenses.

I actually got started translating in 2007, with a scanlation team. Almost exactly ten years later, Oppatranslations was founded in 2017.

This means that, somehow, I am a translator with eighteen years of industry experience.

My philosophy and the motivation for translation was simple; I hated bad localizations. I felt I could do a better job and threw myself at the task. And so, even if I’m not the best writer with the most eloquent words, I do my utmost to avoid what I consider ‘localization sins’ that make reading translated work a mind-scratching process. And I hope that it reflects well in your reading of our works.

I am a huge fantasy nerd, so if there is a Korean game with poor English localization, please recommend me, Gamja. My contacts are GamjaLvL1@gmail.com. I have heard rumors of at least a few games in desperate need of a good translator.

This is not the end of the road for Oppatranslations.

I intend to continue to work under the company and expand our work. There are various projects I have been putting off until the completion of Main Character Hides His Strength, so I hope you’ll continue to look forward to and enjoy the content that we create.

Once again, thank you for reading to the end.

See you on our next journey.

-GamjaLvL1 –


Thank you for reading.

To get updates on future releases of stories by us, 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


Other Works by Oppatranslations

Master Hunter K
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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] This is a deeply important, culturally relevant saying in Korean.

필사즉생행생즉사 or abbreviated as 팰사즉생. It is one of the most famous sayings of Admiral Yi Soonshin, who defended Korea from the Japanese invasion.

It probably originates from a Chinese book of stratagems and refers to the basic mindset a warrior must have on the battlefield. In Yi Sun-sin’s case, the battle was thirteen ships versus a fleet of 333—a hopeless situation. But the result was that after hours of battle, the Korean side lost a total of thirteen soldiers, while the Japanese lost thirty-one ships out of 338 and sustained heavy damage to over a hundred more ships.

Most interestingly, for the first thirty minutes of the battle, it was only Yi Sun-sin’s flagship facing off against the entirety of the Japanese navy before the rest of the Korean fleet found the courage to join the fight.

The Battle of Myeongnyang is one of the most studied naval battles in history and is the reason why Korean marines and naval officers have thirteen turtle-ship badges on their uniforms (one for each ship in this battle), although, unfortunately, no turtle ships were actually present in the battle.

Yi Soonshin is said to have given a speech about 필사즉생 before the battle, so the phrase is associated with him. It’s a representation of not only of heroism but also the last stand against impossible odds, and to have courage.

[2] Younger sibling


LitRPG/Gamelit Communities

To enjoy more fiction in such game like worlds and interact with like-minded people have a look at these communities-

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum
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